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    The pain came for him again, cat claws scratching at the back of his eyeballs, exquisite darts of agony searing through his head, and he stumbled to his feet, reaching into the desk drawer for the bottle of fluid. The washroom lay at the end of the corridor, and he lurched through the doorway as the sharp lances ripped at the tissue of his eyes. He gripped the bottle tightly in his hand and opened the door of the washroom, locked it behind him and the cat was stretching, hungrily, unsheathing its claws again as he peered through a red haze at the phial, twisted off the top, inserted the dropper and brought up a quantity of the pilocarpine. 
 
    Head back, he allowed the fluid to drip into the corner of his eye and his nerve ends screamed with pain as the tension increased. The light was dim in the washroom — he had not turned on the light — and he closed his eyes, put his head back against the wall. His hands were trembling; it would not be long before the shuddering began, part hysteria, part pain. It wouldn’t last long; he knew that from experience. But while it did, it was so unacceptable. In a sense, it was worse than the pain, his body’s reaction. It denoted a weakness he refused to recognize in himself, and yet it was there, every time. 
 
    As he stood there, waiting for the attack to pass, he could remember George Knox’s hands. He had been surprised by their softness and their deftness, for Knox was a heavy, awkward man with a snarling voice. But as Knox had moved his face under the light his fingers had been as light as a woman’s. 
 
    ‘How long have you been having these headaches?’ he had asked. 
 
    ‘Hell, I don’t know. Months, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Not very specific, for a jack.’ 
 
    ‘What I mean is, I’ve always been a bit bothered, but who isn’t, with the kind of paperwork and overtime we do?’ 
 
    ‘But more severe of late?’ Knox had asked quietly. 
 
    ‘You could say that.’ 
 
    ‘Worse during the day, or night?’ 
 
    ‘Night, usually.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. But your vision has been impaired, hasn’t it? And there have been occasions when your eyelids have been red and swollen. And at night . . . lights seem to have coloured haloes around them.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t tell you that!’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t need to. Any more than you need to tell me you’ve noticed a certain greenish discolouration of the iris, and a hardness about your eyeballs. They’re classical symptoms, along with headaches, pain in the eyes, nausea and vomiting at night—’ 
 
    ‘Symptoms of what?’ 
 
    ‘Glaucoma,’ George Knox had said, simply. 
 
    There had been more, later. A lecture, almost, on how glaucoma was caused by the pressure of fluids within the eye — local congestion pushing the iris forward until it blocked the canal of Schlemm at its junction with the cornea, where the fluids normally escaped. Knox had told him how there was the possibility that the pressure could build up until it eventually destroyed the ends of the optic nerves. He’d also explained how acute glaucoma could be treated by iridectomy: the removal of a small section of the iris, allowing the fluid to escape. And in the case of chronic glaucoma a filtration procedure was possible to establish a new drainage path for the fluid. 
 
    And then, finally, the diagnosis. 
 
    ‘Chronic glaucoma, I’m afraid. That means the results of surgery would be less than certain. And it also means an immediate discharge from the Force.’ 
 
    Eric Ward peered in the washroom mirror. His eyelids were swollen and red, but the pain was easing. After a little while he washed his face in cold water, and made his way back to his room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was a certain irony in it all, he thought as he sat down behind his desk and pulled the volume of Halsbury’s Statutes towards him. He had reached a turning point in his career with the Force. In his own time he had struggled through a law degree, part-time at the polytechnic, and had toyed with the idea of leaving the police. And Knox had told him that tension, strain, overwork had exacerbated the illness. What he had thought was the result of reading law books late into the night, combined with a great deal of work as a detective-inspector, had in reality been something different — the worsening of an illness that Knox claimed could have been dealt with more easily, earlier — an operation to reduce the tension on the nerve ends. But now, he had his law degree, glaucoma, a pension at forty and no job. 
 
    So the decision was, in a sense, made for him. A few approaches to law firms in Newcastle, and finally an offer from Francis, Shaw and Elder. With his degree he’d need to undertake an articled clerkship for two years, and complete his Law Society Finals, and though he was rather old to start a career as a solicitor, well, there were clients who didn’t care to have their cases handled by young fledglings. 
 
    Joseph Francis, the senior partner in the firm had put that rather nicely, in fact, and had seemed to understand some of the problems that Eric Ward faced personally in making this change. He had showed little understanding in placing Eric under the control of his son, Paul Francis, however. But then, what man knew his own son well? 
 
    Ward frowned, rubbed his eyes gently, and read again sections 48 to 56 of the Mines and Quarries Act 1954. He’d promised to get the papers to Paul Francis before three o’clock so he’d have half an hour with them before the client claiming compensation called for advice on his projected action against the National Coal Board. How had he described himself? A ‘market man’ — an experienced underground worker who had trained in different types of underground working. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad description for an articled clerk, either, Ward thought sourly. You worked at a whole range of things, underground, for a pittance, while the solicitor supervising your articles took the fruits of your work and charged fees at his own rates. If only young Francis did it more graciously. 
 
    He shook his head, replaced the bottle of pilocarpine in his desk, and applied himself with more assiduity to the market man’s complaint against the safety measures taken in his pit. 
 
    ‘Section 52,’ he wrote, ‘states that no person shall withdraw support from the roof or sides of any place in a mine otherwise than by a method or device by which he does so from a position of safety. . .’ 
 
    At three o’clock precisely he had finished the report and made his way along to the office on the first floor occupied by Paul Francis. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The junior partner in Francis, Shaw and Elder knew about Eric Ward’s glaucoma; they all did in the office. But it was not something he could easily handle. 
 
    Sympathy was out of the question, expressed or unexpressed — this was a business and there was no place for sentiment. Money had to be made and every man must pull his weight. 
 
    Not that Ward didn’t pull his weight; indeed, after a year as an articled clerk he had learned so fast that he effectively operated as another assistant solicitor, only occasionally requiring advice and assistance. He could work largely unsupervised, but in a sense that rather nettled Paul Francis. He was unable to rationalize his irritation; not that he tried very hard. It was a compound of several things: the vague sense of insecurity he felt in Eric Ward’s presence; a feeling of intellectual inferiority because of his own lack of a degree; the calm, phlegmatic manner in which Ward refused to react to slights; the efficient manner in which he discharged the numerous tasks that Paul Francis thrust upon him. And then there was the older man’s physical presence. Against Ward’s six feet, Paul was very conscious of his own slightly built five-feet-seven frame. Nor did Ward move like the archetypal policeman: he was a big man, but still lean and soft-moving, light on his feet. 
 
    And clients liked him. It was perhaps the most irritating thing of all — on the occasions when Paul Francis had allowed Ward to remain with him when interviewing the client, somehow the control had always seemed to pass to the ex-policeman. 
 
    No, Paul Francis thought as Eric Ward entered his room, it isn’t the most irritating thing about him, after all. What really niggles is that Ward knows, he bloody well knows what I think about him. 
 
    ‘Have you got the report?’ Paul Francis asked, glancing at his watch as though to check the time of arrival of the file. It might, on the other hand, be his usual initial nervousness when Ward entered his room. 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s here.’ Ward placed the file on Francis’s desk and then walked across to stand near the window, leaning against the radiator as Francis picked up the file and began to read it. He knew the young solicitor would want to discuss it, as soon as he had got tired of reading, ploughing through the detailed authorities Ward had raised. He folded his arms, and waited. The pain in his eyes had receded now and while the redness of his eyelids remained, the puffiness had also disappeared. 
 
    ‘So what do you think, then?’ Francis asked, riffling through the sheets in the file. 
 
    ‘I think your client has a case. From what I can see of the facts he raises, the Board could well be in breach of statutory duty under section 53 of the 1954 Act.’ 
 
    ‘His injuries came from a fall,’ Paul Francis muttered. ‘What about the manager?’ 
 
    ‘I take it from the authorities that a manager is not automatically guilty of a contravention if a fall occurs, but a fall itself is evidence of some breach.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take counsel’s opinion, of course,’ Paul Francis said. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Ward smiled inwardly. Francis had made the statement as though to suggest some doubt as to Ward’s checking of authorities. In fact, it was old Joe Francis’s dictum within the firm that on any case of difficulty or magnitude counsel’s opinion was always to be taken. It was the obvious way to avoid any claim of negligence — pass the burden to a barrister, who couldn’t be sued, and charge the client extra for doing it. It always amused Ward: the client paid extra for the privilege of being unable thereafter to sue. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Paul said, tossing the file aside and leaning back in his chair. ‘Give me a quick rundown on the authorities and the advice you suggest.’ Ward did so, smoothly and easily, relying largely on Cough v National Coal Board and Stein v O’Hanlon, and grimly amused at the irritation in Paul Francis’s narrow features as Ward made no check of the file itself. 
 
    ‘Right, Eric,’ Paul Francis said when he had finished, ‘the client will be in to see me in about half an hour, and I’ll go over these papers now. You needn’t stay. What have you got on your desk at the moment?’ 
 
    ‘Couple of conveyances. Two county court matters. A few other things which—’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, all right,’ Francis interrupted him as though he had hardly heard him. ‘Well, look, I’m pretty snowed under right now, so there’s a couple of things you can relieve me of. One of them is a big one, and we’ll have to work in harness over it. Joe—’ he always referred to his father as Joe, though not in his presence—’ Joe will be handling it in person, probably, but will want the background work dealt with before the next series of meetings. Ah . . . here it is.’ 
 
    As he spoke he had been rustling papers in the large wooden filing cabinet beside his desk. Now he extracted a bulky file tied with pink ribbon, and weighed it thoughtfully for a few moments before passing it to Ward. ‘As you can see, it’s a pretty hefty matter.’ 
 
    There were dates written in Joe Francis’s spidery hand on the cover. Ward looked at them, and frowned. ‘This been running for six years?’ 
 
    ‘Seems so. And while Joe’s been handling it, he doesn’t regard estate duty as his strong suit, exactly. He was being backed up by Robinson, you know, but since he’s set up as a partner in Northampton, Joe’s been left a bit high and dry. Which is how we come in.’ 
 
    Eric Ward nodded, understanding. Father and son had that much in common at least. Joe Francis might be a sound lawyer, but he still liked to have someone else to do the work for him, while he fronted with the client. Ward looked at the name on the cover of the file: Morcomb v Inland Revenue Commissioners. A six-year run, already. Soothing bedtime reading, no doubt. 
 
    ‘All right, I’ll get started on this tomorrow morning, once I’ve cleared those conveyances.’ 
 
    Ward turned to go, but Francis was back at the filing cabinet again. ‘Hold on, don’t go yet. There’s another one I’d like you to deal with. The Morcomb file is due for discussion early next week when Lord Morcomb—’ 
 
    Lord Morcomb?’ 
 
    Paul Francis sniffed, managed a grin. ‘Oh yes, we get the best kind of clients here, you know. His lordship is leaving his Northumberland estates to pay us a visit next week — unless he calls us out there — so you’ll need to hone up that file, then meet me for a discussion on Friday. But first, you’d better get hold of this thing. It’s been on my conscience, a bit.’ 
 
    Ward took the file held out to him. On the cover was stated, simply, EGAN, ARTHUR (deceased). 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in his own office, Eric Ward received a cup of tea gratefully from the typist/receptionist who trebled up as his secretarial assistance, and opened the Egan file. A quick glance showed him why the file had been on Paul Francis’s conscience. It must have been sitting in his filing cabinet for weeks — maybe two months — and nothing had been done about it. Details on the file were scant and it looked like a simple administration matter, but though Francis could have dealt with it fairly quickly it was obvious it had been thrust aside as relatively unimportant. Fees for completing an estate administration on intestacy were not high — though Joseph Francis held the view that all fees were fees, and not to be sneezed at. 
 
    Ward sipped his tea, checked the address given in the file. Westerhope. That was useful. It was more or less on the way to Wylam, where Eric Ward had bought a small house near the river, and he could conveniently call on the way back this evening, take a look at the property, see what had or had not been done. He pushed the file to one side and picked up the Morcomb file, undid the pink ties, and started at the beginning. Ten minutes’ reading and he fanned through the papers to later stages, then pulled a face. 
 
    It was going to be heavy work, and he could understand why Paul Francis would want a résumé. And Joseph Francis, too. The valuation of a landed estate in Northumberland, and a barrage of arguments based on readings of the dreaded Finance Acts. He scowled, and finished his tea. 
 
    At least, he could say he’d be getting a fine training at Francis, Shaw and Elder, even if it was very much sink or swim. 
 
    He closed the file, retied the tapes and got to work on the conveyances. Yet as he worked for the next hour or so his mind kept drifting away in a manner uncharacteristic of him. There was something fluttering at the back of his mind, an echo, a whisper he could not place or define. He leaned back in his chair, stretched, came back again and tried to concentrate, succeeding for a while, but the niggling puzzle returned, unformed, shapeless as a thought, but there in his mind. 
 
    It was five-thirty before he finished the work already on his desk. He put the Morcomb file in his filing cabinet, to look at first thing in the morning, and then rose, empty cup in one hand, the administration file he was taking home with him in the other. 
 
    It was only after he had returned the cup and walked out to his car that he knew what was bothering him. He got into the car, turned on the ignition, then glanced again at the file lying on the passenger seat. 
 
    Arthur Egan. 
 
    Somewhere, he had come across that name before. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The traffic was fairly heavy in town, as usual, but he avoided the centre, driving up through Gosforth, then cutting across Town Moor until he reached the Jedburgh road. Past the Cowgate roundabout it was only a matter of minutes to Westerhope, and he had no difficulty finding the house. One enquiry of a woman emerging from an off-licence with curlers under her headscarf and beer bottles in her shopping-bag sent him into two left turns, and he found himself in Kitchener Avenue. 
 
    No. 17 was an unpretentious, red-brick, semi-detached house near the curve in the avenue; there was a green, carefully painted gate barring access to unwelcome visitors, and Ward was surprised to note that the tiny garden and hedge in front of the house had been carefully kept, even though Egan had been dead for several months. He frowned, hesitated, fingering the key in his pocket. According to the file, there was no one living in the house. He opened the garden gate, walked up to the front door and rang the bell. 
 
    The peal echoed inside the house. As if in immediate response the door of the next house opened and a small, stocky woman with bright, needle-sharp blue eyes looked at him over the hedge. ‘No one in, hinny. Old man died some time back. House is empty now, like.’ 
 
    Ward nodded, smiling slightly and produced the key from his pocket, inserted it into the lock. The woman next door raised her eyebrows. ‘Hey, what you doin’?’ 
 
    ‘I’m from Francis, Shaw and Elder, the solicitors,’ Ward explained. ‘We’re dealing with the estate.’ 
 
    She stared at him as though legal gentlemen were beyond her experience or understanding. ‘I’m Mrs Towers,’ she said defensively. ‘I was his neighbour.’ 
 
    Ward nodded, accepting this self-evident fact and then stepped into the narrow passageway. It was cool and dim inside, and there was a fusty smell in the house, damp and disuse already marking the atmosphere. The stairs stretched up ahead of him; to the left was a small sitting-room, the door ajar; ahead of him a kitchen in which there was also a table from which the old man had obviously taken his meals. Ward placed the file on the table and commenced an inspection of the house. 
 
    He was somewhat surprised that Paul Francis had not yet arranged for an estate agent to clear the furniture and sell it by auction — not that there was much there to sell. A three-piece suite, two bedrooms furnished, but one obviously hardly used, a quiet spartan living, it would seem. On the other hand, maybe Paul had done nothing because of the letter. 
 
    A strange note, and an unusual one to bring the firm into the administration. 
 
    When he returned to the kitchen again he picked up the file and extracted the letter. It had been found in Egan’s bedside locker at the hospital, after he had died. Ward read it again, now. 
 
      
 
    ‘I have every respect for the professional integrity of the firm of Francis, Shaw and Elder. In the event of my death I wish them to administer my estate. If my only child remains unprovided for I wish all money to be put to her benefit. If this is unnecessary, the money should be held in trust for my grandchildren.’ 
 
      
 
    Paul Francis had snorted over that. It was unlikely Arthur Egan’s estate would amount to very much after the costs of administration and other bills were paid. Looking around the house now, Ward was inclined to agree. But the letter, in Egan’s handwriting apparently, but with no superscription and no signature, was an odd way to hand over an administration. It was as though reluctance, or secretiveness, had dogged the old man on his death bed. 
 
    Ward sat down at the table, thinking. There was no point in making an inventory this evening — even if he had time. And though it was a typical minion’s job, he felt he would be justified in calling in an estate agent; it was reasonable, whatever the heir or heirs might say later. If there were any heirs; nothing was disclosed on the meagre file. No heirs, no money. 
 
    No money. And no personal effects at the hospital. A wallet with five pounds in it, but no personal mementoes, it seemed. Odd. Ward rose, and prowled around the kitchen, thinking. Paul Francis obviously hadn’t looked closely through Egan’s things — one look at the file and he’d discounted it as a valuable estate to administer. But where would an old man keep his personal effects? 
 
    The answer was obvious. Ward climbed the stairs, opened the wardrobe, searched through the pockets of the suit, and two changes of clothing hanging there. Nothing, apart from matches, cigarettes, the usual rubbish that a man accumulated in his pockets. Intrigued suddenly, Ward worked swiftly through the drawers of the dressing-table. They were virtually empty. 
 
    He sat down on the edge of the bed, frowning. Egan had died of cancer. The hospital seemed to know little about him; notes on the file suggested there were no friends or relatives to be contacted. The hospital had arranged his burial and there had been no mourners. 
 
    ‘Hallooo!’ 
 
    The voice echoed through the house and Ward rose, went to the top of the stairs. In the cool dimness he could see Mrs Towers from next door peering up at him. ‘Wondered if you’d like a cup of tea,’ she lied. ‘Door was open.’ 
 
    Ward came down the stairs. ‘No, thank you. I’ll be leaving in a few minutes. I just called in for a preliminary look around.’ 
 
    ‘All have to be sold, won’t it?’ Mrs Towers said. ‘When it is, wouldn’t mind first offer of that three-piece in there.’ 
 
    ‘I expect it’ll go to auction.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ She folded her arms across her narrow bosom, and expressed disappointment. ‘Who’ll get the money that’s left, afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Ward hesitated, then asked, ‘Did you know his... child?’ 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, then pursed her lips and shook her head. ‘Didn’t know he had any kids. Never saw them around here if he did. Never saw anyone around here for that matter. Bert used to have a chat with him, occasionally, when he was in the garden. Liked him, Bert did.’ She hesitated. ‘It’s Bert been doin’ the garden since Egan’s dead. Keepin’ up appearances, like. And because Bert liked him.’ She shuffled carpet-slippered feet. ‘Got some of the old man’s tools, by the way. For the gardening.’ 
 
    ‘I should think that’ll be all right,’ Ward said carefully. ‘What . . . what was Egan like, then?’ 
 
    ‘Quiet, kept to himself. No visitors. I remember him movin’ in. Years ago now. But he never was very neighbourly. Polite. Kind, in his way. Soft spoken. But kept to himself, if you know what I mean. And . . . and there was something else.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘He never looked at you. I used to get the feeling that if he passed me in the supermarket he wouldn’t recognize me.’ She sniffed. ‘He did, of course. Always said hello, in fact. But never stopped to chat. Just to Bert, sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘What did he do for a living?’ 
 
    She looked around her, as though measuring the dead man’s possessions for signs of accumulated wealth. ‘Didn’t have a bad job, up until a year before he died. Cancer, wasn’t it? Yes . . . He worked as a market gardener, over Stanley way somewhere. Travelled every day on the bus. Must have saved a bit — no car or nothin’, just himself to keep. Still, you can’t tell, can you?’ 
 
    There was a slight challenge in her voice as though she felt Eric Ward could tell. He wasn’t prepared to, and when the silence that fell between them lengthened, Mrs Towers shuffled her carpet slippers again. ‘Well, if I can’t do anything to help . . . we couldn’t go to the funeral. Bert had a bad chest. Many there?’ 
 
    ‘As far as I understand,’ Ward said quietly, ‘there was no one there.’ 
 
    Her eyes told him she took it as a criticism. She turned and marched out of the house. Eric Ward stood in the passageway for a few minutes, thinking about the lonely old man dying of cancer; clearing out houses like this was an unpleasant job. Even a different one like this . . . with no personal things. Had the dead man had any, or had he cleared them out in anticipation of death? A person of his introverted, secretive nature might well have put his own personal house in order, contemplating death. But not everything; he would not have destroyed everything. Some things, really personal things a man would keep, and keep close to him in his terminal illness. 
 
    But if not in hospital . . . Eric Ward turned and walked back up the stairs, entered the bedroom and got down on his knees. A moment later he felt the case under the bed and drew it out. Small, leather, the kind of case that might have held Masonic regalia. It was not locked. He sprung open the catches. There were very few items in the case, but they would have been all that remained of the memories of Arthur Egan. A leather wallet, seamed and broken, with the initials A. E. lettered faintly in gold. A sealed envelope. A small folder containing a single page letter and a sheaf of five or six photographs. And a bank book. 
 
    The initial deposit had been made in April 1965. No drawings’ had been made, but the interest had been added, year by year for fifteen years. Ward stared in surprise at the sum stated on the first page of the book. It was written in a neat, front-counter clerk hand. It was for twenty thousand pounds. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘How much?’ Paul Francis raised his eyebrows in astonishment. ‘Twenty thousand? Where the hell did he get that much from, the secretive old bugger!’ 
 
    ‘Life savings, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘And the house, too, that’ll fetch a bit. What do you reckon?’ 
 
    Ward shrugged. ‘About fifteen thousand, maybe. He had a mortgage on it — there’s some five thousand outstanding. He must have taken an extension of the mortgage at some time, to still owe that much after fifteen years with inflation the way it’s been. Anyway, it comes to a reasonable sum for distribution — say thirty thousand.’ 
 
    ‘Let me see the letter again.’ Francis took it and read it aloud. ‘Well, we’ll have to try to find this kid of his, I suppose. Not that he’ll deserve the money, if you ask me. I gather the old man lived alone, never got visitors.’ 
 
    ‘Who never received visitors?’ the voice came from the open doorway. 
 
    Ward swung around. Joseph Francis, the senior partner in Francis, Shaw and Elder stood in the doorway, a file in his hand. 
 
    Paul Francis stood up, shuffling his papers. ‘We were talking about this administration file, sir. On Arthur Egan. Seems he lived alone. But the estate should come to some thirty thousand.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Joseph Francis said flatly, uninterested in what his son was saying. ‘I gather you’ll be helping us with the Morcomb matter, Eric. Had time to have a look at it yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not in any detail. I thought at the weekend . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Long-running business. Anyway—’ 
 
    ‘Something puzzles me,’ Ward said suddenly, as the senior partner began to turn away. 
 
    ‘About the Morcomb file?’ 
 
    ‘No. About this Arthur Egan business.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Joseph Francis had a narrow, patrician face; His silver hair was always neatly parted, smoothed back, never out of place. It was like his face: Ward felt that each morning Joseph Francis arranged his features and kept them that way, unruffled, unmoved, imperturbable. And his voice was similarly controlled — smoothly modulated, a hint of boredom, an affectation that in an odd way served to accentuate his efficiency and sharpness of mind. Or maybe the affectation merely left a client with that impression — behind the cool, casual manner hummed a sound legal brain. But however a man could order his face and his voice and his manner, there was one thing, in Ward’s experience, he could not completely control. His eyes. And for one brief moment Joseph Francis had allowed something to flicker through his old, uninterested glance. 
 
    ‘I’m just puzzled as to why Egan should have nominated us in the way he did.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Joseph Francis stared at him, but his eyes seemed to look beyond him, searching the past. 
 
    ‘Maybe . . . maybe he’d just heard about us in the town,’ Paul Francis offered. 
 
    Joseph Francis flickered a quick glance at his son, then gave a little shake of his head. ‘No, I imagine it will have been because we once acted for him.’ 
 
    ‘He was an old client of ours?’ Paul said. ‘Ah well, that explains it.’ 
 
    Not for Eric Ward. ‘It was an odd way to ask us to take on the administration, even so,’ he said. 
 
    Joseph Francis regarded him for a few moments. ‘Perhaps the letter . . . I admit it was an odd way to give us the work . . . perhaps it was something he was hesitating over. A reluctance . . .’ 
 
    Ward waited a moment, but the senior partner seemed suddenly lost in thought. ‘Reluctance to face up to the fact he was dying?’ 
 
    A faint smile touched Joseph Francis’s cold lips. ‘I think not. More probably, a reluctance to be reminded of the past.’ 
 
    He turned to go, again, but Eric Ward persisted. ‘When he was a client of the firm, you mean?’ 
 
    Joseph Francis looked back over his shoulder. He hesitated, then nodded. ‘Yes, I would think so. And in a way it’s rather flattering that he nominated us. I can’t say we — we did very much for him at the time.’ 
 
    Arthur Egan. The words stirred in Eric Ward’s brain. There was something... ‘What did he ask the firm to do for him, then?’ 
 
    But it had slipped into place for him even before Joseph Francis answered. 
 
    ‘He asked us to arrange his defence to a charge of murder.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward took the Morcomb file home to Wylam at the weekend and spent most of Friday evening reading it. After supper he took a walk along the river bank; the moon was high, the dark water gleaming beyond the bridge. To walk like this eased him after a hard day’s work and, he hoped, it eased the tension that might bring him another painful attack. In the sky the orange glow that was the lights of Newcastle extended in a long arc until it faded against the pearl-string of lights rising up towards Stanley. It was up there somewhere that Arthur Egan had worked as a market gardener. 
 
    Arthur Egan. 
 
    He had known the name, if not the man. Eric Ward had been a young policeman, not involved in the case itself, but hearing a certain amount about it as it had proceeded. Robbery, burglary, and a struggle with an armed householder. The charge had been murder, but at the end of the trial a conviction for manslaughter had been brought in. It still gave Arthur Egan a stiff prison sentence, Ward seemed to recall As Joseph Francis had remarked, the solicitors had not done a great deal for him in their briefing of the defending counsel; even so, Egan had remembered the firm and asked them, in his curious, secretive manner, to administer his estate. 
 
    As he walked along the river bank Ward could hear the soft chuckling of the water, an occasional splash as a nocturnal animal entered the stream under the alder bushes that flanked its edge, but he was hardly aware of his surroundings. He was thinking about the house in Westerhope, with its evidence of a quiet restrained lifestyle. Arthur Egan had left prison and found a job as a market gardener and then, effectively, dropped out of the public eye. And, it would seem, the eye of his family. No son had come to the funeral; no relative. And the letter to Francis, Shaw and Elder had been reluctant: the man had not enjoyed opening up the link with his past. He had tried to make a new life for himself, and succeeded, until the end. 
 
    As Eric Ward hoped to succeed . . . He still had doubts. They came, at their blackest, when the pain ripped at him late at night, when he looked back at a career in the Force that had achieved little, at a marriage that had broken down after five years when his lonely wife had sought solace elsewhere, and at a growing physical disability that struck at the very root of his pride. He liked what he was doing; he might have turned to legal practice in any case. But the choice had not been his and when the doubts came he locked himself away like this, alone on a river bank, as enclosed by the evening silence as he would be by any darkened room. 
 
    On the Saturday morning Ward drove into town early, did enough shopping to see him through the week, and after a coffee in the Eldon Centre, retrieved his car to drive back to Wylam. He took a light lunch; then settled down again to the Morcomb file, to familiarize himself with the main issues involved in the case and obtain some understanding of the background. It was a complicated enough matter to engross him throughout the afternoon: a decision had been taken by the Lands Tribunal against which Lord Morcomb had appealed; the appeal had been heard by the Court of Appeal, who had made an order rejecting the application and supporting the decision of the Lands Tribunal; now, Lord Morcomb, who seemed to be a rather determined individual, was pressing for a further — and final — appeal to the House of Lords; Not that Eric Ward criticized him for that, when the matter involved an estate, worth in excess of three million pounds. 
 
    By five o’clock he had had enough. He took a bath and as he lay in the hot water his thoughts returned again to Arthur Egan. He had brought the Egan file home with him in the car but he had not yet looked closely at the contents of the dead man’s wallet. He had been somewhat reluctant to do so: Arthur Egan had been a near recluse in terms of his personal life and it seemed wrong now to pry into those possessions that he had deemed the only ones worth keeping. 
 
    It had to be done, nevertheless, and, after he had dressed he went down to the small front room he used as an office and opened the briefcase containing the Egan file. 
 
    He spread the few relicts of Arthur Egan’s life in front of him. The seamed leather wallet; the single-page letter; the photographs, and the sealed envelope. 
 
    He had not opened the envelope; he had felt it with his fingers and guessed it held very little, and not a sheet of paper, but now, gently, he teased open the flap. The light gum had lost its adhesiveness and it came away quickly. He looked inside the envelope but did not remove its contents. 
 
    There was just a thick lock of blond hair. 
 
    Eric Ward sat staring at the lock for a little while. It could have been Egan’s sentimental remembrance of his child, or of a lost love, or of his mother. Ward suspected he would never discover which, now the colour of a person’s hair changed as much as his appearance and character changed, over the years. 
 
    He turned to the photographs. There were six of them. One was of a young man of perhaps sixteen years of age: a bright, smiling face, a boyish lock of hair falling in his eyes; a grin that would win him friends. He was looking into the sun and though it robbed his face of character, there was yet enough in the snapshot to suggest that the boy had a liveliness of spirit that would make men like him and women love him. There was a second snapshot of the same person, taken perhaps five years earlier, and a third, of a man with his arms linked with the boy. Eric Ward set them aside; they would do to begin enquiries. 
 
    He picked up the other three. One was of a baby, but there was no way of telling when the photograph had been taken, nor of the sex of the child. Ward stared at it, guessing it could well be the child who would be heir to Egan’s thirty thousand. The next two photographs were a surprise. The first one was of a churchyard, with cypress in the background and part of a Norman tower at the left, but it was blurred and difficult to make out. The last snapshot had probably been taken in the same churchyard; it displayed less background and concentrated on a single, unpretentious tombstone. The photographer had been no expert; it was impossible to make out the name or the epitaph on the stone for the angle at which the sunlight struck the stone rendered it unreadable. 
 
    That left only the letter; a single page, it told Eric Ward very little. 
 
      
 
    ‘Dear Arthur, I’ve managed to do what I said could be arranged. The job is yours if you want it. I’ve already phoned the owner and told him to expect you on Tuesday. Take this letter with you and show him. That’ll be all that’s necessary. So, watch how you go, lad, and good luck. And no more nonsense, hey? Yours sincerely Fred.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘It’s not much to go on.’ Jackie Parton squinted at the photographs and read the letter again, then shrugged his narrow shoulders. ‘Doesn’t even give me anything to start with.’ 
 
    Ward smiled, rose, and bought the little man another pint of Brown. As he waited for his change he glanced back to the table where the ex-jockey sat. Jackie Parton had never had much trouble with his weight as a jockey, riding mostly at Newcastle and the northern racetracks at York and Ripon, and it seemed as though his liking for brown ale did little to affect his weight now that he had retired. He looked as lean and weathered as he had during his riding days, and his grey eyes were as sharp as ever. He looked up and caught Ward’s glance; he grinned, a cheeky, infectious grin that was now slightly lopsided because of the scar along his lip. ‘I think this one could cost you, Eric,’ he called. 
 
    Ward carried the drink back to the table and set it down carefully. His own lemonade was still half full. He sat down and smiled at Parton. ‘How’s your luck these days, anyway, Jackie?’ 
 
    The little man shrugged and reached for his glass. ‘Going well enough, considering. I don’t make nothing like I made in the good days, of course, but I pick up a bit of training down Harrogate way from time to time and then there’s the occasional . . . commissions like this.’ His glance wandered to the lemonade. ‘And how’s yours?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s say I hope to . . . survive. You . . . er . . . you get no work up around this way then, with the horses?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton scratched his lean cheek, then took a long drink. ‘You blow the gaff on a couple of people up here and it’s not so easy to make a living afterwards. Oh, I’m not saying the trainers and owners are scared to employ me, or even intimidated, but, well, I guess they consider life is likely to be more peaceful if they have nothing for me. 
 
    ‘But you’ve still got your contacts?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why you’re employing me.’ 
 
    They were unrivalled. Jackie Parton was a product of the Scotswood Road who had clawed his way out of the slums to cross the river and, horse-crazy, obtain employment at a stables in Durham. Within two years he had made a reputation for himself as a promising rider and a free spender. By the time he was twenty he was well known in every club in Newcastle, Durham County and down to the coast. His circle of acquaintances widened and he visited the clubs and brothels in Byker; he gained his own following at the Newcastle races, not only from the racing fraternity itself, but from a large number of working-class people to whom he became an idol matching those who bestrode the fields at Roker Park and Gallowgate. Then, when he was thirty, a steward’s enquiry at York was followed by another at Newcastle and it was said that he had been involved with an illegal betting syndicate. His racing career fell apart, and one night he was found in a back street near Dog Leap Stairs, with broken ribs, a pulped face and a scarred mouth. There were no more offers of rides thereafter — but his friends had not forgotten him. 
 
    ‘Well, you can make a start in one of your old haunts,’ Ward suggested. ‘I’ve not yet had time to do much checking, but Arthur Egan hailed from Byker in the first instance, that much I know from the newspaper reports.’ 
 
    ‘Newspapers?’ 
 
    ‘A murder charge, years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Egan . . . ahhh.’ Parton’s eyes narrowed with memory; he also recalled something of the case. ‘Yeah, all right, there’s people I can see in Byker might give me a lead.’ He hesitated. ‘There’s . . . er . . . there’s nothing dicey about this job, is there, Eric? I need to know; people will ask, and I’ll have to tell them straight.’ 
 
    ‘No problems, Jackie. It’s a simple administration matter. He left some money, and I need to trace his  family to distribute that money. That’s all. There’ll be ads in all the local newspapers soon, asking for information and so on, inviting the heirs to contact us. It’s straight stuff.’ 
 
    ‘And these photographs?’ Parton asked. 
 
    ‘Take them. Show them around. I don’t know who the young lad is, but maybe you can find out. And the baby — could be that’s the son we’re looking for. Or daughter, whichever it is. As for the letter, you’d better leave it with me. It’s possible it was his letter of introduction to the market gardener job, but I can check on that.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton grimaced. ‘And that’s all there was, hey?’ 
 
    ‘Apart from a lock of blond hair.’ 
 
    ‘A sentimental killer?’ 
 
    The words jarred on Eric Ward in a manner that surprised him. He knew that Arthur Egan had been a killer; the law had said so. In fact, that was almost all he did know about the man, and yet having visited his house, and gone through the dead man’s possessions, he now felt a certain resentment that Parton should use the word killer in referring to Arthur Egan. 
 
    The ex-jockey was watching him closely. ‘What’s the matter, Eric?’ 
 
    Ward stared at him, not realizing he had allowed his feelings to show in his face. He managed a faint smile. ‘I don’t know, really. It’s just that . . . well, Egan’s paid whatever debt he owed.’ 
 
    Parton nodded slowly, his eyes not leaving Ward’s face. ‘I take the point . . . Anyway, I’ll make a start tonight — I intended going over to the Acorn Club and that’s where I make one contact to start with. I . . . er . . . I don’t suppose you’d be wanting to join me?’ 
 
    Ward shook his head, grimacing at the lemonade. ‘I’d likely as not be thrown out.’ 
 
    Parton laughed. ‘They’re very understanding in Byker. They’d just think you were a poof.’ He stood up, drained his glass. ‘I’ll be in touch, Eric. See you.’ 
 
    The little man walked away on bow legs, hands deep in the pockets of his hacking jacket and a couple of men at the bar called out to him as he passed. He stopped briefly to speak to them and left them laughing loudly. 
 
    It was Jackie Parton’s kind of pub. The lounge bar of an establishment that just hovered on the sleazy side; the kind of city centre house that contained a balance of thuggish young men and prosperous, well dressed middle-aged men of consequence. Few women; sporting talk; a lot of beer drunk; but never any trouble. The young hooligans who brought the patrol cars down in droves to Northumberland Street on a Saturday night stayed away from this hostelry. They were out of their class. 
 
    Ward finished his lemonade and rose, glancing around. There was one man sitting alone, a little distance apart from the bar and there was something familiar about the set of his broad shoulders. Ward hesitated, then, recognizing him, decided to leave without greeting him. Just as suddenly, he changed his mind. 
 
    He walked across the room and stood in front of the big man with the piggy eyes and belligerent mouth. ‘Hello, Dick. It’s been a long time.’ 
 
    The piggy eyes. Flicked an uninterested glance up to him and then looked away again. ‘It has. Saw you across the room but you seemed to be having an earnest. Funny company.’ 
 
    ‘Jackie Parton’s all right, Doing some work for me.’ 
 
    ‘Parton, a grass?’ The little eyes betrayed a weary surprise. ‘Never knew that.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got it wrong. I’m not with the Force any longer. I’m working with a solicitor, and Jackie’s making some enquiries for me.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, come to think of it, I’d heard.’ A certain bitter irony crept into his voice. ‘We got that much in common then, hey, Eric? Forced retirement,’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at the pudgy features of ex-Detective Inspector Dick Kenton and wanted to disagree. In his book, there was a great difference between being forced to retire on grounds of ill-health and a retirement made necessary by the kicking of a drunken prisoner almost to death in a night cell in Whitley Bay. But he did not say it. Instead, he offered to buy Kenton a drink. The ex-detective drained his pint glass by way of answer. 
 
    When Ward returned with the pint refilled, Kenton raised his eyebrows. ‘Not drinking, yourself?’ 
 
    Ward shook his head. ‘Doctor’s orders,’ he said shortly. ‘How are things with you?’ 
 
    Kenton took a long swallow. ‘Bloody. Security officer at Marshall’s. Damn all to do because they won’t put out the money to do anything as far as security is concerned. They just rely on the villains knowing I’m around, and at nights too. That’s enough to scare off any of the scrubbers around here, you reckon?’ 
 
    Ward managed a grin and nodded. He could understand the viewpoint — if Kenton ever did catch anyone breaking and entering at Marshall’s the matter would hardly be referred to the police authorities. ‘And you,’ Kenton was saying. ‘You’ve gone and joined the bloody enemy. But then, you always was an intellectual bastard. While I sweated my inspector’s exams you sailed on to take a law course at the poly. No substitute, you know; no substitute for the beat, and the chat in the clubs and the hard graft.’ 
 
    ‘I know it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how I came to grief, you know. Made too many enemies — and old Ironguts Starling didn’t have the courage to back me up when I was only . . . ah, the hell with it. So what you working on at the moment, then? Affiliation proceedings?’ 
 
    Ward ignored the sneer. He hesitated. ‘Just an administration matter. Chap called Egan’s just died. You might remember him. I seem to recall you were on the investigating team at the time.’ 
 
    Kenton repeated the name to himself, several times, then lolled back in his chair. He had been away from the Force for four years now, and the period had bloated his body, fleshed out his face, made his eyes seem more piggy than ever, but they had not affected his card-index mind, and he was thinking back now, not because he had difficulty recalling the name but simply because he wanted to bring back all the important details. ‘Egan . . . yeah, I got him now. Dead, is he? Huh. Haven’t heard of him in years.’ 
 
    ‘He dropped out of sight, virtually. Took a job. Lived quietly.’ 
 
    ‘I reckon’ Kenton nodded, as though something was being confirmed for him. ‘He was never your usual kind of villain. In fact. . .’ 
 
    As Kenton paused, thinking, Ward asked, ‘How exactly did the charge arise, Dick?’ 
 
    Kenton remained silent for almost a minute as, with his eyes half closed, he went back over the case in his mind. Then he looked at Ward, who was surprised to see the resentment in the man’s glance. ‘Starling was a bastard, wasn’t he?’ When Eric made no reply, Kenton went on, ‘He railroaded me, you know. That little sod from Whitley Bay, he was my fixer on a factory job at Team Valley, but he ran out on me. I got him down at the Bay, and the lads gave me the use of a cell. Hell, we all did it, and still do! But he was scared, the little bugger, and I had to put the arm on him.’ He paused, reviewing old injustices, and he shook his heavy head. ‘All right, maybe I went too far, but you expect your Chief to cover. He had done in the past, when it suited him. Not this time: he was near retirement, wasn’t he? So I got the chop. And I’m a security officer at Marshall’s when I could have been a super in a cosy office job. Starling . . . you know what he’s doing? Farming. Bloody farming, up Jedburgh way.’ 
 
    Ward was puzzled. Kenton grinned maliciously. ‘Starling was a Chief Superintendent in those days, when Egan got put away. Didn’t remember that, did you? Need a memory like mine, for that.’ 
 
    ‘Starling was in charge of the investigation?’ Ward asked. 
 
    ‘Right. And I was dogs bodying, along with a lad called . . . wait a minute . . . Arkwright . . . Yorkshire lad, right twit. It was him that found the clincher.’ 
 
    ‘Against Egan?’ 
 
    ‘Right. Well, one of the clinchers, anyway. There were others, and it was a pretty tight case.’ 
 
    ‘Reduced to manslaughter.’ 
 
    ‘Way of the world and our revered judges. You don’t remember much about it, do you, Eric? Well, as I recall, it would have been a straight enough burglary in the first instance. Colonel . . . Colonel Denby, some manor house up in Northumberland. Trouble was, you know what these damned retired colonels are like. Still think they’re in the bloody army. Egan broke in, got disturbed and ran for it. Denby ended up getting shot. Robbery with violence, burglary, murder. But seems the shotgun was Denby’s, he had already fired one shot, and when he was prepared to let Egan have the other right in his face, Egan clubbed him with a handy iron stanchion from the bridge they were standing on. Self-defence, his lawyers claimed. The jury said manslaughter. And he got . . . ten years?’ 
 
    ‘He did seven.’ 
 
    Kenton shrugged indifferently. He sipped his beer, thoughtfully. ‘No prints on the bar, of course.’ 
 
    ‘So how did they catch Egan?’ 
 
    ‘Egan walked away, leaving Denby dying. He was carrying some jewellery and silver ornaments. Stupid fool tried to fence them with Tiggy Williams. One of the first places we tried. Picked up some pieces and Tiggy hauled him out of a line-up.’ 
 
    Ward frowned. ‘Did Egan have a previous record, then?’ 
 
    ‘You mean how come he was put in the line-up in the first place? Ah well, no previous record, but other evidence linking him with the crime. To start with, as I recall, they used dogs which pointed them towards Egan’s place. A cottage, not too far from Denby’s residence. And then there was the clothing Egan burned — there was some woman who came up with evidence of that.’ 
 
    ‘His wife?’ 
 
    ‘Wife?’ Kenton bared his teeth in a thoughtful grimace. ‘Lived alone, as I remember. Didn’t have a wife on the premises. No, this biddy was, I don’t know, dairymaid or something, working around the stables, something like that. It’s what Egan was doing I believe. Anyway, she shopped him — though we couldn’t get much from it. I mean, forensic sifted the furnace he used and got buttons and such like, but only her word it was bloodstained clothing. The jury believed her, anyway. She was a good witness. Positive, like.’ He hesitated again, staring at his beer. ‘They was all so positive, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘But that was the case?’ 
 
    Kenton nodded. ‘Apart from Arkwright’s clincher. Don’t get me wrong. Egan was guilty. He pulverised that old bastard all right. I mean, he never even raised anything other than self-defence at the trial. Say that for him; he took his medicine. But Starling: I should have known even then what a bastard he was. You know, Eric, whatever I did in the Force I always played fair. I used my muscle, I put in the boot, but only when I knew I was dealing with a villain. And I always played fair, didn’t I?’ 
 
    There was a maudlin appeal in the man’s little eyes. 
 
    Ward had no liking for Kenton and had always detested his methods but he knew what Kenton meant, and he was forced to agree. Kenton had been a rough, aggressive and brutal enforcer of what he saw as the law — but he had never been described as anything other than straight. 
 
    He nodded. ‘I’ve never heard otherwise, Dick.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that wasn’t Starling’s way,’ Kenton said bitterly. ‘And I should have been more careful when I was down at Whitley Bay that night. I should have known Starling wouldn’t back me when it came to it. He was always a main chancer — I knew that from the Egan case, anyway.’ 
 
    Ward leaned forward. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Hell’s flames, you know how these things work as well as I do! Look, the dogs pointed us towards the stables and Egan’s cottage. It wasn’t easy, there’d been rain, and it took us several days, but we managed to pull out the story of the burned clothing, and then we got the lucky bit from Tiggy Williams, so we pulled Egan in to face him. But even that might not have been enough. So Starling sent us out to do a second search of Egan’s cottage. And Arkwright came up with the clincher.’ 
 
    ‘Which was?’ 
 
    ‘A silver brooch. Hidden in the drainpipe outside the cottage. It was identified as belonging to Colonel Denby’s wife. So there we were. Burned clothing. Possession of stolen articles. Identification from a fence. Starling had his case.’ 
 
    Ward had an idea what Kenton was trying to say. ‘Spell it out, Dick,’ he said quietly. 
 
    ‘This was a second search, my friend. We’d gone over that cottage with a fine-tooth comb because we were certain, from Starling down, that Egan had hammered old Denby. And we had some pretty good evidence against him. But we needed a clincher. And — happy days — there it was after Starling sent us in again. Thing was,’ Kenton scowled, ‘I searched that bloody drainpipe on the first time round. And there was damn all in there the first time!’ 
 
    ‘Egan could have put it in there between the two searches,’ Ward suggested. 
 
    Kenton’s contemptuous glance told Ward what he thought of that theory. ‘I was assigned a different part of the cottage. Starling was there personally for the second search. He sent that twit Arkwright to search outside. And when I said there had been nothing there first time we looked Starling called me an incompetent bastard, and did I know that I could have cost them Egan’s head? The way he spoke, you’d have thought it was his head on the block.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    And perhaps Chief Superintendent Starling had seen it that way: on the promotional block, at least. As he lay in bed that night, thinking back over his conversation with Dick Kenton, Eric Ward considered the career of James Starling. A rapid rise in the Northumberland force, then from Chief Superintendent he had moved south, to an Assistant Chief Constable post; a second move to hold a Deputy’s job for five years had led to a triumphant return, eventually, to become Chief Constable with the force in which he had started his career. 
 
    And now he was farming near Jedburgh. 
 
    It was easy to allow resentment to colour judgement. He himself, now the Force was behind him, could feel anger at that Force simply because his incapacitating illness had rendered him useless in their eyes. With Kenton it was worse. He had been drummed out for brutality, for doing something he had, essentially, believed in. That kind of experience could jaundice a man’s vision, sharpen his resentments to such a pitch that, in a dead-end job outside, he would be prepared to malign his superior officers. Not just prepared... he would feel the need to do so, until trivial incidents were magnified out of proportion and accusations made against honourable men. 
 
    Arthur Egan had killed Colonel Denby. All the evidence had pointed to it, and Egan had himself accepted his punishment quietly and uncomplainingly. There had been no appeal against sentence, it seemed. Whether Kenton was right or wrong about Starling’s planting of evidence, it made no difference either way. Egan had been guilty; he had served his term of imprisonment. 
 
    And now he was dead. 
 
    And Eric Ward’s task was to discover the whereabouts of Egan’s heir, not to wonder about the commission of a twenty-year old crime. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Nevertheless, during the course of the following week Eric Ward found his thoughts constantly returning to the conversation with Kenton. He had plenty of work to occupy his time and his mind but the Egan file hovered constantly on the fringes of his consciousness. He arranged for advertisements to be placed in the northeastern newspapers, calling for any relatives of Arthur Egan, deceased, to make contact with Francis, Shaw and Elder, and he did some more work on the Morcomb case, briefing Paul in one long session on the Wednesday afternoon. 
 
    Paul Francis seemed particularly difficult that afternoon. He had been to a Law Society party the previous evening and had not recovered from his hangover all day. As Eric discussed the Morcomb file with him, he obtained the impression that the young solicitor hardly heard him and it was with a gesture of impatience that Paul finally brought the conversation to a halt. 
 
    ‘Look, it’s perfectly obvious to me that you’ve had time to go into the file in some detail. I haven’t; I’ve just been too damn busy. The best thing will be for you to be present when we meet Lord Morcomb; Joe will be boning up on the file and you can fill in details on the action itself. I’ll just concentrate on the early background and that way we can present a united front and help each other out.’ 
 
    Ward stared at him. If Joseph Francis could have heard, the manner in which his son was dismissing such an important matter as the Morcomb case he would have gone white with anger, losing his much vaunted controlled indifference. Ward kept his own temper; he was just the lackey. ‘If that’s the way you want it, Paul.’ 
 
    Francis was aware of the veiled contempt in Ward’s tone and it did nothing to mollify his bad humour. ‘You taken out letters of administration on the Egan estate yet?’ 
 
    ‘The application is in.’ 
 
    ‘What about the assets themselves?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve engaged an estate agent to make a professional valuation of the house and I’ve been in touch with the bank holding the money to explain the position to them. They’ll release the money as soon as the necessary searches have been completed and the beneficiaries to Egan’s estate located.’ 
 
    Paul scowled; his head was throbbing still. ‘You managed to trace any relative yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I’ve got someone working on it.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Jackie Parton.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God, that little runt. What’s wrong with the detective agency we usually use?’ 
 
    Ward shrugged. ‘I thought with a case like this — I mean, all we know is that Egan came from Byker — it might be more sensible to use someone with strong local connections.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, you may be right. Anyway, I’ve arranged with my secretary for you to deal with a couple more conveyances that have been hanging fire on my desk. They’ll come through this afternoon. Anything else?’ 
 
    Ward hesitated. ‘I just wondered whether the Egan file would still be here in the office.’ 
 
    Paul Francis stared at him, uncomprehending, for a few moments. ‘You mean the old file, when we acted for him on the murder charge? I wouldn’t know, but if it is it’ll be upstairs in the attic by now.’ He paused, eyeing Eric carefully. ‘But you don’t want to go wasting time on old stuff like that.’ 
 
    Eric agreed and left the room. Within the hour the two conveyances arrived and he spent a couple of hours on them. It was gone five o’clock when he had finished and his eyelids were puffy. He sensed that another attack might be coming so he went to the washroom, anticipating trouble this time, and applied some of his eye-drops. Back in his office, he put his head back on the chair and closed his eyes, waiting for the drops to take effect. 
 
    Faded photographs flashed before his mind. A man, a boy, a child, a graveyard. Sad, unexplained remnants of a man’s life. A slim file from which to discover a man’s secrets. 
 
    But there might be something in the other file. 
 
    It was five-thirty when Eric climbed the stairs to the attic rooms. The offices of Francis, Shaw and Elder were situated in a large, three-storied house in Gosforth, with reception rooms on the ground floor, and partners’ offices above the typists, on the first and second floors. A small law library took up the largest room on the second floor and at the end of the library a narrow wooden staircase gave access to the attic rooms. The filing system used by the firm could hardly be described as efficient in business terms but it sufficed, and old files were retained upstairs, out of the way, gathering dust. 
 
    As soon as Ward entered the attic he realized there was little chance of his finding the old Egan file. Whereas below the files were kept in cabinets, here many of them had been stacked on the floor, with little regard, as far as he could make out, for logical sequence. Some seemed to be stacked alphabetically; others in an arithmetic sequence he did not understand; yet others piled according to the year on the cover. Some of them went back to 1898. 
 
    ‘We’re quite an old firm, my boy,’ said the quiet voice from the doorway. 
 
    Ward started guiltily. He swung around, his hands dusty, his clothing stained, to see Joseph Francis standing in the doorway, a quizzical smile on his face. ‘It’s unusual to see articled clerks working at six-thirty, particularly up here. What are you looking for? Maybe I can help.’ 
 
    Six-thirty. Involuntarily, Ward glanced at his watch. 
 
    He hadn’t realized he’d been here so long. Francis must have heard him moving about above, and come up to investigate. ‘I . . . I’ve been dealing with the Egan administration. I wondered whether there might be anything of use to us to trace his relatives on the old file . . . the file when we represented him previously.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis wrinkled his patrician nose and sniffed. ‘It’s over twenty years ago, Eric. And I wouldn’t even be sure we’d kept the file. Civil matters, estates, trusts, these we keep. Criminal matters . . . hardly likely. You’re welcome to look, of course, but ah . . . it would be a long task, and, I suspect, at the end unrewarding.’ He hesitated. ‘Since I gather you’ll be coming in with us on the Morcomb discussions you’d be better employed knowing that file by heart. And now, it’s getting late.’ He half turned, paused, and then said, ‘Come down to my room and have a sherry.’ 
 
    There was just enough of a command in the suggestion to make Ward comply. He turned off the lights and followed the senior partner downstairs, pausing only to wash his hands before he joined Francis in his room. It was the largest of the partners’ rooms, containing its own law library, books shining in elegant bindings, and with a window overlooking the distant Town Moor. 
 
    ‘Dry or medium?’ Francis asked, gesturing towards two cut glass decanters. ‘I take it your doctor does allow you to drink?’ 
 
    ‘In moderation, sir.’ Ward took a glass of medium sherry and Francis toasted his health. The old man then took a seat behind the desk and gestured Ward to a leather armchair, before asking him about his state of health, and whether he enjoyed working for the firm, and how great were the changes he saw between life in the Force and life in the office. Ward gained the impression the old man hardly listened to his answers; there was something else on his mind. At last, abruptly, he asked, ‘How do you get on with Paul?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough.’ 
 
    ‘He works you hard?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Too hard?’ Joseph Francis’s glance was perceptive. ‘Too hard by comparison with his own work rate?’ 
 
    ‘I’m in no position to make that kind of judgement, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Humph . . . I’ll be frank, Eric . . .’ But he thought better of it. If he was about to make any criticisms of his son to an articled clerk, he changed his mind. He was a man who rarely failed to control his conversations, and the momentary aberration confused him. In an attempt to reach even ground again, he· said, ‘This Egan thing. What did you expect to find in an old file?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Names, dates, places.’ 
 
    ‘Connected with the murder, you mean?’ 
 
    Ward hesitated. ‘No, not exactly. Just something that might make the search for the beneficiaries of the estate easier.’ 
 
    ‘If you want my opinion, it’ll go to the Crown as bona vacantia,’ Francis spoke indifferently. 
 
    ‘Egan’s letter spoke of a child, and grandchildren—’ 
 
    They could have been figments of his imagination,’ Francis said, but then he paused and was lost in thought for several seconds. Ward waited, and at last the old man flicked a quick glance in his direction. ‘I’ve no idea now what might have been on that file, but I recall nothing mentioning family. None came to the trial, you know.’ 
 
    ‘He was completely alone?’ 
 
    ‘That was the way he wanted it.’ Francis hesitated, toying with his sherry glass. ‘A strange man, you know. I felt I never got to know him really. In a professional or personal way. He remained . . . aloof, indifferent to his fate. He . . . well, I told you we did little for him. That was not entirely our own fault. He did little to help himself. We pleaded self-defence after discussions with him, and the facts of the struggle on the bridge came to light—’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Ward interrupted. 
 
    ‘There’d been witnesses to the struggle, though they couldn’t identify Egan. A courting couple down among the trees; trespassing, of course. After Egan’s arrest they came forward, but a long time after. We had to hurry to concoct his defence. Until then we had nothing to go on; he’d not told us that Colonel Denby had levelled the gun at him. I said indifferent to his fate, but somehow that isn’t the right word. After all these years, I can’t quite recall, but at the time I think I felt he was . . . I don’t know. Maybe he was a religious man, and wanted to atone for his sins. That was his way.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of man was he?’ Ward asked. 
 
    Joseph Francis sipped his sherry. ‘Quiet. Reserved. But obviously hot-tempered — beating Denby the way he did. People can be like that. Well-set man; not exactly a handsome man, but he’d a face you’d remember. A woman would, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Was he guilty of killing Colonel Denby?’ 
 
    The senior partner stared at Eric Ward in astonishment. ‘Good Lord, what do you mean? The evidence was clear, the jury convinced. He was guilty all right . . . but I had the odd feeling that . . . well, he didn’t feel weighed down by the burden of guilt and yet he wanted to face the penalty for his actions. Strange man.’ He finished his sherry. ‘Now then, young man, home to Wylam. You’ll find out nothing more about the Egan business tonight. Or ever, in my opinion. You’ll be lucky to come across any connection of his, if you ask me.’ 
 
    Ward wondered if Jackie Parton was having any better luck. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She was eighty, dark-shawled, huddled over a coal fire with her boots on the fender, but she still liked what she called her ‘bottle o’ Broon’. Above and beyond the terrace in which she lived the Byker Wall soared, bright coloured, built to keep out the clamour of a motorway that was never constructed, and changed in concept to become a warren of homes for the dispossessed of the crumbling terraces below. Most of the terraces had gone now, and open, raw tracks of earth awaited development, but she still clung to the old home and the old ways, an open coal fire, a kettle on the hob, and a bottle of brown ale for her supper. 
 
    Jackie Parton sat in the wooden-armed chair beside her as she waved her glass in one hand and the half-empty bottle in the other and talked of the days she had left behind her. They were anecdotes of people long since dead, names unknown to him, and he had half-forgotten the questions that had prompted them. Uncles, cousins, grandfathers, mothers, they had all come out in a welter of storied incident, mingled with births, deaths and street names. 
 
    ‘Oh, aye, hinny, his mither, I tell ye, she wor a reet hoor!’ 
 
    Granny Skipton lapsed into a sudden silence, and Jackie Parton leaned forward. ‘Whose mother, old lady?’ 
 
    ‘The feller you was askin’ after. Arthur Egan . . . hey, now, he was a bonny lad.’ 
 
    ‘And this is him, in the picture here?’ 
 
    She nodded as he showed her the photograph again; this was as far as he had got half an hour ago. ‘Aye, that’s him, and he was a bonny lad, a real bonny lad. But his mither . . . I tell ye, she was up liftin’ her skirts away Scotswood while her man was but weeks in the grave. I was just a wee lass mysel’, then, but I remember it clear. She did away to Byker, chasin’ after first one man t’ other, all the while draggin’ her bairn with her. He was a bonny lad, that Arthur, and good wi’ it.’ 
 
    ‘Good?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t he look after the little one when he came along?’ Her voice, querulous, had now taken on a tone of indignation. She waved the bottle in Jackie’s face. ‘That hoor of a mither of his, she was oot most nights, on the toon, aroun’ wi’ the men, and she was leavin’ Arthur to look after the little one. Aye, he wor a good lad, wor Arthur.’ 
 
    ‘This little one you’re talking about, Gran.’ Jackie thrust the photograph under her nose again. ‘Would this be him, in the picture with Arthur?’ 
 
    ‘Likely. Can’t be certain; moved away, to Henessey Street when I was growed. Looks like him, though, with Arthur. He was a bonny lad, too. A way with the lasses, I heard.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton stared at the photograph of the young boy with Egan. ‘What happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘Young Tommy? Went for a seaman, when he was growed.’ She began to croon to herself, rocking slightly in the chair, grinning into the glowing coals of the fire. ‘And what about Arthur?’ He had to repeat the question before she stopped her little song. 
 
    ‘Arthur? Don’t know too well. Ye see, when Tommy was aboot sixteen, that hoor, she went and married again, damned fool he was to have her, and Arthur went away then. Got a job Hexham way, they said. He came back a few times, to see how Tommy was gettin’ on; few times, he took Tommy back with him for a few days, but that lad didn’t like the country air. After Tommy left to go to sea, didn’t see Arthur again, in Byker.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever hear that Arthur got wed?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t hear so.’ 
 
    ‘While he was around here did he have a . . . a lass?’ Granny Skipton grinned at him, three blackened teeth in a gaping mouth. ‘Had a go at him mesel’ once, ye know. Older than him I was, and been around a bit, but he wouldn’t have me. Bonny lad, though. A lass? No. Kep’ himsel’ to himsel’, as I recall. Up in Northumberland, now, might have been different. Don’t know that.’ 
 
    ‘So he didn’t have any children by a local girl around Byker?’ 
 
    Granny Skipton hooted, then threw her greasy apron over her head with her forearms, still clutching bottle and glass in her hands. She cackled under the apron for almost a minute before she re-emerged, still grinning. ‘Arthur never got anyone in the family way aroun’ here — if he had, we’d have knowed all about it.’ 
 
    Jackie believed it. He hesitated, watching her for a moment. Then, quietly, he said, ‘He’s dead now, Granny.’ 
 
    She was unmoved. ‘Comes to us all, hinny.’ 
 
    Jackie still watched her carefully. ‘Did you hear about . . . about Arthur’s trouble with the police, years back?’ 
 
    She grinned again, but it was a sly, conspiratorial grimace, the closing of minds in a closed area. ‘Naw, nivver heard of anything like that aboot Arthur, did we?’ Her attention was caught by a bold cockroach making its way across the fender for the shadows of the table leg. She lifted her foot, brought it down deliberately and slowly on the insect and a whitish yellow pus squirted from beneath the sole of her boot. She stared at it stoically. ‘Naw. Don’t ever know aboot trouble with the polis around here.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward received a telephone call at the office from Jackie Parton next morning. The ex-jockey explained that he had spent his time — and the firm’s money — to some effect at least. Enquiries at the clubs had sent him to several streets in the Byker area and eventually he had met an old lady called Skipton who remembered the family well enough. He explained that Arthur Egan’s father would seem to have died when Arthur was quite young and that his mother had looked to other men for support. One of them had fathered a child on her, then deserted her; Arthur had helped bring up the boy, Tommy, until a seaman called Andrews had married Arthur’s mother. Arthur had then left. 
 
    ‘Where did he go then?’ 
 
    ‘It seems he went to work at some stables or other in Northumberland. Granny Skipton said Hexham way, but others say not. There was a farm mentioned in the reports . . . and if it’s not far from Colonel Denby’s manor house, it can hardly be Hexham way. I’ll check, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘The boy in the picture?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Tommy . . . Tommy Andrews. He took his stepfather’s name. And followed in his steps. Went off to sea; not been heard of since, not Byker way, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. I got in touch with London, by the way, and got a search done for Arthur Egan’s marriage. There wasn’t one. Nothing recorded.’ 
 
    ‘No local lasses either,’ Parton reported. ‘So the plot thickens. I suppose the answer is we’ll have to see if he laid any of the dairymaids around the local farms in Northumberland now. That’ll be a long job, if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘There’s money to back it . . . for a while.’ The law required Eric Ward to make all reasonable enquiries before the estate could be regarded as bona vacantia, but the question was, where did reasonable enquiries end? ‘Anyway, a few trips out in the country will do you no harm and you might come up with something. Keep in touch.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that — but something on account would help.’ Eric Ward laughed. ‘I’ll arrange something for you in a couple of days. Against itemized expenses.’ 
 
    ‘Including a bottle of “broon”?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The trouble was, of course, the trail was so cold. Arthur Egan had died of cancer at the relatively young age of fifty-five. He had spent some fifteen years after his release from prison working in’ Stanley and living a quiet, unobserved life. The seven years prior to that had been spent in prison, and people forgot during that span of time. He would have left Byker perhaps in his early twenties, over thirty years ago, and it would be difficult now to trace people who might remember whether or not Arthur Egan had got a young girl in trouble. 
 
    For he had certainly not been married. 
 
    Eric Ward wondered about that. There was the possibility that this was nothing but a wild goose chase. The Arthur Egan who had died in Westerhope would have been a different person from the young man who lived in Byker. And Ward knew how life in prison could change a man. It seemed to have made Egan shun society and live a lonely, enclosed life. Perhaps that very loneliness had eventually closed in on him until he had begun to people it with persons of his own imaginings, family who had never existed. 
 
    A child who had never been born. 
 
    The letter from the Egan file lay on his desk. Ward picked up the phone and dialled the number of the market garden in Stanley where Arthur Egan had worked for almost fifteen years. 
 
    Yes, of course they remembered Arthur Egan; very well, in fact. Been with them a long time, he had. No, couldn’t remember when he’d started, but it would be when Bob Jackson was running the place. Bob? He was dead, now: bronchial pneumonia six years ago. No, there was no one around who’d be able to say who might have put Arthur Egan in the way of a job at Stanley. 
 
    Eric Ward put down the phone. Another dead end. 
 
    Testily, he put the letter back in the file and pushed it to one side. He was spending too much time, too much thought on the estate of Arthur Egan. He couldn’t account for what seemed to be developing into an obsession with him. From the glance that Paul Francis cast in his direction, when he came into the room five minutes later and saw the file on his desk, he knew that the young solicitor was of the same opinion. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you ready, for God’s sake? You know we’re expected at Lord Morcomb’s place. Look, I’ll take Joe; you’d better come along in your own car. It’ll save me coming back to the office, anyway. But get a move on. We mustn’t keep his lordship waiting!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric enjoyed the drive out to the Morcomb estates. The road took him off the main road north beyond Scots Gap and he was skirting wooded hills and rolling fells, dipping past craggy outcrops of rock and tiny farms nestling in little valleys until the sweep of the moorland opened out before him and he could see the crest of Carter Bar beyond Jedburgh, barring the entrance to Scotland. Swinging left, the road was quiet, winding along beside the river, dropping down into a long valley where, according to Paul Francis’s instructions, Lord Morcomb now lived, at Sedleigh Hall. 
 
    When he entered the narrow roadway, pheasants strutted across his path, forcing him to slow, and magpies planed across the fields to his right. On his left the trees were dense, but he caught a glimpse of an ornamental lake encrusted with water-lilies and on a promontory a bell-topped tower, a crumbling folly half hidden by silver birch. Then the roadway opened out ahead of him: the entrance to the courtyard was dominated by a clock tower and when he drove through the archway he found himself beside a green, scattered with small cottages, almost a village in itself. Beyond, on a slight rise, was Sedleigh Hall, Doric pillared, massive, square-built with wide stone steps, ivy-wreathed walls and high, dominant windows. The late morning sun glinted and flashed on the windows as he drove slowly towards the house; to the left the lawns were bright green and close-cut; to the right a meadow sloped down to the edge of the wood. Beyond, the ground rose again, scarred by an old quarry, evidence that Lord Morcomb’s forebears had been prepared to sacrifice view for profit at some time or another, and past the hill, he guessed, would lie the small village of Sedleigh, razed a hundred and fifty years ago to satisfy the lady of the manor’s passion for geometric layouts. 
 
    He stopped, got out of the car and looked about him. 
 
    It was a world away from Newcastle, a million miles from the huddled, ranked terraces of Tyneside, and it gave him the feeling that it would last forever. 
 
    Unless the Inland Revenue Commissioners had their way. Paul Francis’s car was already there. Eric walked past it and climbed the steps to find that elderly butlers were still in service in some households of consequence; this one opened the door before he rang and when he entered the wide hallway, and stood feeling lost in front of the sweeping oak staircase, a discreet cough turned him towards the library, where he found Joseph Francis and his son waiting with a tall slim young man dispensing glasses of whisky. 
 
    Joseph Francis made the introductions. ‘Eric Ward  David Penrose. Mr . . . ah . . . Penrose acts as Lord Morcomb’s estate manager, and is obviously concerned with issues arising out of our visit.’ 
 
    Joseph appeared slightly uncomfortable. Ward guessed that the senior partner regarded himself as a man of some consequence in the city and was ill at ease here because he felt the pressure of inferiority. It was not so much Penrose’s easy manner, as the impending arrival of Lord Morcomb; there could be no question of his lordship meeting them — he would arrive in his time, to consult his legal advisers. 
 
    Ward accepted the whisky and water from Penrose almost without thinking, then, holding it without sipping it, walked across to the shelved books. They gleamed at him, row on row, in faultless bindings, probably untouched from one year to the next. 
 
    ‘You like books?’ 
 
    David Penrose was standing beside him, legs braced, a whisky glass in his hand, the other arm locked behind his back. He had a vaguely proprietorial air about him which surprised Ward. ‘I do,’ Eric said, ‘though I don’t know what I’d do with a library of this kind.’ 
 
    ‘They look good, of course,’ Penrose said. His voice was pleasantly deep, his accent decidedly aristocratic. ‘But I did enough reading when I took my degree at the University of Reading. I vowed then I’d work for the outside life and I’d enjoy it, with books out of the window.’ He grinned, infectiously; he had good teeth and bright, humorous eyes, dark-lashed above tanned features. Ward liked him, particularly when he lowered his voice and added, ‘The old man should be down shortly. He draws no distinction between professional advisers and tradesmen and thinks both should be put in their place. But he’s a good stick in his own way. Drink up, and I’ll get you another one.’ 
 
    Ward declined, explaining one was enough for him, and asked Penrose how long he had been working for Lord Morcomb. 
 
    ‘Oh, ever since I took my degree. About ten years, now. I was lucky, really; there was an old chap called Acton here then, but he was pretty old hat in his methods and parts of the estate were quite run down. Lord Morcomb soon found I knew my way around, even if I was a bit on the young side, and retired Acton about four years ago. He appointed me. Like I said  lucky.’ 
 
    Not so much luck, Ward thought as Penrose walked back to check on the others’ drinks. Ability . . . and perhaps an eye for the main chance. 
 
    ‘Ah, gentlemen, you being looked after properly? David, doing your duty?’ 
 
    The voice husked at them from the doorway and Ward swung around to meet Lord Morcomb. He was perhaps seventy years of age, tall, slightly bowed now with a seamed leathery skin in which pouched blue eyes gleamed, all ice and cold light, as he surveyed his advisers in the library. He was dressed in cavalry twill slacks and an old tweed jacket — perhaps de rigueur for lords in country seats, Ward thought to himself — and gave the impression of a man out of his time clinging to the old traditions. But his mouth was thin-lipped and his jaw determined, and Eric Ward guessed Morcomb would be a man dangerous to cross, even at his advanced years. As he came forward there was a certain unsteadiness about his gait, but his grip was strong enough as he condescended to shake hands with his visitors. ‘A brandy for me, David,’ he said as he walked towards the windows, glanced briefly out across the meadows and then lowered himself into a leather armchair with his back to the light. ‘Sit down, gentlemen, sit down. I’ve taken the liberty to arrange for some sandwiches to be brought in later — don’t take lunch meself — dinner suits the digestion better, but we can carry on with our conversation as you refresh yourselves. Good of you to come all this way.’ His sharp glance fixed on Ward, weighing him up for a few moments. ‘Yes, good of you to come.’ 
 
    The preliminaries were over. Joseph Francis cleared his throat. ‘My lord, I think it would be useful if we were all to refresh our minds about the litigation in question before we go too far. The previous Lord Morcomb, with whom you lived, died in 1970.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘At which time you inherited the estate. The properties in question comprised the Hardford Estate, and those of Sedleigh, Chaston and Fengrove. These comprised, principally, farms and farm buildings, smallholdings, allotments, gardens, agricultural land, woodyards, residential properties—’ 
 
    ‘Sporting rights, ground rents, licensed houses, yes, yes,’ Lord Morcomb interrupted somewhat testily. 
 
    Joseph Francis, surprisingly in view of his earlier lack of ease, stood his ground. ‘Together with certain leases, of quarries and of collieries.’ He cleared his throat again. ‘On the death of your uncle in 1970 estate duty became payable, and it became a matter of dispute as to how a proper valuation of the estate might be achieved.’ 
 
    ‘Dispute is the right word for it,’ Lord Morcomb grumbled. 
 
    Joseph Francis nodded, then glanced at his son. ‘Perhaps you’d like to take it from there, Paul?’ 
 
    Paul Francis opened his mouth then glanced across to Eric Ward. ‘It might be more useful if Eric . . .’ 
 
    Aware of the glare Joseph Francis sent in his son’s direction, Eric nevertheless knew that he had to save Paul from his lack of work at the weekend. ‘As I understand it, Lord Morcomb, and in discussion with Paul, the Lands Tribunal were called upon to consider your appeal against the system of valuation used by the Inland Revenue Commissioners. They in fact upheld the principles used — namely, that the Hardford Estate should be used for the purposes of valuation. They agreed therefore, with the viewing of that estate as 480 separate units, and a valuation of £800,000.’ He checked his figures again, swiftly. ‘That meant your total estate holdings would produce a valuation of £3,176,650.’ 
 
    There was a short silence in the room, as though Eric Ward had said something obscene. For himself, the enormity of the sum came home to him for the first time; for Lord Morcomb, he suspected, it was the size of the valuation against his contentions that kept him silent. 
 
    ‘My valuation and that of my financial advisers,’ Lord Morcomb grated, ‘is more in the nature of two and a half million.’ He glared around him as though daring them dispute his figures. ‘And that’s where we’re stuck.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ Joseph Francis said nervously. ‘We have the fact that the Court of Appeal have now rejected your submissions, upheld the Lands Tribunal and the Commissioners, and really the question is whether you’d be wise at all to press your claim further.’ 
 
    The morning wore away as Joseph and Ward went over the figures, and the legal principles involved. Lord Morcomb showed his mind was sharp enough when contemplating his own stance, but when Eric attempted to point out the counter-arguments and the possible outcome, he seemed to resist any suggestion that the arguments would hold water. 
 
    David Penrose, surprisingly, stepped into the discussion as they paused for their sandwiches and coffee. ‘It seems to me, if you’ll forgive a lay interpretation of what’s going on, that the whole thing comes down to this. Lord Morcomb is arguing that it is unrealistic to split Hardford into 480 units and assume a sale of each of them at the same time.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right,’ Morcomb grunted. ‘Only purchaser would be an investor or a speculator.’ 
 
    ‘And he would have to pay a reduced price to safeguard himself against risks, delays and uncertainties in affecting re-sales. There’d also be the costs of such transactions. Accordingly, the sum of £800,000 should be reduced to take this into account.’ 
 
    ‘And then there’s the time of death,’ Morcomb interrupted. ‘Don’t forget the time of death.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Penrose agreed earnestly. ‘His lordship argues that it is also unreasonable to assume that the valuation should take place at time of death. Rather, it should be construed to mean a reasonable time after the death.’ 
 
    ‘And that would mean our figure of two and a half million is nearer the mark. Bloody commissioners!’ Lord Morcomb drained his glass and thumped it down on the table. 
 
    Ward was watching Penrose. The estate manager seemed to have a considerable grasp of the principles involved and it was obvious that Lord Morcomb used him as a confidant, trusting in his abilities. But there were problems in his summary, already dealt with by the Court of Appeal. When Joseph Francis, munching a sandwich, made no attempt to speak, Eric came in again. 
 
    ‘The time of death thing is probably an ill-founded argument,’ he suggested. ‘In my view, and I’ve checked some of the authorities, it would go against the clear directions of section 7 of the Finance Act 1894.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. A faint flush stained Penrose’s cheek. ‘You have the advantage of me, of course,’ he said. ‘I’m no lawyer.’ 
 
    Morcomb stared coldly at Eric Ward. Joseph Francis, suddenly aware of the hostility that had crept into his client’s demeanour, hurried to say, ‘Well, it’s a bit early to give such advice, of course. We should take counsel’s opinion first on these issues, before we seriously deal with the matter of an appeal to the House of Lords. Counsel’s opinion—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget,’ Lord Morcomb remarked coldly, ‘there’s also the discrepancy, the marked discrepancy we would point to, between the sale price of one of the units in the Hardford Estate, achieved in 1955, and its valuation in 1971. If that individual valuation is too high, as we claim, it could affect the valuation of all the units, and that will bring down the total valuation as well. And my liability for the damned estate duty.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Joseph Francis cleared his throat. ‘I don’t think at this stage we need go into the details of your liability. Your accountants—’ 
 
    ‘Damn my accountants,’ Lord Morcomb snapped testily. ‘This is important. My predecessor was a man of property — land and shareholdings. And he had a certain view of life. The Morcomb estates had run down to virtually nothing: the title had little to support it. My uncle was a damned good businessman and he pulled together a hell of a lot of money, a hell of a lot of land. And though it was his — not attached to the Morcomb title — he wanted it to go together. He wanted to restore the dignity of the name. Do you understand that?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord, of course, but—’ 
 
    ‘He left it to me in his will — to me, and the heirs of my body. And I have the same ideas as he did — even though in most things, during his lifetime, we did not see eye to eye. I want the Morcomb estates, as they’ve been restored, to stay as much as a unit as possible, within the family. But that can’t happen if half the damned money drifts away into the pockets of the Government!’ 
 
    ‘That’s an exaggeration, my lord—’ 
 
    ‘Francis, let me put it to you clearly,’ Lord Morcomb said heavily. ‘I’m short of ready cash. If I’m to meet heavy death duties I have a clear choice — either I sell part of the lands now held by me, or else I start to siphon off some of the shareholdings in the portfolio that my uncle got together. I’m reluctant to do either. Share prices are depressed, and as far as the land holdings are concerned I don’t want to lose them. I want them to go with my successor — my daughter, and the man she marries. But if we have to settle for the system the Commissioners suggest, damn it, it’ll take a big slice from the estate.’ 
 
    Paul Francis was as lost now as he had been at any time during the last two hours. He attempted to make up some ground. ‘Er . . . I’m not clear, my lord — the 1955 sale you referred to, a unit of the Hardford Estate?’ 
 
    ‘The sale of Vixen Hill,’ Lord Morcomb said testily, ‘together with the manor house, to Colonel Denby.’ 
 
    ‘Colonel Denby?’ 
 
    Eric Ward had repeated the words before he could control himself. The name had cropped up so unexpectedly; the Egan matter had been commanding his attention so persistently; now, hearing the name on Lord Morcomb’s lips he had been unable to remain silent. He regretted his words immediately. Lord Morcomb stared at him, frowning. After a little while, he asked, ‘You knew the colonel?’ 
 
    Eric glanced at Joseph Francis but the senior partner was staring fixedly at his coffee cup. ‘We’re . . . no, I didn’t know Colonel Denby,’ Eric said lamely. ‘It’s merely we’re administering an estate . . . a man called Egan . . .’ 
 
    Something had happened to the atmosphere in the room. Lord Morcomb’s eyes had flickered away from Ward’s, so he was no longer subjected to their cold glare. But there was an almost fluorescent pallor about the old man’s features suddenly, and his tight lips seemed to sag, momentarily. Ward was aware of the manner in which the veins stood out on the backs of Lord Morcomb’s thin hands, and he watched as the old man carefully wiped the palms of those hands, as though they were damp. There was a short silence, then Lord Morcomb raised his head. 
 
    ‘Counsel’s opinion, you said.’ There was a vague desperation in his husky voice, as though the contemplation of more lawyer’s delays brought death that much nearer. ‘All right, we’ll take counsel’s opinion. That will do for today, I think.’ 
 
    The conference at Sedleigh Hall was over, and Lord Morcomb did not look in Ward’s direction as he walked slowly from the room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Joseph Francis contented himself with grunting that he’d see Ward back at the office; moments later Paul had whisked him away in his car. As Eric walked towards his own vehicle he heard steps on the gravel behind him. He looked back; it was David Penrose, taking a cigarette out of a silver case. He drew near, smiling, and offered Ward a cigarette, which he declined. ‘The old man doesn’t care for smoking in the house and he’s got a keen nose. And after a long session like that I need a drag.’ He drew on the cigarette and then cocked an eyebrow at Ward. ‘You threw me a bit with that Finance Act stuff.’ 
 
    Ward leaned against his car. ‘I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to blind anyone with science. I just think that if Lord Morcomb pushes that particular line he’ll be .. ill advised.’ 
 
    Penrose grinned and shrugged. ‘Well, I asked for it, anyway. I was just showing off a bit, I suppose, seeking to impress my employer.’ He hesitated. ‘I like my job, and I’d like to keep it. Keeps me from the workhouse . . . So you think the time of death angle is washed out?’ 
 
    ‘In my opinion. The authorities . . . but let’s get something straight,’ Ward explained. ‘I’m no solicitor — not yet. Still qualifying. Hack work and along for the ride, today.’ 
 
    ‘Seems to me you knew more about issues than at least one of your companions.’ 
 
    Ward made no reply. He thought it time to leave now, but Penrose seemed in no hurry to let him go. Lord Morcomb’s estate manager seemed thoughtful, his eyes lidded against the cigarette smoke as he looked quizzically at Eric Ward. ‘You . . . you threw the old man a bit back there, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ 
 
    ‘Could cut the atmosphere with a knife.’ Penrose waved his cigarette negligently. ‘I know Lord Morcomb; he can be hard, but he can be surprisingly vulnerable too, on occasions. And you really got to him today — whether you meant it or not.’ 
 
    ‘It was unintentional.’ 
 
    ‘That’s as may be . . . but what’s it about, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘You mentioned a name — Egan?’ 
 
    ‘Arthur Egan. He’s dead. We’re administering his estate.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm.’ Penrose considered the matter, drew again on his cigarette. ‘What’s the connection with Michael Denby’s father, then?’ 
 
    Ward stared at him. ‘Michael Denby?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. He farms from Vixen Hill now, ever since his father . . .’ Penrose’s voice died away and his glance was suddenly keen. ‘His father was killed, wasn’t he? I seem to remember . . .’ 
 
    ‘It was Arthur Egan,’ Ward said shortly. There was no reason why he should not tell Penrose; it was public knowledge anyway. ‘He was convicted of the manslaughter of Colonel Denby. But I hadn’t realized Denby had leased his property from Lord Morcomb.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the way of it,’ Penrose replied. ‘And I suppose it was a bit of a shock to Lord Morcomb, hearing the name of a man who had killed one of his tenants — even after all this time.’ 
 
    It might well have been a shock, as Penrose said. But Eric Ward was left with the feeling there was more to it than that. And he suspected that David Penrose was of the same opinion. In the silence that fell, he opened the car door, and then paused. ‘Exactly where is Vixen Hill?’ he asked. 
 
    Penrose looked at him thoughtfully for a few moments. ‘There’s a track on the left, just as you reach the main road. Take it, and it’ll bring you to the Sedleigh turning. Bear right there, and it’s about four miles. You can’t miss it — if you intend going there.’ 
 
    Ward made no commitment but thanked him and got into the car. As he drove away, through the driving mirror he could see David Penrose standing there, watching him. A few moments later, as the car reached the green and the clock tower arch, the man was lost to sight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The road was narrower than Ward had expected, even though the signpost intimated he would eventually reach the Jedburgh road. A high hedge on one side gave him no view over the fields; on the other scattered trees lurched in an overhang across the roadway, which twisted and turned every fifty yards or so. 
 
    He heard the other car long before he saw it; the driver was a careful man who sounded his horn on the bends. Ward thought it best to pull into a passing place set against the hedge rather than risk having to reverse later, and within half a minute a black Ford with a battered offside wing nosed its way around the bend ahead. 
 
    For all his caution, the other driver had miscalculated and had strayed too widely around the bend. He was forced to halt, reverse, and then swing the wheel sharply to edge towards the ditch in order to make his way past Ward. He came forward slowly; Ward waved a hand in acknowledgment, as he inched forward, but the man in the other car paid no attention. He was about forty years old, sandy-haired, his skin tanned, the hands on the wheel strong and tense. He flickered a quick glance in Ward’s direction as he passed: Ward obtained a fleeting impression of eyes black as buttons, but hard and determined. Then the Ford was past him, picking up speed, and Eric was able to move forward himself. 
 
    After a mile or so the road widened, swung through a small hamlet, sturdy stone-built cottages overlooking the steep slopes of a river bank, and then ahead of him he saw another track, churned by tractor wheels but passable to a car, climbing up the slope between two fields. The sign bore the legend ‘Vixen Hill’ and below it, uncompromisingly, PRIVATE. Ward swung into the track and drove a little way along it, then pulled to one side, under a clump of trees. He switched off the engine, listened to the tick of cooling metal for a few minutes, deciding whether to walk over the hill and satisfy his curiosity. Then, at last, though recognizing it was merely curiosity and refusing to analyse his motivation otherwise, he got out of the car, locked it, and started to walk up the hill. 
 
    The afternoon sun was warm on his back, but the slope was gentle and he reached the brow of the hill in a matter of minutes. There the track ran over level ground for a hundred yards, then dipped sharply through some trees. Ward walked forward until he was standing on the edge of the copse. 
 
    The track ran steeply down the hillside, through birch and alder and sycamore trees, rutted, but patched here and there with stones and tarmacadam. At the bottom of the hill lay a small wooden bridge; the stream it crossed was swift-moving but shallow, the track crossing it at a ford slightly to the left of the bridge. Ward could make out a post driven into the water to record its depth; in winter, no doubt, there would be times when the bridge would be the only means of access to the other side, and when he walked down the hill he realized this would be the reason for the wooden garages standing under the trees, some fifty yards from the stream. 
 
    He walked forward and stood on the bridge. On the other side of the narrow stream the track rose to high hedges, and beyond, through the trees he could see a stone-built farmhouse — the manor house that Lord Morcomb had spoken of. It was up there that Colonel Denby had lived. 
 
    And it was on this bridge that he would have died. Ward had no idea how long he stood on the bridge, staring down into the water; his thoughts were confused and aimless. They centred on Arthur Egan, and his loneliness, but they also wandered around certain irreconcilable matters he found disturbing him. Egan had been a killer, yet the only information he had so far about the man was that there was probably only this one isolated incident of violence in his life. What had made him act in this way? 
 
    And why had Lord Morcomb reacted so oddly at the mention of his name? Surely, after twenty or more years, the name would have been forgotten. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ the voice said, in a tone that suggested no desire to do any such thing. 
 
    Eric turned, startled, to see a man standing a little distance away, watching him. He had obviously come down through the trees and his boots were muddy, suggesting he had been tramping over the fields above. He was short, stocky in build, with a ruddy complexion and a fleshy mouth. He wore a battered jacket and corduroy trousers stuffed into his boots; the flat cap was set back from his wide forehead and his fair hair curled thickly at the nape of his neck. 
 
    ‘Er . . . no, I’m sorry,’ Ward said quietly. ‘I . . . I just came down to look at the stream, and the bridge.’ 
 
    ‘You know this is private land?’ 
 
    ‘I saw the sign, but . . . do you live up at the manor house?’ 
 
    The man came forward, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his jacket. ‘That’s right. I farm Vixen Hill. And I live in the manor house.’ 
 
    ‘You must be Michael Denby.’ 
 
    The stocky man came closer; his eyes were wary, and he inspected Ward’s sober suit, as though suspecting he had received a visitor from the Inland Revenue. ‘You’re looking for me?’ 
 
    ‘No. I said . . . I just came down to look at the bridge. But David Penrose told me a little while ago that you farmed here.’ 
 
    Michael Denby’s chin came up a trifle, belligerently. ‘Penrose? You and he have been discussing me?’ 
 
    Ward shook his head, smiling slightly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve not made myself very clear. I was up at Sedleigh Hall this morning, on a legal matter. Colonel — your father’s name came up. Then Penrose told me you farmed here, in succession to your father. I . . . I was interested in seeing . . . Vixen Hill.’ 
 
    Michael Denby stared at him thoughtfully for a few moments, his brow furrowed as though he was somewhat disturbed. ‘A legal matter . . .’ he murmured. ‘Would that be to do with Carlton Engineering?’ 
 
    Ward’s lack of understanding must have shown in his face. Denby stared at him closely, then asked, ‘If not that, what’s your interest in Vixen Hill, then?’ 
 
    Ward hesitated briefly. ‘I . . . I’m dealing with the administration of the estate of Arthur Egan.’ 
 
    Michael Denby’s expression changed subtly; his gaze became tangled, confused with conflicting reminiscences and he brushed his mouth with his hand, his breathing suddenly ragged. He stepped slowly on to the bridge, moving past Ward and he placed his stubby hands on the wooden supports. He stood quietly like that for almost a minute, staring sightlessly into the shallow stream, a man in his mid-thirties suddenly feeling much older. Then he pulled his emotions together, buried them under a faint smile as he looked at Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d like to come up to the house,’ he said, and turned to walk across the bridge without waiting for an answer. 
 
    He was more relaxed and at ease among the Jacobean structures of his home; it was a warm house and a welcoming one, and his wife Jenny was plump, rather homely, but friendly. She bustled out to the back of the house to make a pot of tea in spite of Ward’s protest that he needed none, and then Denby motioned Ward to a chair, took off his jacket and threw it on the settee, and took the chair facing Ward. He scratched his chin, slightly nervous again, and finally said, ‘I asked you in because perhaps my curiosity matches — or is probably even greater — than yours.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve wondered for many years what kind of a man he was, the man who killed my father.’ When Ward was silent, he continued. ‘Do you understand that? I never met him, never really wanted to meet him. But I wanted to know about him. And now he’s dead. What kind of man was he?’ 
 
    Slowly Ward said, ‘I don’t know that I can answer that. My essential interest is in . . . in discovering who the beneficiaries might be to his estate. Beyond that . . . I don’t know, but he seems to have been a quiet, remote man, no friends, no relatives calling, cut away from his Newcastle roots and living in a semi in Westerhope and . . .’ He hesitated, aware of the oddly hungry expression in Michael Denby’s eyes. ‘And maybe still brooding on the one act of gratuitous violence he seems to have committed in his life.’ 
 
    A sigh escaped from Denby’s lips; it could have been disappointment; it might have been frustration. ‘It was an act that cost my father his life,’ he said quietly. 
 
    They sat saying nothing for a moment as Jenny came in with the tea. She sensed that the conversation precluded her presence and went out, closing the door behind her. 
 
    ‘It’s ironic, really,’ Denby said, pouring the tea, ‘I never knew my father’s murderer, but then, I never really knew my father, either.’ 
 
    He explained that he had been only twelve years old when his father had died. He had seen very little of him; a boarding school as he grew older, and before that a period spent with an aunt while his father was overseas in the Army. His mother had died when he was three. He had hero-worshipped his military father in the way a young boy would, but now, as he was older, he was trying to be more objective. 
 
    ‘It’s why I’ve thought back so often to that night,’ he said. ‘As far as I understand things, Egan had broken into the house here — it was well known that my father had a silver collection, which has in fact now been sold — with the intention of robbing the place. My father must have heard him and came downstairs. Egan ran, taking very little of value with him. It could have ended there — Egan would presumably have been caught anyway, as he was, by selling the silver in Newcastle. But my father . . .’ He paused ruminatively. ‘Do you see how his background must have affected his decision? He took down a shotgun and went out after Egan. The questions in my mind have always been, why the hell did he chase after the man — it wasn’t that important — certainly not worth throwing his life away for it, at least! And Egan. Was he a violent man? Or was he just scared, panic-stricken in the darkness when my father caught up with him at the bridge, waving that shotgun in his face.’ 
 
    ‘I gather he’d already fired one barrel,’ Ward said quietly. 
 
    ‘And was ready to let loose with the other.’ There was an edge of bitterness to his voice and Ward suspected it was directed more against his father than against the man who had killed him. But Denby’s curiosity was compounded by not really knowing either man, yet seeing the incident in his mind’s eye, over and over again. ‘After my father died, my aunt and uncle came to run the farm for a few years, and I came home from school. Eventually, I took over the lease. But almost every time I walk across that bridge . . .’ He glanced at Ward shamefacedly. ‘You’d think that kind of thing would have faded over the years, but it hasn’t. The stupidity of it all. Egan, scrabbling away with a few trivial pieces of silver; my father, chasing him with a shotgun, and prepared to use it, for God’s sake! You know, I think I would have acted the way Egan did. One of the stanchions of the bridge was broken. He grabbed it up and hit out at my father. But then, when my father was down, why did he hit him again? The trial . . . the newspapers said he’d hit him three times.’ 
 
    It would have been touch and go with a self-defence plea, Ward thought as Denby sat brooding. One blow, sending Colonel Denby to his knees . . . Egan should have run, then. Instead, he had struck at the prostrate man, twice more. Maybe Francis, Shaw and Elder had done a better job with the defence than Joe Francis suggested. 
 
    ‘You didn’t really explain why you came to Vixen Hill,’ Denby said after a little while. ‘Was it just curiosity?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Ward replied. ‘I know very little about Arthur Egan — he kept very much to himself. I don’t even know yet where he was working in this district. It was somewhere around here, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Michael Denby nodded. ‘He worked at Seddon Burn, about eight miles from here. There was a hall there — it burned down about ten or fifteen years ago now, and the chap who leased it from Lord Morcomb emigrated, I believe. But it was he who employed Arthur Egan. He ran the stables — there was quite a fine stable there, I seem to remember. Mainly hunting, of course, but I seem to recall he also had some racing bloodstock. That’s where Egan was, anyway.’ 
 
    Ward was puzzled. ‘Odd thing to do, somehow, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Michael Denby watched him for a little while. He knew what he meant. He scratched his cheek thoughtfully. ‘Like I said, I know nothing about Egan, but I was always a bit puzzled. There was never any talk about why he broke into the house that night. Bits of silver, yes . . . but he had a good job, so why commit a burglary? And it seems it was the only such act he ever committed.’ 
 
    ‘The only act of burglary, the only act of violence.’ Ward nodded. ‘A man working in the country, having escaped the terraces of Byker and Scotswood. And more-over, he commits the robbery so close to home.’ 
 
    There was something wrong about it. He felt it in his bones. Policemen often worked on instinct, and were suitably criticized for it when they failed to produce evidence to confirm their suspicions, but Eric Ward had never discounted instinct. He was no longer a policeman, but his instincts had not changed, and there was something wrong about the events of that night. But it was a long time ago, and most of the people concerned were dead. 
 
    ‘There is one thing,’ he said after finishing his cup of tea. ‘You say Egan worked at Seddon Burn. Is there a village there?’ 
 
    ‘Of sorts.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever hear any rumours about Egan fathering a child on one of the local girls? You see, the problem is, in his instructions to us he wrote of a child or grandchildren. He was a lonely, remote man, and at the end racked with cancer, and he might have been fantasizing — maybe he never had a child. We’re advertising, with no response so far. But I just wondered . . .’ 
 
    Michael Denby was shaking his head. ‘I’ve heard no rumour . . . but then, it’s not likely I would. But if you like, I’ll ask around, because I go to one of the locals occasionally, and there’s a group of old men there who seem to know about almost everything that’s happened in these hills for the last fifty years.’ 
 
    ‘I’m grateful.’ Ward rose, walked through to the kitchen to thank Jenny Denby, and then Michael Denby walked down the track to the bridge with him. They shook hands there, and Ward turned to go when Denby suddenly raised his hand to his eyes, shading them as he stared past Ward to the trees on the hillside. Eric Ward looked back, and saw the horse and rider picking their way through the trees and down the track towards them. 
 
    The horse was a magnificent animal, sheer black, with muscles that rippled under its glossy coat. It held its head high, spiritedly, and there was a nervous energy in its pacing that suggested tremendous power and urgency The rider was a young woman, in her early twenties, dressed in riding habit. She rode with an elegant, practised ease and she raised one hand to wave to Michael Denby. As she drew nearer Denby led Ward across the bridge. He smiled; the girl drew near and dismounted, caressing the black’s nose, and then she grinned up at Michael Denby. ‘Thought I’d call in as I was going past. See you and Jenny — haven’t been around for a while. David prefers the ride over Stagshaw Fell, but he had to cry off today so I took my favourite old ride.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pleased you did so,’ Denby replied. ‘And Jenny’ll be delighted to see you. Er . . . you won’t have met Eric Ward.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She turned to look up at him and he realized she was quite small. She held out her hand; it was light boned, but strong, and the grip was firm and friendly. Her face was regular in features, her mouth smiling, her eyes wide-spaced. She was not beautiful in a formal way, but there was a liveliness in her manner that appealed to him. ‘I’m Anne Morcomb,’ she announced. 
 
    The surprise must have shown in his eyes, for her smile widened. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘We haven’t met before, have we?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not that. It’s just that I have just come from Lord Morcomb’s home—’ 
 
    ‘Ahh.’ She flicked an interested glance over him. ‘You’ll be one of the people Daddy was seeing this morning about the estate. A solicitor?’ 
 
    ‘Almost.’ 
 
    ‘How do you be an almost solicitor?’ 
 
    Eric Ward explained about articled clerks, but very much aware she was looking at him and noting his age, in an uncritical way, however. ‘So don’t tell me you came down to Michael’s to investigate his title, or something.’ 
 
    Denby grinned. ‘ I thought he’d come down about Carlton Engineering.’ 
 
    She shook her head emphatically. ‘I’ll never let Daddy open up Vixen Hill for that company.’ She caught the puzzlement in Ward’s eyes, and went on. ‘Carlton Engineering are a company in some kind of consortium which wants to develop open-cast mining in the area. I’m completely against it — and so is Michael. It would simply ruin the area, which is mainly agricultural, and the scheme would make it necessary to construct several roadways which would change the whole character of the estates. One of the roads would have to cut behind Vixen Hill, you see, effectively splitting Michael’s farm in two. They’ve made several offers to Daddy, and officers from the Department of the Environment keep ringing him up. It’s all very unpleasant. There’s a much simpler answer, and that is to release no land if Daddy has to pay this estate duty thing, but raise the money by selling shares instead. Still, all this is beside the point. If it’s not Michael’s title, and not Carlton Engineering, what legal matter does bring you down here? I’m the original curious cat, you know,’ she added, smiling. 
 
    Eric Ward told her, briefly. Her glance slipped to Michael, still not understanding. 
 
    ‘Arthur Egan was the man who killed my father,’ he explained. 
 
    She said nothing for a moment, but just looked at him sympathetically, and Ward realized that she was aware of the conflicts that had lain inside Michael Denby over the years. She turned back to Ward. ‘But what did you expect to find on Vixen Hill, as far as this man Egan’s estate is concerned?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing really. It was . . . curiosity that drew me here. And, well, as it, happens I’ve also now found out where Egan worked. It was at Seddon Burn—’ 
 
    ‘I know it. It’s my old ride — it takes me past it. I came that way this afternoon. Creepy place now, really. Burned out shell.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘It’s spoiled the ride in one sense; in another, I suppose it hasn’t. From the hill it looks kind of romantic. But I’d rather have had the ride the way it was when Mother used to take it. However . . .’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward essentially wants to know whether Egan had an affair with one of the local girls,’ Denby interrupted. ‘He’s having some trouble tracing Egan’s relatives.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sure I wouldn’t know about that,’ Anne Morcomb said, laughing. ‘Anyway, I’ll go in to see Jenny. Nice to meet you, Mr Ward. Perhaps we’ll see each other again, sometime.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ he said, meaning it, and was then slightly disturbed to realize she had caught the nuance. Her eyes held his for a moment and she smiled faintly, then turned away, leading the black through the ford. They watched her as she went; as she reached the far bank she looked back, raised her hand. ‘Just occurred to me,’ she called. ‘The local girls thing. If anyone knows about it, it’ll be old Sarah Boden. Remember her, Michael? She worked for Daddy for a while, I believe, but her last years of service were as housekeeper at Seddon Burn. A local woman, with a fund of local knowledge. I should try her, Mr Ward. I believe she lives up at Warkworth, now. Anyway, good luck in your search.’ 
 
    Michael Denby watched her affectionately as she led her horse up the track towards the farmhouse. When she was out of sight, Ward asked, ‘Have you known her long?’ 
 
    ‘Forever, seems to me,’ Denby said, smiling again. ‘She was a frequent visitor when she was a child. You see, her mother — she was Lord Morcomb’s second wife — died when Anne was about five or six, and somehow or other my aunt used to contrive to bring her over from the big house to spend time here. I don’t think I enjoyed her company too much then — I was at an age when girls were not my scene at all! — but she still comes over to visit from time to time; I’m very fond of her. I’m glad she . . .’ He hesitated, glanced at Ward, then shrugged. ‘Her mother, Elizabeth Morcomb, died of a thrombosis. Very sudden. She gave her looks to Anne but not, thank the Lord, her general manner.’  
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Difficult to explain, really. She never seemed happy. You had the feeling there was a sort of intensity with her, a pent-up frustration of some kind. And she seemed perennially unhappy . . . sort of moody. I didn’t see much of her, of course, and when she was with Anne she was lively and happy enough. But there was something, something odd about her. I sensed it. Still . . .’ He frowned. ‘What was the name of the woman Anne mentioned, again?’ 
 
    ‘Sarah Boden.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm. And you’ll try to see her?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try. But it won’t be for a few days, I’m afraid. The firm can’t revolve around the affairs of Arthur Egan!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose it can,’ Denby said softly and made a gesture of goodbye as Eric Ward turned and began the climb back to the top of the hill and the car awaiting him beside the hedge above. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    During the next few days Eric Ward found his thoughts constantly returning to the girl he had met at Vixen Hill. At first he made no attempt to analyse the impression she had made upon him; later, as he found her image presenting itself again and again to his mind he tried to consider what it was that he found attractive about her. It still gave no explanation why he should be thinking of her so often. 
 
    And he was almost twice her age. 
 
    He saw nothing of Joseph Francis during this time, and on the two occasions Paul met him on the stairs he was brusque and surly. Ward guessed that Joseph had given his son a lecture concerning his performance at Sedleigh Hall. Paul made no attempt, nevertheless, to recover the Morcomb file, which still lay on Eric’s desk, and after he had dealt with the work outstanding on his desk Eric opened the file and extracted a map of the estates owned by Lord Morcomb, and provided for the devious purposes of the Inland Revenue Commissioners. 
 
    As he inspected the map he wondered precisely where Carlton Engineering wanted to establish their open-cast mining operations: by following the contours delineated on the map, he could make an educated guess about the roadway which Anne Morcomb had mentioned at Vixen Hill, and it would certainly carve away a huge slice of the farmland presently leased by Michael Denby. He returned to the file and began to read sections of the evidence presented to the Inland Revenue Commissioners, recalling something Anne Morcomb had said. He soon discovered the necessary schedules: it seemed that when the previous Lord Morcomb had died, the trust he had established by his will in favour of his successor and his heirs had included not only the land comprising the Morcomb estates, but also a considerable shareholding. Surprisingly, the portfolio did not include many different shares — there were only half-a-dozen separate companies nominated. The holdings, nevertheless, were large. 
 
    His thoughts drifted back to Carlton Engineering. He presumed it was a limited company, but he wondered at its name — he would have expected a company interested in open-cast mining to have a name more closely connected with the mining industry. A half hour’s diligent searching gave him the answer. Carlton Engineering Ltd was a subsidiary, specializing in earth-moving equipment, of another company called Western Consolidated Mining Ltd, who were in turn merely a member company of a holding operation called Western Enterprises Ltd. Eric Ward guessed that the Carlton Engineering offers to Lord Morcomb would therefore be in the nature of a wideranging deal at the end of the day between the subsidiary companies, each of whom might have a stake in the final mining and reconstruction undertakings. 
 
    And they could very well get what they wanted, he considered, as he looked back again at the details specified in Lord Morcomb’s struggle with the Inland Revenue. Either way, his lordship would be forced to pay heavy death duties; when he was called upon to do so, that extra half million or so he was disputing with the Commissioners could force him to raise ready cash — by the sale of land or shares. 
 
    He had some sympathy with Anne Morcomb’s views — he hoped that his lordship would dispense with his shares rather than his land. 
 
    As he was closing the file the telephone rang. 
 
    ‘A gentleman called Mr Parton to speak to you,’ the switchboard girl told him. 
 
    ‘Put him on, please.’ 
 
    A buzz and then he heard Jackie Parton’s voice. ‘Eric? You going to be busy this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Not particularly. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Got someone you ought to have a chat with.’ 
 
    ‘Have you picked up some information on the Egan administration ?’ 
 
    ‘Tell you this evening. Six-thirty, at the Hydraulic Engine, down on Scotswood. Okay? See you then.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mud flats lay exposed at the bend of the river, which glinted greyly under a dark evening sky. The boats that lay stranded on the mud had a depressing, bedraggled look, as though, beached by the tide, they despaired of ever seeing the sea again. A scrap-iron yard abutting on the shore gave exit to a late, snarling lorry as Eric Ward pulled in to one side and parked his car. Across the roadway, almost opposite the yard and the mud flats of the Tyne, was the Hydraulic Engine. 
 
    It was a large, square, cream-painted building with red-bricked windows and a green slate roof. On one side of the public house was a decaying sailor’s mission; on the other, the Tyneside Irish Club, with a faded shamrock painted on its door. It meant, Ward knew, that the Hydraulic Engine did a roaring trade of a certain kind  particularly on a Saturday night. 
 
    He had visited the pub several times as a policeman, but never since he left the Force. He found now a certain pleasure in avoiding the thinly veiled hostility that had previously greeted his entrance: even out of uniform, he had still been recognized as a jack. Now, not a head turned as he entered. 
 
    Jackie Parton was sitting with two or three tables to his left, at which a group of men, with pints in front of them, carried on a jocular conversation with him. As Ward came forward Parton rose and walked towards him, drew him to one side behind a glass partition screen beside the bar. He ordered Ward a half pint of lager, obtained another beer for himself, then sat down. 
 
    ‘Thought it was better meeting here than elsewhere. Some hot-house orchids don’t flourish away from their reg’lar environment.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton exposed his teeth in a grimace that masqueraded as a smile. ‘Got someone you should meet, and talk to. Suspect he wouldn’t say much elsewhere — if he’d even turn up. You might say he’s a very suspicious individual. He’ll be along shortly.’ 
 
    ‘And till then?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have a little drink, and I’ll make my report to you — along with a claim for some expenses.’ 
 
    Ward sipped his lager. He’d thought, when warned off by George Knox, the police surgeon, that he would really miss drink of an alcoholic nature. He hadn’t. No smoking; no drinking; no tension. But life wasn’t bad — except for the pain. He looked around the bar at the ill-clad, loudmouthed inhabitants of the Hydraulic Engine and knew things could be worse. ‘All right, Jackie, what have you got?’ 
 
    The little man screwed up his eyes and took another drink. ‘Well, I’ll tell you, not a lot. This chap Arthur Egan, he’s not an easy feller to get information on. I’ve talked to a lot of people around Scotswood and Byker way now, and the ones who knew him, or of him, they’re not so numerous. His going off to Northumberland—’ 
 
    ‘Seddon Burn.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah? You been working yourself, then? Anyway, him going off there, then prison, then this quiet life in Westerhope, it’s left him a pretty colourless character, with not many leads. He’s still remembered by a few, and they all say the same two things about him: he was a handsome lad, and he was a quiet feller. Not one I’ve spoken to says he had a wild temper.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘And, not one of them says he had a thing for the women.’ 
 
    ‘So he wasn’t a high liver. That still doesn’t mean he didn’t have anyone: Ward said, slightly exasperated. 
 
    ‘But that’s the talk.’ Jackie Parton insisted. ‘He didn’t have anyone. He was a loner. In Scotswood; in Byker; in Westerhope; it’s always the same tale. He just didn’t seem interested in women. Polite; courteous; but not interested.’ 
 
    Ward sighed. ‘So what do you conclude from that?’ Jackie Parton put one foot on the stool in front of him and lit himself a cigarette. ‘My conclusions are pretty simple. It’s all a fantasy. There isn’t any kid. There aren’t any grandkids. There may be relatives — but only may be. But you’re asking me to find a child is moonshine, a waste of money. I think Egan was drifting, pain — drugged, lonely: I think he manufactured a family out of his head.’ 
 
    Eric Ward had already suspected as much. Everything was pointing to it; the man’s life style underpinned it. You said there may be other relatives.’ 
 
    Parton drew on his cigarette. ‘Could be. This brother of his . . . well, half-brother really. Andrews, Tommy Andrews. Now he was a bit younger than Egan and though he went to sea just about when Egan was working at those stables, and though nothing’s seemed to have been heard of him since, there’s a chance he’s still alive. If not him, maybe his kids. I presume if he had kids, they could come into Egan’s money?’ 
 
    ‘If there were no closer relatives.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m still asking around, then. But it’s not going to be easy. These two lads . . . they were chalk and cheese, you know.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Ward asked. 
 
    Parton waved his cigarette in a vague gesture, encompassing most of the men in the bar. ‘Takes all sorts, don’t it? And in one family alone you can get very different brothers. These two were only half-brothers, of course, but they had little in common, so I’m told. That doesn’t mean they weren’t close, you understand — but Tommy was a spoiled kid, it seems. He got into a lot of scrapes as a youngster, and it was usually left to Egan to drag him out of them. And he certainly squired it around a bit when he was older — if Arthur Egan didn’t go much on the birds, young Tommy certainly did. So, chances are he’ll have left some part of himself lying around in Newcastle, even if Arthur didn’t. For that matter, maybe it was one of Tommy’s kids Egan had in mind.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll keep asking around?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve a few more contacts . . . This Andrews character, though, I wonder about him. He was quite a tearaway, I think — they don’t talk that way among the terraces about someone unless he really was wild. And I’ve got a kind of feeling about him, you know, Eric? I feel he’s going to turn up, one of these days.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘And maybe I won’t like it when he does. Some people don’t like having questions asked about them!’ 
 
    Ward grunted, knowing what he meant. He glanced at his watch. ‘When’s this man you want me to meet turning up?’ 
 
    ‘He already did, about five minutes ago. He’s over there, at the corner of the bar.’ 
 
    The man was of medium height, square-set, but stooping arthritically. He wore a large Army greatcoat, several sizes too big for him and at the throat a thick pullover, greasy and stained, with a ragged neck, was gaping. His hair was long, his beard spiky and it was several moments before Eric Ward remembered where he had seen him before. It was all of ten years or more, in a small pawnshop near the Quayside. A dark room, a querulous but frightened man, stolen goods and an eagerness to cooperate when pressure was applied. ‘Tiggy Williams,’ Eric Ward said quietly. 
 
    ‘The very same,’ Parton agreed, and one corner of his scarred mouth lifted. ‘I think you ought to buy him a drink.’ 
 
    Tiggy Williams was in no hurry to join them; indeed, it required some persuasion from Jackie Parton, and it was only the promise of several drinks, Ward suspected, that brought the man across to their table. Parton pushed him down into a chair, and said, ‘You remember Mr Ward, don’t you Tiggy?’ 
 
    Suspicious eyes flickered a nervous glance in Ward’s direction; they could not hold Ward’s glance and flickered away again. ‘Don’t like drinkin’ with coppers,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I’m not a copper,’ Ward said quietly. 
 
    ‘You was a copper when—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve left the Force now. I’m working with a solicitor.’ Tiggy Williams looked relieved, but only slightly so: solicitors were obviously not to be trusted either. He brightened visibly, however, when Parton put a pint of Scotch Ale in front of him. He drank deeply from it, and froth stained his spiky beard. Ward suddenly remembered the library at Sedleigh Hall and looked around him at the grimy interior of the Hydraulic Engine. They were worlds apart, and suddenly impatient, he glared at Jackie Parton. 
 
    ‘Well?’ 
 
    The ex-jockey raised an eyebrow at Ward’s impatience, then shrugged. ‘As you know, I’ve been asking around. The other day I called in on old Tiggy, here. We got chatting, and at the end he had an interesting story to tell.’ 
 
    ‘No stories,’ Tiggy Williams muttered. 
 
    Jackie Parton smiled engagingly. ‘Oh, come on, Tiggy, all friends here. And no come-back.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Williams muttered, and finished his Scotch. Parton rose and bought him another; the old man did not look up to meet Ward’s eyes. When Parton returned he put the fresh pint down and said, ‘Thing was, Eric, as you ask around one thing leads to another. I thought I’d try to find out if this woman called Meg Salter could help us in our enquiries. She gave evidence at Arthur Egan’s trial. She was the one — a dairymaid — who saw Egan burning bloodstained clothing after Colonel Denby died. Didn’t get to see her; died a few years back, but had a long chat with her son. He told me Meg Salter always had a conscience about giving that evidence: apparently she liked Arthur Egan a lot. Bit sweet on him, it seems — she was a widow at the time — but he always kept pretty much to himself. But she saw him burn that clothing all right, and when the police came to her she told them. But she always felt sorry she’d done it; sorry for Egan. But Tiggy here, he wasn’t sorry, were you, hey?’ 
 
    ‘Doing my duty,’ Tiggy Williams muttered. 
 
    ‘Duty my backside,’ Parton said affably. ‘Your motives were quite different, from what you told me the other night.’ 
 
    Tiggy Williams was nervous. He looked uneasily at Jackie Parton, then at Ward, and then back to Parton again. ‘You said there was no need—’ 
 
    ‘No need for it to go any further, no further than my friend here, is what I said,’ Parton soothed him. ‘But what you worried about? Egan’s dead. I told you so. There’s no hassle; no problem. So you can tell us, can’t you? You already told me, anyway — so just tell Mr Ward here, now.’ 
 
    ‘I was caught clear, you see, that was the problem,’ Tiggy Williams said, in a self-justifying whine. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Ward said, leaning forward. 
 
    ‘It was a bloke off one of the ships at the Quayside. We got talking in the boozer, and he said he knew where he could get his hands on some of the stuff. Snow.’ 
 
    ‘Cocaine?’ Ward said unbelievingly. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Oh, I know, it wasn’t my thing. I mean, drugs is something I never . . . But this seemed to be too good to miss. It was two hundred quid, just to pass it on to some lads at the coast. I’d just be the go-between. And I swear I never even got my hands on the stuff. Next thing I know was that this bloke didn’t turn up. He’d been hauled in, as he left the ship. They canned him, then two days later I got hauled in as well. And they really put the screws on me.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of screws?’ 
 
    The beady eyes took on a cunning glint. ‘Come on Mr. Ward, you know all about that. They had a list of things  stuff that got pulled from various jobs. They was going to say it all came through me. All right, I was a fence, I’m admittin’ that — don’t do no more now, mind you — but I had a record and I took stuff. But this list, I mean it was just rubbish, wasn’t it! And then I was pulled in for a private talk with the Super. And he laid it on the line. They was going to fix me with the snow job as well. I’d have been put away a long time on that, I tell you—’ 
 
    ‘But you said you didn’t receive the cocaine — the seaman didn’t turn up.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the truth!’ Cunning was replaced by earnestness. ‘Never saw him; never touched the stuff. But they’d pulled him in, and the Super said I’d get booked as well. It’d take just a grain, he said.’ 
 
    Ward hesitated. ‘You mean they were going to plant a grain of cocaine on you and book you as being tied in with the smuggler?’ 
 
    ‘That was it.’ 
 
    Ward watched the old man for a moment. A faint odour of decay seemed to emanate from him and he wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘But you didn’t get booked, Tiggy, is that it?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t get booked. I got offered a deal, instead.’ Ward could see it coming. ‘Tell me about it.’ 
 
    ‘The Super took me in this room and he closed the door and he said we got this bastard and we got him cold but juries can be awkward buggers and we need just a bit of evidence to make the whole thing watertight and all I had to do was say this bloke had come into my pawnshop and tried to pawn a ring and some silver and I handed it over to the coppers and then they’d be asking me to take an identification parade. You got to understand, Mr Ward, I was scared: they had a whole book to throw at me, and this snow thing—’ 
 
    ‘How did they fix the parade?’ Ward asked, feeling slightly sick. 
 
    ‘There was no real problem. They had them in this room and I got this feller pointed out to me. Then they went out in the yard and lined ‘em up and I went out and put the finger on him. And that was that. I got spruced up when I went to court later, but that was that — I gave the story and it went along quiet enough.’ 
 
    ‘The man was Arthur Egan?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Had he ever come into your pawnshop?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, no, never seen him before that parade.’ Tiggy finished his Scotch Ale and looked hopefully at the two men sitting with him. Neither moved. 
 
    ‘Why now, Tiggy? Why not years ago?’ Ward asked in disgust. 
 
    ‘What for? Hell, if I’d spoken up at the time I’d have got throwed inside myself! And later . . . Egan might’ve come for me. I was scared a while after he came out, but he never came looking for me. And now . . . well, I heard Jackie was askin’ around, and there’s no edge, is there? The old bugger’s dead now, and they’re gone, nearly all of them, so no hassle.’ 
 
    Eric Ward’s lips were dry. He was remembering a previous conversation, in another pub. ‘Tell me, Tiggy, who was the Super who took you into the room and . . . persuaded you?’ 
 
    Tiggy Williams managed a malicious grin. ‘Him? Oh, he was a hard bastard, that one. Knew how to put the screws on all right. But you know something else? I reckon he was being screwed too. I tell you, he wanted me to finger Egan bad. He was sweating, and usually it’s the poor little sod like me who does the sweating.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it, Tiggy?’ 
 
    ‘Starling. You know, him that became Chief Constable, later.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The question was, did it really matter? 
 
    Jackie Parton was noncommittal about it all. His attitude was that he was being paid to dig out information  and if what he discovered was not exactly the information required by Eric Ward, that wasn’t his fault. He’d managed to discover very little that might lead Ward to the beneficiaries of the estate, but he had certainly raised other problems. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ward sat in his office the following morning with the Egan file open in front of him. An immense depression gripped him; he felt he was in danger of moving into matters that were irrelevant and damaging. It was no business of his to learn whether or not the retired Chief Constable had been guilty of forging evidence and worse, over twenty years ago. It was not his affair to discover why it had been felt necessary to push Egan to trial on evidence that, according to ex-Detective Inspector Kenton, could well have been planted. It was possible the police had then worked on the same instincts that had often motivated Eric Ward: they had known Egan had killed Denby, but the evidence was thin, so they had ‘arranged’ matters. 
 
    But did it now really matter? Egan was dead; the events twenty years old and more; the Chief Constable a farmer near Jedburgh and among the hunting set he had yearned to join for years; what was to be gained by raking over these old, dying coals? 
 
    There had been no replies to the advertisement, apart from some obvious fortune-hunting ones which could be easily disposed of, and he was no nearer to finding the beneficiaries of the Egan estate than he had been at the beginning. What was worse, he was beginning to become obsessed with matters of no relevance to his basic enquiries, and that was bad. 
 
    Vaguely dissatisfied, Ward opened the envelope again and looked at the lock of blond hair. He wondered how long Arthur Egan had kept it. Then the photographs: 
 
    Egan with Tommy Andrews. The baby . . . was it Egan’s child or, as was more likely, was it a photograph of Tommy as a baby? 
 
    And then the grave, and the churchyard. Perhaps the answer lay there. 
 
    The phone rang. The switchboard girl explained it was a Mr Michael Denby. He said he’d made some enquiries, and come across a man who had befriended Arthur Egan after he had come out of prison. It might be useful to interview him. He lived in a cottage on the Hardford Estate. 
 
    His name was Bridges. Fred Bridges. 
 
    After Denby had rung off Ward took the letter out of the file again, and read the last few lines. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, watch how you go, lad, and good luck. And no more nonsense, hey? Yours sincerely Fred.’ 
 
      
 
    There were various matters to be dealt with in the office before Ward could get away; Paul Francis had pushed some more files in his direction and he needed to ensure that they contained matters he could deal with at home later. By lunchtime, however, he was clear enough to leave the office and drive north again. It was a sunny afternoon, and the roads were fairly quiet, so he made good time. He decided he’d call in to see Michael Denby first, before driving on to the Hardford Estate to see Bridges. 
 
    On this occasion Ward ran the car down the track and parked near the garages, before crossing the stream and walking up to the house. He found Denby out at the back, in the small orchard, sawing wood. He was stripped to the waist in the warm afternoon, and his heavily muscled body glistened with sweat, while his ruddy complexion was now glowing as the result of his exertions. 
 
    ‘I really came to thank you for your help, and to ask just who this man Bridges is, before I go to see him.’ 
 
    Denby ran a massive forearm across his forehead. ‘I came across his name up at the local pub the other evening, and was introduced to him afterwards. He wasn’t all that keen to talk, but in the end he did admit he knew Egan after he came out of jug. He’s retired now, but he was a gamekeeper for Lord Morcomb for years, apparently. That’s how he came to meet Egan. Arrested him, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘Arrested him?’ 
 
    ‘Poaching, of all things,’ Denby said, shaking his head slowly. ‘It all seems a bit odd, but Bridges got to like Egan and somehow or other the charges were dropped and Bridges apparently helped Egan get a decent job. But no doubt he’ll tell you himself. Drink before you go?’ 
 
    Ward refused, explaining he had better get on because he had it in mind to call in at Warkworth on the way back, to try to see the woman Anne Morcomb had mentioned — Sarah Boden. ‘And after that, well, I think we’re just going to have to wind up the estate quickly. I don’t see much hope of tracing Egan’s relatives. It’s not been long, but there are too many dead ends.’ 
 
    ‘Well, anything I can do to help.’ 
 
    He took some further directions from Denby and then went back to his car. A twenty-minute drive through winding back lanes brought him to the tiny hamlet where Fred Bridges had his cottage. It was neat, sprucely-kept, with a white-painted wicker gate and trailing ivy all along its front. Rather twee for Ward’s taste, he could yet understand a man wishing to spend his declining years in such a quiet spot. 
 
    Not that Fred Bridges was ready to decline yet. When he stood in the open doorway he filled it. He was perhaps sixty-six years of age, over six feet tall, with a shock of grey hair, a deep, massive chest, and long, powerfully muscled arms. His face was the colour and texture of leather, his mouth grim, his attitude a no-nonsense one. Ward could understand how he might have ruled the Morcomb estates and their shooting rights with a rod of iron: he looked the kind of man who would have beaten the hell out of a poacher rather than taken him to the magistrates. 
 
    ‘You’ll be the gentleman Mr Denby spoke of; the one making enquiries about Arthur Egan.’ 
 
    He spoke with the curling Northumberland ‘rr’ in his throat, and his directness suggested their interview would be short — particularly since, rather than invite Ward into the cottage, the man stepped outside and sat down on the low stone wall in the sunshine, waiting for Ward to put his questions. 
 
    Having briefly explained the purpose of his enquiries, Eric Ward said, ‘I gather you became friendly with Egan some time after he came out of prison.’ 
 
    ‘Matter of months after he was released, I recall,’ Bridges said laconically. 
 
    ‘And I gather you met him in a . . . er . . . professional capacity?’ 
 
    ‘You mean I catched him poaching, don’t you? Yes, something like that.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t prosecuted,’ Ward remarked. 
 
    Fred Bridges stared at him without expression for almost a minute. He seemed to be calculating, weighing his words, preparing, discarding, sorting out phrases he might use. In the silence Ward heard from across the valley a car starting up, distant, out of place in the warm hamlet where Bridges lived. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you how it was,’ Bridges said abruptly. ‘In my job with Lord Morcomb I was responsible for tramp in’ most of the Hardford Estate. But poachers, they don’t keep to boundaries. And there’s some roads they take where they can be catched easy as a wink, if you knows where. But it meant me and my squad, we worked better movin’ off Hardford. So his lordship had this agreement with those leasin’ properties on the Hardford boundaries that I could move on them and take poachers if I caught them. They’d go along with the prosecutions after.’ He snapped off a budding rose from the bush beside him and inspected it critically for greenfly. Fancifully, Ward thought he detected the same game-keeping glint in the man’s eye as would have been present all the many nights in the woods. ‘Anyway,’ Bridges continued, ‘I knew at this time that someone new and clumsy was abroad. Couple of times I heard him; saw him once. Couldn’t be sure he was taking anything, particularly since his timing was odd. Dusk, like, not late on in the dark. So I went up one afternoon and watched and waited, and I saw him in the lane and I followed him, other side of the hedge. In the dusk he slipped into the woods. So I went in and got him. Told him I knew he was a poacher, and said I’d beat hell out of him if I ever caught him with a bird.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say in answer?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Just stood there. Mind, if he’d have turned nasty, I’d have beaten the hell out of him.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened then?’ Ward asked. 
 
    ‘Few days later, caught him again. But different this time. I found a brace of pheasant with their necks snapped, and I confronted him with them, told him I had him by the short and curlies this time.’ 
 
    ‘And—?’ 
 
    ‘Took him back to my place.’ Fred Bridges looked away from Ward suddenly as though he didn’t want Ward to see his face. His hands were still, as though a certain tension had crept into his veins. ‘We had a talk,’ he said abruptly. ‘And I decided I wouldn’t hand him over to the magistrates. You see, them pheasants, I couldn’t prove he’d took them. Some other night lad might’ve done it and been scared off by Egan’s blundering. And Egan said he didn’t know nothing about the birds. So I didn’t know what to believe. Anyway, I asked him about himself and he said he was just out of prison and had no job and I took a shine to him, took pity on him if you like. We had a few drinks together, and he seemed a good enough bloke, so I got his address from him and then a few days later I got in touch with a friend of mine and fixed Egan up with a job. Market gardener. He stayed there, I’m told, rest of his working life.’ 
 
    ‘Did you keep in touch with him?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Did you write this letter to him?’ Ward extracted the letter from the file and held it out to Bridges. The man stiffened, turned slowly. He seemed very reluctant to look at the letter; he handled it gingerly, with an inexplicable tension. Then, after a moment he seemed to relax. He handed it back. ‘No date on it. But I wrote it. Must’ve been when I fixed him up in Stanley. Yeh, that’s my letter.’ 
 
    Ward stared at Bridges with a feeling of disappointment. Somehow, he had expected more than this. He put the letter back in the file. ‘I thought . . . I’d hoped you might have had a longer, more friendly relationship with Egan.’ 
 
    ‘No. That was all there was to it.’ 
 
    Ward hesitated. There was something odd about Bridges’s tale, something that seemed to leave questions unanswered. ‘You took a bit of a chance, didn’t you?’ he asked after a short silence. 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘Writing to an acquaintance about a job for someone you’d only known a short time.’ 
 
    ‘I liked him,’ Bridges replied shortly. 
 
    ‘But you’d met him under pretty strange circumstances — walking the woods, maybe poaching. And then he told you he’d just come out of prison. I mean, they’re hardly recommendations, are they? What made you—’ 
 
    ‘I was sorry for him.’ Fred Bridges rose to his feet and half turned his back on Eric Ward. He surveyed the quiet street of the hamlet as though Ward were no longer with him. A hard man, a strong, self-sufficient man, not the kind of individual who would be given to philanthropic gestures of any kind to a stranger he found prowling his estates. 
 
    ‘I find your conduct difficult to understand, Mr Bridges,’ Ward said quietly. 
 
    The ex-gamekeeper made no reply for a moment. Then he turned, slowly, and glared at Ward. They were much of a height and Bridges had allowed resentment to seep into his eyes. ‘I don’t really give a damn what you think, friend. But that’s the way it was.’ 
 
    Ward was puzzled. The man was uneasy, and angry  yet he stayed, even now. He did not want to answer Ward’s questions, yet he stayed. ‘And you never saw Egan again, or talked to him?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So you knew very little about him, then? You wouldn’t know, for instance, whether he ever had any sort of liaison with one of the girls around here?’ 
 
    ‘Our acquaintance was short. We talked; but we didn’t talk about women.’ 
 
    He stood there, heavy, waiting, impatient. Ward felt the man was holding something back, or else was tensed for another question he did not want to answer. The silence between them grew, deepened, increased in tension. At last, with an unpleasant snorting noise, Bridges hawked and spat, and then turned and walked towards the door of the cottage. In his view, the interview was over. 
 
    ‘Mr Bridges, tell me,’ Ward suddenly asked of the broad, retreating back. ‘You said you caught Egan in the woods, but you implied it wasn’t in woods on the Hardford Estate. Just where did you find him?’ 
 
    Bridges hesitated in his stride; he didn’t want to turn, but he did. A muscle jerked in his jaw. ‘Over there.’ He gestured vaguely. 
 
    ‘Where?’ Ward pressed him. Bridges made no reply. Afterwards, Eric Ward could only think it was pure instinct that made him ask the question, for there was no essential reason that he should have thought of the location. But ask it he did. 
 
    ‘The woods you caught Egan in,’ he said. ‘Were they the woods above Colonel Denby’s farm?’ When Bridges made no reply, Ward insisted, ‘It was Vixen Hill, wasn’t it? That’s where you caught him.’ 
 
    There was still no reply but Ward knew from the expression on Fred Bridges’s face that his surmise had been correct. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The discussion with Bridges had been briefer and less productive than Ward had hoped for. Equally, it had compounded some of the problems that had been bothering him. It was as though Egan was taking over his thoughts and his actions, driving him along an old, dusty track from which the footprints of earlier walkers had long been erased by time. 
 
    And central to it was Vixen Hill. 
 
    It was there that Arthur Egan had tried to rob Colonel Denby; there the colonel had lost his life. But what possible magnetic attraction had the farm held for Arthur Egan — to be drawn to it to kill, and as a result serve a prison sentence, and then to be drawn back to it, not once, according to Fred Bridges, but several times? 
 
    And then, apparently, after the job offer in Stanley, nothing. Instead, a quiet, uneventful life in Westerhope, lonely, reclusive, until cancer gripped him and maybe sent fanciful images into his brain about a family that had never existed. 
 
    Yet Ward knew something was missing. A piece of the puzzle remained to be fitted, and the answer lay at Vixen Hill. 
 
    As he drove, he was preoccupied, and it was perhaps two miles from Vixen Hill before he realized he had taken a wrong turning. The lane was narrow and it was necessary to continue before he could find a turning place. In the event he was forced to drive for almost a mile further before he saw a side road. He pulled in, intending to reverse and go back the way he had come; instead, as he saw the sign itself, he changed his mind. It proclaimed SEDDON BURN. 
 
    The narrow road looped over the hill, dipping into folds in the ground and zigzagging past open fields, following the track of a stream that wound its unhurried way through small farms and meadows. Some two miles ahead of him a tree-lined hill rose and he suspected that the village would lie at its foot; in fact, he discovered that the village lay beyond the crest, a scattering of houses, a Norman church and one village store. He drove on, descending, and then as he swung left he saw beyond the moss-grown stone wall the burned-out remains of Seddon Burn Hall. 
 
    The house had stood under the shelter of the hill, but commanding a southerly aspect across the village and towards the rolling hills of Northumberland. It was approached by a long, curving drive flanked by elms and rhododendron; now, in the years since the hall had been destroyed the elm trees had died too, stricken by disease, while the rhododendron had flourished, spilling across the driveway in a tangle of green from which the stark trunks of the elms stood accusingly. To drive up there would be impossible; Ward parked the car, and thrust his way past the rhododendron and up towards the house. 
 
    The fire had been extensive; the roof had gone and some of the walls had collapsed. Their blackened surfaces had been carpeted over the years by ivy and moss and grass, however, and though from a distance the remaining walls seemed stark and dead, on closer inspection there was a softness about them that was comforting. The sun was warm and the hum of bees in the air gave a pleasant background to his inspection of the ruins. He did not enter them; he suspected they might be dangerously near to collapse, so he contented himself with walking around their perimeter. 
 
    His mind drifted back to the Scotswood Road pub where he had met Tiggy Williams; he had thought then of the contrast between the life-styles displayed in the West End of Newcastle and the country seat of Lord Morcomb; now, as he looked at the burned-out ruins of Seddon Burn Hall, he fancied he saw the bridge between them. For one day Sedleigh Hall could look like this, and a way of life that still owed so much to the past might be extinguished. Perhaps by a mundane force such as the Inland Revenue Commissioners, he thought wryly. 
 
    He heard the rattle of stone and turned; a moment later he saw her, the big black pacing its nervous way among broken stone, the rider concentrating on the path ahead. She was wearing no riding cap this afternoon, and he realized for the first time that her hair was red-gold in colour, flaming under the warm sun. He moved and her head came up; she started, dragging on the rein involuntarily in her surprise, and then she recognized him. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward! What are you doing here?’ she called, and came towards him. 
 
    He glanced back at the ruins. ‘Thinking about anachronisms,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Is that how you see us?’ She was perceptive. And her smile was warm and friendly. She slipped from the saddle and stood looking up at him. He was surprised, again, how small she looked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly anachronistic. But different. Most of the people I know, and have met, live a very different kind of life in very different surroundings from yours.’ 
 
    Her smile faded and she looked about her. ‘But I wonder if they feel different? Oh, superficially, of course they do. But inside, I mean. Me, now, there are times I feel just . . . scared.’ 
 
    ‘Scared of what?’ 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes wide. ‘I’m not certain. The future, I suppose. Daddy’s a rich man but when he dies . . . it will be mine. That’s a responsibility, Mr Ward. Money . . . and possessions . . . they bring responsibilities that I’m not certain I can match up to.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t be alone,’ Ward said. 
 
    She hesitated, not sure what he meant. ‘No, probably not. But marriage wouldn’t remove the responsibilities. They could be shared, of course, but they’d still be there. And times are changing so rapidly — I sometimes wish I’d been born fifty years earlier. Things were more settled then.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly that,’ Ward said drily. 
 
    She laughed. ‘A hundred and fifty, then. But you still haven’t explained your presence here. I told you before, I’m the original Nosey Parker.’ 
 
    ‘Accident, really. And the same curiosity of character that you suffer from, I suppose. Arthur Egan worked here. I thought I’d like to see . . . get the feel of the place.’ 
 
    She looked about her, frowning. ‘I remember it, not well, but vaguely, as it used to be. Now, I ride over here rarely. You . . . you’re a bit unusual, aren’t you, Mr Ward? What’s your first name, by the way? I can’t keep using these formalities.’ 
 
    Ward told her and then, as she looped her horse’s bridle over a young sycamore that was pushing its way through the base of the wall, he said, ‘How do you mean unusual?’ 
 
    ‘Coming out here. Going along to Michael’s. Do you have a streak of romanticism? I wouldn’t have thought in a man—’ She was going to say of his age, but caught herself, confused. ‘I mean, do solicitors normally poke around old ruins when they administer an estate? Or, I wonder, spend as much time on such a case as you are?’ 
 
    She was perceptive. And slightly embarrassed. But her embarrassment was now shaded with something else. She was looking at him critically, in a way a woman did not look at a stranger, or a recent acquaintance. ‘It’s a difficult case,’ he said lamely. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    He blinked at her directness. ‘Well . . . It’s difficult to explain.’ 
 
    ‘Difficult case, difficult explanation. So tell me,’ she commanded. 
 
    Ward smiled, and looked around, leaned against the warm stone wall. The girl followed suit, folding her arms, watching him intently. 
 
    And he told her some of it. How he had been a policeman, how he had turned to and been forced towards the solicitor’s office, and how he had become involved with the Egan administration. He told her how he felt there was something odd about it all, how the image that had built up in his mind of the lonely man at Westerhope did not square with the picture of a violent struggle on the bridge at Vixen Hill. And he told her about life in the Scotswood Road and in Byker, and about Arthur Egan and his half-brother Tommy, and all the while her eyes never left his face. He was tempted to explain about the other things, Tiggy Williams and Chief Constable Starling, but he held back, for these were matters of rumour perhaps, and bore no real relevance to the search for the beneficiaries to Egan’s estate. When he lapsed into silence, she kept that silence for a little while. 
 
    ‘I know what you mean about anachronisms,’ she said at last, glancing back over her shoulder at the ruined walls of Seddon Burn Hall. ‘What you’ve told me — it’s all so distant from this, and me too, I suppose. Distant in place but in time, too.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not really so sure of that. As you said, everyone has responsibilities.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm.’ She hesitated. ‘Daddy’s not too well, you know. It’s one of the reasons I came out here today, riding. And why I didn’t want David with me. I’m confused . . .’ Again she hesitated. She glanced at him worriedly, as though concerned that she should even be talking like this to a virtual stranger. But she went on. ‘You see, David and I . . . he wants to marry me and, well, I suppose we have a certain understanding. But I’ve been in no hurry, and that surely means a certain lack of decisiveness, or something, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking of David Penrose.’ When she nodded, he said, ‘Not necessarily indecisive. Just . . . young.’ 
 
    He wasn’t certain she liked that; she glanced at him sharply and he was again aware of the difference in their respective ages. Then she went on, ‘Be that as it may, I’m worried about Daddy, and, I confess, what’ll happen if he dies soon. David’s there, but . . .’ 
 
    ‘No other close relatives?’ 
 
    She shook her head and the sunlight glinted on her red-gold hair. ‘Not close. There’s a branch of the family in Ireland. Daddy hates them; no, loathes them would be a better description. I think it’s something to do with the attitudes they displayed during the thirties and forties. Very much a patriot, Daddy couldn’t forgive them for some utterances they made about Germany. Strange, isn’t it, how things said and done in the past can have echoes so many years later?’ 
 
    ‘People remember hurts,’ Ward said tritely. 
 
    She smiled suddenly. ‘In fact, as far as I can gather, there must have been quite a performance before Daddy’s uncle died. It seems he didn’t have quite the same opinion of the Irish branch of the tree as Daddy did, and for a while it was touch and go whether the estates would be willed to him. He was bound to succeed to the title, of course, but as he tells it, there was the chance that much of the trust property would have been put in the way of my Irish relatives. Anyway, the quarrel, or whatever it was, blew over and title and lands came to Daddy. Which really is part of the trouble now.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You must remember, Daddy was not a young man when he succeeded to the title. And as soon as he did, this awful business about the estate duty came up. I needn’t explain to you just how important it all is — the valuation of the estate is bad enough, but Daddy knows too that even when it’s settled he’s going to have to find a great deal of ready cash to satisfy the Inland Revenue. It worries him, and he’s not well. He can’t decide whether to meet the liabilities by sale of some of the land — but he has this idea that he wants the land kept intact for me. I don’t really care — though I do care if those horrible opencast mining people are going to scar the landscape. The alternative is to sell some of his shareholdings. I’ve talked it over at length with David, and that seems the best solution. The trouble is, if Daddy does sell any of his largest holdings, he will lose quite a lot of money: prices are pretty low and there seems little prospect of them improving in the short term.’ She looked at him, smiling again suddenly. ‘I sound like a real economist, don’t I?’ 
 
    ‘In my experience economists aren’t as attractive as you. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ It should have been a flippant remark and it should have been received as such. Instead, neither smiled, and she looked away from him. There was a short, edgy silence and Eric Ward cursed himself, wondering what had possessed him to speak as he did, and wondering too why she had reacted the way she did. 
 
    After a little while, without looking at him again, and in a reflective tone, she asked, ‘Why did you leave the police force? It wasn’t just that you’d taken your degree, was it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘I might have left anyway, but I was told I had glaucoma.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Again she was silent for a while. ‘Did you have treatment . . . surgery?’ 
 
    ‘No. I keep it at bay.’ 
 
    There was a stilted quality about the conversation; the earlier confidential ease between them had disappeared. ‘Do you miss the police work?’ she asked, and it seemed to him a polite, inconsequential, even foolish question. 
 
    ‘It gave me hard work, poor pay, little promotion, much frustration, occasional danger, a broken marriage and, eventually, illness. No, I don’t miss police work.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ From the trees on the hill a harsh cawing suddenly broke out as a colony of rooks set up a cacophony, perhaps to drive off an intruder. Anne Morcomb turned her head and looked at Eric Ward. ‘You’ve not thought of marriage again?’ 
 
    ‘Once bitten . . . No, in the police force, it can cause problems. I was away, she was lonely, there was one miscarriage, we saw so little of each other. She found someone else. A common enough story. Absence can sometimes make the heart grow less than fond.’ 
 
    She smiled faintly. ‘Proximity can do the same, I suspect. My mother and father . . . they weren’t happy, you know. She died when I was quite young, so I don’t remember too much about her, except that she was very beautiful, but I do recall the rows they had, and she seemed such a . . . sad person, as I remember. I’ve thought about it as I’ve grown older and it seems to me to be something I can’t understand. You see, it wasn’t Daddy’s first marriage, and one would think that after one broken marriage a person would take great care in a second choice of partner. Yet I don’t think they got on too well. I’ve talked about it with Michael — you know, Michael Denby. He’s older than me, he remembers my mother and he recalls how distant she and Daddy seemed to be. And yet Daddy can be such a loving person. Over the years he’s shown me so much overt affection that I wonder why he should, in effect, have failed twice in his marriages.’ 
 
    ‘Failure is perhaps overstating it, surely?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’ She rose suddenly, loosened the reins of the black mare and mounted. She sat on the horse, looking down at Eric Ward thoughtfully. ‘You haven’t told me quite everything about your investigations, have you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Yes you do. In some ways, Eric Ward, you’re rather a transparent person. I think you know — or suspect  something about this man Egan that offends . . . what? Your sense of justice? And you can’t make up your mind what to do about it.’ 
 
    ‘As indecisive as you,’ he said, smiling. 
 
    ‘You won’t put me off with that kind of remark,’ she replied, but smiled, nevertheless. ‘I still feel you know something about Egan that you haven’t told me. You also know I’m a very curious person.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ 
 
    ‘So do something about Egan. Don’t let it drift. You’ll be happier.’ 
 
    ‘So might you be,’ he replied, and her smile faded. She turned the black’s head and began to pace away. When she was some fifty yards off she looked back, but said nothing, then with a touch of her heels she sent the mare galloping towards the trees. 
 
    She looked, at this distance, very confident, very sure of herself and her position. But now, Eric Ward knew better. 
 
    In a strange way the knowledge depressed him. Over the years he had received many confidences, taken part in many private conversations where people had talked to him of their fears and aspirations and hidden terrors. Little men in darkened rooms, prostitutes drunk in the cells, one arrogant businessman who, under questioning, had suddenly broken down to confess his fraud and expose much, much more of his personality. It happened also in the offices of Francis, Shaw and Elder, with clients who wanted more than merely a legal shoulder to lean on. Legal problems had a way of spilling over into personal ones. 
 
    In all these, however, Eric Ward had managed to retain a certain detachment. Express sympathy, but in the main don’t feel it: it was too dangerous, and too destructive of logic and reason. Perhaps that was why, now, on a sunny afternoon a conversation with a young woman disturbed and depressed him. She had an inheritance and position — yet she felt indecisive and afraid of the future. 
 
    He had no part in that future, and yet his detachment was not complete. He walked back to the car trying to shut thoughts of their conversation out of his mind; her words, and the way she had looked, leaning against the wall of the ruins at Seddon Burn. 
 
    In the car he checked the map. It would be necessary to take several minor roads to make his way towards the A1. From there he would need to cut across towards the coast, near Alnwick, and take the run north to Warkworth if he was going to interview Sarah Boden and see the last of the damned Egan administration. He calculated it would take him an hour or more. 
 
    In fact it took him longer. The road was more winding than he had expected, and he lost twenty minutes or more behind a herd of cows that were being moved along to a nearby farm. But it was not the time that caused him discomfort. His depression, the driving itself, and the constant reading he had been doing the last few evenings combined to place a tension upon him, physically, that could end in only one way. He knew the attack would come, sooner or later; fortunately, he had reached the Al before the signals started. 
 
    He hesitated briefly about going on to Warkworth, but then decided to do so. It was five o’clock, and he would get some tea in the Northumberland Arms before seeking out Sarah Boden. He did not want to drive up here again tomorrow. 
 
    But as he took the road from Felton across towards Warkworth he felt the pain begin. The road twisted and turned, giving him glimpses of the sea while across to his left, beyond the cricket ground, the ruined ramparts of Warkworth Castle reared grandly. He paid them little attention; he concentrated on the road as the feeling of sickness arose in his throat and the tiny needle points of pain began to prick at the back of his eyes, sharp scratchings that grew in intensity and regularity, until he squinted, narrowing his eyes against the pain. He drove down the hill past the castle and swung into Castle Street. He found a parking place down near the church, in the tiny square. He locked his car and with lowered head hurried into the Northumberland Arms. There was an agonized wait of five minutes before the desk clerk was able to give him a room, and then, in the confines of the hotel bedroom he ripped open his briefcase and took out his phial of pilocarpine, applied the fluid to his eyes and waited, lying on the bed, for the shuddering to stop. 
 
    He had known the attack would be a bad one. He had known he would not be able to face the drive home afterwards. It was better to wait here, rest, have dinner later and forget office files, Arthur Egan, the Morcomb case and everything else. In the morning he would go to see Sarah Boden, and then go home to change. He should get to the office by ten-thirty. 
 
    Now, just relax, rest in the darkened room, and let the drug take effect on his screaming nerve-ends. 
 
    Relax, but not entirely, for something fluttered in his mind, unimportant, but demanding his attention, nevertheless. Something about the car parked next to his in the square. Unimportant, especially when matched against the pain in his eyes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When you were approaching eighty you were entitled to be bloody-minded. You had earned the right and there was no one to gainsay that right. You had worked out your life, and now you had only yourself to please. You had your own house, paid for with your own money earned from generous employers, and you had your own routines. If other people didn’t like those routines they could lump it. 
 
    And if other people didn’t like you not answering the door until you were prepared to do so, they could lump that too. 
 
    He knew she was in there, of course. Perversely, when he had started knocking she had made sure that he saw her, moving in the sitting-room, prepared to answer the door only when she wanted to. He was patient, she would say that for him, nevertheless. It was twenty minutes since he had first knocked; he had gone away, then come back again, and now he was still there, knocking. A few more minutes; perhaps five minutes, and then she would answer the door. Perhaps. 
 
    It was beginning to get dark. The knocking had stopped. She peered out of the sitting-room window and he was there, just across the street. It was beginning to rain. 
 
    When you were eighty, you could get lonely too. She felt sorry for herself, suddenly. 
 
    She opened the front door, and stood just inside, in the passageway, where the light fingers of rain could not reach her. He came across after a few moments. He stood in her doorway, smiling at her. 
 
    ‘Hello, Sarah. You do remember me, don’t you?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    It rained heavily during the night but by morning the sun was bright again and Ward took an early breakfast, paid his bill and then walked up Castle Street, through the grounds of the castle itself and down the hillside on which it stood. Leaves glistened in the sunlight, still wet from the overnight rain, and the river was at full tide, the small weir virtually submerged, as Ward strolled along the path to talk to the old boatman who made a living hiring rowboats and ferrying across to the far bank those tourists who wished to seek out the Hermit’s Cave. He claimed to have been at work there for fifty-eight years, but he still rose early — more for the peace of the river, Ward suspected, than the possibility of hirings. 
 
    The walk in the morning sunshine did him a great deal of good. He felt refreshed and his mind was clear. The depression of yesterday was gone. It had probably been induced as much by tiredness as anything else, and the conversation with Anne Morcomb, well, he must be getting fanciful in his old age if he read into it anything other than the obvious — a brief acquaintance, an unhappy time for her, pressures of the kind that for him had resulted in another attack. But this morning things were in perspective, and a blackbird was in full song. Ward turned and followed the stream in its run towards the coast. A few minutes later he had reached the lower end of Warkworth; he paused a while on the ancient bridge watching the house martins under its arches, and then he walked back up the slope of Castle Street. 
 
    Enquiries in the shop near the church led to the information that she lived in the first house above the one for sale on the right. Armed with these directions, Ward found the house easily enough. The house beyond Sarah Boden’s seemed to be empty also — Ward suspected some of these granite-fronted houses would be used as second homes by the more affluent on Tyneside. 
 
    The door boasted a heavy brass knocker. Ward used it, and listened to the reverberations die away in the house. Surprisingly, the noise had a strangely echoing quality as though the house was empty, but he guessed its structure, or sparse furnishing, would have caused the effect. He tried again and stepped back, almost colliding with a woman walking down the hill with a shopping-bag on her arm. Then again. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    Eric Ward checked his watch. It was just after nine fifteen. An hour or so home to change; he’d be pushed to get to the office before midday the way things were going. He knocked again, but once more there was no reply. He wondered if she was lying in bed refusing to answer the door. Old people could get like that sometimes; stubborn, peculiar. 
 
    He hesitated. There was no sense in waiting any longer, and yet he did not want another journey out to Warkworth from the office. He turned, and walked down the street to the narrow, arched alleyway that led to the river bank. These houses had gardens at the rear, overlooking the river. He walked down the alley, then turned to walk along the path that ran through the trees, abutting on the stone wall that enclosed the gardens of the houses in Castle Street. 
 
    There were two back gardens tangled with vegetation — one the house for sale, the other, Sarah Boden’s. There was no problem in obtaining entry to the garden itself; the wooden door was ajar and when he walked up the pathway through weeds and long grass he saw that the milkman had left a bottle of milk on the back doorstep. 
 
    Ward knocked on the back door. The frosted glass prevented his seeing inside but he guessed the kitchen lay beyond. There was no answer. He moved to the window; it was tightly shut apart from its upper section, which was wide open, and gave him a view of the kitchen, in spite of its griminess. He could make out an old gas cooker, linoleum on the floor, a table . . . and something else. 
 
    It looked like a piece of flowered cloth, lying on the floor. 
 
    Had he been a mere solicitor he might have had second thoughts, but years in the police force had trained him otherwise. He went back to the frosted glass door and shattered it with his elbow. He punched out the glass, cutting his hand in the process, then gingerly inserted his hand and opened the door. 
 
    She was lying on her back in her flowered dress. There was a cut on her forehead and her eyes were wide open, staring. The hissing noise came from the open gas tap on the cooker. Ward reached down and lightly took her wrist. There was no pulse. He went back out into the fresh morning air. He would have to phone for an ambulance, but he knew that he was already too late. 
 
    It did not take as long as he had anticipated. He placed calls to the ambulance service and to the police, then rang his office to explain he would not be in today. Then he waited. They all arrived within a few minutes of each other; ambulance, squad car, uniformed local policeman. They questioned him, looked sour when he told them he knew nothing regarding the circumstances of death, and sourer when they saw the broken door. Then the doctor arrived to pronounce Sarah Boden dead. Ward was asked to accompany the squad car in his own vehicle to Morpeth; there he was questioned and made a statement. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    But finished in more ways than one. Eric Ward doubted whether Jackie Parton would now discover very much more, if anything, about the remote Arthur Egan, and with the death of Sarah Boden it was unlikely that he himself would find out anything that might help in the administration of the estate. 
 
    No relatives; the last fantasies of a dying man, creating a family where none existed. 
 
    He was back at his office early next morning, to make up for lost time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At eleven o’clock Joseph Francis rang through to ask Eric to join him for coffee. It was an unusual summons, for the senior partner confined business meetings to the afternoon and social meetings to the early evenings. During the mornings he worked at his own files, the habit of a lifetime in the law. 
 
    But there the coffee was, in two delicate china cups, and Joseph Francis waved Eric to the leather armchair. It was unlikely that the occasion was destined to be a social one, however, for Joseph’s face was serious, and his mouth pursed. He stared at Eric Ward with a hint of belligerence. 
 
    ‘What do you really think of my son Paul?’ he asked abruptly. 
 
    Ward made no reply immediately. He stared at the older man, frowning. ‘In what respect do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so damned coy. You know what I mean.’ 
 
    The testiness in Francis’s tone annoyed Ward. ‘I don’t know what you mean. Socially? I can answer that easily enough. But professionally? I’ don’t think that’s the kind of question a senior partner should ask an articled clerk.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not exactly the usual kind of articled clerk,’ Francis snapped. ‘I wouldn’t go around asking a twenty-year-old such a question. I’m asking you because I want your professional opinion of him.’ He paused, then added grudgingly, ‘And because I — value your opinion, as well.’ 
 
    This, Ward thought, could very well be where he and Francis, Shaw and Elder parted company, but if Joseph really wanted his opinion, he could have it, for not to give it now would somehow damage his own independence and pride. ‘All right, sir, I’ll tell you. I think he’s competent, but not sufficiently prepared to undertake the hard grind. I suspect he has flair, but he exercises it on matters that are of interest to him only. I’ve seen him in litigation and he can be sharp, and quick. In the office, he’s not like that. I think he needs a challenge; I think he needs incentive. He’s easily bored, and when that happens he doesn’t work well.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think much of Paul, then?’ Joseph Francis sneered. 
 
    Aware that the old man would be feeling the criticism personally, Ward replied, ‘You asked for my opinion. I believe I stressed what Paul’s better points might be also, professionally speaking.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm.’ Joseph Francis raised a hand and touched his hair, as though checking that its silvery neatness was as precise as ever. When he spoke again, his tone was back to its normal, slightly bored modulation. ‘Well, you may well be right, of course. Er . . . how long have you got to complete your articles?’ 
 
    ‘Just over eight months.’ 
 
    ‘And then what?’ 
 
    As Joseph Francis reached out an elegant hand to pick up his coffee cup Ward hesitated. ‘I’m not sure, sir. An assistant solicitor post somewhere, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Here?’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s for you and the other partners to say.’ 
 
    Francis sipped his coffee, made a slight grimace at its apparent bitterness, then looked carefully at Ward. ‘Eight months, hey? All right, I’ll tell you what, Eric. No promises, but there may be a place for you here. As an assistant — but with prospects. Maybe, two years, and the chance to buy in as a junior partner. No promises — and it depends on your exams, of course, and on your performance. You see, there may be a position . . .’ 
 
    ‘I’d be grateful for the opportunity.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis looked at him with cold eyes. ‘It’s partly because of Paul. He hasn’t made up his mind yet, but you’re right in your assessment. I’ve already spoken to him; I’ll finance him if he’d like to go to the bar, where he could utilize his forensic talents more adequately.’ His tone was dry. ‘So if he goes, there could well be a place for you. The devil we know and all that. Just one trouble, on the other hand . . .’ 
 
    Ward held his glance. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Balance. A sense of balance is necessary to a solicitor. And a low profile. Very necessary.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t quite understand what you’re getting at,’ Ward lied. 
 
    ‘Time is money,’ Francis said flatly. ‘Some of the drudgery that suits Paul so ill brings us in our largest profits. We need to concentrate on such matters. Estate administration — unless of the largest kind — is not very profitable. One should not allow unproductive work to push aside bread-and-butter files. It’s time you finished that damned Egan business: you’re spending too much time on it.’ 
 
    ‘You also said something about a low profile.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis sipped his coffee. ‘Clients must respect their solicitor. They must have confidence in him, hold his judgement in high regard. Scandal of any kind drives away clients, prospective and actual. Conduct in any way . . . outré has the same effect. Now then — what exactly went on yesterday?’ 
 
    Ward took a deep breath. ‘I went to interview a woman. When I arrived I found she was dead. I broke into the house, then called the necessary services. I made a statement to the police, then went home.’ 
 
    ‘How did she die?’ 
 
    ‘I think she must have gone to the kitchen to make some tea or something, turned on the gas, then slipped on the linoleum and knocked herself out. She was there all night; it might have been the cold; there was no heat in the kitchen, and the window was open; it could have been pneumonia. She was pretty old.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis was only slightly mollified. ‘An accident,’ he murmured, then sipped again at his coffee. ‘All right, Eric, but remember what I said. Housebreaking is for burglars; dead people are for undertakers. You’re neither.’ 
 
    ‘Necessity—’ 
 
    ‘—is the mother of convention, Eric!’ Joseph Francis interrupted swiftly. ‘Remember that. You need a job with us; in our own way, we need you. But convention demands that solicitors behave like solicitors — discreet, controlled, genteel if you like. In America things may be different, but over here we have a set of values that have been proved over a hundred years.’ He leaned back, a frown gathering on his patrician features, nettled somewhat that his little speech had bordered on the excited. ‘Let’s say no more about it, Eric. Just remember what I’ve told you.’ 
 
    Ward rose to his feet, and began to walk to the door. 
 
    Francis stopped him. ‘Before you go, I should tell you that counsel’s opinion on Lord Morcomb’s case is expected tomorrow. I’ll let you have it once I’ve finished with it. That case could be . . . very helpful to you, Eric, if we do a good job on it. And otherwise, just one more thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?’ 
 
    ‘I want the Egan administration dispensed with. This week.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in his own room Eric did not know whether to feel elated or depressed. The knowledge that Paul Francis could well be leaving the firm, with a consequent assistant post being available, and even a partnership, was exciting: it meant that if he pulled his weight during the next eight months and completed the papers that remained to him of the Law Society examinations, he could be obtaining a secure future for himself in a leading law firm in Newcastle. Yet at the same time, in spite of the prospect opening up ahead of him, he felt edgy and ill at ease, with the sense of something unfinished remaining. Anne Morcomb had told him to complete the Egan enquiry, but would it ever end? And for that matter, was it not already ended, with the accidental death of Sarah Boden? 
 
    This week, Joseph Francis had warned; it had to be finished this week. As far as Eric Ward was concerned, it would be as well if it finished right now. The file was on his desk; he closed it, placing it in the filing cabinet. A few days more and if there were no replies to the advertisements he’d go ahead with the payment of debts and other outgoings and then get the estate declared bona vacantia. 
 
    He was done with Arthur Egan. He had his own career to look to. 
 
    The following morning he received a visitor who showed him that the file was far from closed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The secretary showed him in and withdrew but her leaving did little to empty the room because Detective Chief Superintendent Arkwright had the presence and the bulk to make any room look small. He was six feet two in his stockinged feet and had long ago put behind him the youthful awkwardness of a raw Yorkshire recruit. Once away from the uniformed branch he had begun to put on weight, and good living had thickened his waist, deepened his chest as he combined regular exercise with heavy meals. For a period he had been a weightlifting champion in police circles and he had used the same commitment to the pursuit of his ambition. It was now more or less achieved: further promotion was possible, but not likely, and he was generally satisfied with his job. Traces of his Yorkshire background remained in his speech, and his ruddy complexion, craggy nose and mouth were those that would have fitted a hill farmer in the dales. He occasionally pretended a simplicity that he had lost over the years, but Eric Ward knew him to be a confident and resourceful jack. 
 
    ‘Well, well, lad, tha’s done well enough, hey? Nice little room, nice little secretary, the quiet easy life, is that it?’ He moved forward, light on his feet for such a big man and settled himself in a chair facing Ward. ‘Any chance of a coffee, then?’ 
 
    ‘This a social call?’ Ward picked up the phone and dialled reception. ‘Er . . . can you send up two coffees as soon as possible?’ He replaced the phone and looked at Arkwright. ‘Or is it in the way of business?’ 
 
    Arkwright smiled benignly and pulled at his ear. ‘Bit of both, really. Thought it’d be nice to see how you’re getting on, now you’ve crossed to t’other side.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly the other side, surely.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know how I mean.’ Arkwright grinned. 
 
    ‘How’s your eyes, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘I’m well enough.’ 
 
    ‘Loss to the Force, Eric, loss to the Force.’ 
 
    Ward made no reply; Arkwright had been conspicuous in expressing no sympathy at the time of Ward’s departure. He listened as Arkwright wandered on, talking about some of his ex-colleagues, bringing him up to date on movements. They had been surprisingly numerous, even though Ward had been away for only eighteen months. The secretary came in with the coffees and Arkwright thanked her graciously. When she’d gone he picked up his cup and quite deliberately sipped it with noisy gusto. ‘No, you seem to have settled in nicely enough, Eric, you have that.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’ve really called to comment upon the degree of comfort I enjoy.’ 
 
    ‘No need to get acid, Eric.’ Arkwright’s words were placatory but there was an edge of steel in his voice. ‘If you must know, I just called to discuss with you how you seemed to be doing some funny things, beyond the call of a solicitor’s duty, like.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Ward said unhelpfully. 
 
    ‘Yes. Like breaking and entering, for instance,’ Arkwright said affably. ‘Not usually in a solicitor’s line of work.’ 
 
    Ward recalled Joseph Francis’s words and his mouth was tight. ‘I realized something was wrong in Sarah Boden’s house. When I broke in, I discovered she was dead. My being a solicitor had nothing to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. No, suppose not. You — er — you stayed over in Warkworth evening before, didn’t you?’ Arkwright’s eyes fixed on him over the rim of the coffee cup. ‘Did you go up to see her then?’ 
 
    Ward shook his head. ‘I intended to. I — I didn’t feel well enough, so I booked a room in the hotel and ate there, rested, went to see her next morning.’ 
 
    ‘What did you want to see her about, then?’ The tone was still casual, but Ward was gaining the impression that there was something more important behind this visit than he realized. 
 
    ‘I’m dealing with an administration matter. I thought she might be able to give me some information — local gossip if you like, that she might have picked up twenty years ago—’ 
 
    ‘Twenty years?’ 
 
    ‘—when she was working at a house in Northumberland which has since burned down. It was a slim chance and now it’s too late anyway . . . Just what is this all about, Arkwright?’ 
 
    The big man shook his head slowly. ‘Come to that in a moment. First of all, I know you gave a statement, but like to tell me about it again? You know the form — in case you . . . er . . . missed anything at the time.’ 
 
    Ward suppressed an angry reply and patiently went over what he had already said to the police at Morpeth. Arkwright asked him a few questions about the position of the body, and the state of the kitchen when he entered it, then asked him if he had entered any other part of the house. When he denied doing so, Arkwright frowned. ‘Mmmm. And you didn’t move the body?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t be sure she was dead. I just left, and called the ambulance and the police.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. Interesting.’ 
 
    Ward regarded him stonily for a short while. Then he said, ‘You’d better tell me.’ 
 
    Arkwright finished his coffee and put the cup down with a clatter. ‘Not a lot to tell you, really. Just questions to ask. In case.’ 
 
    ‘In case of what?’ 
 
    ‘In case the labs at Gosforth come up with the kind of report the liaison officer there tells me they might produce. You see, they’re a bit puzzled, down there in Gosforth.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘The old lady, she goes into the kitchen just when it’s getting dark, to make a cup of tea, maybe, on the gas. Maybe she’s looking for the matches, and she turns, and maybe slips on the lino. She bangs her head — not a bad blow, but she’s eighty, after all, and maybe the sudden shock, the surprise, the fall, it knocks her out for a while. And she lies there while the rain comes down and the kitchen is cold and the window open. Cold night air, thin dress . . . and a weak old lady . . .’ He leaned back in his chair, squinted thoughtfully at Eric Ward. ‘She was dead when you found her?’ 
 
    ‘I’m certain of it.’ 
 
    ‘Touch her?’ 
 
    ‘Just her pulse.’ 
 
    Arkwright bared his teeth in a grimace. ‘Wonder what made the scratches on her neck, then?’ 
 
    The room was still for a moment. ‘Scratches?’ Ward repeated stupidly. 
 
    ‘Scratches,’ Arkwright repeated emphatically. ‘Made before death. No cats in the house. Maybe something under her own nails, but I doubt it. Bit of bruising too, hip, upper arms. All before death, you see, but not long before. And you say you didn’t go around there the night before?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Funny.’ Arkwright stared at him thoughtfully. ‘You see, there’s a woman lives up above this Boden woman who says she saw someone knocking at the door in the rain the previous evening. Then, next morning, she’s going down to do her shopping and there’s a feller standing knocking again — almost collides with him as he stepped back. She thinks it was the same man.’ 
 
    ‘She’s wrong,’ Ward said flatly. ‘I remember colliding with some woman that morning — but I wasn’t there the night before.’ 
 
    ‘No. If you say so.’ Arkwright considered the matter for a few moments. ‘So you wouldn’t have draped a wet raincoat over the banisters of the stairs either, so it made a puddle on the carpet?’ 
 
    Ward made no reply; he had already stated the truth. ‘You don’t think her death was an accident,’ he said slowly. 
 
    ‘Oh, I didn’t say that. We’ve got to wait for the lab report from Gosforth. But let’s say my experienced nose detects something malodorous.’ He placed his hands on the arms of his chair, preparatory to rising. ‘All right, that’ll do for now. But you’re sure there’s nothing more, you can tell me?’ 
 
    Ward shook his head and Arkwright grimaced, then heaved himself to his feet, glanced around him once more to smile an insincerely appreciative smile and turned to leave. 
 
    ‘There is one thing,’ Ward said as Arkwright was about to open the door. 
 
    ‘Yeh?’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t asked me for details about why I wanted to see her.’ 
 
    Arkwright raised his eyebrows mockingly. ‘You told me you were doing something about the administration of an estate. But lawyers are close-mouthed about their clients’ affairs. I didn’t expect you’d answer me if I asked for details.’ 
 
    ‘This client is dead.’ 
 
    Arkwright considered the matter. ‘There’ll be beneficiaries — don’t you really act for them as well?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t find them. That’s why I was going to question Sarah Boden.’ 
 
    Arkwright grinned unpleasantly. ‘We all got our problems. You — a dead client, and a dead . . . what would you call her? Witness?’ He shrugged. ‘So tell me your problem.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly a problem.’ 
 
    ‘So what, then?’ 
 
    ‘The dead client was Arthur Egan.’ 
 
    If he had expected an immediate reaction, Eric Ward was disappointed. Arkwright stared at him expectantly for a moment as though assuming he had more to say. Then his mouth twisted slightly, as though he was about to make a sneering, dismissive remark to suggest the name meant nothing to him. It was several seconds before Ward saw the slow seeping of memory darken Arkwright’s eyes, and then the big man stood there staring at Ward, but not seeing him, as his memory cells produced facts and faces and names. ‘Arthur Egan,’ he said at last, but with a hint of defensiveness and caution. ‘Can’t say it rings any bells for me, exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll ring a couple for you,’ Ward said quietly. 
 
    ‘Just over twenty years ago he was charged with murder. He copped manslaughter and served seven years.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a few of them about. I don’t—’ 
 
    ‘When he got out he lived quietly in Westerhope, and died recently. But since I started dealing with his estate I’ve been hearing some funny things.’ 
 
    ‘You have, hey?’ Arkwright stood squarely, facing him. ‘And no doubt you’re going to tell me about them.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Because I’m beginning to think Egan was railroaded.’ 
 
    Arkwright had control of his eyes now; he stared without expression at Ward. ‘Just what is that supposed to mean?’ he asked calmly. 
 
    ‘Egan may well have been guilty of the crime — the killing of Colonel Denby — but it begins to look to me as though the evidence was planted to make sure a conviction was brought in.’ 
 
    There was a short silence, as Arkwright continued to stare impassively at Eric Ward. ‘Just why are you telling me all this?’ 
 
    ‘Because the way I hear it, you were responsible for the planting of some of that evidence. Wittingly or unwittingly, you helped put Egan away for seven years!’ 
 
    A flush now stained Arkwright’s heavy face. He came back two steps towards Ward’s desk, threateningly. ‘You just better watch your mouth, Ward. That kind of talk can get a man into trouble!’ 
 
    ‘Not if he can prove what he says!’ Ward was trembling. 
 
    He had no idea now why he was talking this way to Arkwright; perhaps it had been the result of the man’s attitude when he entered the room; perhaps it was merely that Arkwright was the catalyst for all the doubts and pressures that had been stirring in Ward’s mind since he had first become involved with the Egan administration. 
 
    Arkwright thrust his head forward. His tone was ugly. ‘Listen to me, friend. It seems to me you’re a bit off track. I don’t know what the hell’s got into you, but this rubbish you’re spouting — hell, you’re talking about a prosecution twenty years old! The man himself is dead! What’s the point of stirring things up now — did he ever do it, when he got out? What makes you the great saviour of reputations? Egan was guilty; he served his time; then he tried to forget about it. You ought to do the same.’ 
 
    ‘And what if he wasn’t guilty?’ 
 
    The words lay in the air between them like an obscenity. Arkwright was glaring at him, his face purpling, his big hands at his sides, clenched as though he was restraining himself only with the greatest difficulty. At last he said, ‘I’m going to forget this rubbish you’re saying, Ward. Because it would be unproductive to do anything about it. I got a job to do over this Sarah Boden business — and it’s got nothing to do with a twenty year old manslaughter case. Now if you got anything to say to help over the Boden death, all right. If not — keep your mouth shut.’ He turned away, angrily, making for the door again. He opened it, then paused, looked back and said in an even tone, ‘Remember this, too. Push things . . .’ He hesitated, and again Ward got the impression that he was thinking back, combing through his memory for half-forgotten truths. ‘Push things . . . and you might find yourself facing guns big enough to blow you to little pieces!’ 
 
    He left, and Ward heard him stamping angrily down the stairs. Anger still stirred Eric Ward’s blood and he could hardly think straight as a result. He cursed himself for being so direct with Arkwright: if he had played him more gently he might have discovered more about the Egan case of twenty years ago from the man who had been a constable on the case. 
 
    It was only when he had calmed down that he realized Arkwright had not denied that evidence had been planted against Arthur Egan. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jackie Parton slipped out of the pub to meet Ward as arranged. Eric Ward had had enough of public houses with their smoke-filled atmospheres; he wanted to talk to Parton but he wanted to walk, too, in the fresh air. He had worked doggedly all afternoon on the Morcomb files again and he was tired, but the Egan case still haunted him — and haunted was the word. He wanted desperately to have done with it suddenly; he had instructions from Joseph Francis to complete the administration, and he wanted Egan off his mind. But it would not be possible while anger stirred in his veins, against Arkwright, against the people behind Arkwright who might have pressurized Tiggy Williams and others to send Egan to prison. 
 
    ‘This is a pretty sudden assumption you’re making,’ Jackie Parton said carefully, as they walked along the Quayside and under the span of the Tyne Bridge shadowing the dark evening water. 
 
    ‘That maybe Arthur Egan wasn’t guilty?’ Ward shook his head desperately. ‘I don’t know . . . there’s just something odd about the whole case. Look, Egan was a quiet, reserved person as a lad — isn’t that the picture you’ve got of him? Quiet, and responsible. He goes off to the country when his mother settles into a new marriage — but he still comes back to see his half-brother. And then, suddenly, he takes to burglary, for God’s sake! And more — he clubs down a man and kills him, when threatened with a shotgun! It’s not in character. Not the character of the man I seem to see.’ 
 
    Parton was silent for a while. Traffic roared over the bridge behind and above them; the dark outline of a naval vessel berthed at the Gateshead side lay solid against the slope of the river banks. ‘All right, you’d better go on, if you go that far.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that I can! There are other . . . odd situations, but they don’t seem to make sense, don’t seem to tie in to the burglary at Vixen Hill. To start with, why the hell did Egan go back there, when he had been released from prison? Remorse . . . curiosity? It’s such an odd thing to do. And Fred Bridges — I just don’t believe him when he says he fixed that job for Egan because he liked him. He held something back from me, I’m sure of it. But what — and why?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton sloughed along beside him, hands in pockets, his shadow squat and foreshortened as they passed under the lights of the freighter moored at the Quayside. ‘Well, then, let’s go back a bit and take a different angle to what you’ve been saying. You know, there’s one feller in all this who stays kind of shady, you know? We’ve got some bloody photographs of him, but he’s just not around to answer questions.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the half-brother — Tommy Andrews?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton nodded and fingered his scarred lip. 
 
    ‘Egan still kept hold of those photographs. All his life. For my book, I reckon that means he thought a hell a lot of his kid brother . . . or half-brother . . . makes no difference, really. I wonder just how much he did think of him? How much he would do for him?’ 
 
    Ward glanced thoughtfully at the ex-jockey. ‘He kept going back to see him, as a youngster, until he went to sea.’ 
 
    ‘Yeh. Until he went to sea. But you know, in old people’s minds things get telescoped, sometimes. What if the timing of things are a bit different? I was told by Granny Skipton that Andrews went to sea, so Egan never came back to Byker no more — and of course, the old then said she knew nothing about Egan’s “trouble”.’ 
 
    He snickered softly. ‘The sequence could have been a little bit different.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘You talked about Egan’s character — the way you see him. I don’t disagree too much — take away the Colonel Denby killing and the seven years inside and what have we got? A citizen, that’s all — a quiet, reserved feller, kind of sad and lonely, I reckon. Maybe missing his brother?’ 
 
    ‘That’s about it.’ 
 
    ‘But let’s take a look at Tommy Andrews. By all accounts a young tearaway. In scrapes as a kid — and I’ve picked up a couple of hints that he was hauled up a couple of times. Now he was in no way destined to be a model citizen. Would we be surprised if he had decided to turn his hand to a bit of burglary?’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting—’ 
 
    ‘Look, we know that Egan took Andrews out to the country with him at one time, but Tommy didn’t like it  preferred the city,’ Parton said with a hint of excitement in his voice. ‘And we know he was a bit of a wild lad, too. Now what if he took it in his head one night to do the place at Vixen Hill? He could have seen it, passed it, looked it over while he was out with Egan. What if he’d gone to stay with Egan — and then tried it on at Vixen Hill? Or even just gone out there from town — it was common knowledge Colonel Denby kept a silver collection in the farm. Bloody fool: half the thieves in Newcastle would have hungered for it but wouldn’t have been stupid enough to try a colonel — and they were right, with that shotgun-happy bastard! But a wild kid like Tommy Andrews . . . So tell me this, Eric. What would big brother Egan do if the kid came runnin’ out of the night with blood on his clothes, begging Arthur to do what he always did — get him out of trouble?’ 
 
    Ward stopped, and turned to stare at the little man beside him. ‘His instinct would be to help him out of the mess — at least, unless he knew Tommy had killed someone.’ 
 
    ‘Would Tommy tell him — even if he was certain?’ Ward nodded thoughtfully. ‘A change of clothing, a warning to get out of the district, and Egan . . . Egan would take it on himself to destroy the clothing – ‘ 
 
    ‘Especially if, after Tommy had skedaddled and was heading for Liverpool or God’s to know where, the news came that Colonel Denby had croaked it.’ 
 
    ‘But when the police tracked to Egan’s cottage, and it came out from the — the—’ 
 
    ‘The Salter woman.’ 
 
    ‘ — that she’d seen him burning bloodstained clothing, he would surely have—’ 
 
    ‘Uh-uh!’ Jackie Parton held up his hand, gave a knowing shake of his head. ‘Think back, lad. Arthur Egan is innocent — okay, accomplice after the fact maybe, but he didn’t croak Denby. He knows he’s innocent. Maybe he’s got a naive belief in British justice, who knows? But more important — if the police come questioning him is he going to shop the kid? The hell he is!’ 
 
    Eric Ward nodded. He tried to think of the way the young Arthur Egan would have reacted; the prison years would have changed him, but not enough to make him throwaway the photographs of his young half-brother. And later, when the other evidence comes up it’s too late.’ 
 
    ‘He could have fought harder,’ Parton agreed. ‘But the daft bastard was still protecting his brother. And he’d scooted, off to sea and a life rolling from port to port. Or . . .’ 
 
    They had reached the end of the Quayside; Parton lit a cigarette and drew on it, his features caricatured in the glow of the cigarette. ‘It still is a bit hard to believe, his taking the sentence to save Andrews, who had gone off to sea. It’d make more sense if Andrews never did go off to the rolling wave.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Ward asked. 
 
    ‘What if he stayed in the country? Just dropped out of sight — left Tyneside? For that matter, maybe he didn’t even leave Tyneside — just got away from Byker, like Egan did. Close community, around the Wall, but they don’t know a damn thing about Egan after he left — except for the conviction. If Tommy’d left — they wouldn’t know much about him, either. Big place, Tyneside. He could’ve gone to Shields, Sunderland . . . If he was still around, what could Egan do except take the medicine handed out to him?’ 
 
    The more Ward thought about it, the more convinced he became that Parton was right. He had not consciously allowed it to come as a possibility to the front of his own mind, and yet how else could he explain his outburst to Arkwright, and his dogged, obsessional commitment to the case? He had shouted at Arkwright—’What if he wasn’t guilty?’ The thought had been there at the back of his mind, in the recesses of his subconscious — it was Parton who was now giving logical foundations to what had been a suspicion. 
 
    And if Tommy Andrews had not gone to sea . . . if Tommy Andrews were still alive, on Tyneside . . . 
 
    ‘All theorizin’, of course,’ Parton said carelessly, as they turned to retrace their steps along the quay. ‘And all a bit pointless, really. Egan’s dead . . . what’s there to prove?’ What indeed — especially when it was all irrelevant to the purpose of Ward’s initial enquiries. ‘It still leaves some unanswered questions, nevertheless,’ Ward said. 
 
    ‘Like Vixen Hill,’ Parton suggested. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Something there drew Egan back. But if it was Tommy Andrews who went there and killed Denby, what was its fascination for Egan? And there’s another thing, too.’ 
 
    ‘Yeh?’ 
 
    Something crossed his mind momentarily, a dark image he could not grasp. He shook his head. ‘Detective Chief Superintendent Arkwright came to see me today. He got somewhat annoyed when I raised the matter of the planting of evidence in the Egan case twenty years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Understandable.’ Parton grinned, in the darkness. ‘Done well, has that lad. But he can be a bad enemy.’ 
 
    ‘The thing is, he came to see me about the body I discovered at Warkworth.’ 
 
    ‘Hell’s flames!’ Parton stopped, stared at him in surprise. ‘No bugger tells me anything around here! Who the hell-’ 
 
    ‘She was called Sarah Boden. I intended asking her some questions about the possibility of Arthur Egan having fathered a child on one of the local dairymaids or stable girls. But when I got there, she was dead.’ 
 
    ‘And Arkwright—’ 
 
    ‘Detective Chief Superintendent Arkwright wasn’t exactly saying so, but he hinted that the death might not have been natural.’ 
 
    They said nothing more until they reached Dog Leap Stairs. Parton looked up at him and said quietly, ‘You . . . er . . . you’re suggesting that maybe there’s some connection between what we been saying and this woman’s death?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It . . . I can’t see any link yet. Maybe there is none. But for a couple or more days I’d just like to see what we can find out — and to hell with the Francises and the Arkwrights of this world. There’s an answer somewhere, if we can find it . . . Tommy Andrews . . . that photograph of the grave . . . Sarah Boden maybe, too. And . . .’ 
 
    The image was before his mind again, dark, crumpled. 
 
    He seized it, held it. ‘And there’s one thing more you can do, Jackie.’ 
 
    ‘Yeh?’ 
 
    ‘Get up to Warkworth; make some enquiries. When I parked in the square, the car next to mine was one I’d seen before. It was a black Ford with a crumpled wing. I can remember the driver — youngish, fair hair. But I’d seen the car before.’ He paused, thinking. ‘Check the hotels in Warkworth. You might get hold of the registration, and trace the owner—’ 
 
    ‘If he stayed in any of them hotels,’ Parton grumbled. ‘Where had you seen this car before, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Just the once. When I was driving down a narrow lane — on the way from Sedleigh Hall to Vixen Hill.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    The forensic laboratories in Gosforth were situated in a series of single-storey brick buildings linked by connecting passageways that always reminded Eric Ward of rabbit runs. He had undertaken a spell as liaison officer with the forensic scientists when he had been newly promoted to Detective Inspector and he knew both the buildings and the people who worked there well. During that period he had learned of the curious hostility that the scientists could bring to bear against the police; it was as though they suspected constantly that their skills and knowledge might be the subject of manipulation, that they might be trapped into making statements that had no real basis of dispassionate, scientific truth, and consequently, until they felt they could trust the officers with whom they dealt their manner could be distinctly cool. It had been Ward’s first task to break down that thinly veiled hostility. 
 
    Now, some years later, he was not certain what kind of reception he might get. He was no longer in the police force, and he had no official business there. At least he had no problem getting in; during his time there security had been pretty tight with passes having to be shown at the entrances, but it was obvious now that the scares of recent years had settled down, and the Civil Service no longer seemed to suspect an IRA man behind every charming smile. 
 
    In fact, he need not have worried about his reception. He made his way to the laboratories and asked a whitecoated girl where he might find Gus Thomas. He was relieved to hear that Gus still had his old office, tucked away in a corner from the main working laboratories  relieved, because he had never become accustomed to viewing with equanimity some of the work and some of the specimens displayed at the laboratories. And when he tapped on Gus Thomas’s door and was invited to enter, the look on the civil servant’s face warmed him. 
 
    ‘Eric! How nice to see you again! Come in, come in, and I’ll get you a cup of tea!’ 
 
    The little grey-haired man with the striped shirt, polka-dotted bow tie and shabby grey suit waved him to a chair, produced two grimy tea cups and a half-bottle of Scotch, and proceeded to pour two generous measures of whisky. Eric Ward held up a warning hand. ‘Sorry, Gus, not for me. Warned off.’ 
 
    Gus Thomas stared at him for a moment with a professional air, as though looking for the signs around Eric’s eyelids, and then he nodded, looked at one of the cups and pulled a face. ‘Can’t go sticking that back in the bottle; sacrilege.’ He drank it down With a flourish and another grimace, contemplated the second cup and then reluctantly placed it on top of the filing cabinet behind him. Eric suspected it would not stay there very long. 
 
    Their talk consisted of pleasantries for a little while, with Gus rambling on about the period Eric had spent as liaison officer and the occasional binge they had had in a local pub in Gosforth High Street, but at last he asked Eric directly what had brought him to the laboratories. 
 
    ‘Fishing, really,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘For facts.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘As opposed to fiction,’ Gus Thomas said contemptuously. ‘That’s what really gets up my nose, Eric, and always has done. Too many coppers come in here knowing exactly what happened — or what they think happened  at a scene of crime, and expect us to produce scientific evidence of the occurrences. And if we come up with facts that show the events didn’t happen or couldn’t have happened, hell, it’s not just they don’t want to know, they actually yell that we’re perverting the course of justice!’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘And then there’s the other kind who come stamping in expecting us to provide answers, not just facts. Hell, all we can do is say what we find, not how or why it got there. Still . . .’ Gus Thomas broke off, watching Eric thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Facts, you said. You’re not in the police any more. You investigating something and want some good professional advice, hey?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ Eric hesitated. ‘I really wanted to get some information about a job you’re looking at right now. A police matter.’ 
 
    Gus Thomas frowned. His eyes drifted to the cup of Scotch on the filing cabinet, and then back to Eric again. ‘Tricky.’ 
 
    ‘I realize that — and I accept you might not feel able to tell me very much, if anything.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the case?’ 
 
    ‘An old lady. Sarah Boden.’ 
 
    Gus Thomas nodded. ‘We got her down in the lab. Interesting case . . . And I’ve had that bloody slob Arkwright on my back already. Why the hell he can’t leave things to his liaison man . . . you were a good liaison copper, Eric.’ His glance drifted to the cup of whisky again. ‘Oh, what the hell!’ He reached back, took down the cup and sipped at the whisky appreciatively. It mellowed his judgement. ‘All right, ask away, Eric, and if I can help, I will.’ 
 
    ‘I found the body, Gus. I thought it was an accident. But I’ve seen Arkwright too, and he dropped a few hints which lead me to believe it wasn’t an accident. I want no more than that, really — to know what you’ve found to suggest one thing or the other.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s all you want to know, there’s no real problem — because I know I can trust your discretion. But a straight answer . . . well, that’s not so easy.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Let me put it like this. That old lady, she had a visitor, right? If she hadn’t, she’d still be alive. But whether it was a deliberate killing... that’d be difficult to prove.’ Eric Ward was puzzled. ‘What have you got, then?’ 
 
    ‘Not a great deal,’ Gus Thomas admitted. ‘Some scratches on her neck; bruises on the upper arms and the thigh, left side. Contusions of a minor nature elsewhere; the scalp wound; a displaced vertebra, not much more than that.’ 
 
    ‘Cause of death?’ 
 
    Thomas sniffed and sipped his whisky. ‘Couldn’t have been any heat in the kitchen. Hypothermia . . . but maybe shock. Difficult to say how long she’s been dead, you see.’ 
 
    Eric Ward was silent for a little while. The forensic scientist watched him, and waited. He knew what was coming. ‘It’ll only be an educated guess,’ he said softly, ‘and I wouldn’t do it for Arkwright, because he’d try to make it official. But for you . . .’ 
 
    ‘All right, tell me what you think happened, Gus.’ 
 
    Gus Thomas nodded, satisfied. Much as he might complain about the questions police officers asked him, and much though he might deny he produced anything other than facts from evidence supplied him, he nevertheless loved — with the right people — to discuss hypothetical possibilities. This was one of those times. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know how long her visitor was in the house, but it wasn’t long. I did a scale on the temperature, speed of drying, amount of water on the carpet — and I guess he wasn’t there more than an hour.’ 
 
    ‘He?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be positive, but some of the fluff picked off her clothes suggests contact with male suiting. But not easy . . . Anyway, he wasn’t there long — and maybe he didn’t intend to kill her, and maybe it was all pretty botched anyway. My hypothesis would be that he got niggled with her, perhaps took her by her upper arms and shook her, pretty violently. It displaced a small bone in her neck, and she was in pain. She might even have fainted. And then, or maybe earlier, this character also got his hands on her neck — maybe in the same argument. Then, when she was unconscious he dragged her into the kitchen — there are marks in the hallway, and carpet threads in her shoes  dropped her and left her there for the cold to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘What about the wound on her head?’ 
 
    ‘Could have been enough to stun her, but I doubt it. Shock could have done it, of course — but I suspect she maybe fainted when he was shaking her. But it was all a bit botched, and amateurish.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Gus Thomas finished the whisky, and gazed reluctantly at the empty cup. ‘Come on, Eric, if you were going to knock off a frail old lady wouldn’t you make the scene a bit more convincing? And leaving her in the cold kitchen, for God’s sake! That was taking a chance. She might have come around, crawled to the door. Unless she’d already stopped breathing — which is possible. No . . . he took chances, a real amateur job.’ 
 
    ‘Effective enough, nevertheless.’ 
 
    Gus Thomas grimaced. ‘Admit that. But untidy. I will say one thing, though. He’s a cool bastard. He shook hell out of that old girl and when she dropped on him he decided to kill her. He took her in the kitchen and deliberately banged her head, hard, against the cooker. Takes a peculiar kind of savagery to do that, you know, to an unconscious old woman. Oh, aye, a cool bastard.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s what you think happened?’ Eric asked. ‘That’s what I think happened. But I’d never swear to it in a court of law. All I’d point to would be the facts  and for a fact, this bloody cup is empty. You staying long, Eric?’ 
 
    Eric wasn’t staying long. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He had another call to make in Gosforth — the witnessing of a will, which he had used as an excuse at the office to come out in the direction of the forensic laboratories — and when that task was completed he made his way back to Francis, Shaw and Elder in a thoughtful mood. To date, his basic intention had been to discover the beneficiaries, if any, of the Egan estate. Last evening, with Jackie Parton, he had decided to finish the other task with which he had become obsessed — the discovery of the truth about Egan and Colonel Denby, and the possible rehabilitation of Egan’s name. But it had all been an exercise in the past, a dredging of old waters. Now suddenly there was the distinct possibility that the past had come alive and was very much part of the present. It was a sobering thought. Arkwright’s hints had been one thing; Gus Thomas’s hypothesis had been another. He had trust in the judgement of the little man in Gosforth. He was too experienced a scientist to be far wrong in his deductions. 
 
    When he entered the office the receptionist signalled to him. He stuck his head around the door and she told him, somewhat flustered by a call coming in, that there was a client waiting for him in his room. Ward frowned. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and he was not really in the mood for an interview almost before he had got back to his room. No doubt it would be someone Paul had foisted off on him. He walked quickly up the stairs and entered his room. 
 
    The woman rose from the chair to face him. It was Anne Morcomb. 
 
    She was dressed in a dark blue suit that showed off her figure to considerable advantage but her manner was restrained, slightly nervous, as though she felt ill at ease in this room. He went forward to shake her hand, but her smile was faint, and tremulous at the edges. She sat down as he walked behind his desk; he felt as nervous as she looked. 
 
    ‘I’m surprised to see you here,’ he said inanely. ‘You look . . . different.’ 
 
    ‘I could hardly visit town in jodhpurs,’ she said, but the smile slipped again and she looked intensely at him, with a frown creasing her forehead. ‘I heard this morning . . . about Sarah.’ 
 
    So that was it. Eric Ward sat down and contemplated his hands for a few moments. His nervousness was dying, to be replaced by something else — a slight anxiety. This girl was going to ask questions; he did not know how much he should tell her. 
 
    ‘I understand you . . . you were there. It was in the morning papers. What . . . what happened?’ 
 
    Briefly Eric told her of his visit to Castle Street, of what he had found, of how he had reacted. It was quickly told, and he related nothing of Arkwright’s visit, or Gus Thomas’s hypothesis. 
 
    ‘You went there after you left me, then?’ she asked. He nodded, and she went on, ‘So if you hadn’t had . . . an attack, you would have gone there that evening, and maybe she wouldn’t have died.’ 
 
    He stared at her. It was odd; she had put into words what had lain at the back of his mind, without expression, but now it was in the open. If he had gone there that evening and spoken to her, the killer might not have visited her. More, he might no longer have needed to kill her. Something of his thoughts appeared in his face, for Anne Morcomb said sharply, ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    He stared at her, thinking back, coldly. There was no way in which he could feel guilty about what had happened, and yet he must bear a degree of responsibility. Woodenly he said, ‘That’s right. If I had gone there, she wouldn’t have died . . . No, I’m all right, Anne, I was just thinking of something else . . .’ 
 
    ‘So you never got to speak to her in the end,’ she said, after a little while. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Maybe she would have had no information anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think that, though, do you?’ She was looking at him with real sympathy in her eyes. ‘And now you feel you never will close to your satisfaction this Egan thing.’ 
 
    Her sympathy broke through to him suddenly. He shook his head again. ‘It’s not just that. The fact is, I did know more than I told you out at Seddon Burn. And maybe Sarah Boden could have helped, maybe not. You see, Anne, I believe Arthur Egan never killed Colonel Denby. I believe he was merely protecting his halfbrother — and he got railroaded by policemen who were eager for a conviction.’ 
 
    Her eyes were wide. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    He explained to her, telling her of Arkwright and Kenton, of Tiggy Williams and Jackie Parton’s enquiries in Byker and Scotswood, and as he explained he saw the anger grow in her eyes, her mouth tighten with contempt for the manner in which the dead man had been treated. ‘If this is true,’ she almost exploded, ‘you can’t let things rest there!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see what else to do. There’s no mileage in dragging it all up out of the past now; I’d gain some satisfaction in making Starling and the rest squirm, but that’s all there would be to it. It could never be made public, because proof would be next to impossible, and I’d get sued for slander if I spoke out.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s so . . . so unfair!’ she cried. 
 
    ‘I agree. That men should do these things to Egan . . . and that he should never really have defended himself, because he wanted to save his half-brother.’ 
 
    ‘And he is beyond contempt, if what you say is true!’ Her eyes were blazing now with suppressed anger. ‘This man Andrews . . . how he could possibly have allowed Egan to go to prison in his place is beyond my comprehension!’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s what I guess happened, but I can’t be sure, of course.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to let it end here, Eric, surely!’ 
 
    He smiled at her vehemence. ‘It’ll never come out, you know — but no, I’m still going to make a few more enquiries. Now Sarah Boden is dead it’s unlikely I’ll find the beneficiaries to Egan’s estate, so I’ll wind it up now. But I’ve asked Jackie Parton to do a couple of things for me, and I still want to find out exactly what drew Egan to Vixen Hill.’ 
 
    ‘Egan?’ She was puzzled. ‘I thought you said Andrews killed Colonel Denby.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. But Egan went back to Vixen Hill himself several times, after he was released from prison.’ He explained about Fred Bridges to her, and she shivered. 
 
    ‘It’s an odd feeling. I’ve known Vixen Hill all my life, and spent happy times there with Michael and his aunt but to feel the place is central to all this about Arthur Egan . . . it sort of changes things, the way you look at a place, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    He nodded. He still hadn’t told her that it was likely Sarah Boden had been murdered, and he saw no reason to now. They sat silently for a little while, contemplatively, and then she stirred, as though about to go. Quickly he said, ‘We’re expecting counsel’s opinion on the Inland Revenue case today.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Does that mean you’ll be coming out to Sedleigh Hall again soon?’ 
 
    ‘I expect so, unless your father wishes the meeting to be held here.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No, that won’t be possible. He’s . . . he’s not well. I told you the other day. But it seems to me he’s very down at the moment; quite weak, and not eating well. I’m . . . I’m quite worried about him.’ She frowned, looked up to him. ‘David . . . David Penrose and I had a long talk with him yesterday. It was about the Carlton Engineering thing, really. David and I, we’re both of the same mind, and we thought we’d better see how he felt. I think we’ve half persuaded him that when he comes to raise the money to pay the death duties it would be best for everyone concerned to retain the land, keep this open-cast thing out of the area, and sell some of the portfolio his uncle left him when he died.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘You’re probably right. The only problem is his financial advisers might well suggest he’d be taking a pretty heavy loss on the shares. They’re way down, and to unload such a large amount of stock at one time will depress the price even further.’ 
 
    She shrugged unhappily. ‘Six of one isn’t it? Still, David’s been very helpful.’ 
 
    He thought he detected a certain defensiveness in her tone, and watched her carefully. ‘I’m sure he’s got your best interests at heart — and those of your father.’ 
 
    ‘He’s also a very patient man.’ 
 
    ‘That’s usually a recommendation,’ Eric said, and then, as a certain tightness developed in his chest, he added, ‘I can think of some circumstances, however, where it would not be.’ 
 
    She knew precisely what he meant, even though he only half understood what he was saying himself. Her eyes were still, her glance locked with his and a faint flush stained her cheek. They said nothing, and after a little while she rose, and he rose with her. In a small, puzzled voice, she said, ‘I expect I’ll see you when you come out to Sedleigh Hall.’ 
 
    ‘I expect so.’ 
 
    After she had gone he sat behind his desk and tried to bring some order to the thoughts that swirled around in his head. He was being foolish, that he knew. She was just an attractive young woman who had happened to cross his path; that’s where it should end — that’s where it must end. And yet she had made a considerable impact on him — and, it seemed, she was not impervious to his existence, either. But he could remember almost every moment of the brief times they had spent together so far, could remember almost every word she had said to him. 
 
    It was she who had suggested he talk to Sarah Boden, and if he did not tell her now of the suspicious nature of the old woman’s death, that was merely to save her unhappiness and guilt. Because, after all, there was the possibility that Sarah Boden had died because . . . because Eric Ward was coming to speak to her. 
 
    And it was Anne Morcomb who had sent Ward to the old woman. But no . . . there was something else, another consideration he had not yet taken into account. When Anne Morcomb had given him Sarah’s name, suggesting that he go and talk to her at Warkworth, there had been someone else present to hear the suggestion. One other person; the man who farmed Vixen Hill. 
 
    Eric Ward picked up a pencil and doodled the names, thoughtfully, on the blotting pad lying on his desk. 
 
    Vixen Hill . . . Michael Denby. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jackie Parton tried several times to make contact with Eric Ward the next day. Each time he received the same answer from the receptionist with the pert voice. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, but Mr Ward is in conference at the moment and cannot be disturbed. Can I take a message?’ 
 
    Stuff taking messages. They had a habit of getting lost. 
 
    The report he had to make was incomplete anyway: he just wanted to tell Eric what he’d picked up at Warkworth, and explain that he should soon be able to trace the owner of the black Ford with the crumpled wing. 
 
    The owner of the Northumberland Arms had been most co-operative, in the event. 
 
    It always helped if they were racing fans, and in this case the licensee had not only been a committed follower of the flats, he had also been an admirer of Jackie Parton ever since he’d picked up twenty quid for a shilling bet on Circe, Parton’s fifth ride at Newcastle. So a couple of drinks and a bit of racing chat and there was no problem. 
 
    ‘Black Ford? Don’t see many black cars around these days, do you? Black . . . with a crumpled wing, you say? Why aye, that’s it! Stays here from time to time, he does. Just the one night, usually. Chatted once or twice, we have. Says he likes the coast air and a walk down to the beach. Good walks along there, you know, Jackie, if you can take the wind in your face goin’, wind up your backside comin’! Aye, he’ll be the feller, ‘cos he complained a few weeks back about that thump he’d caught in the wing. Happened here, when he was parked in the square, he reckoned. No time to fix it since, seems like.’ 
 
    ‘You know his name?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be registered, like. Want a look? Polis already had a look, and they been checking — not sure why, but rumour reckons it’s to do with Sarah Boden’s falling and dying, but why they’d want to check hotel registers I just don’t know.’ 
 
    Jackie had gone through the register, and the name was pointed out to him: J. A. French. Also included was the registered number of the car — not in the hotel register, but on a card French had filled in the last time he’d arrived and which had remained in the desk. Jackie had noted the number and then bought the landlord another beer at the lounge bar. 
 
    ‘What’s he do here then, this feller French?’ Jackie Parton asked. 
 
    ‘Businessman, seems like. Doesn’t come up regular, he’s from Newcastle way, he reckons, and only stays a day or so — morning walk sometimes, and in the evening he meets some feller or other.’ 
 
    ‘He meets someone? Can you describe him?’ 
 
    ‘Naw, can’t say I could do that. I’ve seen them in the lounge — they don’t come in the bar, but go in the residents’ lounge. No one else ever uses that place since we moved the telly. So they two have a quiet chat there, I suppose, and get their drinks brought in.’ 
 
    ‘And according to the register, he was in recently.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. The same night Miss Boden died. The polis already asked about that.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. And his friend . . . did he turn up that night, too?’ 
 
    The landlord had considered the matter for a while. ‘Can’t be sure. Think so. But I don’t think they used the residents’ lounge that night. His friend — the bloke he meets — he didn’t stay long. We had some late bookings coming in, as I remember, and he left shortly after that.’ When Jackie Parton pressed him, he came out with a time. ‘Be about eight, maybe. We’d just started serving dinner. He’ll have left then. Mr French, I think he just went to his room. Didn’t take dinner, anyway.’ 
 
    It was irritating not being able to contact Eric Ward. To start with, Jackie wanted to know if Ward knew the name J. A. French. And secondly, he wondered whether Eric Ward, who had stayed at the Northumberland Arms that night, had gone down to dinner. 
 
    At about eight in the evening. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The conference in which Eric Ward was involved proved to be exhausting. Joseph Francis had now decided to dispense with the services of his son Paul in the matter of Morcomb v Inland Revenue Commissioners. It did his temper no good, and it caused him to put more pressure on Eric Ward. In one sense Eric felt it to be unfair, for his position in the firm was still merely that of an articled clerk; at the same time, he realized that this was a golden opportunity for him to display his grasp of legal niceties in an important issue for the firm. 
 
    Joseph Francis had insisted that they went back, together, over the whole history of the estate duty litigation — and that meant rooting back to the period before Lord Morcomb had succeeded to his title, the estates and the shareholdings. The senior partner not only wanted his own memory refreshed; he wanted to be sure that when they were called upon to offer advice to Lord Morcomb it would be sound, practical, correct  and agreed advice. 
 
    ‘All right, Eric,’ he said at last, ‘let’s summarize. I’ve digested counsel’s opinion; you can take it away to bone up for Monday. Meanwhile, once again, the whole position.’ 
 
    Eric went over it once again. He dealt with the abstracts of title, the commercial and mining transactions carried out on the estates, and referred in detail to the share certificates and transfers. Joseph Francis nodded. ‘Fine. We may well be called upon to advise about possible sales of shares. There’s one of them — Amalgamated Newfoundland Properties — they’re way down, but I heard a rumour recently that they could jump sharply. And there’s some holding company interested in them, too, for control purposes. Was it Western Consolidated? I don’t know . . . no matter . . . Go on.’ 
 
    ‘That brings us to title. The deeds are . . . here. The previous Lord Morcomb’s will, with the two codicils annexed. His death in 1970 . . . and the terms of his will, the entailed estate, the scheduled properties . . . to go to the present Lord Morcomb and the heirs of his body.’ 
 
    ‘Why they still use that phrase since the 1925 Act I don’t know,’ Francis grumbled. ‘Only serves to confuse the layman. Anyway . . .’ 
 
    ‘Included in the properties listed are those held by the previous Lord Morcomb in his own right, and now included with all held by Lord Morcomb.’ 
 
    ‘Very significant holdings too. Go on.’ 
 
    ‘It all came to Lord Morcomb in 1970, and the first Inland Revenue claim is dated . . .’ Eric paused. ‘One thing, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘The present Lord Morcomb was married twice. His second wife, Anne’s mother, died, but—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, what’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure whether his first marriage might have led to any claims to the estate. Certainly, I’ve found no record—’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right. There were no children of the first marriage.’ 
 
    Eric Ward glanced helplessly through the files prior to 1971. ‘But may not the first wife have some sort of claim that should be taken into account—’ 
 
    Joseph Francis sighed impatiently. He smoothed back his hair, pinched with tired fingers at the bridge of his nose. ‘Come on, Eric, you should have picked that up earlier. There was no issue of the first marriage. The second marriage is all we need concern ourselves with if we are going to bother at all about succession — though at this stage it’s all a bit premature. But there was a settlement made in any case, on Lord Morcomb’s first wife, after the nullity decree was obtained in 1950 or whenever it was. So you can forget her. The estate is now clear and unencumbered — and we can get down to the matter of counsel’s opinion — if you really now do have the whole matter straight in your mind.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘I think so. I’m pretty sure.’ 
 
    With that, Joseph Francis was satisfied. He rose, yawning. ‘All right. It’s been a long day, so we’ll leave it there. Now look, first thing on Monday you make your own way to Sedleigh Hall; be there by eleven for our conference with Lord Morcomb. Here’s counsel’s opinion for you to indulge in some weekend reading. I think you’ll find . . . well, read it for yourself and see what it says. And maybe consider just what kind of advice we ought to be giving Lord Morcomb on Monday.’ He handed the slim folder to Eric and waved him to the door. ‘So have a good weekend, and I’ll see you Monday morning.’ 
 
    As Eric reached the door, Joseph Francis called after him. ‘By the way, you have got rid of the Egan administration, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘You said by Friday, sir.’ 
 
    ‘And that,’ Joseph Francis said positively, ‘is today.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Egan administration. 
 
    The words meant very little to Eric any more. At the beginning it had meant a simple matter of succession to be resolved and dealt with in a matter of a couple of days work. But as time had passed and he had become more involved, drawn down a slippery slope he now had little idea of, the administration issue itself had become more and more relegated to the back of his mind as his concentration had moved towards the man Egan, his character, his lonely life, and the manner in which he had lived it. He felt anger, as did Anne Morcomb, and in his own way Jackie Parton too, for the injustices that had been heaped upon Arthur Egan. Dead or not, he deserved to have his truths be known. 
 
    And yet, though Eric was more than half convinced by the account he and Parton had derived together, and though he knew that Anne Morcomb had been impressed by the story he told her about Arthur Egan and Tommy Andrews and the older man protecting his half-brother for the actions and events at Vixen Hill, there was still something hollow at the heart of it all. There were times Eric thought he knew and understood Arthur Egan; but there were times too when he felt he knew nothing about him at all. There was still something at the core of the whole affair which eluded him: and it was something that concerned Vixen Hill. He was certain of it, for the farm seemed to be central to it all. 
 
    Yet there was no connection he could see, if it had indeed been Tommy Andrews who killed Colonel Denby at Vixen Hill. 
 
    He rolled over in bed, switched on the lamp and looked at his watch. Two o’clock in the morning. He turned off the light again and lay back but sleep was impossible. He was overtired perhaps, as a result of the long session with Joseph Francis on the Morcomb case, but there was also the feeling that he was still missing something of importance in the Egan affair. He should not be bothering about it; he should now finish it, it was all long dead and gone, and the connection between Sarah Boden and Arthur Egan was fanciful. But he could not let it rest. 
 
    Jackie Parton was checking on the man in the black Ford. What if that man turned out to be Tommy Andrews? They could not know the man was dead. Eric had seen him in the neighbourhood of Vixen Hill and Sedleigh Hall, and his car had been present at Warkworth on the night Sarah Boden had died. If it had been Andrews, what still drew him back to the Denby farm? And what had he been doing in Warkworth, on the night the old woman had been murdered? 
 
    Murdered. 
 
    Eric rose, padded downstairs in bare feet and made himself a hot drink before going into his study and picking up the Egan file yet again. He was vaguely alarmed by his obsession and yet could find no rest from the questions that plagued him. He opened the file and took out the contents: the envelope with the blond hair; the letter from Fred Bridges; the photographs. 
 
    The photographs. He stared at them until the images began to dance before his eyes. The young Arthur Egan; the younger Tommy Andrews. The baby. And the gravestone; the churchyard. 
 
    It was the one avenue he had not explored. He had tried everything else. Perhaps the answer lay there. 
 
    He finished his drink and then went back to bed. But it was almost dawn before he drifted back to sleep. And when he did, he dreamed, and his dreams were full of dark cypress trees, and the stark, gaunt shape of a Norman tower. 
 
    The telephone woke him at eight o’clock. He had no bedside extension so had to stumble, bleary-eyed, down the stairs to the hallway. Before he reached the phone it went dead and he cursed. Now he was up, tired or not, there was no point in going back to bed. He would not be able to sleep. He made himself a light breakfast and sat down to read the newspaper. 
 
    At nine-thirty the telephone rang again. It was Jackie Parton, grumbling at the difficulty he was having in contacting Ward. 
 
    ‘What is it you want, Jackie?’ Ward asked shortly. 
 
    ‘Nothin’ I want. Just reporting, that’s all. Traced that black Ford chap you was on about. Name’s French. Ring a bell?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s not his real name, of course. Or he could have changed it some time,’ Parton said carefully. 
 
    There was a short silence, as though each waited for the other to speak, to say what lay in both their minds. It was Parton who finally said it. ‘This feller . . . he was in Warkworth that night. He could be Tommy Andrews, Eric.’ 
 
    Eric Ward’s lips were dry. ‘I think that’s taking our suppositions too far — and it doesn’t make sense, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘All I’m saying is, it could be,’ Parton insisted. ‘So we ought to go a bit canny, you know? I got a pal checking the car registration, but he’s having some difficulty. Weekends is awkward, He did get a quick look at the file, and he thinks it’s a company registration, but he’s going to let me know by Monday. Now where can I contact you?’ 
 
    ‘First thing Monday I’ll be driving to Sedleigh Hall. If it’s urgent, try me there — but I’ll be back late afternoon I expect.’ 
 
    ‘Living high these days, Eric, hey? All right that’ll be okay — but . . . er . . . stay tight, you know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean.’ 
 
    Parton rang off and Eric tried to finish the newspaper but his mind kept drifting off at a tangent. Tommy Andrews. He could hardly believe the man he had seen was Egan’s younger half-brother — but it was possible. They would be of the same age . . . but what would he be doing at Warkworth, and near Vixen Hill? 
 
    He kept coming back to the same problem. But if there was a link between the past and the present Tommy Andrews might be that link. And if he was, Eric remembered, the man might well have killed once — now perhaps, twice.  
 
    At Vixen Hill and Warkworth. 
 
    Vixen Hill. 
 
    He was sure the key lay there, and yet last night he had wondered whether it might be in the churchyard photograph. He wandered through to his study and looked at the photographs again, then, deciding suddenly he went back to the phone and dialled the Newcastle City Library. They prided themselves on answering any reasonable question. His was relatively simple. 
 
    ‘I want to get in touch with anyone who is regarded as an authority on local churches — in Northumberland that is.’ 
 
    To range more widely would be foolish. This enquiry, at least, was going to be finite, and if there was no answer forthcoming that would be the end of it all. 
 
    The library rang back an hour later. They could suggest a name — someone who actually worked in the library itself, and he would be quite happy to see Mr Ward on this Saturday provided he presented himself before four o’clock. 
 
    Ward called at John Dobson Street at precisely half past two. 
 
    The librarian was tall, fair, immensely enthusiastic about his specialism and nonplussed for perhaps half an hour. While he sorted through a box of files he kept in his small, claustrophobic workroom he kept up a flow of chatter, directed towards informing Eric that in his opinion Northumberland had perhaps the finest heritage of churches in the country. There were those who might extol the virtues of other counties, the Midlands, the South West, but in his view Northumberland was prime, with its peel towers, its Norman arches, its castle chapels. ‘Ovingham,’ he said, interrupting himself. ‘Or . . . maybe Hartburn.’ He was holding a small collection of sketches in his hand. ‘Eighteenth-century, these sketches — the originals, that is. These are copies, of course. But that tower in the photograph . . . Ovingham, Hartburn . . . or, just possibly, Ogle. I think, Mr Ward, that’s as near as I could get. And I would have loved to come out with you to look — any excuse, you see, to visit such delightful buildings, but this weekend I’m booked to visit, yet again, the cathedral at York. Makes a change, you know? And they’re doing such interesting work there . . .’ 
 
    Ward thanked him, and left. 
 
    Ovingham, Hartburn, or Ogle. 
 
    They were all within striking distance of Newcastle and armed with the photograph he drove straight out on to the Jedburgh road. 
 
    Two hours later he found the church he was seeking, at Hartburn. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The setting was delightful. A cluster of cottages adorned the hill, some tastefully modernized, near the tiny square and the neat sward leading down to the church. The road dipped sharply past the church and swung into a bend that rose steeply once it crossed the stream that meandered through the meadows below the church walls. Ward walked past the vicarage, strangely reluctant to enter the churchyard itself, not knowing what he might find there, and in some odd way afraid both of success and disappointment. Either way, he feared a sense of anti-climax and he was emotionally unprepared for it. It had only been a matter of weeks, but his obsession with Arthur Egan had become so intense that now its possible end stretched his nerves in an inexplicable manner. 
 
    Then, telling himself he was foolish, he turned back and walked through the lychgate into the churchyard. 
 
    He walked along the narrow path and realized that some of the tombstones were very old: lichen sent grey roses over the lettering, making it almost indecipherable and on some of the older stones the action of rain and frost had split the surfaces until long sections of stone had simply peeled away. Eighteenth-century naval captains lay beside child victims of the cholera and on one group of stones a skull and crossbones appeared, a Masonic trademark, Ward assumed. 
 
    He looked again at the blurred photographs and sought the cypress trees. They lay in the west corner of the churchyard so he walked towards them and then, turning his back to them, made his way down the sloping ground to the far corner of the churchyard. In the corner a hedge of wild rose barred the way to the steep scarp slope down to the stream below, and in this corner, where the late afternoon sun shone, the graves were more recent than those which appeared at the front of the church. He looked at the photograph again, then turned. The sun was in his eyes and he raised a hand, shading against the glare. 
 
    It would have to be near here, according to the photograph that Arthur Egan had kept in his wallet as a remembrance. The grave of a child, perhaps, or of his half-brother . . . Soon, Eric Ward would know, and there was a constriction in his chest as he walked slowly among the tombstones, reading the inscriptions, searching for one that would have significance for him. 
 
    Yet when it came, for perhaps three seconds it had no significance. He stopped, stared at it, and puzzlement distorted logical thought. He checked with the photograph, stepped back, crouched down as the photographer must have done to take the picture, and then he rose and walked close to the stone again. There could be no doubt; it was the stone that appeared in the photograph. 
 
    Eric Ward stood there for almost twenty minutes thereafter, thinking. Gradually, logic reasserted itself, and he pieced it all together, the loneliness, the hurt, the painful longing felt by the quiet, reserved man in Westerhope. The years in prison and the years thereafter, they would all have been the same for him, and when he had been released he had come here, to take this photograph. It was all he had left to him — that, and a lock of blond hair. 
 
    And Vixen Hill. Eric Ward could understand Vixen Hill now, and perhaps the twenty thousand pounds too. It all fitted, all pieced together, as soon as he saw the tombstone. 
 
    He remembered what ex-Detective Inspector Kenton had said: all they needed against Egan, to put him away, was the clinching evidence, and it was Arkwright who had supplied it, under Superintendent Starling’s direction. 
 
    Eric Ward had had the pieces of this puzzle in front of him for days. He hadn’t been able to recognize them for what they were, or fit them together, until this one clinching piece of evidence had reached him. The one thing that made sense out of it all, that tied it all together. 
 
    He did not know the truth about Arthur Egan, but he could guess. And he knew now how to find the truth, and where it lay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    They sat in the library, around a polished mahogany table and coffee was served. The maid moved softly, discreetly, dispensing the coffee from a silver service, and the late morning sun slanted through the mullioned windows, sending a bar of light across the table, picking out the gold lettering on the spines of the books scattered in front of Joseph Francis and the man on his left. Eric Ward sat opposite them, to one side of David Penrose, and once again he was struck by the contrasts that his professional life involved him in: the quiet, expensive elegance of Sedleigh Hall, and the narrow, cramped terraces of the Scotswood Road. 
 
    ‘You seem preoccupied this morning, Mr Ward,’ David Penrose said quietly. 
 
    Ward managed a smile. ‘I was really just enjoying being here. It’s a world away from Newcastle.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to tell me that,’ Penrose replied. ‘Don’t be fooled by my accent — I had to work at it. When I was a child this wasn’t my kind of scene at all. But I’ve been lucky, and I’m here — and it certainly is my intention never to go back.’ He glanced at Ward suddenly, as though aware that he might have communicated something he should not have done. ‘This is the summit of my ambition, you see — to live and work at Sedleigh Hall.’ 
 
    Ward thought about Anne Morcomb and wasn’t so sure. He sipped his coffee, and said, ‘That’s nice, anyway, to reach the summit of your ambition at your age.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you achieving yours?’ Penrose asked. 
 
    Ward shrugged. ‘I don’t know that I have much ambition any more. A secure future in the law: that’ll do.’ His eyes strayed to Joseph Francis, carrying on a desultory conversation with the man sitting near him. A secure future . . . even that could not be certain. 
 
    The clock chimed eleven, and the doors to the library opened as though they had been awaiting this moment. Lord Morcomb stood in the entrance, leaning on his daughter’s arm. ‘You will forgive me, gentlemen, but I am advised I should not join you this morning.’ 
 
    He was ill. The skin of his face, which had seemed leathery to Ward, now possessed a translucent pallor; the colour seemed to have faded from his pouched eyes and with the colour had gone the hard coldness that had so impressed earlier. The line of his jaw seemed to have slackened, folds of skin hanging loosely at his neck, and the hand on his daughter’s arm was ridged with veins that ran stiff under tightly stretched skin. 
 
    They rose; Joseph Francis setting the example, the others following. ‘My lord, if you think this conference should be postponed—’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Lord Morcomb’s voice was soft and husky, but positive enough. ‘This thing’s been going on too long. I want decisions today . . . get it resolved. Anne . . . my daughter will join you in a few minutes. It’s as much her concern as mine, so her presence will suffice and she can report to me later. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’ 
 
    Anne Morcomb was looking at Eric Ward. Her glance was shadowed — she had caught something in his eyes, something he had not wanted to express. Then she was turning away with her father, and the doors closed behind them. Eric sat down. ‘He looks very ill,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Penrose was staring at Ward speculatively. ‘I think he’s dying. He’s not been well for some days . . . and he’s getting weaker. I think this whole Inland Revenue thing has got him down. Certainly, since the last time you were here, he’s hardly left his room. Getting weaker steadily. And this is the first time he’s ever missed a meeting as important as this.’ He paused, pushed aside his coffee cup. ‘Have you met Anne yet?’ 
 
    Ward was not deceived by the casual tone of Penrose’s voice. ‘A few times. Michael Denby introduced us, in the first instance, at Vixen Hill.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes,’ Penrose replied absently. ‘I do recall her telling me, now. She . . . she’s very worried about her father.’ He looked at Ward almost challengingly, but the question remained unspoken, and then Joseph Francis broke in to suggest that they might set aside the coffee cups and prepare for Anne Morcomb’s return. 
 
    She came in some minutes later. She moved, a little self-consciously, towards the seat her father would have taken at the head of the table and then, gaining in confidence, asked if they had all met each other. She formally introduced the bespectacled man on Joseph Francis’s left as Mr Henried, her father’s financial adviser and member of a stock-broking firm in Newcastle. ‘Now, the purpose of the conference today is, essentially, to discuss the estate duty issues. I assume we’ll be here for some hours, so I’ve arranged for lunch to be available. Do you wish to start, Mr Francis?’ 
 
    He was happy to do so. He began, for the benefit of Mr Henried, by covering ground familiar to several of them: the position of the Morcomb estates prior to 1970, the land and shareholdings of the previous Lord Morcomb were detailed, and schedules were produced to distinguish between those properties which came to the present Lord Morcomb as of right, and those which fell in to him as a result of the will of his uncle. With some questions from Mr Henried, and some interventions from Eric Ward, the morning wore away. At one-thirty Anne Morcomb suggested they adjourn for sherry, and lunch. 
 
    Having abjured the sherry, Eric felt he could accept a glass of white wine that was served with the cold collation; afterwards, as they all stood on the terrace in the sunshine, taking some fresh air before they returned to the library, Eric walked down into the sunken garden, among the rose-bushes, alone. His head was aching, and he feared he might have another attack today. It was not due merely to the work he had done on the Morcomb file: he still had questions to ask, decisions to make. It all amounted to tension, and pressure. 
 
    Anne Morcomb was standing on the terrace when he returned. She was alone. She stood watching him as he walked towards her and when he reached the terrace, she said ‘The others have gone into the library. Are . . . are you all right, Eric?’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Of course. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    She wasn’t fooled. ‘You seemed preoccupied this morning. And . . . tired. You’ve been working hard at our business?’ 
 
    ‘Hard enough.’ 
 
    ‘And the Arthur Egan thing?’ 
 
    He looked away from her, at the terrace, at the lawns and meadows beyond, at the quarry scarring the hillside, and he nodded. ‘It’s all but finished now.’ He turned back to her dismissively. ‘Your father isn’t well.’ 
 
    Anxiety shadowed her eyes. She nodded. ‘The doctor’s seen him several times. There’s nothing specifically wrong, he says — rest should cure him. But I get the feeling it’s as though he doesn’t really want to recover. Like a machine wearing out, you know? The parts don’t function any more, not properly, and Daddy, seems almost . . . reconciled to just drifting away. I don’t understand it, Eric.’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘Would it be possible for me to see him?’ She was startled. She stared at him for several seconds. 
 
    ‘Is it important?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really know whether . . . I’ll speak to him. The doctor will be calling again at four — I’ll have a word with him, too. What . . . why do you want to see him?’ 
 
    He pursed his lips and avoided her glance. There was a short silence. Coolly she said at last, ‘We’d better go into the library to join the others.’ 
 
    When he took his seat he was conscious of the fact that David Penrose was very aware that Anne had waited for him on the terrace. 
 
    Joseph Francis began the afternoon session by calling upon Eric Ward. ‘We have now received counsel’s opinion, and perhaps Eric could put it into suitable language and perspective.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘Counsel refers to the authorities of Ellesmere v Inland Revenue Commissioners; the Marr’s Trustees Case; and the Duke of Buccleuch v Inland Revenue Commissioners, but I won’t go through the detailed exposition of principle that he deals with in those cases. Instead, I’ll attempt a brief summary of what he says, and let you have a few of his quotations.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ David Penrose murmured. ‘Remember we’re no lawyers.’ 
 
    ‘The basic facts in issue between Lord Morcomb and the Inland Revenue concern the method of assessment for the purposes of calculation of estate duty. Counsel points out that the words of section 7(5) of the Finance Act 1894 are quite clear and explicit. I quote: 
 
      
 
    The principal value of any property shall be estimated to be the price which, in the opinion of the Commissioners, such property would fetch if sold in the open market at the time of the death of the deceased. 
 
      
 
    It is the contention of the Commissioners that they have done precisely that. Lord Morcomb, in turn, raises two counter arguments. He suggests, firstly, that the sum should be reduced to take account of the impossibility of offering for sale at the time of death all the property as individual estates.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis turned to Mr Henried. ‘It’s an argument about reasonableness — if the sale were negotiated, it would have to be at a reduced price, to allow for speculation and profit taking and so on.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I see, I see,’ Henried replied, making notes as Eric went on. 
 
    ‘The second argument Lord Morcomb has raised concerned the sale at time of death — that is, the death of the previous Lord Morcomb in 1970. He contends this ought to be construed as a reasonable period after the time of death — once again, because such a hypothetical sale would be a practical impossibility for the simple reason sales of such magnitude could not be achieved — at least, not without some considerable loss to the estate.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that,’ Henried said. 
 
    Eric turned to look at Anne Morcomb; she was watching him, and there was a shadow of anxiety still in her glance. ‘I won’t give you the detailed analysis counsel has raised in his opinion, nor will I use the references he makes to specific points in the Act and in the decided cases. I’ll simply summarize what, in effect, he says. And essentially, it’s quite simple. If the Inland Revenue Commissioners were to take the steps advocated by Lord Morcomb, they would be acting in disobedience of the clear directions of section 7(5) of the 1894 Act. Words of an Act of Parliament cannot be paraphrased so as to take on what would be, essentially, a new meaning. Accordingly, counsel is of the opinion that the hypothetical sale of the Hardford Estate is quite consistent with the criteria for valuation laid down in section 7.’ He paused, glanced around the table to make sure they were all following the argument. ‘In other words, Lord Morcomb’s arguments are unlikely to be supported in the House of Lords; the Commissioners have acted correctly; the basis for valuation of the Hardford Estate is correct — and the liability for death duties is properly based on the figure of three million plus, and not the lower figure proposed by Lord Morcomb.’ He sat back, folded his arms, and waited. 
 
    There was a short silence, then David Penrose let out his breath in a long sigh. ‘So this is the end of the line, on the appeals.’ 
 
    ‘That is the recommendation of counsel,’ Eric agreed. ‘And would you go along with the recommendation?’ Anne Morcomb asked sharply. 
 
    Eric glanced at Joseph Francis; with a slight inclination of his head the senior partner directed him to answer. ‘Let’s put it like this. No one’s infallible. The Inland Revenue Commissioners employ sound lawyers. We’ve now asked the opinion of a leading barrister — and he gives you the same story as the Commissioners are saying. That doesn’t prevent you going to the House of Lords on appeal. But it’s going to cost money — and it’s likely to fail. My . . . our advice would be, accept this opinion. Give up the fight.’ 
 
    ‘My father . . .’ 
 
    Her words died away as David Penrose caught her glance. ‘We ought to be realistic,’ he said quietly, and she nodded, after a brief hesitation, capitulating. 
 
    They sat there for a little while silently, waiting for Anne Morcomb to speak. At last, quietly, she said, ‘My father has given me full authority to make decisions this afternoon which he will regard as binding. There will, of course, be opportunity later for proper documents to be signed by Lord Morcomb, but for the time being we need to decide what action must be taken. You will all be aware that it is not so much the different valuation that was of importance — though it was significant enough. There was also the question of delay. It will not be easy, in the short term, to raise sufficient money to pay the death duties falling on the estate. We now need to decide, therefore, how the money is to be raised, since the moment we step back from our decision to pursue the issues to the House of Lords we effectively concede the point to the Inland Revenue Commissioners and thus become liable for the payments.’ 
 
    Henried cleared his throat. ‘I think I should come in here. I won’t go into details, though the facts are in these portfolios here. The situation, simply, is this. To meet the liabilities for death duties you must either sell a considerable part of your land holdings, or else you must relinquish a large part of your shareholdings.’ 
 
    ‘And what would your advice be in that respect, Mr Henried?’ 
 
    ‘The portfolio developed by the late Lord Morcomb was a peculiar one. It contained very few company holdings, in fact — and these were somewhat speculative, to say the least. The present state of the market shows these holdings to be at a low ebb; a significant sale of the shares would also produce a fall in prices. I would not be happy, therefore, to sell in a falling market. I would press consideration of the other alternative.’ 
 
    ‘The sale of land,’ David Penrose said. ‘I don’t think that’s on.’ 
 
    Henried fluttered his hands in concern. ‘I fail to see—’ 
 
    ‘The basic problem outlined in Lord Morcomb’s arguments with the Commissioners applies,’ Penrose said sharply. ‘We couldn’t find a buyer to pick up large slices of our land here — not otherwise than at giveaway prices. The estate would lose a considerable portion of its holdings — and in my view, land is something you need to hold on to. It’s always there — not like shareholdings which can rise in value, or fall, overnight.’ 
 
    Eric Ward was surprised at the vehemence in his tone, but Penrose hadn’t finished. 
 
    ‘Apart from that, there’s only one buyer at the moment who would be interested in picking up large sections of Morcomb land. And even if we had time — which we don’t — that buyer might still come in heavy and get what is desired.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Penrose is referring to a company called Carlton Engineering,’ Anne Morcomb explained. ‘I have discussed the matter with him at considerable length and I agree with his views. We have certain responsibilities in this area of the county, responsibilities which would not be discharged if we allowed a company like this one to come in and scar the landscape, change the life of the inhabitants—’ 
 
    ‘I can’t quite agree,’ Henried murmured. ‘They would also produce work — that is, if they ever did what they say they want to do. I have some doubts indeed whether they are truly interested at all in the Morcomb estates. My contacts in the City suggest—’ 
 
    ‘I wonder what our legal brothers feel about it?’ Penrose interrupted harshly. 
 
    Once again, Joseph Francis gave Eric his baptism of fire. He raised an eyebrow, leaving the field to Eric, who cleared his throat nervously. ‘I’ve looked at the holdings. There are complications. Some of the land-holdings could not be sold without some difficulty. The proceeds could not be used to clear death duties because the estates are entailed, to Lord Morcomb and the heirs of his body. The rest would be the land in which Carlton Engineering would seem to be interested. On balance, therefore, it seems to me dispersal of some of the shareholdings would be best.’ 
 
    ‘And in particular,’ Penrose said quickly, ‘the holdings in Amalgamated Newfoundland Properties. They’re never going to be at a better price, and they would in no way unbalance what is a pretty unbalanced portfolio anyway.’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at him in some surprise. David Penrose seemed particularly well versed in the holdings of the Morcomb estate, for a mere estate manager. Then he caught Anne Morcomb’s glance fixed on David Penrose, and realized that Penrose was more than just an estate manager. He had the confidence, and perhaps more, of Anne Morcomb. 
 
    The afternoon wore on as Henried expounded on the detailed holdings of the estate. Strictly speaking, it was not within the brief held by Francis, Shaw and Elder, but since they would be called upon to carry out the legal procedures consequent upon the decisions taken, the senior partner and the articled clerk stayed on. When tea was served, however, Joseph Francis drew Eric to one side, congratulated him briefly on his summary of counsel’s opinion and then suggested that while he might conveniently withdraw at this stage, it would be useful if Eric could stay on to the end of the meeting. 
 
    Eric agreed, Joseph made his apologies and left, and the meeting went on, after a short period when Anne left the room, presumably to see the doctor who had been expected at four. At six o’clock the decisions were finally taken. Henried would, as soon as possible, put the shareholding of Amalgamated Newfoundland Properties on the market, and Francis, Shaw and Elder would undertake the necessary legal procedures to sell the shares transfer the certificates, and then negotiate with the Inland Revenue for the payment of death duties, after complete valuation on the basis of the principles applied already. Henried said goodbye and left; David Penrose stood up, stretched and walked over to Anne. 
 
    ‘I’m sure we’ve done the right thing,’ he said, and that he was convinced was obvious from the note of exultation in his voice. ‘But my head’s splitting now — I need some fresh air. I’ll see you this evening?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘You’re expected at dinner. Michael’s coming over too.’ 
 
    David Penrose pressed her hand and over his shoulder her glance met Eric Ward’s. Penrose nodded toward him and then left the library, walking quickly. Anne Morcomb moved towards Eric as he stood gathering up his papers. 
 
    ‘So that’s all settled, then.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I think it’s probably the right decision  provided you had all the facts at your disposal.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Ward shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Henried wasn’t too happy. And he seemed to have some doubts about the Carlton intentions.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘Mr Henried is concerned only with money; I have other responsibilities. I talked to you about them. This, I think, is the best way to discharge them . . . However, I’ve seen the doctor, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t think it would be a good idea if Daddy saw anyone tonight. Mornings are his best time. He’s sleeping now . . . You haven’t told me why you want to see him.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘It’s about Arthur Egan, and Vixen Hill, isn’t it?’ 
 
    He looked at her, wanting to say no more but knowing that he had to do so. He knew he could walk away right now, not see the old man upstairs, and perhaps it was the wisest thing to do, but he had started this thing, it had become an obsession with him, and now he wanted to know the truth. He was almost there; he wanted merely confirmation of the fact that Arthur Egan had been sent to prison for a crime he did not commit and then, perhaps, it would be over. Slowly he nodded. ‘A few questions, that’s all. And then . . .’ 
 
    ‘In the morning, then,’ she said softly. ‘After all, it was I who told you to finish the thing, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call around eleven—’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She hesitated, half turned away from him so that he could not see her eyes. ‘It’s been a long day and I’ve been watching you. You’re tired. It would be far more sensible — rather than have you drive away and back again in the morning — if you stayed here tonight. It would be no problem.’ 
 
    ‘I can hardly do that. I—’ 
 
    ‘Michael Denby is coming to dinner this evening. He could, in other circumstances, have chosen a better time, but he’d heard Daddy was ill. He and David will be there, with me. I’d be happy if you could join us.’ 
 
    She looked at him again, then, and he knew there was more to this than mere kindness on her part. There was something she wanted to know, and this would be her way of finding out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dinner turned out to be a more stilted affair than Eric had expected. Anne Morcomb seemed preoccupied and though David Penrose introduced an air of gaiety, seemingly at the top of his form, she made little response, and Michael Denby, whose eyes had expressed surprise at Eric’s presence, also seemed rather morose. Dinner was also interrupted by a phone call from Jackie Parton, which Eric took in the library. 
 
    ‘Eric? Really slumming these days, aren’t you! 
 
    ‘It’s the middle of dinner, Jackie.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I’m sure. All right, I’ll be quick. First of all, Tommy Andrews. I think we’re really going to draw a blank there.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve now had information that he was killed in a brawl in Buenos Aires, maybe ten years ago. Can’t be certain, of course, but this feller is prepared to swear . . . So it looks like there’ll be no heirs of Arthur Egan to track down. One thing is certain — this French feller — he’s not Tommy Andrews, as I had a kind of suspicion he might be.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he, then?’ 
 
    ‘He works for Carlton Engineering.’ 
 
    ‘Carlton Engineering?’ Eric was puzzled. ‘What was he doing at Warkworth, then, and Vixen Hill?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t answer, old son. But . . . get back to your dinner, hey? All I can say is, that black Ford is registered with the firm I mentioned.’ 
 
    When he put the phone down Eric stood in the library for a few minutes, puzzled. Carlton Engineering. Where did they fit into all this? Michael Denby was concerned that the company might be interested in Vixen Hill, slicing his farm in two. But there was something else as well . . . a rumour that Joseph Francis had heard. 
 
    Somehow, it disturbed him; it had some reference to decisions that had been taken today. Something, somewhere didn’t quite fit. 
 
    His head was beginning to ache. He returned to the dining-room and listened to the desultory conversation, tried to take part in it but all the while the half-understood questions whirled around inside his head. He was missing a key — and at a time when he had other, more important issues on his mind, such as the projected interview with Lord Morcomb. Suddenly, he felt he wanted an end to it all; he wished he had agreed not to stay. He wished he had not gone out to Hartburn; he wished he had not decided to confront Lord Morcomb with old, buried, halfforgotten lies. 
 
    He realized Michael Denby was speaking to him. ‘I’m sorry?’ 
 
    ‘I asked you how things were going with your Egan administration thing.’ Michael Denby’s moroseness might have been a reflection of his feelings at the illness of his landlord, Lord Morcomb; it might have been the result of something else. Right now, however, he seemed to have taken a little too much wine, for his glance was blurred, his tone a little unsteady, hovering on the belligerent. ‘You won’t know about Egan, David. He murdered my father, you see, and now he’s dead and Eric is still trying to find out things about him, but exactly what I’m no longer certain. But how is it going, Eric, how is it going?’ 
 
    Eric Ward averted his eyes. ‘It’s about finished,’ he said aware of the constricting band that seemed to be encircling his forehead. 
 
    ‘Closing the file? Well, what’s happened? What have you found out?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think—’ 
 
    ‘Lawyers are always so close-mouthed,’ Denby sneered. ‘This is discreet company.’ He grimaced towards Anne. ‘We can be trusted to keep quiet, can’t we?’ 
 
    David Penrose leaned forward, his dark eyes concerned. In a soothing tone, he said, ‘Mike, I really don’t think this is the time—’ 
 
    Michael Denby glared at him. ‘What the hell do you know about it? Egan murdered my father. For years I’ve wondered about the man who killed him, what kind of bastard he was, and now I think I have every right to know just what Eric has been uncovering about him!’ 
 
    ‘One of the things he’s uncovered,’ Anne said quickly, to Eric’s dismay, ‘is that Egan probably didn’t kill your father after all!’ 
 
    There was a silence, and Michael Denby’s flushed face turned first to Anne, then to Eric Ward. He found some difficulty getting the words out. ‘Egan? But of course he killed the colonel. Damn it, he did seven years for it!’ 
 
    ‘We think—’ Eric caught the swift glance that David Penrose shot towards her as she used the word ‘we’  ‘that it wasn’t Egan at all. He had a half-brother of whom he was fond. It was that man who killed your father, and Egan covered up for him.’ 
 
    ‘To the extent of going to prison? That’s a bit far-fetched!’ 
 
    ‘He had other reasons too,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Such as?’ Denby challenged. 
 
    Eric made no reply. He wanted an end to this conversation. His head was aching still, and he felt shivery, slightly nauseous. ‘No matter,’ he said shortly. ‘Let’s leave it that he was prepared to serve a term of imprisonment rather than shop his younger half-brother. It doesn’t matter anyway—’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter?’ Denby looked around the table in mock helplessness. ‘I never went a bundle on my father, but I always had more than a little bit of hate in me for Arthur Egan! Now you say I should have been concentrating on someone else, and it doesn’t matter? You’re no great psychologist, Eric, believe me! What you’ve said only whets my appetite. What the hell have you found out?’ 
 
    Anne was looking at him, half expectantly, half sympathetically. To help him, she turned to Michael Denby placatingly. ‘The fact is, it seems he was prepared to do this to save his half-brother, and it suited the police also — they planted certain evidence that helped convict him—’ 
 
    ‘Anne, you can’t believe that,’ Denby protested, ‘It’s getting even more ludicrous than ever! You mean there was a conspiracy to put Egan inside, and he went along with it? I’ve not heard anything so ridiculous in my life, and if—’ 
 
    ‘That’s precisely what happened,’ Eric Ward snapped The sickness was rising in his stomach, and his eyes were beginning to burn, ‘And that’s one of the reasons why I want to see Lord Morcomb!’ 
 
    Anne’s head turned; she was staring at him. David Penrose leaned forward. ‘What’s Lord Morcomb got to do with it?’ 
 
    The cat was beginning to sharpen her claws; the first stabs of almost delicious agony were beginning to touch the back of his eyeballs, He heard Michael Denby say something, but he could not make out the words. He rose sharply, apologizing when his chair went over backwards and then he was hurrying from the room as the unsheathed claws ripped at him in that old, familiar, horrifying way. He stumbled up to his room, closed the door behind him, took out the fluid and applied it, his hands shaking, then lay back on his bed, waiting for the sickness and the nausea and the pain to pass. 
 
    It did not; it receded, but he felt the claws were still there, waiting, and then he must have fallen asleep for when the light knocking woke him he glanced at his watch, and saw that some two hours had passed, He rose, went to the door, and opened it. 
 
    It was Anne Morcomb. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I’m sorry. I upset your dinner-party.’ 
 
    ‘It was hardly a cheerful one to begin with. It . . . it was an attack?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A bad one. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘No. You’ve no reason to apologize.’ She moved closer, her face in shadow for he had not turned on his bedroom light. ‘What . . . what was it you meant about Daddy?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean—’ He shook his head. Words were difficult to come by; they were dangerous. He was still thick-headed, not controlling his speech. 
 
    ‘Is that why you wanted to see him in the morning? Does he have some connection with Egan, and Vixen Hill? What’s it all about, Eric?’ 
 
    He shook his head stubbornly. He had to see Lord Morcomb first, to clear his suspicions. He felt her take his hands. 
 
    ‘Was Daddy behind Egan’s being sent to prison? I must know—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that, Anne,’ he said, wanting desperately to relieve her distress. ‘I’m confused myself, particularly now. I don’t know the real connections between Egan and your father, any more than I know why Sarah Boden was killed, but I have suspicions, guesses about some of it that only your father can explain.’ 
 
    Her hands fell away from his. There was a short silence. 
 
    Then he heard the horror in her voice. ‘You said Sarah was killed.’ 
 
    He almost groaned aloud. He was in no condition to be cross-questioned. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘In the morning, after I’ve seen your father. Then we can talk.’ 
 
    After a while she touched his hands again. ‘All right,’ she said softly. ‘Michael is just going; David will go soon. You get some sleep now, and we’ll talk again. In the morning.’ 
 
    He heard the door close quietly behind her, and he was in darkness again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It brought him no relief. First of all, he felt the waves of nausea begin to come back to him, intermittently; then there was the dull throb of pain, difficult to locate. Temples, eyes, but persistent. Normally, the pilocarpine did its work within fifteen minutes and then there was only the shuddering. Tonight, it was different. He had had one attack like this previously: the thought of another agonized him. He walked to the window and looked out. A full moon rode the night sky, above scudding clouds, but the tell-tale halo surrounded it, a diffusion caused by the gathering fluids in his eyes. He went back to the bed and lay down again, still fully dressed, waiting, but it was still there, almost predatory. 
 
    In another room in this great house an old man lay, ill like himself, perhaps dying. He knew the secrets which Ward almost knew . . . and yet more too, the intertwining of so many secrets, a murder, a vanished half-brother, a lost child, a long, long silence after what had happened at Vixen Hill. A quiet grave in a village miles away from here. 
 
    The room was oppressive. He tried to make out the time by his watch but his eyesight was blurred and he dared not put on the light. He rose, and walked unsteadily to the door, sickness rising to his throat, and he wanted to be outside, in the night air, where he might get relief. He walked down the stairs, saw the misty light creeping under the library door and walked past. He thought he heard someone moving in the library but stumbled on, opening the main doors and walking out into the night air. 
 
    It was fresh and cool to his skin, touching his burning eyelids with soft fingers, and he moved carefully down the steps, down to the gravel of the parking area, across the soft, damp grass beyond. He felt the breeze in his face, caressing him, and he turned into it, aware of the brightness of the moon and the deep shadows of the trees about him, but careless of the route he took, conscious only of the pain that lay behind his eyes. He walked for a few minutes and found himself in a lane; he stopped, leaning against a barred gate and looked about him, half dazed. He could make out haloed lights on the hill — Sedleigh Hall. He would walk on a little way more, in the cool evening; then he would retrace his steps, try another dose of pilocarpine before lying down to rest. He did not want to use the damned stuff too much — he felt it would be dangerous, but when the pain came again, in earnest . . . 
 
    He walked on again slowly, and the trees shadowed his progress under the moon. 
 
    To his left he was aware of fields, stretching out silently, further than he could see. Ahead of him the hill rose, fading against the stars. It was time to turn back. 
 
    But he was not alone. 
 
    He had known it for some time, without recognizing or accepting the fact, his senses blurred and unresponsive by the drugged pain. Now, as he decided to turn back the awareness came to him sharply, and he swung around, peering back the way he had come. There was nothing he could make out, just trees and the narrow lane, but the cat stretched lazily again behind his eyes and he shuddered. He started to retrace his steps, his footsteps scraping the gravelly lane, and then he caught a brief glimpse of something dark moving away from the trees to his left and he stopped. 
 
    The shotgun barrel tapped lightly on his shoulder, just below his left ear. ‘You make things easy, my friend,’ the voice whispered and Eric Ward, through a haze of climbing pain, knew this would be how Fred Bridges would have come upon Arthur Egan in the darkness. 
 
    The shotgun nudged his left ear. ‘Turn again, Whittington.’ The pressure increased, making him turn around to face the hill again and then it slipped back, to press lightly against the nape of his neck. ‘All right, you were walking. So walk.’ 
 
    Ward stumbled forward, bemused by surprise and pain and the effects of the drug. He moved awkwardly, the shotgun jolting against the back of his neck, and he had walked several paces before he managed to speak. ‘What the hell is this? I’m no poacher.’ 
 
    ‘A matter of opinion,’ the man behind him said, still half whispering. ‘But I’ll settle for investigator. You should have got the police out of your system, my friend. You should have stuck with the law?’ 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘Just walk.’ 
 
    They walked. Ward’s head was throbbing now and the nausea that had gripped him earlier was rising again. He managed to continue for perhaps another fifty yards and then he suddenly stopped, leaning sideways as he retched violently. He heard the man behind him mutter in disgust, ‘God, you are a mess.’ 
 
    But the shotgun barrel prodded him again, a moment later, and they were climbing the hill, under the trees. ‘What’s this all about?’ Ward asked again, his voice sounding hollow in his own skull. ‘Why are you taking me up here?’ 
 
    ‘Because I heard tonight what you know — that Sarah Boden was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah Boden? But what—’ He stopped speaking as the shotgun barrel moved again, the muzzle pushing against the right side of his head, moving him away from the lane towards a gap in the hedge. He stumbled through, and the grass was long, soaking his shoes. They were crossing a field, the moonlight whitening the grass in front of him, and they were near the crest of the hill. He shook his head, puzzled. ‘I don’t understand—’ 
 
    ‘If you know Sarah was murdered, you must know more. And if you don’t, you’re intelligent enough to put it all together.’ 
 
    ‘The police know she was killed too. It’s where I got the information.’ 
 
    The muzzle wobbled against his shoulder and there was a short silence, broken only by the swishing of the grass under their feet. Then the man behind him sighed. ‘All right, you may be telling the truth, though I doubt it, for nothing’s appeared in the newspapers. It makes no difference. You’d soon have found out about French.’ 
 
    ‘The man from Carlton Engineering?’ Ward asked in surprise. 
 
    The shotgun muzzle was thrust angrily against his skull. ‘You bastard! You know about it all! I was right—’ 
 
    ‘No! I only found out he worked for the company this evening! I don’t know the significance of it. Except . . . except you must have been the man he met in Warkworth.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right . . .’ The whisper was low, and there was an edge of excitement to it. 
 
    ‘They’ll reach you through French, if you were meeting him there. They’ll reach you and trace you and fix that murder on you—’ 
 
    ‘No. To begin with, French is unlikely to tell them. Too much at stake. I’ve been keeping him informed regarding the Inland Revenue negotiations so that as soon as the decision is taken to sell the Newfoundland shares, Carlton Engineering, or rather, its parent firm, can step in and take them for a song. You see, my friend, a little bit of industrial espionage has told them that those shares will blow sky-high within the year — an oil-bearing rock offshore — and Morcomb will have unloaded his shares for virtually nothing! That’s why French will keep quiet. And even if he didn’t, there’s no problem. What reason would I have for killing Sarah Boden? Only you and I know that!’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Ward shook his head, puzzled. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play me for the fool, Ward.’ The shotgun tapped against his back. ‘All right, just stand there and turn around. Slowly. Right, hold it there.’ 
 
    He stood outlined in the moonlight, shadowy through the blurred lenses of Ward’s pain-racked eyes, the shotgun pointing straight at Ward’s chest. The breeze lifted his hair; the breeze Ward felt at his back. ‘Now, slowly,’ the man with the shotgun said, ‘backwards, one step at a time, slowly.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you,’ Ward said evenly. ‘I’ve no idea what this is about. You and Sarah Boden—’ 
 
    ‘You want to see Lord Morcomb, don’t you?’ The voice had taken on a grating quality. ‘I knew there was something in the air, when you visited Vixen Hill, and when I heard you were going to see Sarah Boden. So when I met French at Warkworth, and saw you come down to dinner, I left, and thought as a matter of curiosity, I’d go to see her. And the silly old bitch told me. And she would have told you . . .’ 
 
    Ward understood at last. Sarah Boden had been killed to silence her — the secret she had kept for over twenty years, as an old woman she had been prepared to tell, senility overcoming secrecy. And she had spoken, only to die because of it. 
 
    ‘You won’t be seeing Lord Morcomb now, and the past will all be buried. A step more my friend, a step more. The past . . . it will all be buried, as soon you will be. An unfortunate accident . . . glaucoma . . . stumbling in pain in the dark—’ 
 
    ‘David!’ 
 
    The scream razored through the silence, and the shotgun wavered, turning in an arc, and Eric Ward threw himself forward desperately, his hands thrusting for the gun. 
 
    They stood braced against each other in the moonlight, the tall, slimly powerful figure of David Penrose and the thicker, older frame of Eric Ward, the shotgun between them, both men gripping it, barrel and stock. Penrose’s finger was on the trigger but Ward’s hand was clamped on his and there was only the stamping of their feet and the hissing of their breath to break the silence as Anne Morcomb came running across the grass. 
 
    One barrel blazed into the night sky, ineffectually, and then the second roared as Penrose’s finger tightened involuntarily against the straining muscles of Ward’s body. Ward could see almost nothing; a red agonized haze blurred his vision and shock waves of pain thundered through his head and tore at his eyeballs. Though Penrose was younger than he, and strong, in normal circumstances the rough-housing tactics Ward had learned in the police would have been enough to overcome the man, but the pain debilitated him, robbed him of decision, and made him waver clumsily, struggling to maintain his grip on the shotgun. 
 
    The wire caught him at the back of the knees, he felt the scoring pain as iron seared against his thigh and then he was falling backwards, still gripping the shotgun, with Penrose falling with him, half astride him, obscenely struggling to maintain his balance and his upright position. They rolled, and the grass had given way to stone and the night breeze fanned their hot faces. He heard Penrose gasp, felt the grip on the shotgun slacken as Penrose’s shoes scrabbled against loose stone and Ward pulled, heaving suddenly at the gun. It came away, Penrose’s grip breaking, and almost in the same movement Ward’s training reasserted itself and he swung the stock in a short arc. 
 
    He felt the stock strike Penrose’s jaw with a crunching sound. Penrose moaned softly, and tried to rise, away from Ward’s body, and then he slipped sideways on his knees, falling, half conscious. 
 
    A moment later, with the sliding rattle of stones, he was gone, with just one single cry, and Eric Ward was alone, on his back in the moonlight, with sharp stones biting into his back. 
 
    But not alone. On the other side of the protective, but broken wire, was Anne Morcomb. 
 
    ‘Crawl,’ she said, half sobbing. ‘Eric, for God’s sake crawl — but carefully!’ 
 
    And Eric Ward understood. Half blind, he dragged himself carefully away from the edge of the quarry until the grass was long about him and Anne Morcomb was crying desperately on his shoulder and the nerve-ends around his eyes quivered with the pain that tore relentlessly at them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She had been in the library, had discussed it with David before he left, then worrying over what Ward had said about Sarah Boden’s death, anxious to discover what it had to do with her father, she had heard him come down the stairs. She had heard the front door open and had seen him crossing the lawn. She had run upstairs to don a sweater to follow him, realizing he felt ill, but she had lost him in the darkness of the lane until she saw two dark figures crossing the moonlit field, towards the quarry. 
 
    And she had saved his life. 
 
    And now here he sat, still pursuing his obsession, as the morning sunshine gleamed through the bedroom window and picked out the pale scalp beneath Lord Morcomb’s thinning hair as he sat in his dressing-gown, facing him, slouched in the easy chair. There was a sunken look about his cheeks and his eyes were hollow, but there still gleamed in those eyes a cold defiant light as he stared at Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘I liked that boy. He had no background, but I liked him and I looked after him. And now you say he tried to swindle me.’ 
 
    ‘He was a man with an eye for the main chance. He’d been using his inside knowledge of your affairs to feed information to an employee of Carlton Engineering. I suspect, like your financial adviser Henried, that they never really intended to start open-cast mining in the area — that was a bogus pressure, designed to make you sell your shares rather than the land. For that’s what they wanted — a sale of Amalgamated Newfoundland Properties, in which Carlton’s parent company, Western Consolidated, have a major holding. They wanted to increase it, get a majority holding — and at a low price. It’s what they’d have got if you’d unloaded your large holding on to the market. They’d have snapped it up — and paid a handsome fee to Penrose. He kept their man informed of the estate duty negotiations, which were, in a sense, the key. Once the matter was decided, he could tell them the share sales would go through soon. They’d be ready and waiting. And it almost worked.’ 
 
    ‘That was hardly enough reason to try to kill you,’ Lord Morcomb said carefully. ‘Hardly enough reason to die.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t the only reason he attacked me.’ Ward held the old man’s glance. ‘The main reason was Arthur Egan.’ 
 
    The cold eyes flickered; a tongue touched dry lips. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘When Arthur Egan died he left a sum of money. And a small house. Otherwise, all he kept was a letter, some photographs, a lock of blond hair. Little enough, wasn’t it? But he was a lonely man.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be some point to this, I trust?’ Lord Morcomb said sardonically. 
 
    ‘One of the photographs was of a grave, in Hartburn church.’ 
 
    The old man’s head came up, in a spasm of disbelief. For a moment an old hatred flickered in his eyes, and then it was muffled and gone. He waited. 
 
    ‘The past has a way of always being with us,’ Ward said. ‘It can influence the present; it can affect the future, and in a manner we never expect. You were married twice, weren’t you, Lord Morcomb? Joseph Francis mentioned to me that the first marriage ended with a nullity decree.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘There aren’t many grounds on which a nullity decree can be obtained. Certain grounds are laid down by statute — unsoundness of mind, venereal disease and so on. But they weren’t the grounds on which your first marriage was nullified, were they?’ 
 
    Lord Morcomb’s head had dropped, chin on chest. 
 
    Eric Ward felt a stab of sympathy, but he had to go on for the sake of a dead man he had never met. ‘It was incapacity, wasn’t it?’ he said quietly. ‘Not wilful refusal. I think your wife obtained a nullity decree because of your incapacity to consummate the marriage.’ 
 
    ‘This has nothing to do with you,’ Lord Morcomb grated. 
 
    ‘But it helps me fit all the pieces together. I should have gone out to Hartburn sooner. But when I did go last weekend, and saw the grave, it all came together for me. Vixen Hill, a lock of blond hair, twenty thousand pounds, Fred Bridges’s attitude, it all slotted together when I saw that tombstone. Elizabeth Morcomb’s grave!’ 
 
    The old man stirred fretfully. He struggled to a more upright position, and glared angrily at Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘So she was buried at Hartburn. It was where she was born! There is no reason—’ 
 
    ‘But Arthur Egan had taken a photograph of that grave — and kept it by him through all his lonely years at Westerhope! Why did he do that? Why did he accept the trumped-up charge against him for the murder of Colonel Denby? Where did that twenty thousand pounds come from? Who put pressure on the police to get Egan put away? Why did he return, almost as soon as he was released, to hang about Vixen Hill? They are questions that have bothered me, puzzled me — but they were answered as soon as I saw the grave of your second wife, Anne’s mother.’ 
 
    ‘This is a lot of nonsense and I—’ 
 
    ‘Because it explains also his reluctance, his reticence, right at the end. He was dying, he wanted to make sure his child was financially secure. But he didn’t name her . . . he was torn. To name her was wrong, and yet to leave her unprovided for, in case she might be turned away after all these years . . . In his cancer agony he could hardly think straight, so he left a cryptic note.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you,’ Ward said evenly, ‘that I know Arthur Egan was Anne’s father — not you!’ 
 
    Lord Morcomb’s hand shook. His eyes were fixed on Eric Ward, denying the truth of what he said, but at the same time the past was sweeping over him in a great passionate wave of anger, and hate, and the urge to possess, the drive to destroy. He wanted to deny what Ward asserted, but the urge to explain it after all these years was greater. ‘All right!’ he almost shouted. ‘But do you understand? Motives — the tangled web of deceit we were caught up in? When I married Elizabeth I loved her. I loved her and I thought it would be all right. It wasn’t my fault I . . .’ He shook his head in a vague desperation. ‘How can it be explained? The doctors told me it was nothing physical . . . merely psychological. Merely psychological! Elizabeth understood; she was sympathetic at first, and for a few years . . . But then she got moody, depressed, unhappy. But there was nothing I could do, and we began to drift apart.’ He fell silent, contemplating the past, hardly aware of Eric Ward’s presence. 
 
    ‘And then Arthur Egan came along.’ 
 
    Lord Morcomb nodded, slowly. His voice was a husky whisper. ‘I don’t know how it started. She used to ride, a favourite ride past Seddon Burn. And he looked after the stables there — a stable hand, for God’s sake!’ The lash of hurt pride came back to him momentarily, but subsided again. ‘And at last she came to me, told me she had been having an affair with this man Egan, that she was bearing his child and wanted to leave with him.’ He looked up, his eyes no longer cold, but burning angrily now. ‘I saw Egan. He was nothing. A well-set young man, good-looking . . . but he could offer her nothing — except that one thing I could not. Sexual love. So I talked to her, I told her exactly how it would be for her, living with this man in virtual poverty. But she was stubborn — said she loved him . . .’ 
 
    ‘And was it then that you put pressure on Detective Superintendent Starling?’ Eric Ward asked softly. 
 
    A spasm of pain crossed Lord Morcomb’s lined face. It might have been physical; Ward suspected it was the agony of memory. The old man shook his head. ‘It wasn’t like that. I heard the rumours; I saw Starling; he said Egan was suspected of the break-in at Vixen Hill, so . . . so I told him a conviction would be to . . . to both our advantage.’ 
 
    ‘And in the end, it was certainly to Starling’s advantage,’ Ward said. ‘your influence brought him back as Chief Constable years later, I’ve no doubt. And now he’s farming at Jedburgh. You’ll have helped him with his capital, of course . . .’ 
 
    The old man’s mouth twisted. ‘All right, but he told me he thought Egan was guilty, there was evidence . . . and then more was unearthed—’ 
 
    ‘Lord Morcomb, I believe Egan was innocent. He was just protecting his half-brother!’ 
 
    ‘No, I cannot believe that! If I had thought that—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t try to tell me you would even have been interested! Even if the facts had stared you in the face you would have been blind to them; you wouldn’t have wanted to know! You’ve been afflicted with a certain, deliberate blindness towards Egan all these years. Even if you’d known, you would still have persuaded Starling to get a conviction,’ Ward said harshly. ‘Face the facts, for God’s sake! You were responsible! You as good as put him in prison — because it suited you. What did you say to Elizabeth, pregnant as she was? Did you say that it was not just a lifetime of working-class drudgery that faced her — but a life with a suspected murderer? Was that how you persuaded her to give him up — and condemn him to a life of loneliness?’ 
 
    ‘No, damn you,’ Lord Morcomb said, flaring. ‘It wasn’t like that! She’d already seen sense! Egan’s conviction was merely the final straw!’ 
 
    And Eric Ward now understood how it had been, how it was that Egan had raised no hand in his own defence. There was the dilemma of saving his half-brother, but there was the additional realization that the woman he loved, who was carrying his child, was prepared to give him up for the material things her husband could give her. That was why Egan had accepted his fate without a struggle: he simply didn’t care any longer. He had been beaten, dulled, the heart torn out of him by her betrayal. Prison offered no hurt for him; he was hurt enough. He stared at Lord Morcomb, and said, ‘But how could you take her back, the way it was? Why was it so important?’ 
 
    Lord Morcomb’s eyes glittered. ‘My uncle and I . . . we didn’t get on. There was talk after the nullity decree that he would pass me the title only, that his own holdings would be left to the damned bog-robbing Irish branch of the family. I couldn’t accept that! And when I heard that Elizabeth was pregnant . . . you see, my uncle had a sense of family continuity. If I could say my wife was bearing a child I knew his attitude would change. And when I explained it to Elizabeth, she weighed it all in the balance. A life of poverty with a man presently charged with murder, or for her child, possession of the Morcomb estates in their entirety. That’s why she gave up Egan — for her child!’ 
 
    The sun touched his face with a shaft of light, emphasizing the pallor of his skin. ‘And that’s what happened. Egan was convicted — but I swear I thought . . . And the child was born, my uncle was delighted, he made a new will . . . and then a few years later, Elizabeth died.’ 
 
    ‘Anne was about six years old when Arthur Egan came out of prison,’ Ward said. 
 
    Lord Morcomb smiled grotesquely. ‘So you know about that too. Bridges said you’d been asking questions. Yes . . . Egan came out, changed, quieter, resigned — but he wanted to see his daughter. She used to go over to Vixen Hill in those days, often spending days, and nights, with Michael Denby’s aunt. She was happy there — happier than with me here, for there was no woman . . . I don’t know how Egan found out, but he started going into the woods above Vixen Hill, watching for her. Just wanting to see her, perhaps — but Bridges caught him, brought him to me as a poacher. I was terrified, I thought he’d talk to the girl . . . and she was mine now, I’d grown to love her . . . Do you understand that?’ 
 
    Ward nodded. He understood. ‘So you told him how much you could do for the girl, and how little he could do for her. You told him to go away — let you bring her up as yours, give her all the benefits of your wealth and position. And you paid him, didn’t you? You paid him, twenty thousand pounds, to go away and leave you both alone. Just, effectively, as you paid Elizabeth by promising her that her child would succeed to the Morcomb estates.’ 
 
    ‘All right!’ Lord Morcomb coughed, his hand to his mouth as a paroxysm shook him. ‘All right,’ he wheezed triumphantly, ‘but your precious Egan took the damned money, didn’t he? He took it, as good as sold her to me!’ Ward shook his head. ‘No. You’re wrong. Like Elizabeth, he sacrificed his own feelings for his daughter’s future. He took the money, but he never spent it. It was this that brought me into the whole case. You see, he left a note saying he wanted the money to go to his child  Anne. He never trusted you, Lord Morcomb, and that money was for her, in case you failed her. He never trusted you — but he had no cause to feel otherwise.’ 
 
    The old man leaned back in his chair, glaring at Eric Ward. His bony hands gripped the arms fiercely. ‘Well, Mr Ward. So you know these things. So why do you have them out with me now? What satisfaction do you get from it all?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you understand?’ Ward asked softly. ‘Egan was a human being — and he was wronged. You sent him — or were instrumental in sending him — to prison for a crime he did not commit. You destroyed the only loving relationship he ever had and you left him with nothing. And when he came out of prison you even made sure he never saw his daughter till he died. You left him nothing, old man, nothing at all’. 
 
    ‘It was for the best,’ Lord Morcomb said harshly. 
 
    ‘No. Elizabeth remained unhappy until she died. Were you happy? Egan was lonely, embittered, little more than a recluse after you paid him his money and fixed him up with a job through Bridges, far enough away from Sedleigh Hall. And all this web of deceit and lies led to another two deaths — Sarah Boden, and David Penrose.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t hold me responsible—’ 
 
    ‘No, not directly. But Penrose would never have reacted so violently towards me simply had I known about his relationship with French of Carlton Engineering. He needed to kill me because he knew I’d finally work out that he murdered Sarah Boden.’ 
 
    ‘But that killing — what did it have to do with me, and the past?’ Lord Morcomb asked, his face ashen. 
 
    ‘David Penrose was a main chancer. He intended getting money from Carlton Engineering on the side, but he had a bigger prospect in view. Marriage to Anne.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t—’ 
 
    ‘You must have known it. She was hesitating, but he was fairly confident. But he was puzzled by your reaction to the name Egan that first day I came here. And later, Anne told him she’d advised me to see Sarah Boden. So, curious, he went to see her. And was horrified by the story the senile old woman came out with. She had worked at Seddon Burn; she’d previously worked here. She must have seen your wife and Egan together — but had kept quiet all these years. Maybe you paid her to, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. But when she spilled the story to him he was horrified. What if the story got out? He was no lawyer. He knew the details of your predecessor’s will — maybe he thought the phrase “the heirs of your body” had some legal significance — for he had now learned Anne was not the child of your body. He wouldn’t have known that the laws of evidence would prevent the bastardizing of issue in this manner — he just felt that if he didn’t stop this babbling old woman’s mouth Anne could lose her right to the Morcomb estates. And with that would go his own hopes of a brilliant marriage.’ Ward paused, eyeing Lord Morcomb, shrunken in his chair. ‘Maybe he didn’t intend killing her at first; maybe she did slip and hurt herself. But he sure as hell made certain she wouldn’t rise again!’ 
 
    Actions and events rooted in the past had brought about the deaths of David Penrose and Sarah Boden. The charges against Arthur Egan had, in effect, led to a murder twenty years later, and a violent death at the quarry. And yet, as Ward stared at the old man slumped in the chair, weighed down by the guilts brought home to him, he recognized that there had been a certain desperate inevitability about it all. The people who had lived out those days, all those years ago, could have acted in no other manner than the way they did — Elizabeth Morcomb, passionate but frustrated; Arthur Egan, in love for the only time in his life but betrayed, and careless thereafter; Starling, and Arkwright, and Tiggy Williams, all responding to pressures put upon them; and Lord Morcomb himself — torn by the knowledge of his own wife’s infidelity, savaged by the pride that kept her tied to his side, overcome by the drive that demanded he make the Morcomb estates his own, as one. They could not have acted otherwise than they did, any of them, for that was the way they were made. 
 
    As now, Eric Ward could act in no other way than his character and emotions dictated. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She was waiting in the hallway when he came down the stairs. She asked him, and he told her the truth, and her eyes were misty, for the father she loved who was dying, and for the father she had never known who was dead. In a little while she asked him what would happen about all the men who had conspired to send Arthur Egan to prison and he told her it was too long ago; the proofs would never come to hand, and they would now live out their lives and their careers untouched. He explained that the estate of Arthur Egan would go to the Crown as bona vacantia, for Tommy Andrews was probably dead, and there were no official heirs of Arthur Egan. And she asked him what she should do, and he explained about the shares, how she should undertake a balanced divesting across the portfolio and thus prevent the Carlton machinations taking effect. 
 
    The police were coming down from the quarry then, as he told her to run the estate, accept her responsibilities and discharge them. There was another, deeper question in her eyes, but he would not let her ask it. He was twenty years older than she, and it was time to say goodbye.  
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    Chapter 1 
 
    It was not an easy decision to take. 
 
    Advising other people what they should do was a large part of Eric Ward’s life: they came to him in his office, laid bare the most intimate details of their married lives, disclosed criminal offences, told him about the business contracts they had foolishly entered into, insisted they had not read the terms of the hire purchase contract on which they were being sued, denied that they had allowed the drains to become blocked and overflow on to the neighbouring property. He gave them the advice they sought, soothed them, calmed them, explained the law to them and, when they insisted, agreed to act for them in the ensuing litigation. 
 
    None of that was a problem. He was good at taking decisions for other people. But it was a different matter when he was the subject of the problem. 
 
    The sun was warm on the back of his head as he walked along the Quayside. He had parked near Dog Leap Stairs, unwilling to go back immediately to the office after his appointment with Mr Callaghan. The river sparkled in the sunshine; a freighter lay moored near the High Level Bridge, and up above the cars and lorries thundered and roared across the river, speeding past the old law courts, scene of countless assizes, past the church where the Lord High Chancellor of England had married his sweetheart, past the bank where sixteenth-century cottages still huddled precariously together under the steep slopes below the Moot Hall. 
 
    He looked up and the sky above was an intense, aching blue; the vapour trail of a jet etched its track, slowly stitching its way across the vast distances. The sharp blue made his eyes hurt and he felt the prickle of involuntary tears. 
 
    No, it was not an easy decision to take, when your pride and your life and your future lay at stake. 
 
    Callaghan had been fair, and honest — as professional as Eric himself was, in his own professional circumstances. But it made it no easier a decision — though at least Eric had all the facts at his disposal. He smiled ruefully, turning to pace back towards his car. A lawyer was supposed to have a trained, logical mind, capable of evaluating facts and reaching decisions. 
 
    He had the facts. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Philippa was small, plump, pretty and flustered. She had been with Francis, Shaw and Elder for almost two years now, joining just when Eric Ward had qualified as a solicitor, and though she did a competent, workmanlike job as a legal executive-cum-personal secretary, there was still an underlying nervousness in her which surfaced whenever things were not going right. 
 
    She was fluttering outside Eric’s office as he made his way up the stairs. He smiled at her, encouragingly. ‘They’re not due yet, are they, Philippa?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Ward. Another forty minutes. But ... I’ve put all I can find on your desk. I hope—’ 
 
    ‘It will be all right, I’m certain,’ Eric reassured her, and made his way into his room. 
 
    He walked to the window and stood looking out for a few minutes, still unwilling to let Callaghan’s words drift away from him, still wanting to see a swift, determined solution to the problem, but knowing at the same time there was none. Then, shaking his head he turned, sat down behind his desk and reached for the manila folders that Philippa had left on his desk. 
 
    An index; a sheaf of papers; references. Patiently, Eric began to read through the papers, skimming swiftly over the cogent details, familiarizing himself with the legal history, as known to Francis, Shaw and Elder, of the Saxby family, of Morpeth. 
 
    The papers ended in 1946. 
 
    Frowning, Eric checked the file index again. Then he leaned back in his chair, thinking. After a few minutes he pressed the intercom button; there was a short delay and then the rasping, slightly impatient voice came over to him. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Joseph — could you spare me a few minutes?’ 
 
    ‘Right now?’ 
 
    ‘I’d appreciate it. I have a client coming in to see me in about thirty minutes, and I’d like to have a word with you first.’ 
 
    ‘Humph ... You’d better come straight up, then.’ 
 
    Eric went straight up. 
 
    Joseph Francis was not busy. As the senior partner in Francis, Shaw and Elder he clearly believed he had spent his years in the front line and had earned his medals: now, he kept just a few of the trust files, and undertook some of the commercial work — that work which involved largely PR activity. His narrow, patrician face was often photographed in the company of important businessmen in Newcastle; his neatly parted, silvery hair regularly shone from the pages of Newcastle Life, at Heart Foundation dances, Chamber of Commerce meetings, Masonic activities. There were some in the rapidly expanding firm who believed he was now past it, legally: Eric Ward was not among them. Joseph Francis had slowed down, certainly, but he still possessed a keen legal brain and if he affected a smoothly modulated voice, a slightly bored air, Eric at least was not fooled by it. Joseph Francis used his junior partners to make money for him, but he could still do it himself, if he wanted, or needed to. 
 
    The senior partner waved Eric to a chair. ‘What’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got someone called Saxby coming to see me shortly.’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Amos Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘No. Jack Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘One of his sons. Well?’ 
 
    ‘The Saxby files seem to be somewhat thin.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis frowned, allowing his normally unruffled features to express a hint of concern. ‘What’s Jack Saxby coming to see you about?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. That’s why I asked Philippa to dig out the back files. I’ve had no dealings with the Saxbys previously and I couldn’t find much, so—’ 
 
    ‘She checked upstairs in the old files?’ Joseph Francis interrupted and for a moment something flickered in his eyes as he recalled an occasion when he had quarrelled with Eric Ward over the matter of Egan administration. He sniffed. ‘Nothing up there?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I asked Philippa to check. She produced some files, but they seem to end in 1946.’ 
 
    ‘Saxby,’ Joseph Francis mused. He stared at his immaculate fingernails thoughtfully. ‘I did some work for Amos Saxby years ago ... for that matter, there was his father too, when I was just a young, newly-fledged solicitor myself. The Saxbys have been with us a while, you might say.’ 
 
    ‘I gather there was some kind of trust fund.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Joseph Francis leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers under his chin. ‘Over the years, there’s been a bit of money in that family. The grandfather was a brewer, in the Midlands; he married a farmer’s daughter from Staffordshire or somewhere and when he retired he came to live with his son, who had taken to farming, in Northumberland. There was a trust fund established — not terribly well managed, I might add, so the old man finally came to us after certain problems arose and we sacked the trustees, took over ourselves. When the old man died, a couple of farms came to Amos Saxby — but what he’s done with them I can’t imagine, for he must be near retirement age now. Though you can’t tell with some of these farmers, can you?’ 
 
    Or lawyers, his cool eyes suddenly seemed to challenge. 
 
    Eric ignored the challenge. ‘The files end in 1946. But according to the index, we’ve certainly acted for the Saxbys since then. As recently as two, three years ago, as far as I can make out.’ 
 
    ‘And the files aren’t there?’ 
 
    ‘They might have been misfiled; mislaid; or maybe they’ve been extracted.’ 
 
    ‘But a note should have been made in that case,’ Joseph snapped, a hint of anger staining his voice. ‘What was the last annotation?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘It ... it looks like Paul’s handwriting.’ 
 
    Again there was a movement in Joseph Francis’s old eyes, but it was swiftly suppressed. It was two years now since Paul Francis had left his father’s firm. It had always been a problem for Joseph wanting to see Paul come in, qualified, to take over the reins when Joseph himself had retired, and then to come to the slow realization that Paul was simply not cut out to be a solicitor. He had qualified all right, but he had lacked the application to make a success of the job. Eric Ward had come into the firm with a degree won by part-time study after a career in the police force and Paul Francis had immediately felt inferior. It had been reflected in his attitudes towards Eric, and the manner in which he avoided the basic but essential drudgery of much of the work, passing it to Eric. 
 
    Shortly before Eric had finally qualified, Paul had announced his intention to go to the Bar, where his personality and talents might be better employed. Joseph had financed him, and Paul was now in practice. It was early days, but he seemed to be making a reasonable fist of it in local chambers, with the assistance of the odd brief from Francis, Shaw and Elder. Joseph Francis believed in looking after his own. 
 
    It was why he now avoided Eric’s eye. ‘Well, I’ve no doubt the missing files will turn up. I’ll give Paul a ring this evening, see if he remembers. Might even go around for a chat. There’ll be an explanation ... but meanwhile, do you need the damned files?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Philippa didn’t get from John Saxby the reason for the visit.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then, dammit,’ Joseph Francis said sharply, ‘there’s not much point in this conversation, is there?’ 
 
    ‘I merely thought—’ 
 
    But Joseph Francis’s cold eyes cut him short. You merely thought, they said, that you would bring to my attention as senior partner the suggestion of incompetence on the part of my son. Eric rose, shrugging slightly, and turned to leave the room. 
 
    ‘You’ll let me know,’ Joseph said, ‘if the visit does have anything to do with the missing files? I’ll check with Paul in any case.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know.’ 
 
    Eric had reached the door when Joseph called his name again. He turned, and Joseph was rising, moving towards the window. ‘Eric ...’ He seemed vaguely uncomfortable. ‘You ... you were out of the office this morning.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘I ... er ... I don’t wish to give the impression that I was prying, but I wanted a word with you on the Cartwright Trust and they told me at reception that you’d gone out, to Gosforth. They said you’d gone to see a Mr Callaghan, in Elm Tree House.’ 
 
    Eric stared woodenly at the senior partner, and nodded. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis moistened his lips with a pink tongue. ‘I know a Mr Callaghan ... Masonic connections ... He’s an eye specialist.’ 
 
    Eric nodded, but made no reply. 
 
    ‘Things are ... no better?’ Joseph Francis ventured. ‘I mean—’ 
 
    ‘There are problems,’ Eric said curtly. There had been problems ever since that day when George Knox, the police surgeon, had first diagnosed glaucoma and told Eric that his career in the police force was over. There had been the problem of finding a new job, carving out a new life for himself at the age of forty. There had been the long hours sweating over his external law degree, suffering from the physical pressures that evening study presented. There had been the blinding headaches, the pain scratching at the back of his eyes like cat’s claws, unsheathed and tearing, and the nausea and vomiting in the hours of darkness when his spirits were at their lowest ebb and despair reached out and took him by the throat. He had stared in the mirror and disbelieved the evidence of the red, swollen eyelids, the greenish discolouration of the iris, the hardness of the eyeballs, but in some ways the worst thing of all had been the blow to his pride and his manhood. Six feet tall, with a lean, hard-muscled body and a knowledge of his own physical fitness during his years on the force — and then to face the unacceptable fact that he was destined to go blind. Yes, there had been problems, and they were not over. 
 
    ‘What did Mr Callaghan ... er ... what did he tell you, Eric?’ Joseph Francis asked. 
 
    He had a right to know. It was his firm. He had taken a chance, offering Eric a partnership when Paul Francis had left the firm, even though Eric knew the offer had been a deserved one. Now, Joseph had a right to know. Eric shrugged, suddenly tired. 
 
    ‘He went over it all again. Just as we lawyers enjoy the legal terminology, so surgeons too, they like to explain in detail. So I got the causes of glaucoma again: local congestion blocking the canal of Schlemm as the iris is pushed forward; the cornea unable to allow escape of fluids; the pressure building up, eating away at the optic nerves. I’ve heard it before: a classical case of chronic glaucoma.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘We discussed treatment again ... my use of pilocarpine, to relieve the pressure. He carried out some tests on me, questioned me pretty closely. And then we talked about iridectomy.’ 
 
    ‘My medical knowledge ...’ Joseph Francis murmured, after a short silence. 
 
    ‘It’s the treatment for acute glaucoma,’ Eric explained. ‘It involves the removal of a small section of the iris. That allows the fluid to escape. And in the case of chronic glaucoma they’d have to use a filtration procedure as well, to establish a new drainage path for the fluid. And as you know,’ Eric added, ‘that’s what I’ve got. Chronic glaucoma.’ 
 
    ‘What er — what does Mr Callaghan now recommend?’ Joseph Francis asked. 
 
    Eric managed a faint smile. ‘That’s the problem. He’s not prepared to recommend anything. As he puts it, the results of surgery in a case like mine are less than certain.’ 
 
    ‘So if you have the operation?’ 
 
    ‘I could go blind.’ 
 
    ‘And if you do not?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘The physical position is deteriorating. He wouldn’t set a time scale to it but he’s pretty positive it’s going to happen, and sooner rather than later. But ... he won’t take the responsibility of advising. He’s given me all the facts.’ 
 
    ‘And the decision,’ Joseph Francis said softly, ‘is yours.’ 
 
    ‘That puts it,’ Eric Ward said, ‘in the traditional nutshell.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The investigation that morning had placed a strain on Eric Ward; the discussion thereafter, the need to face up to a decision was causing him further stress. There was still a short time left before Jack Saxby came to see him and there were intimations that Eric might have an attack again soon: the pain was not reaching out to him yet but the prickling was there at his nerve ends, the long-accepted prelude to the exquisite darts of agony that would shear through his eyes in a little while. He opened his desk drawer and took out the bottle of pilocarpine, inserted the end of the eye-dropper and brought up a quantity of the drug. 
 
    The fluid dripped into the corner of his eyes; he began to tremble, the natural reaction to the tension that always gripped him at the onset of pain. He had never overcome the reaction, based as it was upon hysteria. It was something again that gnawed at his pride. 
 
    In a little while the prickling had ended. The intercom buzzed, and Philippa announced the arrival of Mr and Mrs Saxby. 
 
    Jack Saxby wore his blue suit uneasily. It was the uniform he had donned to visit a solicitor, his compliance with form, but he would clearly have been much more at home in an open-necked shirt and sweater, corduroy trousers and wellington boots. He was shorter than Eric Ward by perhaps five inches but his upper body was broad and powerfully muscled, straining at the shoulders of the suit. The collar of his shirt was tight at his thick neck and his pale blue eyes were nervous, but there was a dogged honesty of purpose in those eyes too, that Eric liked. Jack Saxby came forward and offered his hand: thick-fingered, firm in its grasp, it matched the general image Jack Saxby presented. He was a no-nonsense Northumbrian, clear-eyed and fair-minded; a skin tanned and lined by wind and sun on the high hills demonstrated his background, the jut of his jaw emphasized his determination. 
 
    ‘This is my wife, Sandra.’ 
 
    She did not look like a farmer’s wife. She was slight, as tall as her husband, but her skin was fair, her frame almost willowy. She wore her hair long, scraped back into a black ponytail that belied her age — for she and her husband, Eric calculated, were in their mid-thirties. She also lacked the directness of her husband in some uncertain manner: perhaps it was the way she did not meet Eric’s glance other than briefly; perhaps it was the feeling of tension he detected, induced possibly by the office in which she found herself. But there was something else too: the line of her mouth expressed a dissatisfaction that Eric considered was probably deep-seated. Its origins would lie beyond the reason for their visit this day to Francis, Shaw and Elder. 
 
    Eric asked them to sit down and then buzzed Philippa, asking her to bring in some coffee. 
 
    ‘I’d prefer tea, if you don’t mind,’ Jack Saxby said hesitantly. 
 
    Eric glanced towards Sandra Saxby but she shook her head. She did not look at her husband but her back was stiff. 
 
    ‘Make it two coffees, Philippa,’ Eric said, ‘and one tea.’ He switched off the intercom and smiled at Jack Saxby. He gestured towards the files on his desk. ‘I’ve brought in the papers dealing with previous Saxby transactions handled by us, but I’m afraid I don’t know whether they’re relevant. You didn’t tell my secretary the purpose of your call today, so—’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Jack Saxby frowned. ‘Have you handled any of my father’s business before?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘No. Saxby affairs were dealt with by another partner. I’m new to it all, so you’ll have to bear with me—’ 
 
    ‘That’s no matter,’ Jack Saxby interrupted. ‘All to the good, really.’ 
 
    Eric waited and a little silence fell. A fly buzzed against the window, seeking the sunshine. ‘So how can I help you, Mr Saxby?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘You don’t know no background about us?’ 
 
    ‘If you can fill whatever necessary—’ 
 
    ‘You’ll know my father Amos was a farmer, up Morpeth way. Retired two years ago,’ Jack Saxby said, frowning. ‘He’s about sixty-eight now, old warhorse, tough as old boots. My mother—’ 
 
    ‘That would be—’ 
 
    ‘Ellen Saxby. She’s maybe ten years younger than the old man. They was farming together for years, but retired to a house in Morpeth; no money problems, investments, rents, that sort of thing. But that’s by the way.’ Jack Saxby fixed Eric with a sudden, intense glare. ‘I want some advice, Mr Ward. Fact is, I think I’m being done down!’ He shot a glance at his wife and then repeated, ‘Done down.’ 
 
    The door opened and Philippa walked in. Eric waited until his clients had been served with their respective cups and then sipped his own coffee. As the door closed again he asked, ‘Just exactly what do you mean, Mr Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the old man,’ Sandra Saxby said, thin-lipped. ‘It’s his doing.’ 
 
    ‘Things aren’t so simple—’ 
 
    Sandra Saxby cut across her husband’s reluctant remonstration. ‘He talked her into it, I know it.’ 
 
    Eric was aware of the tension rising between husband and wife and he pushed his coffee aside. ‘Perhaps you’d better tell me the whole story.’ 
 
    Jack Saxby glanced uncertainly at his wife and then nodded. 
 
    ‘It goes back a few years, you understand. My father, Amos, he was left a fair bit of land — couple of farms which he worked most of his life. My mother, she didn’t have much at all, not until about fifteen years or so ago. She had a cousin, you see—’ 
 
    ‘He was called Frank Jennings,’ Sandra Saxby said. ‘He was an estate agent at Corbridge for most of his life, but took to farming late on, and made a good job of it.’ 
 
    Jack Saxby nodded. ‘He did that. And he died—’ 
 
    ‘In 1967,’ Sandra affirmed, at her husband’s hesitation. 
 
    ‘That’s right. 1967. Anyway,’ Jack Saxby continued, ‘there was a will and I think it was your firm that did all the necessary legal things to sort it out. Upshot was that he left this farm—’ 
 
    ‘Holton Hill Farm.’ 
 
    ‘—Holton Hill Farm to my mother. That meant she was holding land apart from Amos, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric agreed. ‘If it was left to her by name she would hold it independently of her husband.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Jack Saxby sipped his tea. ‘She put a manager in for a while but it didn’t work out too well and I think she had it in mind to sell at one time. Anyway, by then I was married and keen to set up in my own right — I was nineteen and thought I knew it all, so I went and spoke to my mother, and she had words with Amos, and, well, the upshot of it all was that my mother agreed to make over the farm to me as a tenant.’ 
 
    ‘You took a lease of Holton Hill Farm from her?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right—’ 
 
    ‘The old man thought Jack couldn’t do the job,’ Sandra Saxby interposed, ‘so it was just a short lease.’ 
 
    ‘Three years,’ Jack Saxby said. ‘Time to give me chance to find my feet, settle down, show I could run the farm. I was only nineteen.’ 
 
    Sandra Saxby muttered something under her breath. Eric looked at her: she was a good-looking woman, apart from that disconsolate mouth. 
 
    ‘And the problem?’ Eric prompted. 
 
    Jack Saxby’s eyes glistened angrily. ‘When the three-year tenancy was up I went to see my mother. She agreed that the farm was run well; Amos agreed that too. So she gave me a new lease. Everything went well after that, and I built up the stock, got a good business going. Then about eight years ago, my mother, she was talking to me, speaking of her and my father retiring, and wanting to make sure that I was properly provided for. So after that she asked me if I’d like to buy Holton Hill Farm from her. I said I couldn’t afford it, but she just laughed. Next thing I know is she’d been to your firm and had this drawn up. I got a copy of it.’ 
 
    He delved in his pocket and extracted a sheet of paper. He handed it across the desk to Eric Ward. 
 
      
 
    To Jack Saxby, Holton Hill Farm. 
 
    In consideration of the sum of one pound paid by you to me I hereby give you the option of purchasing the Holton Hill Farm now in your occupation at the sum of ten pounds (£10) per acre. This option to remain effective for ten years. 
 
    Dated this thirteenth day of March, 1974. 
 
    Ellen Saxby. 
 
      
 
    ‘You can see it signed proper, over a stamp,’ Jack Saxby said. 
 
    ‘Yes, it would appear to be in order,’ Eric agreed. ‘Er ... what is the acreage of Holton Hill Farm?’ 
 
    ‘About three hundred acres.’ 
 
    ‘What would you calculate its value to be now?’ 
 
    Jack Saxby hesitated and Sandra Saxby gritted her teeth audibly. ‘We reckon about £40,000,’ she said. 
 
    Eric looked at Jack Saxby. ‘Your mother was behaving generously towards you.’ 
 
    ‘The story isn’t over yet,’ Sandra Saxby said bitterly. 
 
    Jack Saxby waved his hand to her, irritated, then went on. 
 
    ‘It’ll be about five, six years since, I went to see my mother. I told her I’d like to exercise the option that she’d given me. I was prepared to buy the farm from her. She said she’d ask my father. We had a long chat then. He said it wasn’t time to go ahead with it then. The thing was, he’d taken advice, and the option thing, it was really only a sort of device, a way of beating death duties. I spoke to my mother and she said, yes, that was part of it, but if I’d be patient she’d let me exercise the option in a little while. I spoke again to them two years later. The old man was still against me buying: he said she ought to treat it as an agricultural investment so as to save death duties.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘Er ... how were relationships between you and your parents at this time? I mean, was there a quarrel?’ 
 
    Saxby shook his head. ‘No, it wasn’t like that. They were just ... discussions. I mean, it didn’t make much difference. I had the tenancy, I was running the farm, so it didn’t matter too much, did it? I had the option, so the farm would come to me in the end.’ 
 
    ‘You should have forced them to sell,’ Sandra muttered fiercely. ‘I told you at the time, but you wouldn’t listen. Stick in the bloody mud—’ 
 
    Hastily Eric said, ‘So what happened after that?’ 
 
    Jack Saxby looked down at his feet. He shook his head. ‘I’m not certain. Something happened. There was a row up at Morpeth and the next time I asked my mother about the option she said she didn’t want to discuss it. And then ...’ 
 
    Eric waited; Sandra Saxby stared at her husband but he appeared not to be aware of her presence any longer. His eyes were clouded with memory as he searched back over the past for reasons, explanations, solutions, but the twist in his mouth told Eric that there were none for him to find. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘The old cow ...’ Sandra Saxby muttered. ‘She sold the bloody farm.’ 
 
    ‘Sold it? To whom?’ 
 
    They both stared at him for a long moment. Then Jack Saxby’s head dropped again. ‘To my father Amos,’ he said. 
 
    Jack Saxby’s face had a drawn, hunted look that was not matched by the expression on his wife’s face. Eric felt sorry for him: it was clear that his mother’s sale of the farm to Amos Saxby had been a bitter blow, not merely because of the act itself but because of its unexpectedness. It was like a betrayal: his mother had told him she would look after him: she had prepared the ground with a very favourable proposal, and it must have been a tremendous shock to him that she had behaved in this manner. Eric suspected the wound lay deep, for it seemed as though no previous discussion had taken place. But Sandra Saxby had been not so much shocked as humiliated, according to her lights. Her features expressed outrage, a vicious anger that had not been dissipated since hearing of the transaction. 
 
    ‘When did this sale and conveyance take place?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Saxby shrugged. ‘About a year ago. I ... I just got to hear about it.’ 
 
    ‘From whom?’ 
 
    Jack Saxby shrugged again, but made no reply. 
 
    ‘Was no explanation given to you?’ 
 
    ‘Not a word.’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at the copy of the option to purchase signed by Ellen Saxby. It was still within the ten-year period ... 
 
    ‘The thing I want to know, Mr Ward, can she do that? Can she sell Holton Hill Farm to my father and make that piece of paper worthless?’ 
 
    ‘Won’t your father honour the option?’ 
 
    Jack Saxby looked angry as his wife snorted in derision. He shook his head. 
 
    ‘I would advise you,’ Eric said, ‘that in the interests of family unity it’s better merely to try to persuade your father—’ 
 
    ‘He won’t even see me,’ Jack Saxby said. ‘Refuses to discuss it. Said I’d been prying into his affairs and I could go to hell.’ 
 
    ‘Stronger language than that,’ Sandra Saxby announced bitterly. 
 
    ‘Well ...’ 
 
    ‘Can he do it?’ Saxby demanded. ‘Can he refuse to go with the option now the land is his?’ 
 
    Eric rose to his feet and walked across to his bookshelves. He took down the copy of Halsbury’s Statutes, volume 27. He began to browse through the volume as he murmured, ‘I don’t think you need to worry too much, Mr Saxby, from the legal point of view.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘In 1925 an Act was passed called the Land Charges Act. The purpose of it was to make sure that people who had an interest — a legal interest or an equitable interest — in land, couldn’t be cheated out of that interest. The idea is that it’s no good the buyer of land saying he didn’t know about the interest because the seller didn’t tell him: the interest is registered as a charge against the land and so the buyer is bound by it whether he knew of it or not.’ 
 
    ‘Amos knew about it all right,’ Sandra Saxby snapped. 
 
    ‘Yes, but his knowledge, or lack of it, is irrelevant.’ Eric checked the statute book. ‘Yes, here we are. The option to purchase is registerable as an estate contract under section 13 of the Act. You’re protected, Mr Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean, protected? If she’s sold the land, and my father refuses—’ 
 
    ‘He can’t refuse. He has no choice. He will have taken conveyance of Holton Hill Farm subject to implied notice of the land charge. That means he takes the farm subject to the option to purchase.’ 
 
    ‘A court of law would make him carry it out?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. 
 
    ‘We’ve got the old bastard,’ Sandra Saxby said in triumph. There was no triumph in Jack Saxby’s face: rather, he still showed a mingled sadness and lack of understanding. 
 
    ‘But if I may offer one piece of advice, again,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘It would be better if you kept it out of the courtroom. Litigation causes bitterness when it’s been between members of a family. The kind of wounds that never heal.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t carry out the option without,’ Sandra Saxby said. 
 
    ‘I would still suggest—’ 
 
    Jack Saxby stared at his wife. He shook his head. ‘Sandra’s right. But I’ll have another try at the old man, and speak to my mother. But I don’t think it’ll work. And if it doesn’t ... we’ll go to law.’ He stared at Eric. ‘Will you act for us, then?’ 
 
    ‘If that’s what you would want,’ Eric said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After Jack and Sandra Saxby had gone Eric Ward stood staring out of the window for a while, thinking. He felt sorry for Jack Saxby: it was clear that the distance that had now arisen between him and his mother was as hurtful to him as the actual conveyance of Holton Hill Farm to Amos Saxby. The family was being torn apart and Jack Saxby did not know why. The same emotions obviously did not plague Sandra Saxby: she had little or no regard for either of her parents-in-law: her major emotion at the end of the interview had been triumphant delight, and not only at the possibility of purchasing the farm — the mainspring of her delight was in having the chance to humble Amos Saxby. 
 
    Her relationship with her husband was also of interest to Eric. He would not have characterized Jack Saxby as a weak man, yet his wife showed an open contempt for him at times. She did not dominate him, but Eric had no doubt that she would get her own way in situations that really mattered to her. Even so, her bile against Amos and Ellen Saxby had spilled over towards her husband, and there was little doubt but that relationships would suffer whatever the result of the pressure brought to bear upon old Amos Saxby. 
 
    Eric returned to his desk and picked up the manila folders. He was about to call Philippa to remove them when he decided to check again the file index. There were four entries after 1946, the last file held. He read them again. 
 
      
 
    1969: Conveyance of Holton Hill Farm to Ellen Saxby 
 
    1969: Conveyance of Eastgate Farm to Samuel Saxby 
 
    1974: Option to purchase Holton Hill Farm 
 
    1980: Brief to counsel re Eastgate Farm right of way. 
 
      
 
    The last annotation, regarding Eastgate Farm, was in Paul Francis’s hand. Eric grimaced, looked again at the entries. At least he knew what two of the files were about now — the conveyance to Ellen Saxby and the later option to purchase. But it was as well Jack Saxby had his own copy of the option — it was important that the missing files be located. He decided he would ask Philippa to make another check to make sure they weren’t in the stack-room upstairs. He bundled the existing files together and headed for the door. 
 
    It opened before he reached it. 
 
    Joseph Francis smiled at him benignly. ‘Ah, Eric,’ he purred. ‘Everything sorted out?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Not exactly. A family squabble among the Saxbys, but I don’t think it will come to much. I doubt if we’ll be further involved — not if they’ve got any sense, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Lawyers make their reputations — and their money — because people have no sense,’ Joseph said, and smiled again. ‘So, no problem then?’ 
 
    Eric waved the folders in his hand. ‘These are the Saxby files. I still think we’d better locate the missing ones, just in case: it seems they may well relate to what Jack Saxby came to see me about this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, fine, I’ll ring Paul as I said, this evening, and we’ll see if he’s got any recollection about what might have happened to them. Meanwhile, if you’re not too busy there’s something else I’d like you to take on. A commercial matter, bit of employment law thrown in, I’m sure you can handle it.’ He raised the file in his hand, waved it vaguely and then set it down on Eric Ward’s desk. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Stoneleigh Enterprises. They’ve asked us to undertake the contractual aspects of their Seaham proposals. Came our way through a dinner I attended at the club last week. Not all my junketing proves fruitless, hey?’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘I never said it did, Joseph.’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, not in my hearing anyway.’ Joseph Francis adjusted his immaculate cuff. ‘Take it on, there’s a good chap. I’m a bit rusty on some of the items there. It could mean some hefty fees for us, though — conveyancing as well. You ... er ... you come across Stoneleigh at all before?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘The Honourable Antony Stoneleigh. Lord Franleigh’s youngest boy. Charmin’ fellow, and got his head screwed on too. Good, sound business sense; flair; acumen; bit of get up and go. Yes, charmin’, and intelligent.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take a look at the file as soon as I can.’ 
 
    ‘Do that, my boy, do that.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward drove up to Lindisfarne that following weekend. It was a number of years since he had done the tourist bit, checking the tide times, crossing the causeway at low tide and then walking through the ruins of the abbey, strolling along the grassy headland and listening to the high scream of the gulls. In the afternoon he made his way southwards along the coastline to Craster, and after a light lunch walked as far as Dunstanburgh Castle, as dramatic on the headlands as it was when Turner had sketched and painted it so many times. 
 
    It was a windswept day with a faint hazy sun and the air was sharp and invigorating. He had hoped that the cobwebs would be blown from his brain, a clarity of thought achieved to match the crisp sea light, but it didn’t happen: his mind still revolved around the insoluble problem. Insoluble, because the outcome depended so much upon chance. There was a chance that the operation would be successful, but Mr Callaghan had been so careful in his choice of words and refusal to advise that Ward’s thoughts were directed towards what he guessed would be the more logical outcome: blindness. 
 
    It was coming anyway, he knew that. But not yet, not for a while, maybe a few years yet. He knew that, fierce as the pain was, it was a pain he could handle and live with. The helplessness of blindness was another matter. 
 
    The weekend, which should have been a time for rest, only left him tired and jaded on the Monday morning when he returned to the office. 
 
    He had a full day. There were several conveyancing matters to be dealt with in the morning, and a brief to counsel to prepare. Two lengthy phone calls about a mining lease and a subsidence claim against the National Coal Board whittled his morning away, and in the afternoon he was interviewing a lady about a matrimonial matter when Philippa rang him. The lady facing Eric across his desk, clutching a tear stained handkerchief to her lips, was in a state of some distress and Eric was trying to deal with the twin difficulties of calming her down and advising her to take positive steps against her husband when Philippa interrupted him. The interruption irritated him. 
 
    ‘Please, Philippa, I said no calls.’ 
 
    ‘The caller was insistent and I—’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the man you saw last week — Mr Saxby. He said he wanted to speak to you very urgently.’ 
 
    The lady in front of Eric dissolved into a fresh flood of bitter tears. 
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry, Philippa,’ Eric said in desperation. ‘I can’t speak to him now. Get his phone number and I’ll ring him back as soon as I can.’ 
 
    ‘All right, Mr Ward, I’m sorry, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric put the phone down and got on with the task of mollifying, and driving, the distraught lady in his room. 
 
    It was three o’clock before he was free of her, and Philippa brought him in a cup of tea between appointments. She put the cup down on his desk and smiled brightly. ‘I told Mr Saxby what you said, but he said he couldn’t be contacted by phone this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Did he leave a message?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, I’ll just get it for you.’ 
 
    Philippa returned with the slip of paper a few minutes later. Eric put down his cup of tea and stared at it for several long seconds. ‘Is it all right, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Philippa, I’m afraid you’re going to have to cancel all my appointments for the rest of the afternoon. See if Mr James can take on some of them.’ 
 
    Eric spent the next twenty minutes on the phone. Yes, he realized it was not the usual method to search; yes, he accepted that a written application was more sensible and more useful in that it fixed a date and time. Nevertheless, the matter was urgent. 
 
    Finally he persuaded the clerk at the other end of the phone. Eric then waited, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. At four-fifteen the phone rang. It was a confirmation of what he had feared — the accuracy of the statement made by Jack Saxby over the phone to Philippa. Eric stared again at the brief message. 
 
    Mr Saxby says to tell you that the option was never registered. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric glared in frustration at Joseph Francis, sitting calmly behind his desk. ‘But don’t you see what this means?’ 
 
    ‘An oversight—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’ve got the picture clearly yet. For God’s sake, don’t you see we’re in trouble? Look at the index for the Saxby files. It was Francis, Shaw and Elder who were acting for the Saxbys. It was this firm that drew up the option to purchase. Now you know damned well that the very next step any solicitor takes is to make sure that the option would be registered as an estate contract under the Land Charges Act. The bloody thing is all but worthless, otherwise, against an innocent purchaser. It was never registered, and now there’s been a further transaction!’ 
 
    ‘Even so—’ 
 
    ‘Joseph, this is important! I’ve now spoken again to Jack Saxby. His wife had to drag him off the farm to speak to me. He’s upset, mad as hell. And don’t you realize he could turn against the firm?’ 
 
    Joseph Francis eyed Eric coolly. ‘You are suggesting that Saxby might suggest we were ... a ... negligent?’ 
 
    ‘Damn right I am.’ 
 
    ‘It would never be worth his while. The Law Society would not countenance—’ 
 
    ‘Joseph, he wouldn’t have to go to the Law Society — and it certainly would be worth his while. Look, under that option to purchase he would be entitled to buy Holton Hill Farm for three thousand pounds. The true value of the farm at present prices is forty thousand quid! Now he could argue like this: if the option had been registered he could have enforced it against his father in spite of the sale, but because it wasn’t registered, as a result of the negligence of Francis, Shaw and Elder, it can’t be enforced. He’s lost thirty-seven thousand pounds, if my maths is correct. He could take us straight to court, and as a partner in the firm I wouldn’t be happy at having such a judgment against us!’ 
 
    Joseph Francis had paled, and his tongue flickered nervously over his thin lips. ‘Let me see that file index again.’ He stared at it as though mesmerized for several minutes, and then he rose and began to pace around the room, his head slightly bent, his eyes hooded. 
 
    ‘You think he’d take us to court?’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you, in his place?’ 
 
    Again Joseph Francis paced the room. The silence grew heavy. Suddenly the senior partner stopped in his tracks. He swivelled, to stare at Eric. 
 
    ‘Who did the conveyance of the farm to Amos Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘Not us.’ 
 
    ‘But who?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea. Jack Saxby was a bit vague about the whole thing. But why do you ask? I’ve no evidence that the property has been conveyed, but if it has we’re in trouble.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis stared at Eric; his eyes were glittering and it was as though he hardly saw his junior partner. Eric was once again aware of the keen legal brain that the old man possessed. He waited. Suddenly, surprisingly, Joseph Francis smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. 
 
    ‘Let’s play a game for a moment, Eric. Let’s pretend you’re old Amos Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘Bear with me, dear boy. Now then, shall we assume that Amos — that is, you — has the intention of taking the conveyance from his wife?’ 
 
    ‘That’s hardly a wild assumption.’ 
 
    ‘How much would he pay for it?’ 
 
    Eric stared, surprised. ‘How on earth would I know?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not playing the game, dear boy. Put yourself in old Saxby’s place. How much would you pay for Holton Hill Farm? Forty thousand?’ 
 
    Eric Ward shrugged helplessly. ‘So much would depend ... but if I were buying it from my wife, then, I suppose, unless it was a transaction designed to make some tax saving of some kind, well, I imagine I’d pay ... as little as possible.’ 
 
    ‘How little?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘Really, that’s impossible to answer. And your question is pointless.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ There was a cold gleam in Joseph Francis’s eyes as he resumed his pacing. ‘You should know me better than that, young man. Think. What if old Amos Saxby did not pay his wife the actual value of the farm? What if he paid a very small sum — as is perhaps quite possible?’ His smile was little more than a wolfish grimace. ‘Well, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘It won’t work, Joseph.’ 
 
    ‘What won’t work, dear boy?’ 
 
    Eric marched across to the bookshelves, ran his finger along the volumes of the All England Law Reports. ‘I know what you’re driving at. You’re suggesting that if it can be shown that the price paid under the conveyance for Holton Hill Farm was inadequate—’ 
 
    ‘An unfair and unreasonable value by way of consideration,’ Joseph said, nodding. 
 
    ‘—then the protection given by the law to Amos Saxby, as a result of the non-registration of the option to purchase, is lost.’ 
 
    ‘He would then be forced to take the farm subject to the option to purchase after all.’ 
 
    ‘Not on, Joseph.’ Eric shook his head. ‘Not on. Here.’ He handed to the senior partner the third volume of the 1978 reports. ‘I’ve already looked at the possibility. Check on Midland Bank Trust Company v Green. It was held in that case that the conveyance effected a genuine passing of the legal estate, for money or money’s worth, in spite of the inadequacy of the price paid.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis ignored the proffered volume. He turned away, paced the room once more, locking his hands behind his back. ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘Maybe Homer nodded in that case. My lawyer’s instinct suggests to me there’s an arguable case, a questionable issue in those facts. It’s something worth pursuing.’ 
 
    ‘Joseph, the precedent—’ 
 
    ‘I said I think it’s worth pursuing.’ 
 
    The silence grew between them. The sunlight filtering through the window picked out the gleaming gold titles on the standard blue binding of the law reports on the shelf. Ward stared at them, waiting. After a few seconds, Joseph went abruptly back to his desk and sat down. Eric waited, but the senior partner said nothing. He merely picked up a silver paperknife and began toying with it. At last Eric said, quietly, ‘Just what are you suggesting, Joseph?’ 
 
    ‘Discussion.’ The sharp eyes were hooded, the voice carefully modulated. ‘Just a little further ... investigation of the facts.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re proposing more than that.’ 
 
    ‘If the facts are supportive.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be serious, Joseph. It’s a client’s money we’re talking about. It would be unethical to suggest to Jack Saxby that he should sue his father, attempt to overturn this conveyance, when the law says that he doesn’t stand a chance!’ 
 
    Joseph Francis looked up. His mouth was tense and a nerve flickered in his cheek. ‘Let’s not talk about ethics at this stage, dear boy,’ he said coldly. ‘And let’s not run before we learn to walk. I’m saying we should undertake certain further investigation on behalf of Jack Saxby. I’m suggesting that if the facts warrant it, we then advise Jack Saxby that he might have a case—’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    Joseph Francis raised an elegant hand. ‘Please. You know as well as I, Eric, that most arguments of this kind, family squabbles, never get to court. They’re settled, dealt with, not exactly amicably, but at least settled. It’s my opinion that if we do some digging, the facts we find will put enough of a scare into Amos Saxby to make him settle. I think he’ll either agree to the exercise of the option, or else compensate his son Jack for its loss. Jack Saxby should be grateful enough to us then.’ 
 
    ‘And if it isn’t settled?’ 
 
    Sunlight flashed on the silver blade in Joseph Francis’s hands. ‘That’s a decision for another day.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it, Joseph.’ 
 
    The senior partner in Francis, Shaw and Elder smiled. ‘You don’t have to. It’s my decision — though you, naturally, will be handling the matter. The first thing you must now do is to check upon the accuracy of Jack Saxby’s statement. Ensure the conveyance has actually been completed. Then, you’ll need to find out what the purchase price was. A chat with Amos Saxby’s lawyer should be enough. If he’s got any sense he’ll see the possibilities. Then, if the conveyance has been duly completed, we can advise Jack Saxby to issue a formal notice to exercise the option granted to him by Ellen Saxby. That’ll put the cat among the pigeons.’ 
 
    ‘And if the parents don’t comply with the notice?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll comply ... or settle. If we scare them enough.’ Joseph stared at Eric Ward, and his glance was calculating. ‘Be realistic, Eric. All we’re doing is protecting the interests of a client.’ 
 
    Eric held his glance for several seconds. 
 
    Slowly he shook his head. ‘No. That’s not it, Joseph. It’s not Jack Saxby you’re protecting, but Francis, Shaw and Elder. You’re hoping that if we can reverse this situation, con Amos Saxby with our threats of action, make him undertake the option to purchase, it’ll divert Jack Saxby’s attention from the fact that he could bring a negligence claim against our firm.’ 
 
    ‘You’re over-reacting, Eric,’ Joseph Francis said smoothly. ‘Nothing I’ve said leads to that conclusion—’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Eric Ward agreed, ‘nothing, as far as it goes. Advice, a bit of pressure on Amos Saxby, all right ... it’s all in the interests of Jack Saxby, to give him the right to buy Holton Hill Farm. But if it goes any further than that, if we then issue a writ—’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘We’d be issuing a writ in a claim we’d be bound to lose, according to precedent. And that, in my view, would be near to sharp practice.’ 
 
    ‘Unethical ...’ Joseph Francis murmured. ‘Sharp practice ... You really are getting over-excited, dear boy.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t go along with a situation whereby we persuade a client to enter hopeless litigation just to try to cover up our own negligence.’ 
 
    The senior partner’s tones were soothing. ‘But nothing’s happened, yet; nothing’s been proved; no facts properly garnered. Let’s look at it, shall we? Decisions, they can come later. So ... better get on to it right away, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, glowering at Joseph Francis. Uncertainty gripped him; maybe there was something in what the senior partner was saying; maybe the accusations Eric had made were unjust. His own legal judgment could be clouded by the pressures, both physical and mental, that disturbed him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    But later sitting alone in his office as evening drew on, he still felt he was right. Joseph Francis was an old hand at the legal niceties: he was wrapping up this package very convincingly. But there was still no gainsaying the motives behind it: they were not to help Jack Saxby, they were the erection of a smoke screen to hide the culpability of Francis, Shaw and Elder in their non-registration of the option to purchase. 
 
    Eric could not legitimately refuse to undertake what the senior partner had requested: a further investigation on Jack Saxby’s behalf into the circumstances of the conveyance of Holton Hill Farm. But it still left a bitter taste in his mouth, and he was still faced with the difficulty of perhaps having to make a decision, later, if Amos Saxby had paid only a nominal sum for the farm. It was certainly possible, Eric knew that. And he also knew that in such circumstances Joseph Francis would want the issue pressed — even though it was one that would be thrown out of court. 
 
    Another decision to be put off. 
 
    Eric ran his hand over his eyes. He knew his eyelids would be red-rimmed, a combination of tiredness and anxiety, the waiting for the first flicks of pain in his eyeballs. An immense depression washed over him. He rose, picked up his briefcase and locked the office door behind him, last to leave. He paused, irresolutely, then on impulse decided not to make his way back home to the cottage at Wylam. He put his briefcase in his car and then walked towards the city centre. 
 
    It was quiet enough as he walked along Clayton Street. He turned into the Swallow Hotel, made his way up to the lounge bar, needing a drink. He drank little now, and kept no liquor at the cottage. His illness responded badly to alcohol, but he could take an occasional drink without any serious effects and the interview with Joseph Francis combined with the decision facing him now left him needing a stiff whisky. 
 
    He entered the lounge bar, hardly noticing the small group seated just inside the doors. Then he heard the voice. 
 
    ‘Eric Ward!’ 
 
    He stopped, turned, stared at her. 
 
    It was Ann Morcomb. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    He remembered vividly the first time he had seen her. She had come riding down through the trees on a magnificent black mare, picking her way along the narrow track with an elegant, practised ease. At their introduction he had been aware of her warmth, the regularity of her features, her confidence and social grace. Over the next days she had returned to his mind with a surprising regularity until he had dismissed her from his thoughts, a woman twenty years younger than he. 
 
    But events had thereafter thrown them together, and there had been the accident of their meeting at the burned-out ruins of Seddon Burn Hall. It was on that day he had first seen the red-gold tints in her hair, and felt the first lift of tension between them, unexplained, to him inexplicable. Until the last day at Sedleigh Hall, when he realized what had arisen between them and, ill, with the void of twenty years between them, he had walked away from her, denying the fact that he had fallen in love with her, unwilling to accept that she could be in love with him. 
 
    Now, two years later, he felt the quick movement of his blood as he saw her again, rising from her chair to greet him as he remained rooted to the spot, aware that for him nothing had changed. 
 
    She came forward, holding out her hand. She was smiling, and if there was something in her eyes he could not read it. ‘Hello, Eric. It’s good to see you.’ 
 
    Her grasp was warm and friendly; he tried to inject impersonality into his and the smile was in her eyes too. She had always been a perceptive young woman. 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘I ... I heard your father ... Lord Morcomb had died. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Half-forgotten shadows suddenly darkened her glance and she put her head on one side, made a small gesture of resignation. ‘It was hardly unexpected. And at the end it was quite painful for him. In so many ways.’ 
 
    ‘A happy release,’ Eric said inanely, aware that there were forbidden grounds on which he must not tread. ‘The estates ... everything is going well?’ He had advised her what needed to be done two years ago. 
 
    She nodded, now. ‘Yes, I changed the shares portfolio as you suggested and we managed to block the outsiders. I now use an investment manager here in Newcastle and we’ve got a good accountant.’ Her eyes met his. ‘There’s been no further need of lawyers once the will was dealt with and probate obtained. I thought you would have ... I mean ...’ 
 
    ‘No, Joseph handled it.’ Eric managed a tight smile. ‘You know, he always likes to deal with the really important clients himself.’ He hesitated, ‘Well ...’ 
 
    ‘You’ve come in for a drink?’ Her eyes were on him, searching, watchful. 
 
    ‘It’s been a long day,’ he said, afraid to betray his feelings. 
 
    ‘If you’re alone, and expecting no one, why don’t you join us?’ 
 
    Eric Ward glanced past her to the two men who were sitting in the corner, awaiting her return. ‘I’m not sure—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so stuffy.’ She grinned at him mischievously. ‘Come and meet them — you might even pick up some business from them.’ 
 
    Eric had no further opportunity to resist as she laid a slim hand on his arm and tugged at his sleeve, gently drawing him towards the table. 
 
    ‘This is Eric Ward,’ she announced. ‘A solicitor friend of mine who sorted out a few problems for Daddy and me a couple of years back — at no small cost to himself.’ Her eyes flashed briefly to him but he could not, or did not want to, read what they said. ‘And this is Antony Stoneleigh — the Honourable Antony Stoneleigh, I should say.’ 
 
    ‘I get no chance to be other,’ Stoneleigh said, grinning at her. Eric shook hands and then turned to the other man. ‘And this is Colin Saxby,’ Anne announced. 
 
    ‘Then there’s no new business here for me,’ Eric said, smiling as he shook hands with Colin Saxby. 
 
    ‘New business?’ Antony Stoneleigh asked, raising his eyebrows. Eric glanced at him. The youngest son of Lord Franleigh had impressed Joseph Francis and physically Eric could understand why. Stoneleigh was six feet tall, impeccably dressed in a grey, pin-striped suit and broad-shouldered, lean-waisted. His hair was long, fair, and fashionably cut and his skin was tanned, his grey eyes friendly, his handclasp warm. He gave an impression of easy charm, allied to strength; there was a determined line to his jaw and Eric guessed his mouth would on occasions display a hint of ruthlessness. He looked a capable young man, still with horizons to reach for, and the power and capability to reach them. 
 
    ‘Just a joke,’ Anne said. ‘But ...’ She looked quizzically at Eric as she sat down. 
 
    ‘I have just been given a file on Stoneleigh Enterprises,’ Eric explained. 
 
    ‘You’re with Francis, Shaw and Elder?’ Stoneleigh queried. ‘Ah, I see. Yes, I met Joseph Francis. I was impressed with him. A wily old bird ... no fool.’ 
 
    ‘A good lawyer,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    Colin Saxby stood up and suggested he get a round of drinks; Eric accepted a whisky and soda and Saxby went across to the bar. 
 
    ‘So, what do you think of our little enterprise?’ Stoneleigh asked, his grey eyes fixed on Eric. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can pass no opinion as yet,’ Eric replied. ‘The way business has been going the last few days I’ve had no time to take a look at the file.’ 
 
    Anne Morcomb laughed. ‘Well, you’d better take a look at it, if only to advise me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not fair,’ Antony Stoneleigh protested. ‘If Mr Ward is acting for me, it’s not right that you should go to him for advice. Professional ethics, isn’t it, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Eric smiled and shrugged. ‘It depends what Anne’s interest is, I suppose. But in principle, I agree; I couldn’t talk to her about your business if I’m acting for you. As Mr Stoneleigh says — not ethical.’ 
 
    ‘Stuffy,’ Anne Morcomb said mockingly. ‘I thought we were friends. Besides, I saw you first.’ 
 
    There was a subtle undercurrent in the last remark that caused Antony Stoneleigh to glance at Eric Ward; slightly discomfited, Eric turned to Anne. ‘Just what is your problem, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, it’s the problem all wealthy young women face, I suppose. Here I am, poor little rich girl, heiress to considerable Northumberland estates, at the mercy of every presentable young man—’ 
 
    ‘My dear,’ Stoneleigh said mockingly. 
 
    ‘—every almost presentable young man, all of whom are merely after my money.’ 
 
    ‘Your money first, my dear, but thereafter ...’ 
 
    It was now Eric Ward’s turn to sense the vibrations that underlined the man’s mocking tone. Stoneleigh’s eyes were on Anne, and the admiration in them was frank and open. The words were uttered in a spirit of badinage but there was an underlying seriousness in them that made Eric realize these two could be more than merely friends, and questions might already have been asked. 
 
    And perhaps answered. The thought made his flesh suddenly cold. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s stick to the money,’ Anne said, laughing. ‘Fact is, Eric, this shady character here wants me to sink some of my ill-gotten gains into Stoneleigh Enterprises. Now then, what should I do? Advise me.’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I’m in no position to advise. I don’t even know yet what the business involves.’ 
 
    Antony Stoneleigh turned to him; there was a gleam of real excitement in his eyes, the enthusiasm of a committed man. ‘It’s considerable, Mr Ward. And important for the North-East.’ 
 
    ‘Antony regards himself as a Geordie, in spite of his London home and his Cambridge accent,’ Anne mocked. 
 
    ‘I’ll ignore that,’ Stoneleigh said. ‘You’ll be aware, Mr Ward, that my family have strong northern connections. Our fortunes, so to speak, have been built upon mining interests on the north-east coast.’ 
 
    Albeit as absent landowners, Eric thought. 
 
    ‘The mining days are over now, of course,’ Stoneleigh was continuing, ‘and that means we have no real connections with the area now, other than historically. But, well, I still feel roots are important ... Anyway, the fact is, I feel quite strongly about the principle of bringing work back into the area, and developing Seaham again, in the way I know it can be developed.’ 
 
    ‘Why Seaham?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Communications — the A19 spine road running north and south, with easy access to Sunderland, Newcastle and Teesside. Housing: the new town at Peterlee and development grants. Land availability ... there are lots of reasons.’ 
 
    ‘And I shouldn’t mock, I know,’ Anne Morcomb said. ‘Ah, here’s Colin.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby set down the drinks. ‘When you said no business, I got the impression you included me, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Well, our firm already acts for the Saxby family. I presume you’re ... Jack Saxby’s brother.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ But he did not look much like him, Eric Ward thought. He would be a head taller, and slimmer, without the depth of chest, and rather smoother of manner. Colin Saxby held himself with a military bearing and sported a small moustache: like Stoneleigh, he seemed at ease in company in a way Jack Saxby never would be, and like Stoneleigh, he projected an image of confidence that would serve him well in business. 
 
    But the Honourable Antony Stoneleigh had started talking about his pet project, and would not now be gainsaid or interrupted. 
 
    It was, he insisted, a project that would not only bring work into the area but one that could bring a great deal of prestige to the country. His family had built its fortune on coal, some of it mined in drifts that had run out under the sea and stained the north-east coastline with black dust. His own project was also a mining one, but directly on the sea-bed. 
 
    ‘You see, the ocean floor is rich in minerals. Scattered along the bed, buried in slurry, are nodules — small, black, rocklike objects which contain concentrations of manganese, copper, nickel and cobalt. The object of the exercise is to lift those nodules to the surface, transfer them ashore and extract the minerals. You see how big the whole thing could be? I’m talking, eventually, of a pipeline to the shore near Seaham, the building of a refinery, and within ten years an operation that could be producing a minimum extraction of three million tons of nodules a year. Maybe ten thousand tons a day.’ 
 
    ‘And just how would you get the nodules to the surface?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘You remember Glomar Explorer? The ship used by the CIA in 1974 in that unsuccessful shot they had at raising a Soviet submarine from the ocean floor north of Hawaii? Well, the whole thing’s been developed much further now and a similar ship would be used, but one which would combine two operations. The first would be the jibs and derricks on deck joining up and letting down maybe three miles of steel pipe. The second, in the centre of the hull, is a huge well with steel doors opening towards the sea-bed. That’s used for letting down the claw-equipped submarine recovery vehicle.’ 
 
    He launched into an explanation of the process. Eric watched and noted the animation of his features, the conviction in his eyes as he explained how the bottom miner — a cross between an underwater tank and a vacuum cleaner — would move as deeply as 18,000 feet, the crawler scouring the sea-bed sucking up nodule slurry and forcing it into the steel pipe to the ship. On the ship the potato-sized nodules would be washed in large sieves and made ready for transfer, in commercial operations, to shore-based refineries. 
 
    ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Stoneleigh insisted. ‘This isn’t pie in the sky; it isn’t even new. The technology is here: there are three international consortiums engaged in such mining developments. The Japanese are into it, so are the Americans and the Canadians. We’ve known about the nodules since 1873 when they were first discovered in an oceanographic survey by HMS Challenger. But the activity is all elsewhere, in the Pacific mainly, south-east of Hawaii.’ 
 
    ‘The capital investment needed would be enormous.’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘That’s why it’s up to international consortiums.’ 
 
    ‘And your operation?’ 
 
    ‘Is only the first step. A survey.’ Stoneleigh’s eyes were cold for a few minutes as he explained how the British Government had been slow to recognize the potential in bottom mining. When he had spoken to grey-faced civil servants in Whitehall they had raised objections: unproved systems, disputed results, ecological attitudes and the damage that could be done to sea life. And there was the political matter of the controls being pressed, through the suggested establishment of an International Sea-bed Authority. 
 
    ‘If we wait for that,’ Stoneleigh said, ‘we’d wait until the turn of the century.’ 
 
    But the final civil service card had been the evidence of the existence of nodules in commercial quantities. It was an answer that had determined Stoneleigh to act on his own. ‘They won’t pump in the money till there’s evidence; all right, that means it’s got to be done as a commercial venture. I can get hold of the expertise; I can get hold of the equipment. Six months test dragging; a feasibility study by appropriate people; locations, sites, refinery possibilities, communications ... that’s the business, Mr Ward. The business, the prospects, the chance of reinvigorating the North-East, showing Whitehall where they get off and, for the investors, the chances later of huge — and I mean huge — profits.’ 
 
    Anne was smiling at Eric, a little quizzically. ‘He sounds convincing, doesn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘I ought to.’ Stoneleigh laughed delightedly. ‘I’ve got the confidence of knowledge. I’ve been to the States; I’ve seen the Pacific operations; I know what I’m talking about. The nodules will be here in commercial quantities and I can put back into the North-East what my family — and others — took out over the centuries.’ 
 
    ‘A sense of mission, no less,’ Anne added drily. 
 
    ‘Well, he’s convinced me, at least,’ Colin Saxby said. He sipped at his gin and tonic and slipped a finger against his sandy moustache. The skin around his eyes crinkled as he grinned. ‘I think the thing’s worth a gamble, and more — and Tony here’s got the know-how.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Anne asked Eric, ‘should I part with some of my pin-money?’ 
 
    ‘You could marry me instead,’ Antony Stoneleigh said swiftly. 
 
    Something moved in Eric Ward’s chest. ‘I don’t know how to advise,’ he said. 
 
    ‘On the investment,’ Anne said coolly, ‘or the proposal?’ 
 
    With difficulty, Eric managed a smile but turned to Colin Saxby, avoiding the implications in the question. ‘You in farming also?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Like my brothers?’ Colin Saxby laughed; it had a booming confidence about it and yet there was a hollow ring to it as well. ‘Started that way, but sold Brookfield Farm last year. Not really cut out, you see.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ . 
 
    Colin Saxby furrowed his brow. ‘You’ll be involved with Saxby family affairs so you’ll know the general picture. Money in the background; grandfather Saxby with successful landholdings; father Amos carrying on and making his own way in life. There’s a kind of tradition, isn’t there, a sort of patterned existence about it all? Trouble is, if you get out, see places, meet people, your ideas change. The pattern changes shape.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what happened to you?’ 
 
    Colin Saxby nodded. ‘That’s right. In a nutshell, I joined the Army. Saw service in Cyprus; Northern Ireland. Came back, end of commission — I was a major in the infantry — and then everything’s a bit out of kilter, know what I mean? Of course, Amos had it all planned out; he’d always had it fixed. He made Brookfield Farm over to me and I ran it for a few years. But the old heart wasn’t in it, don’t you know? Couldn’t see myself ploughing the same old furrow year in, year out. The Army, it gave me a sense of adventure; farming couldn’t satisfy that. So ... I sold Brookfield Farm.’ 
 
    ‘Your father can’t have been terribly happy about that.’ Anne murmured. 
 
    Colin Saxby shrugged. ‘Didn’t have much say in it, though, did he? All right, maybe he wouldn’t have sold me the farm for a song if he’d known I wasn’t going to make a go of it, but that’s not the point. He was providing for my future and I was grateful; but it wasn’t what I wanted. I’m thirty-eight now and I’ve time yet to do something other than farming. In fact, I’ve found what I want to do; it’s why I’ve thrown in with Tony here.’ 
 
    ‘Never know,’ Stoneleigh drawled mockingly, ‘Colin might even end up driving the blasted bottom miner.’ 
 
    Saxby laughed. ‘Well, it’d be more exciting than herding cows.’ He hesitated, then glanced at Eric Ward. ‘You say you’re acting for the Saxbys. Amos buying more land, is he?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not Amos Saxby we’re acting for at the moment,’ Eric replied after a moment, unwilling to say more. But Colin Saxby was staring at him thoughtfully. 
 
    Eric turned away to say something to Anne, but Saxby suddenly said, ‘It’s Jack, is it?’ 
 
    Eric opened his mouth, but then, with a swift glance at the others, said nothing. 
 
    Colin Saxby sighed. ‘Family trouble,’ he said. ‘Worst kind, isn’t it, always the worst kind. But I could see it coming, you know; it was always on the cards.’ He looked up to Antony Stoneleigh. ‘You’re a youngest son; you know maybe the way things can be. There are three of us, you see — Sam, he’s the oldest, then me, and then Jack. Solid lad, Jack, always cut out to be a farmer. All he ever wanted.’ He grimaced. ‘Old Amos, he knew that. Always seemed fond of Jack, for that matter — saw good farming stock in him. Still ...’ He was silent for a few moments, then shrugged. ‘Anyway, it’s Jack who’s ended up with the wrong end of the stick.’ 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ Antony Stoneleigh asked. Eric shifted uncomfortably in his seat; he did not consider Colin Saxby should discuss family matters in this way, but after all, that was his decision. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Colin Saxby continued, ‘Amos had inherited a couple of farms which he and my mother worked and built up. But, two farms, three sons. Sam came first, as the eldest, of course. He was given a tenancy of Eastgate Farm, proved himself and then Amos transferred it to him, for a song. That was the pattern, you see: as Amos got older, near retirement, he’d make it over. I was over in Aldershot when he rang me about Brookfield Farm but I said I wasn’t coming back to a tenancy, so when I came out of the Army he conveyed it to me.’ Saxby glanced at Eric, smiling apologetically. ‘Don’t think your firm was involved. No fees there. Anyway, that was two of us fixed for life, sort of.’ 
 
    ‘And that left the youngest brother,’ Anne Morcomb murmured sympathetically. 
 
    ‘Well, it seemed as though it would be all right. Amos had the two farms, but my mother, Ellen, she’d been given a property under the will of her cousin, Frank Jennings. So, there was a sort of understanding. And that was the way it was worked. My mother gave the lease of the farm — Holton Hill Farm — that was in her name, to Jack. And things have been fine, until recently. I’m not certain what’s been going on ...’ He glanced at Eric as though expecting a comment, but when there was none he shrugged. ‘All I do know is that Amos and Jack aren’t quite seeing eye to eye at the moment.’ 
 
    There was a short silence, embarrassed at the edges. Eric knew more of the facts than the others but he felt exposed, as they did, to the rattling of skeletons that were best left undisturbed. 
 
    Colin Saxby sighed. ‘Anyway, as I said ... families.’ He glanced at Stoneleigh. ‘Youngest sons?’ 
 
    ‘You said it.’ There was a hint of mockery in Stoneleigh’s grey eyes. ‘But there are ways of sorting your life out. I won’t succeed to the title — that’s Fred’s prerogative. But, hell, there are empires to build and worlds to conquer.’ He flicked a glance towards Eric Ward. ‘And those who get towed along with a vision, they soak up quite a bit of gravy too.’ 
 
    ‘You really believe in this project don’t you, Tony?’ Anne said. There was a hint of admiration in her tone that somehow Eric resented. 
 
    ‘Enough to back it with every penny I’ve got.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Colin Saxby said fervently. ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Antony Stoneleigh said smoothly. ‘This is no reaction thing — a tyro needing to prove something. I know what I’m talking about, and if you’re prepared to make an investment it’ll be well spent, Anne. Though I’d still rather you’d marry me!’ 
 
    He stopped abruptly as a waiter walked into the bar, hesitated, and approached them. ‘Mr Stoneleigh’s party?’ 
 
    Antony Stoneleigh said, ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby?’ 
 
    Colin Saxby sat up. The waiter turned to him. ‘We’ve just had a call at reception, sir. There’s a request that you phone this number as soon as possible.’ 
 
    Antony Stoneleigh raised his eyebrows; Saxby shrugged, made his excuses, muttering it might be something important, and then left for the telephone in the hallway. 
 
    Eric sipped at his whisky; suddenly he felt, ill at ease as though he were interrupting something. He realized it was because of the brief silence that fell; Stoneleigh, at least, would appreciate having Anne Morcomb alone. He struggled with the whisky, feeling Anne’s eyes upon him. ‘I think I’d better be going.’ 
 
    ‘It was nice meeting you again, Eric,’ Anne said. He stared at her for a moment, but there was nothing to say; there had been a moment at Sedleigh Hall, two years ago, when her eyes had asked questions of him, questions he was not prepared to answer then. Now, her glance was more veiled, inscrutable; she was two years older, and he was two years nearer the situation that had deterred him then. 
 
    ‘Yes, I expect we’ll be crossing paths again,’ Antony Stoneleigh said cheerfully. ‘We’re only months away from the blossoming of the project now and I’ll certainly need to call on you to discuss the contractual details. In fact, I’ve got Sir John Freshfield coming up in a few weeks’ time: he’s got the kind of influence that can get a question asked in the Lords, so I’ll need to wine and dine him a bit, to put on the pressure — right kind of pressure, you understand. Then, well, maybe Francis, Shaw and Elder will be dipping into the gravy even faster.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, I’ve no doubt we’ll be in touch.’ Eric Ward struggled to finish his drink, aware again of Anne Morcomb’s glance and conscious of the hint of concern demonstrated by the little line that had appeared between her eyebrows. He rose, began to murmur his goodbye. 
 
    There was someone at his elbow. It was Colin Saxby. His brow was furrowed and his mouth downturned at the corners. It was dissatisfaction rather than distress; annoyance rather than anxiety. He picked up his gin and tonic and swallowed it down in a gulp. 
 
    ‘I’m going to have to leave rather abruptly. Bad form and all that but ...’ 
 
    ‘Trouble?’ Antony Stoneleigh asked. 
 
    ‘You could say that. But why I have to be involved ...’ He paused. ‘You will forgive me, Anne, but I’d better get up to Morpeth as ... instructed.’ He looked suddenly at Antony Stoneleigh and something seemed to pass between them, a private understanding, a reason, an acceptance that was closed to their companions. Saxby turned, then looked at Eric Ward. ‘You did say Jack was consulting you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, but—’ 
 
    ‘It’s a pity he didn’t leave it at that. Whatever legal advice you might have given him, he’s gone charging out to my parents’ home at Morpeth. There’s been trouble. Arguments.’ 
 
    ‘Not serious, I hope?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘Serious enough. Amos just rang me. It’s my mother.’ His pale eyes dwelled briefly on Eric Ward. ‘It seems she’s had a stroke.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Your Honour, the plaintiff company has been selling washing machines and other domestic appliances and appointing salesmen, who were independent contractors. Each salesman entered into a contract with the company. Under his contract he paid over to the company, weekly, all cash received, without deduction of commission ...’ 
 
    From the back of the court Eric Ward watched and listened. Paul Francis had a good voice, his diction was clear and precise, unlike many of the barristers in practice who seemed to pay little attention to what was in effect a major tool of their trade. Francis had a certain style also, which he had never been able to demonstrate as a solicitor: the little advocacy he had done in the police courts for Francis, Shaw and Elder had never allowed him to develop the kind of attack he was clearly capable of producing now. 
 
    Joseph Francis had certainly helped the fledgling in his early months at the Bar; now, Eric suspected, Paul Francis was perfectly capable of making his own way. He appeared to enjoy his court work, and it looked as though his grasp of his briefs was such that he did his homework too — which was a change from his attitude as a solicitor working with his father. 
 
    Eric glanced at his watch: it would be another hour or so till adjournment, even though Paul Francis was making his closing speech. Eric’s own case was a youthful offender driving while disqualified matter, being dealt with in Court No.3 before Judge Charnley, in which the judge would be just about ready now to deliver sentence. Eric decided he had better get back into court for the decision, and then try to catch Paul Francis before the lunch adjournment. 
 
    He made his way quietly to Court No.3, nodding to familiar faces on the way, and entered just as the court was rising. The brief was held by Charlie Dawson, a barrister in his mid-fifties whom Eric had seen much of when he was in the police force, since Dawson specialized in criminal cases. Dawson raised a hand as he entered, waving him forward. 
 
    ‘Twelve months,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Twelve? Bit steep, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Case for appeal, I reckon,’ Dawson shrugged. ‘It was imposed as an aggregate sentence but I don’t reckon it can stand in view of section 20 of the ’61 Act. Better take up the papers for appeal: four months is nearer the mark than twelve.’ He began to pick up his papers, shuffling them into a heap on the table. 
 
    ‘You’ll be available, Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘Always liked Court of Criminal Appeal stuff,’ Dawson smiled. ‘Does my fee-book no end of good. You been next door?’ 
 
    ‘No. Dropped into Court No.1.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes. Paul Francis, isn’t it?’ Dawson eyed Eric Ward for a moment. ‘He’s doing well. Right decision to make, leaving the office. Er ... why did he decide to try the Bar?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you ask?’ Eric countered. 
 
    Charlie Dawson chuckled. ‘All right, mind my own business. It’s just curiosity, really. Paul Francis is doing well, so I should just leave it at that. It’s just that ... well, I sometimes feel maybe he’s a bit too ... shall we say, lax? Bit careless.’ 
 
    ‘In handling his briefs?’ 
 
    Dawson shook his head. ‘No, in getting them. Let’s say he works too hard at ... er ... making connections. Maybe it’s a chip off the old block thing, hey? Old Joseph is no slouch in that direction. But Paul ... well, it’s been commented on in the Bar Mess, so he ought to be a bit careful. You friendly enough to drop a word?’ 
 
    ‘Hardly.’ 
 
    ‘Pity ... Not that he doesn’t do a good job when he’s got the brief ... but one doesn’t trample to get ahead. On the other hand—’ he smiled ruefully — ‘maybe it’s just jealousy, hey? I mean, look at me. Still living by the skin of my teeth.’ 
 
    ‘Police work was never that remunerative, Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘But it suits me. Well, Eric ... see you in court.’ 
 
    Eric followed him out, handed the papers to a legal executive from the firm and then returned to Court No.1. Paul Francis was still commanding the attention of the judge. 
 
    ‘So, in conclusion, Your Honour, I would add that the defendant, is in our contention, entitled to a set-off by virtue of section 31 of the Bankruptcy Act 1914 as applied by section 317 of the Companies Act 1948, and is further entitled to a lien on the money and goods in his hands ...’ 
 
    As Paul Francis wound up, Eric watched the back of the briefing solicitor’s head: the bald pate moved up and down in silent agreement with counsel’s remarks: Tranby had always been a ‘nodder’, but only when he was in full agreement with counsel’s performance. He was obviously happy with Paul Francis’s dash in this case. 
 
    Twenty minutes later the court rose, and Eric walked outside to wait in the corridor. Francis emerged, slightly flushed, with Tranby; he caught sight of Eric and raised his hand. Eric nodded, and waited until Tranby shook hands and departed, then he met Paul Francis at the doorway. 
 
    ‘Congratulations,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You were in the courtroom?’ 
 
    ‘For a while. It went well.’ 
 
    Francis smiled his pleasure, his narrow face animated. ‘Well, old Tranby seems pleased. Says he wants me to meet an industrial client of his; American-based firm, located in Washington — County Durham, unfortunately, not DC!’ He grinned, happy at his recent success. ‘How are things with you, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough. Bit of a problem at the moment, though, over the Saxbys.’ 
 
    A frown shadowed Paul Francis’s brow, and his glance flickered away as though suddenly seeking escape. ‘Saxby ... yes, Dad asked me about it the other day.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t trace a couple of files. I thought that since you were the last to handle them—’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say I recall too much about them.’ Francis’s tone was offhand, but there was something else in his voice that betrayed a degree of uneasiness surprising to Eric. ‘I mean, two or three years ago ... I told the old man, I can’t really help. Don’t know what’ll have happened to them.’ 
 
    ‘So you can’t help?’ 
 
    The tone changed again, a hint of belligerence creeping in. ‘I don’t know what the problem is. As far as I can make out, it’s Jack Saxby who’s retaining the firm, isn’t it? My last dealing was with Sam Saxby—’ 
 
    ‘Something to do with Eastgate Farm?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it. Pretty straightforward stuff, really. He’d been in possession of the farm for some years, but a dispute arose with a neighbouring landowner over wayleaves; it got as far as the County Court but then they settled. It was small beer. That’s the last occasion — if not the only occasion — I handled Saxby matters.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him. ‘Who handled the option to purchase Holton Hill Farm, then? Who drew it up?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell should I know?’ Francis’s glance was evasive. ‘Look, I’ve got to get off to lunch — I’m meeting a possible client. If I do remember anything of assistance I’ll give you a ring, but right now I’m afraid I’ll have to leave you. See you, Eric.’ 
 
    His step, as he walked away, seemed to contain a hint of agitation. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As he took the A1 out of Newcastle that afternoon, Eric Ward’s thoughts dwelled on Paul Francis’s attitude. It had been more than mere impatience at being asked about something he had dealt with more than two years previously; Eric wondered what Joseph Francis might have said to his son to cause him to be nervous at the issue arising again, with Eric. 
 
    The last annotation in the file index had been in Paul Francis’s hand. It concerned the Eastgate Farm wayleave. The annotation against the option to purchase entry had been in a different hand — but it could have been one of the clerks, acting on instructions. Two assistant solicitors had left during the last five years — it could have been one of them. Eric was puzzled. Paul Francis had not noted the missing files when he had dealt with Eastgate, but he had been noted for a degree of carelessness at Francis, Shaw and Elder. Had they been missing at that time, or had they gone astray only when Paul had handled them? 
 
    He accelerated onto the dual carriageway past the Three Mile Inn, and thrust further consideration of Paul Francis from his mind. He had other things to think about, not least the kind of reception he might get at Amos Saxby’s. It was a delicate mission he was embarking on: he needed to get some facts, without disclosing precisely why he needed them. If he was challenged he would have to use the writ he had ready prepared in his pocket, because although he had told Joseph Francis he was prepared to carry out only an investigation, Jack Saxby had since instructed him by phone that he was to take any steps necessary to get the option to purchase undertaken. But the writ would nevertheless remain as a weapon of last resort as far as Eric was concerned. 
 
    The line of hills rose up ahead of him: Cheviot, the border country, blue-hazed in the afternoon sky, and he recalled the occasions when he had driven out there on another legal matter, to the estates of Lord Morcomb. The landowner would have approved of the Honourable Antony Stoneleigh as a suitor for Anne’s hand: good, blue, aristocratic blood. And, if he were completely objective, Eric Ward would have to admit that such a marriage would be of the right kind for her, too: she had considerable estates to manage and she needed someone with business acumen. Besides, if the Stoneleigh Enterprises project proved as successful as was hoped, the Honourable Antony would be adding considerably to the Morcomb estates in such a marriage. 
 
    The ache in his chest was merely indigestion, he insisted to himself; he had already walked away from that girl and it had been right. There would be no second chance, and even if there was ... 
 
    The signs pointed to Morpeth. 
 
    Eric drove through the archway at the entrance of the town, past the market square, and took the road winding up into the hills above. The Old Vicarage was a mile beyond the town, a rambling building all grey stone and slate, set in an acre of land and proclaiming its reason for existence with a magnificent stained-glass window set immediately above the heavy wooden door of the main entrance, lighting the staircase inside. Gravel rasped under his tyres as he drove up to the front door and parked beside the bushes at the end of the drive. As he got out he could see the gardens at the back of the old house: a vegetable plot, lawns, fruit bushes, an orchard. It had been built to accommodate a vicar who had lived in style: it suited now a farmer who was living in retirement. 
 
    Eric rang the bell, and waited. 
 
    The man whose footsteps echoed down the hallway and then opened the door to him was vaguely familiar. He was tall, with sandy hair and his features recalled someone else to mind. His shoulders were as broad as Jack Saxby’s but his pale eyes belonged to someone else. 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby?’ Eric ventured. 
 
    ‘I’m Sam Saxby.’ 
 
    The eldest brother of Colin and Jack: the resemblance lay in the man Eric had met at the Swallow Hotel. 
 
    ‘I rang earlier,’ Eric explained. ‘My name’s Ward, from Francis, Shaw and Elder.’ 
 
    The man’s mouth tightened at the corners and the glance that flickered over Eric Ward held a hint of hostility. Sam Saxby hesitated a moment, then said, ‘We’re not too clear what you want from us.’ 
 
    ‘It’s really a matter I wish to discuss with Mr Amos Saxby ... and Mrs Saxby, if possible.’ 
 
    ‘My mother ... you’ll understand she’s been taken ill. She won’t be able to see you.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that, but my appointment with Amos Saxby will probably clear up—’ 
 
    Sam Saxby stood aside abruptly. ‘You’d better come in.’ 
 
    The hallway was long and cool. Saxby led the way past the large kitchen on the left and turned into a sitting-room beyond. ‘I’ll get my father,’ he said, and left. Eric admired the stone carving of the fireplace and then walked across to the tall windows with their boarded shutters. The garden beyond was bathed in sunshine and the grass glowed under the dappling branches of the orchard. When he heard the steps in the hallway he turned and Amos Saxby entered the room. 
 
    He had an old man’s shoulders and a young man’s eyes: his stoop was caused by his age but it left him still a tall, lean giant of a man; the piercing blue of his eyes lanced into the object of his gaze as though determined to burn out the truth. He strode rather than walked and Eric knew he would always do everything positively, and with an irresistible sense of purpose. A stereotype of a patriarch, Eric imagined: a man who would dominate his family, school his sons — and yet a man who would also have the heart and understanding to appreciate that the son who did not wish to follow in his footsteps should yet be allowed to carve out a career for himself. But Amos Saxby would allow only one chance of that kind, for he himself had never been a loser and would be the kind of individual who would not understand or accept weakness in his own children. A hard man, but probably a fair one, within his limits. Eric stared at the tanned wrinkled face under the shock of grey hair, bristling stiffly from the scalp, and introduced himself. 
 
    ‘Lawyers. Always been wary of ‘em.’ Amos Saxby humphed, walked across the room and dropped his long frame into a deep armchair. ‘You’ve come at a bad time, young man.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry ... I heard about Mrs Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘And you come here representing my ... son.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Jack Saxby is my client, sir, yes.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby was silent for a little while. He stared at Eric Ward and his eyes were hard, blue chips of ice: tightly controlled emotions moved behind the glance and his thin lips were stretched, bared slightly over his teeth. He would be a bad man to cross, Amos Saxby, and a bitter enemy to face. Amos threw his head back suddenly and his lean neck corded as he shouted, ‘Sam! You better get in here!’ 
 
    Sam Saxby came in after a few moments. He stood near the door, making no attempt to sit down and Eric remained standing also as the old man’s eyes glittered up at him. ‘Sam was here when it happened,’ Amos Saxby said. 
 
    ‘I—’ 
 
    ‘This client of yours,’ Amos sneered, ‘this ... son of mine, he came blazing in here shouting about his rights. Young man, do you know anything at all about rights? In my world you don’t get an entitlement to ’em just because you exist, or got a name. You earn ’em. You work, you build ... and you show respect. That whippersnapper ...’ 
 
    Eric was left with a strange feeling as the old man rumbled on. He felt as though he were in a theatre, watching a stage performance, a show of power and thunder and strength, but a performance nevertheless. There was something lacking, an element of reality, as Amos Saxby spoke bitterly of his son Jack, for his eyes remained cold, not with anger, but with the ice of a banker weighing up a customer. Eric waited as the diatribe lengthened and Sam Saxby stood passively in the doorway. 
 
    ‘And you know what happened?’ Amos Saxby was demanding. ‘He had the nerve to come here, late at night, shouting the odds, complaining about the way he’d been treated, and threatening me with the law. Threatening me with you, young man. You,’ he sneered, ‘don’t look so much of a threat to me.’ The old man waited for a reaction; there was none from Eric, and the blue eyes glittered in satisfaction. ‘So as far as I’m concerned, he and you can go to hell. Law is for lawyers and I’ll have no truck with it. So you can go.’ 
 
    ‘When I’ve asked a few questions, Mr Saxby, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘I mind! Jack came here shouting and bawling as though he already owned Holton Hill Farm — and he doesn’t! I do! But Ellen — my wife — she couldn’t stand it, and all the ranting and raving caused her to collapse. You understand, young man? My son upset his mother: she’s had a stroke! So don’t talk to me of laws!’ 
 
    Suddenly, surprisingly, he hoisted himself out of his chair and beckoned, ordering Eric to follow him. They walked silently out of the room, Sam Saxby bringing up the rear as they climbed the broad stairs, past the stained-glass window splashing colour on the carpet, and along the wide hall landing. The door to the bedroom on the left was open: Amos Saxby marched in and then stood at the bedside. He turned to Eric. ‘My wife,’ he said. There was no emotion in his tone. 
 
    She was lying in the bed, her arms outside the coverlet. Her mouth drooped at one side and there was a slackness about her face muscles that suggested to Eric she was probably partially paralysed as a result of the stroke. He felt a distaste well inside him at the way in which Amos Saxby had brought him up here, almost as though he were exhibiting a damaged possession, a chattel of little consequence, some value, but no real importance. Amos was staring at him as he looked at Mrs Saxby, and Eric felt the old man was waiting for something. 
 
    Ellen Saxby’s eyes were alive and she too stared at Eric. He recognized the emotions that were locked in her glance: pleading, and fear. 
 
    ‘My wife can’t speak to you,’ Amos Saxby said harshly, ‘and I’ve no desire to. You’ve seen; now you can go.’ He did not glance at Ellen Saxby as he stumped out of the room; Eric followed as Sam Saxby closed the door behind them. 
 
    ‘There are still questions to be answered, Mr Saxby,’ Eric insisted. 
 
    ‘Not by me.’ 
 
    ‘If not here, sir, elsewhere,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    Amos Saxby stopped in the bend of the stairs. The blue of the dress of the Virgin Mary marked his face as the sun streamed through the window; the red of her kirtle touched his mouth as he smiled grimly. ‘You threatening me, in my own house?’ 
 
    ‘My client—’ 
 
    ‘Damn your client!’ 
 
    ‘Jack Saxby has asked me to put to you that you have behaved ... unfairly in taking the conveyance of Holton Hill Farm, in an attempt to defeat his interest.’ 
 
    ‘I have defeated his interest.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily.’ 
 
    ‘Ellen conveyed the farm to me,’ Amos Saxby said harshly. ‘The option to purchase was not registered. The law—’ 
 
    ‘The law is not so simple. Are you telling me you quite deliberately set out to defeat the option, knowing of its existence, by taking the conveyance, Mr Saxby?’ 
 
    The old man hesitated, glaring at Eric. ‘Don’t beard me, young feller. I can bite.’ 
 
    ‘Was that your motive, Mr Saxby? Because, if so, a court of law might be interested in it.’ 
 
    ‘The law says the option is defeated. I have taken advice on the matter—’ 
 
    ‘May I have the name of your solicitor, sir? The one who completed the transaction on your behalf?’ 
 
    Amos Saxby’s glance slipped past Eric to Sam, standing at the head of the stairs. Then, abruptly he turned away and marched down to the hallway. Eric followed and they stood just inside the door. ‘The way out,’ Amos said harshly. 
 
    ‘Your solicitor?’ Eric pressed. 
 
    ‘Cranby,’ Amos growled. ‘The firm of Cranby and Grafton.’ 
 
    Sam moved past him and opened the door. 
 
    Eric frowned. ‘That’s a Berwick firm, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Something moved in Amos Saxby’s eyes and his mouth twisted. He nodded. ‘Goodbye, young man.’ 
 
    In the doorway, Eric said, ‘You’ve always used our firm previously. Seems odd, going to Berwick.’ 
 
    There was a cynical twist to the old man’s mouth now. ‘He came well recommended; a good man, well recommended.’ 
 
    ‘Just one more thing, Mr Saxby. I gather your motives in undertaking the conveyance — after receiving legal advice from someone — are now pretty clear. But perhaps you’re prepared to tell me what the purchase price of Holton Hill Farm was.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby smiled broadly. ‘I never believe in putting money into lawyer’s pockets; I know you fellers work on a percentage basis like so many so-called professional people. Between a husband and wife, or any other people, I suppose, a transaction like this is just their business. And if Ellen was prepared to sell me the property for tuppence, there’s not a damned thing anyone else can do about it. Isn’t that so, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘That is the law, certainly,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    ‘So I’ve no objection to telling you,’ Amos Saxby announced triumphantly. ‘So you can tell that snivelling client of yours! He’s lost Holton Hill Farm to me, and he’ll never get it now! And the price I paid for it? I’ll tell you, so you can tell him and see him burn! Five hundred pounds, Mr Smart Lawyer. I got it for five hundred quid!’ 
 
    Eric nodded. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out the writ. ‘Then you’d better also have this,’ he said and turned his back on the spluttering old man. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There had been something almost petulant in the gesture, for gesture it certainly had been. Eric Ward was left with a sense of shame and disgust at himself and as he thought back over the incident he questioned why he had done it. The conclusion he reached was that he had been infected by Amos Saxby’s own theatricality: it had been as though both of them were playing a game. 
 
    Throughout the interview at the Old Vicarage there had been an element of role-playing. Sam Saxby had played little or no part in it — he had merely been there, a pale prop in the background. Amos Saxby had held the centre of the stage, playing the dominant patriarch, sprawled in his chair while his visitor stood, denying time or information and yet leaking pieces, comments, statements even as he refused an interview. And Eric had been drawn into the plot, displaying his own kind of controlled aggression, refusing to be overcome by the muscle of the old man’s personality, demanding the information that the old man said he would not give, and yet released, in his own time. 
 
    The scene in the bedroom was all part of the same scenario. In practical terms it had been unnecessary but they had all taken part in the charade, tramping up the stairs to view the stricken old woman as she lay, fearful and anxious, in her bed, unable to move or speak. Amos Saxby could have been satisfied merely by telling Eric Ward of the stroke and the paralysis; instead, a private viewing had been arranged. 
 
    And Eric Ward had played his own part in it all, even down to the final, dramatic scene in the doorway of the Old Vicarage. 
 
    Now, as he stood on the bridge at Wylam, watching the house martins skimming and flashing above the river in the soft evening air, he wondered whether anything in that twenty minutes or so that he had spent in Amos Saxby’s house had been real. Amos had been standing back all the while — and so had Eric Ward, curiously enough. It was not something he was proud of, though it convinced him of the chameleon nature of character, the donning of a new skin to match the surrounding emotional background. Even so, what left him puzzled was the motive behind Amos Saxby’s attitude. For that matter, there was much about Amos Saxby that puzzled him. Three strapping sons; a lifetime farming and a planned retirement; a deliberate policy of looking after each of his sons, financially. And then the regard that presumably he had held for his wife could be ignored while he displayed her, paralysed in her bed; the deliberate evasion of a legal consequence that must, initially at least, have been precisely what he and Ellen Saxby had wanted. 
 
    He had been confident of his facts; and of the legal advice he had been given. He had been sure the option to purchase would be destroyed by the conveyance, and it had given him the confidence to play cat and mouse with Eric Ward, to the extent that maybe the whole play had been designed to push Eric into his own dramatic gesture — the service of the writ. 
 
    For Amos Saxby knew that he could win. And perhaps it was all about a public humiliation of his son Jack Saxby, a final and open display of his denial of Holton Hill Farm. 
 
    The man was soured towards his youngest son and he and Ellen had contrived to undo the plans they had had for him. Perhaps it had something to do with Sandra Saxby — she clearly had no love for the old man. And she would push Jack Saxby into fighting the thing through to its inevitably bitter end. Even if, as Eric Ward still thought, they were bound to lose. 
 
    He had said so to Joseph Francis. But the senior partner had shaken his head. Perhaps they were looking at the matter in too clinical a light. Why not use a little imagination? A little legal reconstruction, perhaps? 
 
    ‘Let’s consider the possibilities, dear boy. The writ is served: we played safe, claiming damages from Amos and Ellen Saxby for breach of the option to purchase. But we both know that’ll not do Jack Saxby much good. Because if Amos Saxby has a legal adviser worth his salt he’ll be told to take evasive action: he’ll get rid of most of his assets, maybe by a conveyance to Samuel and Colin Saxby on a trust basis. There’d be nothing left for Jack Saxby to proceed against. So damages ... no point in such an action.’ 
 
    Eric Ward had agreed with Joseph’s view. 
 
    ‘But,’ Joseph had continued, ‘what if we ask the court to take a look at the motives in Amos and Ellen Saxby’s minds? What then?’ 
 
    And after a little while Eric had agreed, again. 
 
    The result now, was Saxby v Saxby, in the Crown Court. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Briefing Charlie Dawson had been a bit of a gamble. Joseph Francis had argued for a while: Dawson was a good, solid, dependable, middle-of-the-road criminal man, whose major experience lay in the police courts, and in a civil issue of this kind he might be out of his depth. Eric disagreed. 
 
    ‘Charlie Dawson is a methodical man and a good cross-examiner. He also possesses a subtlety which he’s developed over the years in lulling offenders before going for the jugular. I’ve seen him do it so often — all right, the cases have been small beer, but the technique has been right. And I have a feeling he could work well here. Because the fact is, Amos Saxby sees himself above all this. He played with me out at the Old Vicarage; he’s confident and bitter and certain. That makes him vulnerable because his certainty may, as you suggest, be misplaced.’ When he caught Joseph Francis’s self-satisfied smile, grudgingly Eric had nodded. ‘All right, I agree, maybe I was wrong. I still think we’ve a long hill to climb, but I consider Charlie Dawson is the right man to lead us up it …’To try to make the charge stick: that Amos and Ellen Saxby were guilty of a conspiracy to defraud their client — Jack Saxby, of Holton Hill Farm.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The courtroom was crowded from the first day because newspaper coverage had already made it into a local cause célèbre. After preliminary discussions and an inspection of the documents disclosed, Charlie Dawson had advised Eric that it would be as well to join Sam Saxby as a co-defendant; when Eric had doubted the wisdom of that step Charlie had pointed out that since it seemed Sam had been one of the witnesses to the conveyance there was the chance that he had been involved in the whole thing. And if he were not joined as defendant it was unlikely he would agree to give evidence against Amos and Ellen. 
 
    ‘Moreover,’ Charlie advised, ‘it will prevent Amos transferring assets to Sam to avoid judgment if the case goes against him.’ 
 
    Eric Ward agreed and Amos, Ellen and Sam Saxby were joined as co-defendants to the conspiracy claim. 
 
    Charlie Dawson was obviously enjoying the brief he had been given and during the first day of the hearing he took full advantage of the appearance of Sam Saxby, drawing out the fact that Sam had been a signatory to the conveyance and laying ironic doubt upon Sam’s claim that he knew nothing of the motivation that had inspired Amos and Ellen Saxby to try to evade the option to purchase. 
 
    ‘But didn’t it seem odd to you, Mr Saxby, that your father and mother wished to take this step?’ 
 
    ‘It was my mother’s property to do with as she wished, in freehold terms.’ 
 
    ‘But I am right in saying that Amos Saxby had conveyed Eastgate Farm — after a proving tenancy — to you, and Brookfield Farm to your brother Colin?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct.’ 
 
    ‘In both cases, to set you up in life?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘Then why the different attitude towards Jack Saxby and Holton Hill Farm?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not for me to say. It was their decision.’ 
 
    ‘Which you did not question?’ 
 
    ‘It was not my place to question.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t even curious?’ 
 
    ‘It was my father’s decision.’ 
 
    Charlie Dawson paused, eyed Sam Saxby carefully for a long-drawn-out moment. ‘Your father’s decision?’ 
 
    ‘My parents’ decision,’ Sam Saxby corrected himself. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t Ellen Saxby’s idea?’ 
 
    ‘They were in agreement.’ 
 
    Charlie Dawson paused again. ‘Would you describe your father as a forceful man ... a dominant personality?’ 
 
    There was a short silence. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Charlie Dawson prompted. 
 
    ‘He, he, has a strong personality.’ 
 
    ‘And he pressed this matter upon your mother?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that.’ 
 
    At the defendants’ table Amos Saxby stirred restlessly and at the end of the day’s proceedings he swept out of the courtroom, glaring at Eric Ward as he did so. But it was on the third day of the hearing that Charlie Dawson really came into his own and the briefing, insisted upon by Eric Ward, bore fruit. 
 
    The witness called was Mr Stanley Cranby, solicitor, of the firm of Cranby and Grafton. He was a small, rotund man in standard uniform: blue, pin-striped suit, white shirt and blue collar. His eyes were small and button-black, his mouth loose and nervous; small tufts of sandy hair above his ears tended to emphasize the naked baldness of his head, shining and glistening as he took his place in the witness-box. Charlie Dawson moved up to him like a gentle cobra. 
 
    ‘Mr Cranby ... of Cranby and Grafton. That’s a Berwick firm, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘That is so.’ 
 
    ‘You have your office in Berwick?’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘Have you had previous dealings with the Saxby family?’ 
 
    Mr Cranby moistened his lips. ‘I have done some work for Mr Sam Saxby in the past, in relation to certain landholdings in Northumberland.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that was understandable ... but were you not ... ah ... surprised to be called in for this conveyance?’ 
 
    ‘Surprised? No. It was a normal conveyance. It was within my line of business.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ Charlie suggested softly, ‘Berwick is rather a long way from Morpeth.’ 
 
    Mr Cranby made no reply but raised a disdainful eyebrow. 
 
    ‘There are other firms in Morpeth, and between Morpeth and Berwick aren’t there?’ Charlie asked. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Then why you?’ 
 
    ‘I assume,’ Cranby said with dignity, ‘because I was recommended by Mr Sam Saxby, who was satisfied by the way I had handled his other affairs.’ 
 
    ‘Was Amos Saxby satisfied in this matter?’ 
 
    ‘I believe so.’ 
 
    ‘So what did you do for him?’ 
 
    Mr Cranby blinked. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go through the whole transaction, step by step, so you can explain why Amos and Ellen Saxby used your firm. Let’s see what special services you were able to provide.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing special—’ 
 
    ‘How were you first retained?’ 
 
    Mr Cranby considered for a moment. ‘A phone call, from Mr Sam Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘Sam Saxby. I see.’ 
 
    ‘He said his father wished to retain me in a conveyancing matter.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. You didn’t think it odd you should receive this work, rather than the family solicitors, Francis, Shaw and Elder?’ Charlie Dawson asked. 
 
    ‘That was a decision for Mr Amos Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Fine. So ... tell us what happened. How did you get your instructions?’ 
 
    Mr Cranby licked his lips. ‘As a result of the telephone conversation I drove down to Morpeth.’ 
 
    ‘You drove down? Well, well! When was that?’ 
 
    ‘The next day.’ 
 
    ‘The very next day,’ Charlie said in mock wonderment. ‘It must have been an important matter.’ 
 
    ‘I was told so.’ 
 
    ‘What happened then?’ 
 
    ‘I met Mr Sam Saxby at the Old Vicarage and he introduced me to his mother and father.’ 
 
    ‘Had you met them before?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘How did they instruct you?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Amos Saxby explained that for purposes of agricultural investment and tax avoidance he wished to arrange for a conveyance of Holton Hill Farm, presently held under a tenancy agreement by Mr Jack Saxby. The conveyance was to be to Mr Amos Saxby; the sale was to be by Mrs Ellen Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘I see. So you drove fifty miles or so to take instructions on a family conveyance from wife to husband.’ Charlie Dawson paused for effect. ‘And immediately. Hmmm. What happened then?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Ellen Saxby gave me authority to collect the title deeds from the bank in Morpeth, where they were deposited.’ 
 
    ‘What date did this take place?’ 
 
    ‘The meeting at the Old Vicarage was March 15th.’ 
 
    ‘When did you collect the deeds?’ 
 
    ‘The same day.’ 
 
    ‘You conducted a search at the Registry, I suppose? I mean, that would be normal practice.’ 
 
    ‘I did,’ Cranby said earnestly. 
 
    ‘Did you then complete the conveyance?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    Cranby appeared nonplussed for a moment. ‘I don’t understand.’ He shook his bald head. ‘There were further enquiries ...’ 
 
    ‘Did you take the deeds back to Berwick?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no. I ... I made use of certain facilities at Morpeth to complete the paperwork.’ 
 
    Charlie Dawson inspected an affidavit in his left hand. ‘Ah ... those facilities were granted you by the legal firm of Bragg and Clees, of Morpeth?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. We have had dealings with them from time to time and ...’ Cranby’s voice died away as Charlie Dawson stared at him. 
 
    ‘And on what date did you work at the Morpeth office, Mr Cranby?’ 
 
    ‘March 16th.’ 
 
    ‘And on what date was the conveyance completed?’ 
 
    Cranby looked uneasy and shifted in his seat. ‘March 17th.’ 
 
    His Honour Judge Semple, Q.C. twisted his head to stare in disbelief at the sweating solicitor. He raised a hand, stopping Charlie Dawson as he prepared to ask another question. 
 
    ‘Did you say March 17th, Mr Cranby?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, your Honour.’ 
 
    ‘The conveyance was completed in three days flat?’ 
 
    Cranby nodded nervously. ‘Yes, your Honour.’ 
 
    Judge Semple raised his eyebrows in amazement. ‘I can only quote Mr Winston Churchill, in admiration: never in the history of conveyancing ...’ 
 
    A ripple of laughter ran around the courtroom. Eric Ward looked at Amos Saxby. The old man was glaring at Cranby as though he could cheerfully have throttled him; his lean hands were clenched on the table in front of him, knuckles knotted whitely. 
 
    ‘So you borrowed office space ... and a secretary’s services ... and you completed the conveyance. You took it back to the Old Vicarage?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Completion took place there, on the 17th?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And in executing the conveyance, presumably the price was paid, and handled by you, the responsible solicitor. A cheque?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘A cheque drawn on Mr Amos Saxby’s account ...’ Charlie Dawson shuffled the papers on his desk, selected a bank statement. ‘I obtained this under discovery of documents. The cheque in question is this one?’ 
 
    Cranby looked at the statement. ‘Yes. For £500.’ 
 
    ‘Do you notice anything about the account, Mr Cranby?’ 
 
    Cranby stared, hesitated, glanced towards Amos Saxby and moistened his lips again. ‘It ... the account seems to have been overdrawn on the 17th of March.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Judge Semple leaned forward. 
 
    ‘Mr Dawson, it is getting rather late in the day. Do you wish very much more time with this witness?’ 
 
    ‘I have only a few more points to make, your Honour.’ 
 
    Judge Semple nodded, satisfied. He always liked to be back in good time for his evening glass of wine. 
 
    ‘What would Holton Hill Farm be worth at present prices, Mr Cranby?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know. And the price was of no relevance—’ 
 
    ‘Forty thousand pounds? More?’ 
 
    Cranby shrugged. ‘I suppose so. But—’ 
 
    ‘And the price paid was five hundred pounds.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but—’ 
 
    ‘When you made your search of the Register, did it disclose anything?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘An option to purchase, charged as an estate contract against Holton Hill Farm?’ 
 
    ‘No. Nothing. No encumbrances.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know of the existence of such an, unregistered, charge?’ 
 
    ‘I did not.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me this, then, Mr Cranby. If you had known of the existence of such a charge, unregistered though it was, would you have undertaken the conveyance?’ 
 
    Cranby hesitated, flashed a quick, nervous look towards Amos Saxby. ‘No, I would not.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Ethically—’ 
 
    ‘Do you now understand why you were asked to undertake this conveyance, Mr Cranby?’ 
 
    ‘I—’ 
 
    ‘Do you understand why it was necessary to use a firm other than the family firm, to defeat the unregistered option to purchase; do you understand why the great haste was necessary, when any day that option could be registered, if Jack Saxby had got wind of what was going on; do you understand that the £500 was a merely nominal sum, one that was even drawn on an overdue account because in the indecent haste to get the transaction completed there had been no check on the state of that account? You’re a lawyer, Mr Cranby; you’re experienced in the ways of the world. Give me your professional opinion; explain to me what you think of this whole shady transaction! It was all a plot, wasn’t it, Mr Cranby? You were the dupe of Amos and Ellen Saxby: they used you because they couldn’t use their own solicitor; they pushed you into the quickest conveyance on record, not giving you time to even think. They used an overdrawn bank account; they hid from you the existence of the estate contract; and it was a plot, a conspiracy to defeat the interest of my client Jack Saxby! Isn’t that the way it was, Mr Cranby? Don’t you see it in that light?’ 
 
    ‘I ...’ Cranby was flustered. 
 
    Judge Semple intervened. ‘Mr Dawson, a little control, please. You are asking the witness to make suppositions, draw inferences which are hardly his to draw. The court, on the other hand ...’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, your Honour. I was carried away,’ Charlie Dawson said cheerfully. ‘I have no further questions of this witness. Just a piece of advice for Mr Cranby.’ He smiled expansively. ‘Don’t do this kind of thing again, Mr Cranby: a hasty lawyer is a careless lawyer. You have to certify the value of land conveyed don’t you, for tax and stamp duty purposes?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Charlie Dawson grinned. ‘You’d better check your certification. Amos Saxby had you spinning so fast you even got that wrong. You certified its value as £5,000. It should have been eight times that amount. He really did have you going, didn’t he, Mr Cranby? But never mind. We’ll find out why, tomorrow.’ Charlie Dawson glanced around the courtroom. ‘When, Mr Amos Saxby takes the stand, tomorrow, then we’ll find out why.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the event, Charlie Dawson was wrong. 
 
    The next morning they were all there in the courtroom. Seated just behind Eric Ward was Jack Saxby and his wife Sandra. A few yards away were the legal representatives of Amos and Ellen Saxby, and behind them sat Sam Saxby and his brother Colin. To Eric it was a classical situation and one of which he had warned Jack Saxby at the beginning: family rifts were the worst and would leave a legacy of bitterness, a wound that might never heal. 
 
    Amos Saxby was in the witness-box. His eyes seemed to be more piercing in their glance than ever but the doubts raised by Cranby’s evidence had evidently taken their toll because there were blue marks of tiredness, bruises of fatigue beneath his eyes. His face seemed gaunter, the lined skin now deeply furrowed around the mouth, and though his bristly grey hair still stood up stiffly and defiantly, there was something new in his bearing, something different in the manner in which he stared at Eric Ward’s client. It was a glare of pure malevolence. 
 
    Charlie Dawson was asking him a question but Amos Saxby made no reply. The question was repeated, and after a short silence Judge Semple leaned forward and said, ‘Mr Saxby, do you intend answering the question? If you do not—’ 
 
    He was not given the chance to complete the remark. Amos Saxby suddenly threw back his head and raised one stiff, quivering arm. The menace in his pointing finger was directed towards the paling Jack Saxby. 
 
    ‘I was alone at the Old Vicarage last night,’ the old man thundered. ‘I was alone, there with none of my sons near me. And at three o’clock this morning the woman I was nursing — your mother — died! You were responsible for her death and I’m letting it be known here, now, in public! You killed her with your greed and your anger and I tell you, I swear to you before all these people, Holton Hill Farm is mine, and you’ll never get your hands on it.’ His fingers closed into a fist and he stabbed at the air in a fierce, theatrical gesture. ‘You’ll never get it! I’ll see you dead, and burning in hell before I ever let you get your hands on that farm!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    There were occasions when the pilocarpine did not work as effectively as it should. Eric was never sure why it happened; it was possibly the result of his not noting the danger signals soon enough and applying the drug too late. On such occasions he suffered for his lack of care, when the scratching began against the nerve ends behind his eyeballs and he was forced to retreat to the washroom and get over the shuddering and the excruciating pain in private . 
 
    He had such an attack two weeks after the funeral of Mrs Saxby. He was in court when he felt the attack coming on; the room was crowded, the judge summing up, but he could not wait. He rose, struggled out through the press, and was almost staggering when he finally made it to the cloakroom. 
 
    There he waited, miserable, scared, and in considerable pain. It was coming, he knew it was coming: he had put off the decision to go ahead with the operation but soon it would be forced upon him merely by the resurgence of such an attack as this. He was losing his courage — it was a different kind of courage that he had needed to face a thug on a drunken Saturday night with a broken bottle in his hand. That had been a police matter, part of the job, you just went in and did it. But this was so personal, and so terrifying in the knowledge that the pain was there all the time, just waiting to reach out, waiting to score with its needles of agony against his eyes. 
 
    He made his way back to the office in a state of desperation. If the operation were to be unsuccessful it would mean the end of his new career, a career he had only just started. Francis, Shaw and Elder would hardly have room for a blind solicitor. 
 
    He sat in his room and stared at the telephone. There was no point in waiting any longer. He might just as well get the whole thing over. He reached out to pick up the phone, to call Mr Callaghan for an appointment. 
 
    The phone jangled before he touched it. It was Philippa. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, there’s a gentleman in reception who’s asking if you’re free to see him for a few minutes. He doesn’t have an appointment, and if you’re busy I can easily put him off. But you’re back early from court so I thought that—’ 
 
    ‘Did he give his name?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a Mr Samuel Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘Sam Saxby?’ Eric Ward paused, then ran his hand lightly over his swollen eyes. ‘All right, I’ll see him. Send him up in a few minutes, will you?’ 
 
    He rose, went to the washroom and bathed his eyes and forehead; he looked at his hands. They had stopped shaking now and he was more in control of himself. Work, concentration on legal matters, it could be a palliative, he thought. 
 
    He went back to his room. A few minutes later Philippa introduced Sam Saxby. 
 
    Amos Saxby’s eldest son wore a black armband in memory of his mother. His face was grim. There was much of the old man in him, Eric considered: the same jut of the jaw, the same build. But in some indefinable way he lacked Amos Saxby’s strength and determination; he was not possessed of the same kind of drive. It was likely he would have the same kind of ambitions as the old man, but he would seek to achieve them in different, subtler ways. 
 
    For a farmer, his hands were soft. 
 
    ‘Well, Mr Saxby, what can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Amos doesn’t know I’m here.’ 
 
    Eric nodded, but made no comment. ‘This whole thing’s gone too far,’ Sam Saxby said peevishly. ‘But the old man won’t see sense. I’ve tried to talk to him, but ... What’s likely to happen now, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘The hearing was adjourned after your father’s outburst; Judge Semple, quite rightly, wasn’t prepared to go on with the hearing in the surrounding circumstances. But the case will be rescheduled in due course — largely dependent upon the instructions I get from my client.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby frowned. ‘I’ve had a word with Jack, too. He’s as stubborn as Amos.’ 
 
    ‘He feels he has cause for complaint,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    Sam Saxby stared at him. ‘Amos will never give in. He meant what he said in the courtroom.’ 
 
    There was a tiny throbbing at the back of Eric Ward’s eyes. ‘Your father,’ he replied irritably, ‘is somewhat given to extravagant gestures.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby paused, then sat down. With Eric’s permission he lit a cigarette and drew on it, suddenly nervous. ‘This conspiracy to defraud claim ... whose idea was it?’ 
 
    ‘The facts drawn out so far would seem to support the claim. It makes no difference who thought of it.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be Jack’s wife who’s pushing it. She hates Amos; always has. But this conspiracy thing ... it wasn’t like that, I assure you. I had no idea ... I just witnessed the conveyance.’ 
 
    ‘And introduced your father to Mr Cranby.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby’s eyes did not meet his. ‘Do you think Jack would compromise?’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘Settle for damages, or something.’ 
 
    ‘You’d have to discuss that with him personally — or instruct your solicitor to call on me. I really can’t discuss it with you like this.’ 
 
    ‘No. Suppose not. But it would be sensible, wouldn’t it? This case is tearing the family apart.’ 
 
    ‘I would have thought the wounds were there before the case came on,’ Eric suggested. ‘Why on earth did your father and mother reach that decision, to sell the farm to Amos?’ 
 
    Sam Saxby drew on his cigarette. He narrowed his eyes against the smoke and did not meet Eric Ward’s questioning glance. He shook his head. ‘Amos said it was a matter of tax avoidance.’ 
 
    ‘And you believed that?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know what to believe. I tell you, I was just involved as a signatory. I should never have been joined as a co-defendant in this conspiracy charge. I didn’t plot. And if the case goes against me, it’s I’m the one now who’s going to have to carry the can, isn’t it? Amos, he’s all right, he’s got the Old Vicarage and a bit salted away and he won’t need much anyway, especially now that Mother’s gone. But me, everything I’ve got of any consequence is tied up in Eastgate Farm. I bought another property a few years ago in Northumberland — that was when I first used Cranby — but it was a disaster, it just didn’t pay, and the manager I put in was next to useless. I lost money on that deal, and I’m pretty strapped right now as far as ready cash is concerned.’ 
 
    ‘You also had the expense of litigation over Eastgate Farm, didn’t you?’ 
 
    For a moment Sam Saxby looked startled. ‘The wayleave thing, you mean? Well, it wasn’t a big deal. Mr Francis sorted it out.’ A shadow passed over his eyes momentarily and in a nervous gesture he stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette. ‘No, it didn’t cost much and was quickly dealt with. But right now, if Jack was awarded damages against me, I don’t know how I’d scrape it together, the way things are.’ 
 
    ‘Your father wouldn’t help you?’ 
 
    Sam Saxby snorted derisively. ‘You don’t know Amos. He wouldn’t lift a finger. He’s a devotee of Samuel Smiles self-help and all that sort of thing. Oh, all right, he’s set me up, and Colin too, and to the outsider that looks pretty good, the generous, caring father. But there’s another way of looking at it too, you know. It’s a way of getting rid of your responsibilities. When Amos sold Eastgate Farm to me, after making me work it for a few years, he effectively washed his hands, said there’s one out of the way, and that was that. If I ever went back to the old man for help he’d laugh in my face. No, he wouldn’t lift a finger.’ 
 
    ‘Does he have the same attitude towards your brother Colin?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘’It was a bit more complicated there.’ Sam Saxby seemed about to say more but decided against it and Eric was left with the impression that relationships within the Saxby family were somewhat uneasy; the undercurrents were strong. ‘No,’ Sam Saxby continued, ‘it’s the same with Colin. He was given the tenancy of Brookfield Farm when he came out of the Army and then it was made over to him for a nominal price thereafter. The old man played fair from there on. But if Colin was in trouble now, Amos wouldn’t lift a finger. He shuffled off his parental dues by selling Colin Brookfield: Colin will now have to sink or swim.’ 
 
    ‘But at least both you and your brother Colin have been given a sound base to start from,’ Eric Ward murmured. ‘Why hasn’t Amos done it for Jack?’ 
 
    ‘I—’ Sam Saxby hesitated, glanced around the room as though seeking support. ‘I don’t know. Jack’s always been ... different from me and Colin, somehow. There was a time when I thought he was Amos’s favourite ... youngest son and all that. But there’s a funny streak in Jack. He’s a good farmer, but there’s more of Mother in him than Amos. He never did have the drive that Amos wanted to see ... and maybe that’s why Amos changed his mind over the farm. Maybe that’s what it was.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t believe that.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby looked at Ward sharply. ‘No, I suppose not. It is a bit lame, isn’t it? You ... you’ll have met Jack’s wife?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby grimaced. ‘Maybe it was on account of her.’ 
 
    Eric Ward hesitated. ‘She doesn’t get on with Amos?’ He leaned forward in his chair. ‘Was she the cause of the estrangement?’ 
 
    ‘These are family matters, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not obliged to discuss them,’ Ward conceded. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t pry, but I thought it might be helpful, to get the complete picture.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right. Well ... I suppose it doesn’t make much difference, anyway, because the whole relationship’s pretty obvious in any case.’ Saxby’s eyes dwelled on Eric for several seconds, weighing things up. ‘What conclusions have you drawn from Amos’s treatment of my brother Colin?’ 
 
    Eric scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘I’m slightly surprised by Amos’s forbearance, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘Well, from what I’ve seen of Amos Saxby he wouldn’t have taken kindly to Colin giving up farming, not once, but twice. First, when he went off to the Army; second, when he came back, was given Brookfield Farm, and then sold it to go into other forms of business. Amos seems to have been almost ... indulgent, for him.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby smiled, but his eyes remained cool. ‘That was because it was a bit more complicated than that. Amos felt he owed Colin something; there was a bit of the prodigal’s return, too, when Colin came back from the Army. Amos felt good, at the thought Colin was seeing sense at last.’ 
 
    ‘What happened, then?’ 
 
    ‘It was all over Sandra ... Sandra King as she was called then.’ 
 
    ‘Sandra ... and Colin?’ 
 
    Sam Saxby nodded. ‘Sandra was the daughter of one of the labourers at Eastgate Farm. There was a bit of trouble, some petty theft or something, and King got turned out of the tied cottage, went to live in Chollerford. King was pretty bitter about it. But then all hell broke loose, because Colin went to see the old man. He wanted to marry Sandra.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby grinned viciously. ‘Amos didn’t see at all. He wasn’t having his son marrying the daughter of a thieving farm labourer. There was a shouting match. Amos won, but only in part. He broke Colin, but Colin couldn’t stay around. He shoved off, joined the Army, got a commission, stayed out of the way for a few years, and when he came back—’ 
 
    ‘It was to find Sandra had married his brother.’ Eric Ward shook his head. ‘Amos can’t have enjoyed that too much.’ 
 
    ‘I told you: Jack was always a bit different from me and Colin. To tell the truth, I’d have buckled under the old man too, like Colin. Jack didn’t. He stood up to him. He might lack the drive that Amos always had, the ambition to get a good farm going, but he can be stubborn, can Jack. And I thought at the time maybe Amos respected him for sticking out. Anyway, Jack married Sandra and that was that. But maybe I was wrong, with hindsight; maybe Amos never did forgive Jack for marrying her. And he never intended that Jack should get set up the way me and Colin were. It’s the only reason why I can think ...’ 
 
    ‘Sandra Saxby clearly dislikes Amos,’ Eric ventured. 
 
    ‘Like poison.’ Sam Saxby replied. ‘Never made any secret of it. But there it is, Mr Ward. The family skeletons are rattling out. And now the bloodletting is to be done in open court. But I can’t afford that. I’ve too much tied up in Eastgate.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about that, but I don’t see how I can help,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘You could persuade Jack to back off ... drop the case against Amos, and me.’ 
 
    ‘Why should I do that, Mr Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘Because Amos will never give in. You heard him in court. And damn it, I was never involved in any bloody conspiracy over this thing!’ 
 
    Eric Ward hesitated. He eyed Sam Saxby quietly for a little while and then decided to explain the situation to him. There seemed little reason to make the man continue to labour under the anxiety of a threatened resumption of the court hearing. ‘Things might now have changed, Mr Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘The death of your mother will have made a certain difference, tactically speaking.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be aware that your mother made a will. It was prepared in this office. The only beneficiary is your father Amos: she left all property she might own at her death to him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know that — not that she had a great deal to leave as it happened, once Holton Hill Farm was transferred to the old man.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘That’s the point, really. You see, I’ve advised your brother Jack that we could proceed with the conspiracy issue, but in the circumstances it might be less unpleasant, for all concerned, if we were to hold that matter in abeyance.’ 
 
    ‘You mean drop the whole thing?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that. No, take proceedings against someone other than members of the family itself.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby frowned. ‘You’ve lost me.’ 
 
    ‘The nominated executors of your mother’s will are the National Bank. It is their responsibility to distribute the estate. I have spoken to your brother Jack and pointed out that it might be better, to avoid the running sore of a family battle, to take proceedings against the bank. In other words, I’ve advised him to proceed in court, using the bank as defendants, asking for a declaration that the option to purchase Holton Hill Farm is binding upon her estate; calling for specific performance of that contract; and damages in lieu of specific performance.’ Eric paused. ‘Only then would we pursue the fourth count in the statement of claim — if we need to, having failed under the other heads damages for conspiracy. I don’t think it will need to come to that, Mr Saxby.’ 
 
    But to Eric’s surprise, he was left with a feeling that Sam Saxby was not entirely satisfied with the result. 
 
    * * * 
 
    And yet, there was more than Sam Saxby’s blankness of expression to go on, in addition, there had been something odd about the whole interview. Sam Saxby had certainly been worried and concerned about his likely liability in a conspiracy suit, but his talk with Eric Ward had not been a straightforward one. There had been something tentative about it, as though he had been trying out some ideas, bouncing a metal ball against a wall, seeking responses and reactions. 
 
    Amos Saxby was a man who throve on theatricality: Eric could just imagine the thundering scene that must have occurred when Colin Saxby told Amos he wanted to marry Sandra King. 
 
    But Sam Saxby was a different proposition: the eldest son had a reticence, a hidden undercurrent that was controlled and directed. In some way, while his feelings had been exposed in Eric’s office, he had yet contrived to hold something back. Something, Eric suspected, of significance. But then he thrust further thoughts of Sam Saxby from his mind as he received another phone call. 
 
    It was Anne Morcomb. 
 
    ‘Are you going tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    She laughed; it had a warm, friendly sound. ‘Grey’s Restaurant, of course.’ 
 
    ‘What’s on there?’ 
 
    ‘Really ... men! And you in particular, Eric Ward! Have you looked in your mail recently?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. But I—’ 
 
    ‘And didn’t you see an invitation from Stoneleigh Enterprises among all the other important mail?’ 
 
    He had; he had consigned it to the wastepaper-basket. ‘I decided not to go — didn’t think it was my kind of ... ah ... scene.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you turned it down, after I had wangled you a special invitation? I tell you, my friend, I had to work at it. Antony Stoneleigh wasn’t all that keen. But I persuaded him.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Eric asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘Because I thought your charm, your panache, your gay laugh, your presence would light up the room! Really, Eric, asking me a question like that! Can’t it just be that I looked forward to your company on this occasion? Would you settle for that?’ 
 
    ‘I would have thought the Honourable Antony would have been dancing attendance,’ Eric said. 
 
    There was a short pause. He thought he detected a smile in her voice when she replied. ‘I think he wanted to, but was rather torn by . . . other possibilities being available. And besides ...’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I really have a particular reason for wanting to go. And with you.’ 
 
    ‘Should I feel flattered?’ 
 
    ‘If you like. Will you go ... and escort me?’ 
 
    ‘If you tell me the particular reason.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said briskly. ‘That’s settled then.’ 
 
    ‘And the reason?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you later.’ 
 
    And with that Eric Ward had to be satisfied. 
 
    * * * 
 
    During the hours that followed he found himself thinking a good deal about Anne Morcomb. 
 
    The events that had thrown them together before her father’s death had, he knew, left her with the feeling that she was falling in love with him. It was a situation he had deliberately walked away from, for several reasons. It was pretty clear now that she had got over what was little more than a schoolgirl crush and could treat him in a sensible, balanced, friendly manner; on the other hand, he was forced to admit to himself that if he spent too much time in her company the rejecting role he had assumed two years ago would be more difficult to maintain. For he was attracted to her, even though he knew nothing could come of it. 
 
    She had asked him to call for her at eight. She had given him the address of a flat in Montague Court: though she still lived at Sedleigh Hall and administered the Morcomb estates from there. She had found it necessary to obtain a base in Newcastle as it meant she did not have to face the long drive out into Northumberland if she was in town late, and it was also useful for business reasons from time to time. 
 
    Eric left the office at five and spent an hour or so working at some files before he took a shower and changed, then drove back into Newcastle to meet her. He parked outside the impressive block of flats, took the lift up to the top floor and she met him in a thickly carpeted hallway with a smile, an apology and an explanation that she was almost ready and would he like to pour himself a drink? He settled for a soft drink and then stood at the tall window, looking out over the city and the light mist that was rising along the Tyne. In the distance he could see the lights twinkling on; along to Durham hills, and across to the right, car headlights along the road past Wylam, flashing and dipping along the highway in the darkening evening. 
 
    ‘I sometimes sit here after dark, and just watch.’ 
 
    The dress she wore was simple, black and devastating. Above the low neckline her skin seemed to glow; he was aware of the way the dress moulded her figure but his own glance was riveted by hers. There was something mocking in her eyes, the hint of a challenge that he did not understand ... or want to understand. He turned away, refusing to accept it, and said, ‘Yes, it’s quite a view from up here.’ 
 
    She chuckled softly and he felt his neck getting red. Stiffly, he said, ‘It’s certainly a far cry from my humble cottage at Wylam.’ 
 
    ‘I will admit this place is rather more than comfortable. But there are advantages too, living in a small village like Wylam.’ 
 
    He thought of the martins along the river bank, the phosphorescent tracks of rising fish in the early summer evenings, and he nodded, looked back at her. She was still staring at him but the mockery had gone; there was a softer message in her eyes now. 
 
    ‘Well, if you’re ready, we’d better make a move,’ he said, injecting a briskness into his tone to break the moment. He finished his soft drink but she had turned away and was pouring herself a gin and tonic. She smiled at him, sat down, and after a moment he sat down too, on an easy chair facing her. 
 
    ‘I don’t like being first arrival at a party,’ she said. ‘Besides, it’s rather interesting seeing you here, the fly in the spider’s web.’ 
 
    ‘Is that how you see yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Poor little rich girl and all that sort of thing.’ 
 
    He had a suspicion that the conversation might head in a direction he did not want, and he had not yet sufficiently recovered his equilibrium to develop it into light banter. 
 
    ‘I didn’t really read the invitation,’ he said hurriedly, ‘So I’m not particularly clear what we’re going to. What’s it all about?’ 
 
    ‘Sir John Freshfield.’ 
 
    ‘The junior Minister?’ 
 
    ‘And merchant banker,’ Anne said. ‘The Honourable Antony has finally succeeded in getting him to come along. They’ll have had a business session this afternoon — I believe Tony took him down to Seaham to discuss the developments — and this evening is a sort of softener, I suppose, a way of ... entertaining Sir John before he goes back to London in the morning.’ 
 
    Eric eyed her warily. There was an odd look in her eye, and an enforced primness about her smile that made him uneasy. ‘I ... I suppose Stoneleigh will be hoping for some kind of support from Freshfield’s bank.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be the general idea.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing about financial support in the papers I’ve seen from Stoneleigh, but I suppose ...’ 
 
    ‘He’s got to get money for development purposes, and get political support for an area plan. I think he’s trying to kill several birds with one stone — and Sir John has important local political connections as well. Oh, if I know Tony, he’ll have all sorts of expectations of the wheeler-dealer kind this evening.’ 
 
    ‘And you do know him pretty well, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough,’ Anne replied, and eyed him mockingly over the rim of her glass. 
 
    Conversation lapsed for a little while. Eric Ward stared out across the darkening city, aware that Anne was still watching him. At last she said, ‘I heard about the noise and thunder in court the other day.’ 
 
    ‘Amos Saxby?’ Eric shrugged. ‘He likes an audience.’ 
 
    ‘His wife had just died,’ Anne reproved him. 
 
    ‘Well, yes, maybe my comment sounded a bit unfeeling. Even so, Amos Saxby ... there would have been other ways to show his feelings. You see, it looks as though none of his sons knew she’d died that morning. All three were in court. They got the message like the rest of the courtroom — by way of Amos’s towering threat. Hardly the way to behave to your children, I would have thought. But Amos, well, that’s the way he chose to make the unhappy announcement.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying he was using the situation?’ 
 
    ‘Milking it for all it was worth.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ... horrible.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. But the family ...’ Eric hesitated. ‘It’s not the closest-knit group I’ve seen. It’s riven with tension, and there are curious discrepancies in the way they seem to behave and look at each other. I mean, on the face of it, old Amos was a good father, following a deliberate supportive policy towards the future of his sons. Setting up Sam, then Colin ... But Jack is suddenly left out in the cold, and I get the feeling the old man doesn’t care too much for his other two sons either.’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t,’ Anne murmured. ‘Not if he treats them in that way, letting them know in the courtroom that their mother had just died. It’s ... unfeeling.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he thinks they don’t deserve better treatment. But how one reconciles that with his earlier attitudes ... It’s as though something cataclysmic happened recently ...’ 
 
    ‘That’s a long word for a solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘Cataclysms do occur, even in lawyer’s lives.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ She was silent for a little while, staring at him. ‘How are you, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘Fit, strong, clear-eyed as ever,’ he bantered. ‘As long as I stay off the kind of stuff you’re drinking. Ah ... that’s why you wanted me to squire you this evening. You wanted to be sure there’d be a sober driver to bring you back home!’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ she said, and smiled. 
 
    ‘Do I get no more information?’ 
 
    ‘Not at present. Right, shall we go?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Honourable Antony Stoneleigh had prepared the ground well. He had taken over a large room at Grey’s and the waiter at the damasked table in the corner was serving champagne to each arrival before they moved on down the room to meet Stoneleigh and the guest of honour. The room was crowded, and almost everyone of importance seemed to be there — including the Lord Lieutenant, the Chief Constables of the two northern forces, a scattering of legal and masonic notables, including Joseph Francis, a selection of leading lights from the business community, senior civil servants from Washington and Darlington, and a boisterous group from the Northumberland Hunt. At the far end of the room a splendid buffet supper had been laid out and, if the music that gently edged itself into the consciousness was piped, at least it had the advantage of discreet quality. 
 
    Which was something that could not be said about Sir John Freshfield. Eric had never met him, though he had seen him occasionally on television. He had not liked what he had seen, but a view of the actual flesh did nothing to alleviate the unfavourable screen impression. Freshfield was a larger than life figure, with strong handsome features marred by a network of red, destroyed veins in his nose; his voice was an impressive, booming baritone but he used it overmuch, overlaying, smothering conversation with it, relegating other people’s views and comments to a trampled, drowned submission. He laughed too much and too easily, greeted people with too much pleasure, enjoyed company and conversation and life too much. For his eyes were small and cold and they reflected the man within. He was a political animal in the business of selling himself; that major preoccupation would forestall all the other realities in his world and make them count for nothing. His aim would be the subordination of everything to the wants and needs of Sir John Freshfield. 
 
    He was a successful man. 
 
    One of the young Hunt bloods had already dragged Anne away from Eric and he was not distressed about it; he had no desire to keep her exclusively at his side, and he felt he could enjoy the opportunity to watch and listen more if he were alone. So he drifted, stopping for a brief conversation with Joseph Francis, meeting a few new faces and obtaining introductions, talking to old friends, and holding a short conversation with the Chief Constable of the Northumbria Force. The noise levels began to rise in direct ratio to the consumption of alcohol and Eric moved out after a while, seeking fresh air, aware that if he stayed too long in the thickening atmosphere, the heat and the pressure and the noise would have its effect upon him, and Anne Morcomb might find herself without an escort. And she had not yet told him why she had particularly wanted Eric Ward to bring her to the party. 
 
    The air outside was fresh and cool. Eric stood chatting for a few minutes to the grey-toppered doorman until a taxi drew up and the man hurried forward to greet its occupant. 
 
    It was Paul Francis. 
 
    He paid off the taxi-driver, turned and saw Eric. ‘Hello — getting some fresh air? What’s it like in the bear garden?’ 
 
    ‘Just as you say. Noisy and hot.’ 
 
    Paul Francis grinned, looked around him and sniffed at the air. ‘Well, you’d never be able to convince a Londoner that it is possible to have parties outside in the balmy Northumberland evenings. Still, must do my duty and all that ...’ He paused, as he was about to walk past Eric. ‘Bit of noise in your court the other day, hey?’ 
 
    ‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    ‘What’s to be the next step?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve spoken to Jack Saxby. We’ll be issuing another writ-against the executors now.’ 
 
    ‘The bank?’ Paul Francis nodded. ‘Well, that should be interesting. They’ll fight. Bloody banks always do. Ah, well—’ 
 
    ‘Paul?’ 
 
    The barrister stopped as he was walking past Eric. He turned his head; his narrow features seemed suddenly to hold a hint of wariness. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘That option to purchase ... drawn up for Ellen Saxby in favour of her son Jack. It was you, wasn’t it? You drew it up.’ 
 
    Paul Francis stared at him, his eyes blank in the glare of the entrance lights. He shrugged. ‘I ... I really can’t remember. You’ll forgive me, now, Eric. I’d better get inside.’ 
 
    But it had been Paul Francis. Eric felt sure of it. For it made sense of Joseph Francis’s initial reactions. It was not merely the possibility of a negligence suit against Francis, Shaw and Elder — it was the exposure of Paul Francis as an incompetent, at a time when he was beginning to make strides at the Bar. Joseph Francis had wanted to protect his only son: he knew that Paul had drawn up the option and had failed to register it. It was a fact he did not want to become public knowledge. 
 
    And, Eric thought, it might now never become public knowledge, for it could become submerged under the overall picture, the battle for Holton Hill Farm. For battle there would certainly be. Amos Saxby had already fired the opening shot and had, indeed, shown himself so fully committed to retention of the farm that he would pull out all the stops, do anything to hang on to the land. He had already used his wife’s death to dramatize his stand: he had thrown down the gauntlet. 
 
    Eric wondered what else the vindictive old man might now dredge up to frustrate the son he hated. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After half an hour or so Eric wandered back into the restaurant. Groups were now moving along the lines of the tables, selecting from the buffet and the range of wines available. Eric was not hungry, so stayed, soft drink in hand, near the wall, watching the ebb and flow of conversation pieces, the drifters, the bores, the drunk, the noisy. He caught a glimpse of Colin Saxby paying heavy court to a tall, honey-haired woman with an obvious figure and even more obvious eyes. He seemed to be having a degree of success, but when Antony Stoneleigh passed, and spoke briefly to the girl, there was something in the way in which she lit up as he spoke that made Eric guess Colin Saxby would yet find the running competitive. Particularly if he continued to drink as heavily as he clearly had been doing, for his face had reddened, his voice had coarsened as the champagne and wine took its effect. 
 
    ‘Sprats and mackerel,’ said the voice at Eric’s elbow. ‘Sprats and mackerel. Pretty hopeless exercise. It never really works. At least, not with a man like Sir John.’ The speaker was small, lean, grey-suited, with an aquiline nose, cynical eyes and a bored, dissatisfied mouth. Like Eric, he was holding a soft drink in his hand, and he clearly saw other points of comparison. He looked Eric up and down and smiled thinly. ‘Accountant? Stocks? Lawyer?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a solicitor,’ Eric Ward admitted. 
 
    ‘My name’s Cranston. Professional watcher, you might say. And I advise on what I see.’ 
 
    ‘You work with Sir John Freshfield?’ 
 
    ‘You might say that. Though he won’t need me to tell him about this kind of rubbish.’ 
 
    Eric looked around him for a few moments, listened to the noise, saw the glitter of colour and personality. ‘They seem to be having a good time.’ 
 
    ‘Stoneleigh won’t when he gets the bill.’ Cranston’s nostrils distended suddenly and he smiled grimly. ‘The more so when he learns it’s all for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    Cranston looked at Eric Ward again, weighing him up and, eventually, discarding him as a country innocent. He shook his head. ‘The Honourable Antony Stoneleigh isn’t unknown to us. He’s beaten a path to our doors at the bank; this isn’t the first scheme he’s come up with. This time ... well, I advised Sir John we ought to have a look at it. But ...’ 
 
    ‘He’s been to you before?’ 
 
    Cranston sipped disdainfully at his orange juice. ‘That young man is a man in a hurry to get somewhere. A youngest son, I believe, with a burning desire to make a name — and money — for himself. A man of vision, and ideas. The trouble is, the visions are largely chimerical and the ideas impractical. In a good company, as a pusher, he might make a career for himself; as a salesman he might excel — once he learns to read people a bit more sensibly. But none of that suits the Honourable Antony’s ego. He wants to be the big man. The trouble is, he isn’t big enough. Certainly not to con Sir John.’ 
 
    Eric Ward hesitated. ‘Stoneleigh was hoping to get financial support from the bank.’ 
 
    Cranston shook his head. ‘Unlikely. I’ve had a look at it. I don’t say the idea isn’t sound, but the capital investment programme would have to be huge, so the only way it would be viable, this Seaham thing, would be by way of Government support — and that’s out as far as Whitehall is concerned — or through a much less ambitious attempt. In other words, if Stoneleigh wants out of the mess he’s burying himself into, he needs to sell sixty per cent of the deal to one of the big consortia. And even then he’d have to kiss goodbye to a large part of his investment.’ 
 
    ‘Would he be able to interest one of the big firms?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. My guess, for what it’s worth—’ and the way Cranston said it made it clear he thought his guess extremely valuable — ‘my guess is that he’s already negotiating. I’ve heard a whisper in the City. But to come through with that one he’ll have to keep his coat tails clean, and show that his present financial base is strong. I’m not so sure it is, after a look at his books.’ Cranston grunted. He made a vague gesture with his glass. ‘But look at all this. When will these young hopefuls come to realize that sprats of this kind are irrelevant if you want to catch the big mackerel? They just don’t work. The bait has got to be a real one — a commitment to a project, backed by sound forward planning, financial infrastructure, and the ability to convince on the expert side.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard Stoneleigh. He can be convincing.’ 
 
    Pityingly, Cranston said, ‘Only to the green and folly-ridden, the incautious and the gullible. And, maybe, the lunatic gambling fringe. Sir John counts himself among none of those groups. No; Stoneleigh will have to work harder than this to get the City to back him — and throwing a party is no way out of the mire.’ 
 
    ‘You say he really lacks a sound financial base?’ 
 
    ‘A base with depth. Something solid. He’s picked up small investors, but they won’t carry him through to a completion of the Seaham project as he envisages it. No, he needs a base. What he ought to do, in my view, is marry money. Best way out of his problem.’ 
 
    Eric Ward glanced across the room to Antony Stoneleigh. He was talking to Anne Morcomb. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As the evening wore on some of the people at the party began to crumble under the effect of the heat, the noise and the alcohol. The company also took its toll. Eric kept himself in reasonable shape by taking a stroll outside on two further occasions, but the glimpses he obtained of Anne persuaded him that while she was enjoying herself, she also was not throwing herself into the thing as wildly as most of the others. Several young men, including Stoneleigh, paid her flattering attention for periods but she was managing to allow none to get attached to her, and on a couple of occasions he caught her glance: she appeared amused, but made no attempt to rejoin him as she moved among her acquaintances. 
 
    Colin Saxby did not wear well as the evening progressed, however. He was laying determined siege to the honey-haired lady, but there was an almost desperate air about his earnestness towards her and it had an impact upon his intake of alcohol. 
 
    He was drinking freely and it had made him noisier, slightly unsteady in his movements. Not that the woman with the honey-coloured hair appeared to notice, for if anything she was drinking faster and deeper than Colin Saxby was. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t stand a chance,’ Anne Morcomb said, suddenly appearing at Eric’s elbow. 
 
    ‘He seems to be making an impact,’ Eric disagreed. 
 
    ‘She’s called Hilda. And she’s already been smitten by someone else. You’ll see.’ 
 
    ‘Will I?’ 
 
    ‘At close quarters. We’ll be leaving soon.’ 
 
    Eric Ward looked at her and raised his eyebrows. ‘My place or yours?’ he asked mockingly. 
 
    ‘Neither. But interesting.’ 
 
    ‘And mysterious.’ 
 
    She grinned and moved away to talk to a chinless representative of the Morpeth gentry. Eric looked around for the professional observer, Cranston, but he had already left the room. Eric would not be sorry to go himself. 
 
    Sir John Freshfield was holding court, but Antony Stoneleigh was taking up position at his elbow. He was accompanied by a girl who looked remarkably young — perhaps seventeen. As Eric watched, Stoneleigh managed to attract Freshfield’s attention; there was a brief introduction and Freshfield engaged the young woman in a booming conversation and then Stoneleigh leaned forward and whispered something to the banker. Freshfield nodded, finished his drink and then backed out of the group, talking quickly, before he joined Stoneleigh and the two men walked away through a side door at the far end of the room. After a discreet interval, Eric noted, the young-looking girl also made her way out through the door. 
 
    The party was not thinning appreciatively and yet gaps seemed to have appeared. There was no sign of Joseph Francis now, nor some of the others of his group. Anne Morcomb was clearly discarding one of her admirers by quickly moving from one group to another, hovering on a fringe, avoiding conversational involvement and, moreover, taking a track that would inevitably bring her back to Eric Ward’s side. 
 
    Five minutes later she was standing beside him. She looked up, grinning, and her eyes were bright, but it was not alcohol or excitement. Anticipation, maybe, but mixed with a tinge of nervousness. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Time to go.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got the directions.’ 
 
    She led Eric towards the side door through which Stoneleigh and Sir John Freshfield had vanished. 
 
    It was only a short walk, Anne said, from the restaurant, so there was no need for the car. She was holding Eric’s arm as they walked into the dark, cobbled side street, and her grip was tight. ‘Where exactly are we going?’ he asked. 
 
    She giggled. ‘You’ll see.’ 
 
    ‘Anne—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, all right. This is the reason why I asked you to accompany me. I wanted someone ... reliable.’ 
 
    Somehow he gained little comfort from the word. ‘That explains nothing.’ 
 
    She laughed again, somewhat nervously. ‘You clearly haven’t heard of Sir John Freshfield’ s predilections.’ 
 
    Eric thought suddenly of the young girl who had followed Stoneleigh and Freshfield out of the restaurant. ‘Just exactly where are we going?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    The door in the street was narrow and dark but the passageway behind the door was carpeted and the man who escorted them after Anne Morcomb mentioned Stoneleigh’s name was well-dressed, if impassive. They climbed a flight of stairs and were led into what was clearly a private club of sorts, a large room scattered with perhaps twenty or thirty people. Colin Saxby was already there, with the honey-haired Hilda. So was Stoneleigh; so was Joseph Francis, a number of his cronies, and Sir John Freshfield, engaged in animated conversation with the young girl. They were all drinking, and the lights were low. 
 
    ‘Seems pretty tame,’ Anne said disappointedly. 
 
    ‘Explain,’ Eric insisted. 
 
    She pulled a face at him. ‘Antony told me there’d be a special party laid on, apart from the other one. For Sir John. Asked me to come. I thought, not bloody likely, having heard what I’ve heard about him. But Antony said maybe I should bring someone reliable. So I did.’ 
 
    ‘But why?’ 
 
    ‘Because I wanted to see,’ she said with a schoolgirl’s excitement. ‘Daddy kept a pretty tight rein, you know, up at Sedleigh Hall, and young men were vetted. I’ve never seen anything seedy, or ... well, odd, you know: they don’t go in for orgies at the Young Conservatives, after all — at least, not sexy ones. So I thought—’ 
 
    ‘You’d see how the other half behaves.’ Eric Ward stared around him. During his time in the police force he had taken part in a few raids at clubs like this. There was nothing exceptionable about this club; others existed in the northern cities and elsewhere. You paid a great deal as one of the dirty coat brigade and got little enough for your money. Maybe Stoneleigh had laid on something special for Sir John, but it would still be the kind of thing that would probably lack both novelty and imagination. 
 
    ‘You really want to stay?’ Eric asked. ‘That’s why I’m here,’ she said. Resignedly, Eric settled down in an easy chair in the corner with Anne perched on the arm of the chair. Predictably the pattern established itself. More drinking, raucous voices, rumblings as stories were told, laughter breaking out in waves of sound. He watched while the splitting away began, couples retiring to the shaded corners of the large room, and then the red-waistcoated projectionist uncovering the machinery for the film. The lights flickered. down, the same old tawdry images flashed on the screen. It was just as Eric had known it would be: he glanced up to Anne from time to time, as she watched, but he could not see her face. 
 
    At the end of the film she turned to look at him. ‘I don’t think that was particularly funny.’ 
 
    ‘It was supposed to be erotic,’ he explained patiently. She grinned at him. 
 
    Between the film shows the relationships in the room developed. Sir John Freshfield had already disappeared: Eric knew there would be small, softly furnished rooms scattered through the building ‘to accommodate those interested. Colin Saxby was clearly interested. He was making valiant efforts with Hilda, but the liquor she had imbibed was taking its toll and as Eric watched, Antony Stoneleigh came across and detached the girl from Colin Saxby’s care. He spoke to her for a few minutes and she seemed to be hanging on every word; Eric suspected, nevertheless, she had not heard anything for she was very, very drunk. Colin Saxby glowered at them from the depths of an armchair, and began to rise when Stoneleigh started to lead Hilda across the room, gently, smiling. Then he sank back, and took a stiff shot of whisky. Stoneleigh and Hilda disappeared into the dim recesses of the room. 
 
    ‘I don’t think he’ll get much joy there,’ Anne Morcomb whispered. 
 
    ‘I thought you were a young lady.’ 
 
    ‘I am,’ she said primly. ‘That’s why I brought you, as my protector.’ 
 
    ‘Your protector thinks you ought to go home.’ 
 
    She hesitated. ‘In a little while. It’s all pretty ... boring, really, isn’t it? But something might happen.’ 
 
    Eric Ward doubted it. He watched Colin Saxby. The man was drinking heavily. Eric wondered whether he had felt the pressure that Jack Saxby had clearly felt in court at Amos Saxby’s theatrical announcement. It would be a reason for drinking the way he was — for there was something almost desperate about Colin Saxby’s intake at the moment. Then, when Stoneleigh suddenly appeared again, alone, Eric guessed the truculence Saxby seemed to be developing would have a different origin — Hilda. For as Stoneleigh approached him Colin Saxby stood up, weaving slightly, and grabbed Stoneleigh by the arm. He began to speak, his mouth twisting angrily. 
 
    ‘Oh, oh,’ Anne whispered. ‘Looks like Antony’s in trouble. But Hilda was always going to end up with him.’ 
 
    Eric glanced at Anne curiously. Her tone was one of faint amusement. It seemed she cared little for what Antony Stoneleigh got up to; it was not the reaction Eric had expected. 
 
    Stoneleigh was now gripping Colin Saxby’s wrist. He was talking, and fiercely; his words were enough to give Saxby pause. He was stepping back, Stoneleigh’s contorted face thrusting into his, and then the argument was over as Antony Stoneleigh suddenly turned, stalked away back into the darkened areas of the room. 
 
    ‘Good luck, Hilda,’ Anne Morcomb hummed under her breath. ‘And bad luck, Saxby ... I think, Eric, I’ve had enough. If this is the nearest Newcastle can get to an orgy, no wonder Sir John Freshfield stays in London. Maybe I’ll have to get a flat down there.’ 
 
    ‘Young lady,’ Eric admonished gravely, ‘I’m astonished.’ He rose, taking Anne’s arm, just as Colin Saxby came lurching past. 
 
    ‘Ha! Ward, isn’t it?’ Saxby’s bleary eyes wavered, trying to recognize Anne Morcomb. ‘Fixed up, are you? Bloody poor party, ’sall I can say. And that bloody Stoneleigh ...’ His features were contorted suddenly, and Eric realized that the loss of Hilda must have bitten deep into Colin Saxby’s ego, for his eyes had become almost murderous. Then he swung his head, focusing on Eric Ward. ‘You seen Jack? You advised him to lay-off yet?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do that, Mr Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘He ought to lay-off. The bastard. He ought to lay-off, nothing to be gained. Amos ... Amos’ll skin him. Amos ought to lay-off, drop it all.’ He peered vacantly at Anne Morcomb. ‘Family business, you know; family affairs. Good that ... family affairs. Ha! Offer you a lift, my dear?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you,’ Anne said soberly. ‘I already have a lift. Mr Ward—’ 
 
    ‘Ward. Yes. You told my brother he ... he could go ahead, didn’t you? Bad advice, bad. Very dangerous. Can’t win, you know, can’t win not with old Amos ...’ He shook his head, muttering, then looked at Anne again. ‘Don’t want a lift? Got Sam’s car, you know. Take you wherever. .. No? Well, then ...’ He shook his head and began to walk away towards the door. 
 
    ‘Do you think he’ll make it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t intend trying to stop him,’ Eric said. ‘In his mood, he’s not far from the edge of violence. And if he’s parked near Grey’s, he’s likely to get stopped anyway. This time in the morning there’ll be a doorman keeping his eyes open. Reputation of the club, you know.’ 
 
    They walked out into the cobbled street, Colin Saxby somewhere ahead of them in the darkness. It was a soft night, the sky a deep blue-black colour, with hints of a still distant dawn fading the distant horizon. They walked past the restaurant and returned to Eric’s car; silently he drove Anne back to Montague Court. 
 
    As he drove his thoughts returned to Colin Saxby: the man had clearly been drunk, and bothered about his loss of the honey-blonde to Antony Stoneleigh, but his conversation had surprisingly turned to the Holton Hill Farm affair. It was clear that the wounds caused by that business were deep-scored among the Saxby family; strictly speaking, it had nothing to do with Colin Saxby in that it was a quarrel between the old man and his youngest son, Jack, but the other two sons had been drawn deeply into it and stances were being taken. 
 
    And in Colin Saxby’s view, Jack stood no chance against Amos Saxby — even though Colin himself had clearly won, on two separate occasions — first in his refusal to accept a mere tenancy of Brookfield Farm when he was still in the Army, and later, when he had sold the farm and used the money to invest elsewhere. 
 
    They reached Montague Court; Eric got out and walked with Anne to the lift. She was quiet; he wondered briefly whether she was thinking of Antony Stoneleigh with the blonde Hilda. They entered the lift and it rushed them to the top floor. Anne unlocked her door and walked in, leaving the door open, and obviously expecting him to enter. Eric hesitated, glanced at his watch. It was almost two in the morning. ‘Close the door behind you,’ Anne called mockingly, and feeling foolish, he entered. She had already taken off her coat, and was headed for the kitchen. 
 
    He stood by the window, looking out over the city again as she busied herself making some coffee. He heard her come in, set the cups down, but he did not turn. After a moment she stood beside him. ‘Thanks for taking me . .. and suffering me.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t much of a show, was it?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Maybe it was a piece of foolishness I needed to get out of my system. There’s a little voyeurism in us all, and I was ... curious. I’m not curious any more. At least, not about the goings-on of the likes of Sir John Freshfield.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Antony Stoneleigh?’ 
 
    ‘I never was interested in his predilections.’ 
 
    Something that Eric Ward refused to recognize as relief moved him. Gruffly he said, ‘Did you put any money into that Seaham project of his?’ 
 
    ‘No. I wasn’t persuaded. Not that I don’t think it would be a good thing, but after I’d spoken to my accountant I had some doubts.’ 
 
    ‘I think he advised you well.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I gather that Freshfield won’t be supporting the project — and that means Stoneleigh might be in some trouble. He could stand to lose his stake.’ 
 
    She moved restlessly and he caught a hint of her perfume. ‘I don’t think he himself has too much money tied up in it ... at least, that’s what my accountant says. But others ... there are other investors who’ve put a lot in. He’s likely to be a bit unpopular if the project fails.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’s going to be unpopular.’ 
 
    She was silent for a while. At last she said, ‘He never roused my curiosity the way you did.’ 
 
    ‘Curiosity?’ 
 
    ‘I know what makes Antony tick. I know his sales talk, his badinage, I can recognize his flirting for what it is — which is more than you can, I suspect. In fact, you have a somewhat direct and simple view of people, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t aware of it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you have. And something else. A kind of self-centred control: you look at other people, look at yourself, undertake some kind of reasoned computation, and reach a decision. It’s all a bit cold, really.’ 
 
    ‘But, possibly, necessary.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It avoids complications.’ 
 
    ‘Of a personal kind?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Is that why I haven’t seen you for two years?’ 
 
    There was something leaden in his chest. He could not look at her. There were dangers in the air, in the atmosphere, and they were closing in on him in a manner he felt irresistible. ‘Two years ... there was no reason for you to consult the firm.’ 
 
    ‘You know damned well that wasn’t what I meant.’ There was no fire, no rancour in her tone; it even held a hint of amusement. 
 
    He hesitated. ‘I think it’s time I went.’ 
 
    ‘Running again?’ 
 
    ‘Again?’ he countered. 
 
    ‘The way you did two years ago.’ 
 
    He looked at her then, stared into her eyes and felt his resolve crumbling. He shook his head. ‘I’m twenty years older than you, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘I’m alone in the flat.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a crusty old bachelor, only half fit, committed to building a new career for myself—’ 
 
    ‘You could stay the night, avoid the journey home.’ 
 
    ‘I’d better go. It’s stupid to think—’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t think,’ she said and she reached for him and his confusion was total, his resolve non-existent, and she felt as he had always known she would feel, warm, soft, and the taste of her was a compound of excitement and relief that he knew he would never forget. 
 
    The coffee remained untasted in the cups. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dawn lit the sky with a spreading gold stain as he walked along the Quayside, reluctant yet to return to Wylam. There was much to think about, so much to explain, but his thoughts were confused and he could not find the words to tell her. Everything had changed and yet nothing had changed: the gulf still remained between them, made up of her youth and his middle age. But over and above that there was his lack of future. He had known for some time the truth with regard to his feelings for her — he was in love with her, however much he might fight against it, deride it for its impracticality, sneer at it for its hopelessness. And she loved him — he knew that now, after tonight. But what could he offer her beyond the one certainty, of blindness? Nothing. A man with crippled eyes, with a career that had hardly even got started. It was no way to begin a marriage. 
 
    Her solution would be a simple one: she had money enough for both of them, there were the Morcomb estates; he need not worry about his illness or his future — the best doctors, a life of relaxed lack of need. But it was a solution he could not bring himself to accept. He was his own man and he needed to carve out his own solutions to his problems. He could not burden her with them and retain his self-respect; and there was the possibility that in time they would weigh her down, destroy what he now accepted lay between them. 
 
    He knew it was still the right thing to do, in spite of tonight; it was still right to walk away, if he now could. 
 
    He was aware of activity near Pudding Chare as he walked — cars, blue lights flashing, a street accident, ambulances. He turned, walked away, back to his car, to nurse his anxieties and his longings and consider for the hundredth time how different it all could have been but for the pain gnawing at the nerve ends behind his eyes. 
 
    He thought no more of the accident near the Quayside. Not until late the next afternoon, when the news filtered through to the office. A man had been killed in a hit-and-run accident near Pudding Chare. 
 
    The man’s name was Jack Saxby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Freddie Jenkins was a big man, square-set in his body, muscles turning to fat, sandy hair now thinning badly at his temples but his eyes still lively and twinkling, and his wide mouth as ready to smile as ever. Eric Ward had known him for twenty years, ever since he had joined the Northumbria Force, and he rated Freddie more highly than some of the hierarchy. Freddie Jenkins was now a Superintendent in the Criminal Investigation Department, but he had had the ability to go higher. Somehow, chances had seemed to pass him by and lesser men had been promoted. It might have been due to a certain lack of respect for authority he occasionally displayed; it might have been the result of some of the methods he employed from time to time — a thick ear instead of a charge sheet, a physical warning instead of a prosecution. He had been a tearaway as a young man; he had mellowed now, and had developed a comfortable paunch. 
 
    Eric said so. 
 
    Freddie Jenkins patted it complacently. ‘It’s the sedentary life,’ he explained, beaming. ‘I tell you, Eric, they got some real whizz-kids in CID now, and the old hands like me, well, we can just sit back most of the time, like. Except every now and then.’ 
 
    ‘You were always too damned nosy to take a back seat,’ Eric chided him. 
 
    ‘Aye, well, maybe you’re right.’ Superintendent Jenkins grinned.  ‘That’s why I’m here, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was unlikely to be a friendly call.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that as well. Always nice to see old friends who’ve fallen into the easy life. Nice office, pretty secretary, good salary.’ 
 
    ‘And a healthy curiosity,’ Eric said, ‘as to why a busy super should take the trouble to call in.’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins scratched his bulbous nose. ‘You said I was always a bit ... inquisitive. You’ll remember I was also a bit, shall we say, intuitive?’ 
 
    ‘A Welsh trait, you used to say. Hunches. So what have you come to see me about?’ 
 
    Jenkins smiled. ‘Don’t you offer any kind of hospitality around here?’ 
 
    ‘I can arrange coffee.’ 
 
    ‘If you’ve nothing better ...’ After Eric had asked Philippa to bring in some coffee he went on, ‘The hunch is that a certain hit-and-run the other evening isn’t quite ... right. The boys are inclined to write it off as just that — a drunk, late at night, hitting a pedestrian. But me, I’m not so sure.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about Jack Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hunch?’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins considered for a moment. ‘Time of night. About two-thirty in the morning. What was he doing near Pudding Chare? And he was hit fair and square, you know — no glancing blow. Crushed skull, pelvic damage, the lot. Never stood a chance. And no sign of the car.’ 
 
    ‘That’s to be expected,’ Eric said, ‘though you’ll have checked the garages.’ 
 
    ‘Throughout the region. But I got a feelin’ about this one, and it leaves me uneasy.’ 
 
    ‘And you think I can help in some way.’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins stared directly at Eric. ‘He was a client of yours.’ 
 
    Philippa bustled in with some coffee, remarking brightly that she had already been making it when she saw Mr Jenkins arrive. A conspiratorial wink at the superintendent, and she was gone. 
 
    ‘Always could charm them,’ Eric remarked. ‘But ... the fact that Saxby was my client is neither here nor there. Any connection—’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, we don’t know about that yet do we, until we talk about it, like?’ 
 
    ‘I can assure you—’ 
 
    ‘You can’t.’ Jenkins grinned. ‘Not when I hear you were in his brother’s company shortly before Jack Saxby was killed.’ 
 
    Eric was silent. He watched as the big Welshman reached for the sugar bowl and ladled heaped teaspoonfuls into his coffee. He shook his head. ‘You think Jack Saxby was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘My colleagues don’t.’ 
 
    ‘But you ... have a hunch.’ 
 
    Jenkins stirred his coffee. ‘That’s right. And let’s start with a bit of corroboration. You were with Colin Saxby that night?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly with him. In the same ... party.’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins’s grin became expansive and he twinkled his eyes at Eric. ‘Didn’t know you went in for that kind of thing. Legal life must have changed you. Cheap thrills and blue film shows ... oh yes, we know about that club, as you’ll have guessed. But no chance of a raid that night, of course, with the bigwigs there. But you, Eric ...’ 
 
    ‘I was ... accompanying someone,’ Eric said stiffly. 
 
    ‘I bet. Anyway, never mind. You confirm Colin Saxby’s presence. Like to tell me how the evening went? In relation to him, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Colin Saxby?’ Eric raised his eyebrows and shrugged. ‘He got pretty smashed, I can tell you that.’ 
 
    ‘Gimme an outline.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’d had a fair amount to drink at Grey’s — there was a party there for Sir John Freshfield.’ 
 
    ‘So I gather. Thrown by this Stoneleigh character.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Then, when we were at the private club, Saxby was still drinking pretty heavily. He had got involved with a woman called Hilda, but had his nose put out of joint by Stoneleigh, who whisked her off—’ 
 
    ‘I get the picture. Leaving Saxby to cry in his beer.’ 
 
    ‘Champagne.’ 
 
    ‘Still ends in a hangover. So what happened then?’ 
 
    Eric Ward sipped his coffee. ‘Nothing, really. As you might imagine, Saxby had a few words with Antony Stoneleigh over the girl, but Stoneleigh and the girl then disappeared and shortly after that we decided to go. Saxby left just ahead of us.’ 
 
    ‘What time would that be?’ 
 
    ‘Just before two.’ 
 
    ‘And Saxby ... he looked pretty far gone?’ 
 
    ‘I’d have said so. I wasn’t sure whether he should have been allowed to drive.’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins’s head came up. He stared at Eric unwinkingly for several seconds. Then, casually, he asked, ‘Did you see him to his car?’ 
 
    ‘No. He walked ahead of us; I didn’t see him.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t see him drive away?’ Eric shook his head. 
 
    Freddie Jenkins sighed. ‘Ah, well. According to Colin Saxby, it would have been an impossibility anyway.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He claims someone stole his car from outside Grey’s that night.’ 
 
    It was Eric’s turn to stare. ‘I hadn’t heard that.’ 
 
    ‘No, well ... The fact is, the duty sergeant got a report in the early hours not from Colin Saxby, but from his brother Sam. It would seem Sam Saxby’s car had been stolen, when it was in the custody or care of Colin. When I heard about it I thought I’d better get the whole story.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ Eric prompted. 
 
    ‘It would seem that it was quite a social night for the Saxbys. Colin was due at Grey’s — Sam and Jack Saxby were attending a monthly farmers’ orgy — yes, believe it! It seems they have some kind of club going; this time the excuse for the meeting was a discussion on farm subsidies, but it’s strictly stag and there’s time for some gungho drinking afterwards, apparently. So, there’s all three of them fixed up for a night out — and so is the old man.’ 
 
    ‘Amos Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘He’s at a meeting of some kind or other in Sunderland, don’t you know, and not certain what time he’ll be getting back to Morpeth. The gay widower, looks like.’ 
 
    ‘So what about this car thing?’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins finished his coffee with gusto. ‘Colin Saxby had his own transport but the distributor packed up on him. I’ve checked that, incidentally, and the car is in a garage at the moment. So he has a word with brother Sam, who agrees to go to Newcastle with Colin. Sam gets dropped at the farmer’s do, bottom of Grainger Street, and Colin gets use of the car to drive the short distance up to Grey’s. The idea was that Colin would pick up Sam later, bring him home. He was also supposed to stay sober, to do the chauffeuring.’ 
 
    ‘He hardly did that,’ Eric commented. 
 
    ‘So it seems. Anyway, Sam Saxby reports his car stolen, we get the story but it’s a bit garbled.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    Freddie Jenkins shook his head. ‘Colin Saxby claims he came out about two and there’s no car waiting for him. Now in those circumstances I’d have phoned the police straight away — or at least made enquiries at Grey’s. Colin Saxby did neither — he merely walked down to Grainer Street. He says he was a bit fuddled with drink; couldn’t think straight; concluded Sam had collected the car and was waiting for him; couldn’t even be sure what the arrangements were any more. So he walks down, and there’s no sign of Sam Saxby. He’d left the farmer’s shindig.’ 
 
    Eric looked at the superintendent thoughtfully. ‘To look for Colin?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Sam’s story. Because his brother was late with the car.’ 
 
    ‘They finally met?’ 
 
    ‘They did. Top of Grey Street. About three in the morning. Amazing, isn’t it?’ The sarcasm was not lost on Eric. ‘Possible,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but imagine the scene,’ Jenkins said. ‘There are the three brothers wandering around Newcastle, separately, in the early hours of the morning, all carrying a load of booze, not seeing each other — and one of them gets killed, just like that!’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t explain about Jack Saxby,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Oh, didn’t I tell you?’ Jenkins asked sarcastically. ‘Nobody seems quite sure, but someone thinks there was a phone-call for Jack Saxby. It was made about two in the morning; there or thereabouts. It’s enough to send him out on the streets, and wandering down towards the Quayside, and Pudding Chare. Where, fancy it, he gets crushed by a car; hit-and-run. Doesn’t it smell to you, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘I see what you mean.’ Eric was silent for a little while. 
 
    Freddie Jenkins watched him, and then said, ‘And then there’s the matter of the car keys.’ 
 
    ‘To Sam Saxby’s car?’ 
 
    ‘No less. Someone had pinched the car, Colin says. But when he met Sam at three, as far as he can remember he gave the car keys to Sam. Colin says. But that ain’t how Sam recalls it. Albeit imperfectly. His story is he doesn’t recall Colin giving them to him. Rather, they just argued about the loss of the car and then reported it. He’s got a spare set of keys — but no originals. And a fuzzy evening was had by all, don’t you agree?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘Even so, I’m not very clear why you’re telling me all this.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know lawyers. Feel they got to protect their clients’ interests and all that. So I thought I’d fill you in on all the background. Jack Saxby — dead from hit-and-run. I got that. Brothers Sam and Colin drunk as noodles, they say, in the same town, but no keys to the car, they say, and car gone missing. Amos, their old man, wandering somewhere between Sunderland and Newcastle in his own car around about that time. So, I ask myself, were they a happy family?’ His eyes fixed on Eric and he smiled thinly. ‘And a little bird tells me no. Same little bird says, go see Eric Ward. Always was a helpful character, Eric Ward. So I’m here. So be helpful.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how I can.’ 
 
    ‘You know all right, but you want time to think. So—’ Jenkins waved a generous hand ‘—’take some time.’ 
 
    Eric Ward shook his head doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure what there is to tell ... what information I can give you.’ He rose uneasily from behind his desk and walked across to the window, looked out across the city. ‘You’ll have to be more specific.’ 
 
    ‘So I’ll be more specific. There’s bad blood in the family.’ 
 
    Eric turned and stared at the detective-superintendent. ‘Are you suggesting that one of the Saxby family was implicated in Jack Saxby’s death?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, come on, Eric.’ Freddie Jenkins spread his hands wide in innocence. ‘Have I said anything? I just gave you some facts ... and now I’m asking you to give me some, in return. But did I say anything?’ Eric Ward hesitated, then returned to his desk thoughtfully. ‘All right, there’s bad blood.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it about?’ 
 
    ‘The fact that the old man — Amos looked after two of the sons but not the third. The signs are he set out deliberately, with his wife, to undo something that had been arranged earlier ... the sale of a farm to Jack Saxby. That’s about it.’ 
 
    ‘And Jack Saxby was taking the old man to law?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘So where do the brothers fit in?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t.’ As he saw a spasm of frustration cross the superintendent’s features, Eric added, ‘It was your supposition, not mine. You asked for facts. I gave them.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not involved?’ 
 
    ‘Well ...’ Eric conceded, ‘maybe Sam Saxby is. He witnessed a conveyance of the farm from Ellen Saxby to Amos; there’s a suspicion he might have colluded ... might have worked with his parents to do Jack Saxby down.’ 
 
    ‘Conspiracy?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the word.’ 
 
    ‘I’m more interested in Colin Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘As far as I can make out ...’ Eric began, and then hesitated, uncertain whether he should proceed. 
 
    ‘Go on.’ Jenkins urged. 
 
    ‘There might be nothing to it,’ Eric said slowly. ‘And in a sense, it’s only hearsay. And from Sam Saxby, at that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re keeping me in suspense.’ 
 
    ‘Colin Saxby ... before he went to the Army he was courting the woman who became Jack Saxby’s wife.’ 
 
    Superintendent Jenkins stared at Eric Ward, his mouth opening in mock surprise. ‘Well, well ... tell me more.’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I’m not certain there’s much more to tell. Amos Saxby didn’t care for the courtship with Sandra and had a shouting match with Colin. He imposed his personality upon his son and Colin then shoved off to get out of his way, joined the Army. While he was away it seems Jack Saxby might have stepped into his shoes—’ 
 
    ‘Might have?’ 
 
    ‘Slip of the tongue. I meant did.’ 
 
    Superintendent Jenkins shook his head. ‘No. Lawyers are careful with words. You especially. Let’s have it out, Eric.’ 
 
    Eric Ward shook his head irritably. ‘It’s only a feeling. I’ve only met the woman once, with her husband. It’s merely that I got the impression ... she had such a dissatisfied air, and seemed to treat Jack Saxby with a degree of contempt—’ 
 
    ‘In front of you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘So when you heard,’ Jenkins surmised wonderingly, ‘that Jack Saxby wasn’t Sandra’s first choice, and tied it in with her dissatisfied air, you wondered ...’ 
 
    ‘Nothing specific,’ Eric insisted. 
 
    ‘But you still wondered whether she was still hankering after the one that got away. He — Colin Saxby — he’s not married?’ 
 
    ‘No. Still feels himself a bit of an adventurer. Life in the Army unsettled him for farming, so though Amos made over Brookfield to him, he sold it later and now plays the markets, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘With Sandra still sighing in the wings, and brother Jack locked in litigation with Amos, the old lady dying ... it all makes for quite a thick soup, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I think we’re exaggerating the importance of some of this.’ 
 
    ‘But the old man was a bit outspoken in court, I understand,’ Jenkins said. ‘Said he’d see Jack in hell, or words to that effect.’ 
 
    Eric Ward leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. ‘Don’t read too much into that, either,’ he said. ‘Amos Saxby has a talent for the theatrical. He projects a bit. It was done quite deliberately to hurt Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Even though the method of his announcement would also strike at his other two sons,’ Jenkins mused. ‘Well, you say theatrical, I say there’s a streak of vicious carelessness there too. Hmmm. Very interesting. All right, Eric, thanks, it all helps build up a picture — even if the edges remain hazy. But still one puzzle. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Why did Amos Saxby have it in for Jack?’ Eric shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I have a suspicion that Colin and Sam Saxby know the reason, but it’s family business, and they’re holding those cards to their chests. But of one thing I’m pretty sure. It concerns something that must have happened fairly recently.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Ellen Saxby created the option to purchase in 1974. She’d held the farm since 1969. So, she and Amos were still well disposed towards Jack a few years ago. He did something then, fairly recently, to upset them. He — or maybe Sandra — caused a rift in the family and Amos and Ellen worked out this ploy to pull the farm back from him.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they needed the money sunk in the farm?’ 
 
    ‘No. They were well enough off. Amos has money, it seems, enough to keep him in comfort at the Old Vicarage in Morpeth.’ 
 
    ‘So something happened ...’ Freddie Jenkins mused for a little while, then suddenly slapped his large hands on his knees and rose to his feet. ‘All very interesting. And maybe important ... but still indecisive. So, keep in touch, hey? Anything you come across you think might be of assistance, you let me know.’ He paused at the door, looked back at Eric. ‘Two brothers, wandering around the city late at night. Would have been better for Colin Saxby if he’d managed to get his hands on the girl at the party, wouldn’t it? Kept him busy at the important time, when Jack was killed.’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I don’t think she’d have kept anyone busy for long — she was too damned drunk.’ 
 
    Jenkins grinned. ‘Never objected to that too much myself. What’s a snore or two among close friends? Thanks again, lad; keep in touch.’ 
 
    After the door had banged behind him Eric sat quietly in his chair for several minutes as the half-formed questions moved around in his head, a kaleidoscope of facts and theories, shifting patterns of light and shade, motives and reasons, knowledge and misunderstandings. In one sense it was all none of his business; he had certain links with the family, but the legal base was limited and clearly had nothing to do with murder. On the other hand, Sandra Saxby had already rung to make an appointment with him, and he had little doubt what it would mean. If Amos Saxby were to be brought to heel over the matter of Holton Hill Farm, it was still necessary that Eric should discover more of the background, to discover what had finally caused the rift between parents and son. For if the battle were to be recommenced against the executors to Jack Saxby’s estate, it would not be easy to make the charge of conspiracy stick ... unless a motive could be shown, a reason strong enough to demonstrate why Amos, Ellen and, possibly, Sam Saxby should have banded together in an unfair manner to deprive Jack Saxby of his legal rights. 
 
    Eric Ward reached for the telephone and buzzed for Philippa. 
 
    ‘Get me Jackie Parton,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A desultory attempt had been made to clean up part of the river area west of Newcastle. A team of youngsters had descended under a Work Experience project to get rid of the rusting hulks, the industrial debris, the broken-slatted fencing, and change the general air of depressed inactivity that the open ground possessed. But the mudflats were still there, and the beached boats seemed lost as they lay on their sides, gunwales stained with mud, and there were already graffiti and other signs of vandalism appearing on the three huts erected as boathouses by the river. 
 
    A mist girdled the river, low-lying, cloaking the far banks, but the line of the Durham hills was clear enough. The Hydraulic Engine pub standing above the mudflats, gave a good view across to the hills and in the old days the red stain of the Consett iron works had marked the sky. Now, as Eric stood in the window, looking out across the river, the sky was grey and still above the rattling stream of traffic that ground along the road west, along the river bank, diverted by road works, bringing back a spurious sense of life and activity to an area that had long since been denuded of people and work. 
 
    But the Hydraulic Engine itself still had its devoted clientele: the old men who had lived in Scotswood as children and seen it destroyed; the Irish immigrants who came to work and stayed to drink; the people who came for a touch of atmosphere in a pub that refused to change its face or ways; and the fringe people, the well-dressed, well-heeled individuals who never seemed to have a regular job but had contacts, and information, and capers that kept them in beer and cigarettes, champagne and brandy. It was also Jackie Parton’s favourite pub. 
 
    Eric Ward never felt entirely at ease in the Hydraulic Engine, for he was known as an ex-policeman, and the opprobrium which that attracted still remained with him. Jackie Parton was in a quite different situation: there were few pubs throughout Tyneside where he was not recognized and welcomed, for in his years as a jockey on the northern tracks he had attracted an immense local following, not only among the punting fraternity but also in local pride and legend. A Scotswood lad who had fought his way out of the back-to-back houses down by the river, he had become the King of Tyneside with his flamboyant, successful riding and his reckless spending. Even his fall, when he was but thirty, still provoked violent arguments: a stewards’ enquiry had announced he was involved in illegal betting syndicates but a strong body of opinion declared the matter had been rigged against him. It was a view even more hotly contested when his racing days ended with his being found, badly beaten, down by the Quayside. He never spoke about it, but rumour had it that his problems had really begun when he had refused the local gangs the chance of a killing at Wetherby. He was made an example of, to bring lesser riders into line. It ended his career, but not his popularity. 
 
    Now, he did occasional work for Eric Ward and others. Investigative agents were often retired policemen like Eric himself, who knew the law, procedures, and had a local understanding. Jackie Parton had more to offer — an unrivalled acquaintance with the underworld, the sporting world, and the wealthy on Tyneside, for he had spent freely, lived well in his day, and the upper crust of the racing fraternity still knew and accepted him. Even so, he still liked his pint, and preferred to take it in the Hydraulic Engine. 
 
    He had listened in silence while Eric Ward had sketched out for him the background to the Saxby affair. He had heard of the death of Jack Saxby, knew of the whisper that it could have been a deliberate hit-and-run, but there had been no information in Scotswood or Byker or anywhere else on the fringes that touched upon the death of Amos Saxby’s youngest son. 
 
    ‘Do you think you can do your own check of the garages?’ Eric had asked the little man. 
 
    ‘Could do ... the doubtful ones, you mean.’ Jackie Parton had fingered his scarred lip thoughtfully. ‘The police will tie up the legit ones.’ 
 
    ‘Give it a try.’ 
 
    ‘And what else?’ 
 
    Eric had tried to explain, but knew that he was leaving the ex-jockey an extremely difficult task, for there was little or nothing to go on. In essence, he had to ask him to find out anything of interest concerning the Saxbys, but that could amount to very little, for it was almost certain there would be little to discover, publicly, of a family squabble. 
 
    ‘But there might be something,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    The little man’s grey eyes were doubtful. ‘Don’t know too many among the farming community. The clubs, now, that’s different. But whispers from farmers ... it just don’t happen, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘Something might turn up. In essence, I want to find out just why Amos and Ellen Saxby turned so positively against their youngest son.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton had promised to do what he could. 
 
    Now, after the little man had gone and the darkness reached out to shroud the Durham hills above the faintly gleaming river, Eric waited a little while longer to do his own bit of questioning. For there was one person who had remained evasive, and it was time he was brought to book. 
 
    Joseph had not been happy about further questions, when Eric had been to see him, and had almost insisted that Eric should not further involve Paul Francis in the matter. But there were questions to be asked, and it was Eric who was handling the Saxby affair. So, in his view, the decision was his. 
 
    At seven that evening he drove across to Gosforth to call on Paul Francis, at his flat. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The barrister was not exactly pleased to see him: that was obvious; Eric suspected, also, that Joseph had warned his son that he might be getting a call. Clearly, Paul Francis had decided to take the bull by the horns. At the entrance to his flat he smiled a welcome, invited Eric in, offered him a drink, and when Eric accepted a soft drink, settled back into an expensive, deep armchair and enquired after his health. 
 
    ‘How are you, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what Joseph tells me. Talk of an operation, isn’t there?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t decided yet.’ 
 
    There was a glitter in Paul Francis’s eyes as he watched Eric over the rim of his whisky glass. ‘If it comes to an operation, that’ll cause problems for you, won’t it? With the firm, I mean.’ 
 
    Eric had no doubt what he meant: who would want to employ a blind solicitor? ‘We’ll see about that once I’ve had the operation ... if I have it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it must be a fearful decision to take. So much pressure for you ... Did you enjoy the party the other night? You were with the Morcomb girl later, weren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I escorted her.’ 
 
    The eyes glittered again, mockingly: it was a track Eric, with his own feelings and emotions so confused, was not desirous of walking down. ‘I came along to see you about the Saxby business,’ he said shortly. 
 
    Paul Francis raised an elegant eyebrow and smoothed his thin cheeks. ‘Saxby? I thought you’d briefed Charlie Dawson. Something gone wrong?’ 
 
    Eric’s mouth tightened. Paul was being deliberately evasive: he knew perfectly well there was no question of a brief in the matter . ‘You’ll have heard Jack Saxby was killed in a hit-and-run accident.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I had,’ Paul Francis said carelessly. ‘But that shouldn’t change issues. There’s his executors to sue, I suppose.’ 
 
    Joseph Francis had been talking to him. Grimly Eric went on, ‘It does make things that little bit more difficult, as you’ll appreciate. Jack Saxby was obviously central to the case, and now he isn’t around to instruct me. His widow will be calling to see me tomorrow, but I don’t know how far she can help. I have a feeling you can help.’ 
 
    ‘Me, dear boy?’ Paul Francis smiled thinly. 
 
    ‘More than you have.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t see how.’ 
 
    ‘Start by being a bit more honest about the Saxby files and the option to purchase.’ 
 
    The smile vanished. Paul Francis suddenly looked petulant and he drank his whisky quickly, then glared at Eric. ‘You’re suggesting I’ve been less than honest—’ 
 
    ‘I know you have,’ Eric said wearily. ‘Let’s cut out the fencing. You never liked it at Francis, Shaw and Elder. You didn’t like my arrival; you didn’t like working for your father; and it all spilled over into your work. You weren’t interested, and that lack of interest showed in the level of competence you displayed.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to take that sort of comment!’ 
 
    The anger was forced, and lacked solid foundation. Eric looked into Paul Francis’s eyes and saw the doubt and uncertainty there. ‘You’ll take it, Paul, because you know I’m telling the truth. And you’re out of it now; making a good fist of it in chambers. You’ve found your niche and things are working out for you. But I’ve still got a job to do — albeit a less glamorous one than yours, and subject to more drudgery.’ 
 
    Somewhat mollified, but still sullen, Paul Francis said, ‘I still don’t see how I can help you.’ 
 
    Eric Ward reached in his pocket. He had noted down the last transactions on the Saxby index of files. He read them out aloud. Paul Francis rose and poured himself another drink. 
 
    ‘Now then,’ Eric asked, ‘the first file is on the 1969 Holton Hill Farm conveyance to Ellen Saxby. You won’t have dealt with that—’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not.’ 
 
    ‘Nor the second one that year: the conveyance of Eastgate Farm to Samuel Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Eric paused, eyeing Paul Francis challengingly. ‘But you did draw up the option to purchase, in Jack Saxby’s favour, didn’t you?’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Paul Francis inspected his drink but his eyes were not still, flickering, disturbed; he grimaced, baring his teeth, nibbled at his lip. ‘I ... I might have.’ 
 
    ‘You’d remember if you did.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure.’ Eric insisted softly and the pale eyes flickered at him, angry, but nervous too and then Paul Francis nodded. ‘All right, dammit, I drew up the option — Ellen Saxby instructed me herself. She rang me, asked me to go out to the Old Vicarage, and we dealt with the matter there.’ 
 
    ‘So why the hell didn’t you register the option thereafter?’ Eric demanded. 
 
    ‘One of the legal executives—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come off it, Paul!’ Eric said angrily. ‘You had the file; it would have taken a phone call, then a letter of registration—’ 
 
    ‘All right, dammit, all right! Have it your own way. I just forgot to register the bloody thing, that’s all, I just forgot. Hell’s flames, we all make mistakes from time to time, don’t we?’ 
 
    ‘Some more critical than others,’ Eric said hotly. ‘All right, never mind.’ He paused, thinking. ‘Now the next access to the Saxby files occurred when Samuel Saxby wanted to resolve a wayleave problem over Eastgate Farm. You handled that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Paul Francis was uneasy again. Eric waited, letting the tension mount between them. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘what files — actual files — would you have taken up on that issue? When you prepared the brief to counsel you would, presumably, have needed the 1969 conveyance of Eastgate Farm itself.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘And the Holton Hill Farm conveyance?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But they could have been in the same bundle.’ 
 
    Paul Francis hesitated. ‘They ... they could have been.’ 
 
    ‘You mean they were.’ 
 
    Temper flashed into Paul Francis’s tone. ‘All right, they were! I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘All four files are missing from the office, Paul. I want to know why. I can accept it was an oversight on your part that might have occasioned it, but for God’s sake tell me straight about it, and stop prevaricating. What the hell happened to those files?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t damned well know.’ Paul Francis bit his lip nervously. ‘I think ...’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘The last occasion ... I’d gone out to Eastgate Farm. I discussed with Sam Saxby the proposed action — though it never came off in fact, even though we briefed counsel, because there was a settlement out of court. We ... we had a drink to celebrate, and Sam Saxby was most ... affable. He seemed very grateful that the whole thing had been dealt with so satisfactorily. It was a pleasant evening, and we cracked a bottle of wine ... 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    Paul Francis’s face twisted uncertainly. ‘I can’t be sure. It was a long time ago, and I can’t really remember, but like I told Joseph, I think there’s the possibility that I left the files at Eastgate Farm.’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at the barrister. ‘You think you left them there? Didn’t you check, afterwards?’ 
 
    Francis shook his head in irritation. ‘Check what? It was one of a number of issues I was dealing with at the time. And the matter was finished. Moreover, it wasn’t long after that I left the firm, and I had a hell of a lot on my mind.’ He looked up defiantly, his eyes suddenly challenging Eric. ‘Besides, what difference does it make? We’ve no God-given or legal right to those papers. They belong in fact to the clients, and if they’ve ended up with the family, who haven’t seen fit to return them, we can’t demand their return. They are only working papers, in our safe keeping. So what the hell!’ 
 
    It wasn’t the point, but there was nothing to be gained by arguing with Paul Francis. Wearily, Eric Ward shook his head. ‘All right, Paul, let’s leave it at that. I don’t think Sam Saxby should be holding on to papers rightly belonging to another member of the family, but let’s overlook that for now. It might yet be of some help to me if you can tell me what was in the files.’ 
 
    ‘After three years? Aw, come on!’ 
 
    Perhaps it was unreasonable, but there was still the question regarding Amos Saxby’s motivations to be dealt with, and the reason why Ellen Saxby had turned against her youngest son. ‘The 1969 papers,’ Eric asked, ‘the ones relating to the conveyance of Holton Hill Farm — what did they contain?’ 
 
    Paul Francis shrugged coldly. ‘What does any conveyancing file contain? Details of searches, contract of sale—’ 
 
    ‘Root of title?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. All the usual stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Did you do the root of title yourself?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. It was pretty straightforward. It had been left to Mrs Saxby by a cousin. Can’t remember his name ...’ 
 
    ‘Jennings,’ Eric supplied. ‘Frank Jennings.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you always had a better memory than me,’ Paul Francis conceded. ‘So there was the usual material there; notification of death, probate of the will, payment of legacies, supporting affidavits and other correspondence from the Jennings solicitors—’ 
 
    ‘What did that contain?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell should I know?’ Paul Francis injected offence into his tone. ‘I did the job for what it was worth, determined the root of title, checked the registry, and did a brief flip through the supporting papers. But I didn’t read it all; hell, why should I? There were papers of instructions to the Jennings solicitors, by the man himself; there were papers dealt with by the executors of his will; the will was annexed and all that. But a lot of it was unnecessary to the conveyance itself, and there was no need. Anyway, if it’s all so important, ask Sam Saxby for the files back.’ 
 
    ‘No, it isn’t important. And I presume Sam Saxby will have turned the papers over to his mother anyway.’ 
 
    Paul Francis looked up at him defiantly. ‘So that’s it, then, is it? A visit and an interrogation for nothing. You’re so bloody self-righteous, Eric, don’t you know that? You never make a blasted mistake; you never step out of line; and you’re always so ready to blast lesser mortals. I tell you straight, I was glad to get out of Francis, Shaw and Elder, and you were one of the bloody reasons why I was glad.’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at the barrister. For a moment he was surprised by the vehemence of the outburst,· and then he was puzzled. The sudden attack held a hint of relief; it was as though a burden had been lifted from Paul Francis and the freedom he suddenly felt had been an opening of floodgates, a release from tension. Slowly Eric said, ‘Perhaps you’re right, Paul. Maybe I am difficult to live with, in the firm.’ 
 
    ‘Too damned right,’ Paul Francis said maliciously. ‘You ought to hear Joseph about it. Oh, don’t get me wrong, my old man knows when to use someone like you, dredge every last bit of work out of you. Couldn’t do it with me, so was pleased enough to see me do my own thing at the Bar. But you, oh, he’s got your bloody measure. But it doesn’t mean he likes your mealy mouth, and it doesn’t mean he doesn’t like to see you eat dirt once in a while, believe me!’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at him, thinking. Paul Francis’s eyes were unnaturally bright, triumphant; but it was a triumph built on a shaky confidence, for even as Eric stared at him he saw the movement in the pale eyes, the shifting of vaguely seen anxieties. ‘What is it, Paul?’ he asked suddenly, and the movement in the barrister’s eyes became a swift flicker of alarm. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘No. What do you mean?’ Eric insisted.’ 
 
    ‘Suddenly you feel confident enough to bawl me out. Why?’ 
 
    ‘A few home truths—’ 
 
    ‘Or a satisfaction in getting off too lightly.’ Eric paused, thinking back over the last few minutes and his conversation with the barrister. ‘I get the feeling you haven’t told me everything,’ he said slowly. 
 
    ‘I’ve told you—’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe I didn’t ask the right questions,’ Eric said. 
 
    The silence grew between them. Paul Francis was unable to meet his eyes as Eric waited, thinking. There was something he had missed; something Paul Francis had expected him to ask and was relieved that he had not. 
 
    Then Francis stood up, setting aside his glass. ‘I’ve got a dinner appointment,’ he lied. ‘I think you’d better go now, Eric. I’ve nothing more to say.’ 
 
    Eric rose, his eyes still fixed on the barrister and he noted the evasiveness of his eyes, the nervousness of his hands. He was right; there was something. Eric followed Paul Francis as he walked quickly to the door, stood there holding it open, waiting for Eric Ward to leave. 
 
    And then, slowly, the sections slipped into place, the unanswered question rose in his mind. In the doorway he turned, looked at the barrister silently for a moment. 
 
    ‘You drew up that option to purchase,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘I’ve already said so—’ 
 
    ‘And failed to register it.’ 
 
    ‘An oversight. Now look—’ 
 
    The words died on his lips as Eric stared silently at him for several seconds. ‘Amos Saxby and Ellen Saxby entered into a conveyance of Holton Hill Farm to defeat the unregistered option to purchase,’ Eric said quietly. ‘They didn’t come to Francis, Shaw and Elder to do the conveyancing. They went to a Berwick firm, who had no previous knowledge of the issues. But Cranby never met Amos Saxby until he went to the Old Vicarage for instructions.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘Amos already knew what instructions to give, because he and Ellen and maybe Sam too, they all knew what the effect of lack of registration of the option would be; they must have known, because that was the purpose of the conveyance to Amos.’ 
 
    Paul Francis began to close the door. His face was pale. Eric put out a hand, holding the door open. ‘Someone will have had to explain it to them; they will have had to receive legal advice, the kind that would warn them that Francis, Shaw and Elder would refuse to complete it because of prior knowledge, imputed knowledge, of the lack of registration. Who gave them that advice, Paul? Who did they go to, to get a legal viewpoint?’ 
 
    Paul Francis’s lips were as pale as his face; he stood framed in the doorway, the fear in his eyes now naked, and unhidden. ‘You unethical bastard,’ Eric Ward said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more angry Eric Ward became. Paul Francis’s conduct had been reprehensible on two counts. The first was that having displayed his incompetence by failing to register the option to purchase, he had then compounded that sin by advising the Saxbys of the effects of that failure. There was no doubt he had, by some form of twisted logic, absolved himself of guilt in the matter by arguing that since he was no longer with Francis, Shaw and Elder there was nothing legally or morally wrong in advising Amos Saxby of his failure to complete the requisite formalities, and the consequent effects, but it was a logic Eric was entirely unable to accept. But the second ground for criticism of Paul Francis was the professional one. It was clear that when Amos Saxby took advice from Paul Francis it had been a situation where client was consulting barrister direct. No reputable solicitor would have put a brief of that kind to a member of the Bar — and barristers were not allowed, as a matter of professional ethics, to deal direct with clients. That was the privilege of the solicitor. Eric was severely tempted to report Paul Francis to the Bar Council and his temper grew worse, because he knew that he would not do so — whatever Paul’s failings, he was just starting to make a successful career free from the shadow of his father and Eric Ward could not do it to the man, however contemptible his conduct might have been. 
 
    But that left Eric with a further problem. Within the hour, Sandra Saxby would be calling upon him, at his request. The information he now held was dangerous; if he released it, she might use it against Paul Francis. He guessed she would be vindictive enough. On the other hand, if he withheld the information from her it could be argued he was compounding Paul Francis’s professional crime, to the detriment of his client. It was a nice point. 
 
    And in the tangled tensions of the Saxby family, he could not even be sure that she did not already know of the situation in which Paul Francis had got caught up. At the earliest moment he would have to tell Joseph —and leave it to the father to sort out why on earth the son must have behaved the way he did. Eric himself had only one conclusion to draw: struggling in his early weeks at the Bar, Paul had grabbed at the chance of a fat, undeclared fee from Amos Saxby — for there could be no doubt Amos would have been prepared to pay handsomely for information that would scotch the hopes of his youngest son. Though why he should want to do so remained a mystery to Eric. 
 
    There was a tap on the door and Philippa entered. ‘Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Saxby is here. I’ve asked her to wait a few minutes. I thought you might wish to make a call first.’ 
 
    She had an oddly prim smirk on her lips. ‘Call?’ he asked, puzzled. 
 
    ‘A Miss Morcomb. She called two days ago; again yesterday. She left this number when she rang today.’ 
 
    Philippa handed him a slip of paper. He stared at it, aware of the slow flush that was staining his face; aware also of the dull ache of longing that moved through his body. ‘Thank you, Philippa. You can send Mrs Saxby in.’ 
 
    ‘But aren’t you—’ 
 
    ‘Send her in.’ 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, turned, and headed for the door. He called her name. When she turned, expectantly, with the smile beginning to return he had pleasure in saying, ‘And I’d like you to get in touch with the Public Record Office. As quickly as possible, I want a copy of the will of Frank Jennings. He died about 1967.’ 
 
    It was the one document that would be on file, for certain, and it might throw some light upon the Holton Hill Farm issue as a whole. 
 
    ‘Certainly, Mr Ward. Oh, and it’s Mrs and Mr Saxby who’s waiting.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby?’ 
 
    It was Colin Saxby. 
 
    He came in behind his sister-in-law, diffidently, a hint of reluctance in his gait. He glanced briefly at Eric and shook hands but did not take the proffered seat; instead, he went to stand uneasily beside the window, part of the proceedings, yet distant from them. Sandra Saxby, on the other hand, was completely at ease and more; there was an air of confidence about her, some of the lines of dissatisfaction had smoothed from around her mouth and Eric suspected that the dark clothes she wore were more a sop to convention than a sign of conviction. She may well have grieved and be in mourning for her dead husband, but either she dissembled well or Eric was doing her a severe injustice. She appeared to him relaxed, and in control of a situation she had previously found annoying, distasteful and hateful. 
 
    Somehow, and the word came unbidden to him she seemed fulfilled. 
 
    She sat down and smiled faintly. ‘I hope you didn’t mind Colin coming along. I asked him to ... to look after my interests. We ... we are old friends.’ 
 
    ‘And now brother and sister-in-law,’ Eric added, and had the vague satisfaction of seeing Colin Saxby move and shuffle uneasily near the window. 
 
    ‘You asked me to call,’ Sandra Saxby said and her tone was cooler. 
 
    ‘I thought we’d better have a chat.’ 
 
    ‘About what’s to be done now?’ She gave Eric a look that could be described only as smouldering. ‘Jack’s dead, but that changes nothing. He intended to get his rights. I still intend to do just that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes well—’ 
 
    ‘You advised that a suit against the executors — the bank that acted for Mrs Ellen Saxby — would be advisable. I don’t see there’s any problem. Presumably, as Jack’s widow, I can simply carry on the fight. The ... cause of action, you call it? It doesn’t end with Jack’s death, does it?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘No, it doesn’t. You’re quite right in your assessment. But—’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll continue the fight,’ she interrupted firmly. 
 
    Colin Saxby moved uncomfortably behind her. ‘Sandra, I think you’d better slow down ... listen to Mr Ward.’ 
 
    For a moment Eric thought she was going to rebel but the quick movement of her head subsided and she stared at Eric sombrely. ‘All right — what do you want to say?’ 
 
    ‘It’s really to discuss the wisdom of continuing with the suit at this point.’ 
 
    ‘You agreed the cause of action does not die—’ 
 
    ‘Please, hear me out.’ Eric waited until the battle glint faded in the formidable eyes of Mrs Saxby. ‘While your husband was alive I was in favour of the action. There was every reason to get an order for specific performance — the farm was his on lease, he wanted to farm it. But now ... would you want to farm it?’ 
 
    Her eyes were chilly and her jaw suddenly fierce. ‘No — but there’s the matter of my child to consider.’ 
 
    ‘Child?’ 
 
    She smiled grimly. ‘I’m pregnant. Jack will have a posthumous child. And if I can get the farm from that crazy old man I can sell it, and provide for Jack’s child. So nothing has changed, you understand?’ 
 
    ‘There’s every chance Amos Saxby will fight,’ Eric said doubtfully. ‘You might, if you win, get costs against him. Either way you won’t get back what is spent in lawyers’ fees—’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ She glared at him suspiciously. ‘An honest lawyer?’ 
 
    Eric ignored the gibe. Patiently, he went on: ‘There’s little point in incurring the expense of trial if it’s not necessary. There are other ways of skinning the cat ... and less expensive ones.’ 
 
    ‘I’m all ears,’ Sandra Saxby said contemptuously. 
 
    ‘It’s quite simple,’ Eric said. ‘Let me talk to Amos Saxby again.’ 
 
    A slow stain of anger marked her fair skin. ‘Fat lot of good that will do!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure.’ Eric glanced briefly at the silent Colin Saxby and then went on: ‘He was very upset at his wife’s death; he said silly things in court. But now, with Jack dead, maybe he’s had time to think things through. I think maybe part of the attitude he adopted earlier was the need to humiliate your husband, show him up, beat him in this issue. That chance is gone now; maybe he’ll be more inclined to listen to reason.’ 
 
    She hesitated, uncertain. Colin Saxby moved behind her, leaned forward. ‘Might be worth a go, Sandy.’ 
 
    She did not look at him, but kept her eyes fixed on Eric Ward. ‘How would you approach him?’ 
 
    ‘Using the same argument I have with you. He can’t want litigation. The case, if it comes on, will cause quite a stir: a family affair being dragged into the courts, with charges of breach of contract and conspiracy to defraud. He can’t want the experience; he’d certainly not enjoy it, particularly if he lost.’ 
 
    ‘And we can win, can’t we?’ she said sharply. 
 
    Eric raised a warning hand. ‘These things are never watertight — and we’ve not got all the ammunition we need.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘The reason why Amos was so keen to stop Jack getting the farm.’ 
 
    Her eyes became vague, almost glassy; her lips were set in a thin line. She shook her head. When she spoke, her tone was bitter. ‘He always hated me; me and my father. He thought I wasn’t good enough for his precious sons. He almost destroyed my life once ...’ There was an involuntary jerk of her head as she caught herself in time, stopped herself from casting a furious glance at Colin Saxby. ‘And when I was married to Jack he was barely civil to us, all over the years. But even then I didn’t realize how really vindictive he was. Those years we farmed Holton Hill — he let us believe we’d own the farm one day soon. The option to purchase ... he never said a word at the time. But he was plotting, you see? He had a grand strategy. You know what he’s like; you know the theatrical way he behaves. That would have been his intention, if we hadn’t forced the issue; if Colin hadn’t told us that the silly old woman had conveyed the farm to Amos! It would have come as a great shock, you see: Amos would have waited for the best time, the most crushing time to let that cat out of the bag! He’d have let us go on in our ignorance, let us break our backs, build up the farm and our hopes, and then one day, when we were at our most vulnerable, he would have crushed us with the information. That he owned Holton Hill Farm; that the option to purchase was worthless! Can’t you see how deeply he hates me? To do that kind of thing to us? And can’t you see how much I’m determined never to let him get away with it?’ 
 
    Her voice had streaks of hysteria threading through it, and her face was red with anger. She caught at a stray lock of her black hair and thrust it away from her eyes in a violent gesture, while, placatingly, Colin Saxby moved forward, put a soothing hand on her shoulder. Then, perhaps conscious of Eric’s gaze, he removed his hand, and went back to stand by the window again. 
 
    A short silence fell. Eric leaned back in his chair uneasily. He was convinced of her hatred, but not by her explanation of Amos’s motivation. She was an egocentric woman who saw, in her domination of her dead husband, a role that would inevitably have raised Amos Saxby’s ire: she had almost taken one son, and had succeeded in taking the other. It was possible she was right, but Eric suspected it was not the complete story. The reaction of Ellen and Amos Saxby to the option to purchase had come too swiftly; besides, if Amos really felt the way she suggested, he would never have agreed to his wife making the option in the first place. There was something missing in her thesis. But it made no difference, essentially. 
 
    ‘Well, what am I to do, Mrs Saxby? My advice is, let me make another attempt ... try to get Amos Saxby to see reason. Do you agree to this?’ 
 
    She hesitated. Her voice was softer as she half turned in the chair. ‘Colin?’ 
 
    ‘I think Mr Ward is right. Let him have another go. In any case, there’s nothing to be lost, is there?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘If my attempt fails, you can still proceed to action.’ 
 
    She stood up, taking a decision with what he suspected would be typical swiftness. ‘Then it’s agreed. You’ll let me know, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘As soon as I can.’ 
 
    She turned to Colin. ‘You said in about half an hour’s time?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll meet you at the restaurant, Sandy.’ he said. ‘If I can just have a few words with Mr Ward.’ 
 
    She smiled, nodded to Eric briefly and marched from the room, slender, willowy, but as tough a widow as Eric had ever come across. When the door closed behind her he turned to Colin Saxby. ‘You wanted to discuss something? Take a seat.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby pulled a face and sat down. 
 
    He seemed thinner in his features than previously, and there were dark shadows under his eyes. Eric suspected he might be taking the loss of his brother more severely than Sandra was taking the loss of her husband. He certainly seemed to be suffering from a degree of strain; but then, again, it might have been due to finding that emotional ties he had once had with Sandra King could become trammelling again, but this time with his pregnant sister-in-law. Eric remembered the soothing hand on her shoulder and he wondered — he could imagine what Detective-Superintendent Freddie Jenkins might have made of it. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked. 
 
    Colin Saxby shrugged. ‘I just thought ... I’d better be here with Sandra ... she can get a bit excited, say things she doesn’t mean ...’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she appreciated your company.’ Eric said drily. ‘As she and her husband will have appreciated your telling them about the conveyance to defeat their option in the first instance. How ... er ... how did you come to find out about it?’ 
 
    For a moment Colin Saxby looked startled. His eyes were suddenly evasive, and anxious. ‘I ... er ... I just found out. Mother ... I was looking through some papers, and Mother ... Anyway, I had a row with Amos, and after that I thought it my duty to tell Jack.’ 
 
    Duty, Eric Ward thought; as he looked at Colin Saxby, he could believe the man would have accepted the concept of duty in the Army, but to his brother? When he had accepted no ties of duty to Sandra King, deserting her in face of Amos Saxby’s wrath, or to his father, when he sold Brookfield Farm after his father gave it to him for a song? The word did not fall easily from Colin Saxby’s lips. 
 
    ‘Were you and Jack very close?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Colin Saxby smiled thinly. ‘All three of us tended to go our own ways. But I didn’t really come here to talk about the past, or about Holton Hill Farm. It’s about the other night, really.’ 
 
    ‘At Stoneleigh’s party?’ 
 
    Saxby nodded. He looked slyly at Eric Ward. ‘I got pretty drunk.’ 
 
    ‘You did.’ 
 
    ‘And amorous.’ 
 
    ‘I—’ 
 
    ‘And unsuccessfully so. No matter about that; if she wanted to go with Stoneleigh, that’ was up to her. No ...’ He hesitated. ‘I have a vague recollection of talking to you as I was leaving the club.’ 
 
    ‘You did speak to us, yes.’ 
 
    ‘What did I say?’ The words rushed out, as though Eric’s answer was important and eagerly awaited. Eric was nonplussed. He could hardly remember the conversation. He told Saxby so. 
 
    ‘But what did I talk about?’ 
 
    ‘I really can’t recall. There were some general remarks about Jack and your father. I think you expressed the opinion that neither of them could win, in the end. I was rather inclined to agree with you, as a matter of fact, Mr Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘And I said ... nothing more?’ When Eric shook his head a certain relief seemed to touch Saxby’s anxious mouth. Then he darted another quick glance at Eric. ‘I ... I didn’t have my keys in my hand, did I?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I saw.’ 
 
    ‘Sam’s car, you see. Someone stole it. I wasn’t too happy at having to tell him, I can tell you. And then I couldn’t even find him. Wandered around till three in the bloody morning.’ He shook his head. ‘And then there was Jack ... They told us down at the station, next day. Bad business, hit-and-run. Bad business ...’ 
 
    He fidgeted in his seat, uncertain. Eric watched him, silently, curious as to what had made Colin Saxby stay on after Sandra had left. His conversation at the club had been drunkenly innocuous, yet it seemed to have left the man nervous and edgy. Or was it an excuse, to raise some other issue? 
 
    ‘Think ... I think I saw you talking with Cranston at one point, didn’t I?’ It had been a struggle to get the question out. 
 
    ‘Sir John Freshfield’s financial adviser? Yes, we had a sort of social chat.’ 
 
    ‘Did he ... er ... did he say anything about the Stoneleigh Project?’ Colin Saxby licked his lips. ‘I can ask you, since you’re linked with Stoneleigh, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘The firm acts for him ... or will do so,’ Eric agreed. ‘But I’m not sure—’ 
 
    ‘Did he say Freshfield would give it backing?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, not sure he should repeat Cranston’s conversation. Then he took pity on the sweating Colin Saxby. ‘He ... was not impressed by the venture. If you want my advice, it would be worth looking elsewhere for financial support.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby stared at him. The corners of his mouth were white. ‘Is ... is that what he said?’ 
 
    ‘More or less.’ 
 
    ‘Damn it—’ 
 
    The phone rang. Eric picked it up and Philippa told him there was a call for him. For a moment Eric thought it might be Anne Morcomb and he did not want to speak to her yet, not until he had sorted out his mind and his emotions. ‘Who is it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Detective-Superintendent Jenkins.’ 
 
    ‘All right, put him through.’ 
 
    The cheery tones of the Welsh police officer came through almost immediately. ‘Hello, old son. Just been along to get a report from the forensic labs at Gosforth. Knew you’d be fascinated to hear the result ...’ 
 
    As the detective-superintendent talked Eric watched Colin Saxby. The man was sitting back in his chair, seemingly drained of energy; his eyes were vacant, his mouth slack, but his fingers were making small jerking movements on the arm of the chair, indicative of a nervous tension that must be gripping him, causing his blood to flow hot and fast and fearful. 
 
    When the call was over, Eric put down the phone and looked at Saxby. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    Life returned to the vacant eyes. Colin Saxby sat up, nodding. ‘Yes, certainly. Sorry about that. Er ... well, there’s nothing more I wanted to say, really. Just a chat. But ... well, there is one thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘The ... er ... thing about my telling Jack and Sandra about the conveyance. You see, it was all Amos’s doing, really. Mother didn’t want to do it — she was distressed. She told me about it and as I said, I thought it my duty.’ His eyes met Eric’s briefly. 
 
    ‘If it was Amos’s idea and your mother was unhappy, why did she go through with the conveyance?’ Eric asked. ‘Why exactly was Amos suddenly so bitter towards Jack?’ 
 
    ‘That’s difficult to explain,’ Saxby said hurriedly. ‘It’s family business. Even Sandra doesn’t know ... But look, the thing I wanted to say was about my telling Jack. You see, Amos doesn’t know I was the one who told him. And ... well, I wouldn’t want him to know, you understand.’ His eyes were almost pleading. ‘It’s particularly important, just at this time.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll not hear it from me, Mr Saxby.’ Colin Saxby’s gratitude showed in his face. He rose, thanked Eric and turned to head for the door. Eric stopped him. 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby, I think you’d better know.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘That was Detective-Superintendent Jenkins on the phone. He’s just had the results of some forensic tests. They are largely scrapings of paint, hair and blood from the motor vehicle that killed your brother Jack. They found the car, abandoned, in a hut on some waste ground in Byker. They did the tests straight away; they can prove it was the car that ran him down.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby retraced his steps, gripped the back of the chair and stared at Eric Ward. He tried to speak, but no words came. 
 
    ‘The car,’ Eric said gently, ‘belongs to your brother Sam.’ 
 
    The knuckles that lay on the chair-back turned white. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Joseph Francis was not pleased. He said nothing to Eric Ward but each time they passed in the office his brow was thunderous and his glance coldly evasive. Eric could not be sure of the reason: he suspected that although the senior partner was not happy about the visit of Chief Superintendent Jenkins and the consequent information regarding the death of Jack Saxby, it was more likely that his displeasure was occasioned by a conversation with his son Paul. It was unlikely that Paul would have repeated the details of the discussion he had had with Eric, but enough would have been said to tell Joseph Francis that pressure had been brought upon his barrister son by Joseph’s junior partner. 
 
    Whatever the reason might be, it soured the atmosphere in the office and the other people at Francis, Shaw and Elder were affected. There was a general edge to the conversation, a snappiness in replies, an overall impatience with mistakes and, inevitably in such a situation, the mistakes began to multiply. 
 
    It was a relief when the weekend arrived. The weather prospects were good so Eric decided to drive into Northumberland on the Sunday morning, go walking in the Cheviots, get some fresh air into his lungs. The intentions were, he believed, sincere and untrammelled, and yet when he drove past Wooler he found himself almost automatically taking the road out towards the Morcomb estates. 
 
    When he saw the sign pointing to Sedleigh Hall he hesitated, but then wrenched the wheel around, a sudden indecision seizing him. Then he drove on, following the line of the stream, winding his way through the narrow lanes, past the open fields and the tiny farms, until the car was running down the hill, through the scattering of houses flanking the Norman church at the centre of Seddon Burn. 
 
    And in a little while he came to the old, moss-grown ruins of the hall, still commanding its rolling aspect over the southerly hills, still approached by the thickly growing rhododendrons, and still forcing an abandonment of the car to walk the last three hundred yards through the tangle out of which loomed the disease-destroyed elms. And he was standing beside the fire-stricken walls of the old house, carpeted now by ivy and moss, and he could remember the first time he had come here. 
 
    He sat down and he waited, his eyes half closed against the brightness of the sun. An hour later, she came. 
 
    He heard the soft thudding of the horse’s hooves on the turf and he turned his head, watching Anne Morcomb as she rode up towards him, her red-gold hair flaring in the sun. He had seen her like this before, on the black mare: this time it was different because almost three years had gone by and things had changed, become more defined, and more dangerous. 
 
    She drew in some short distance from him and sat still on the snorting animal, watching him silently. ‘I saw your car,’ she said at last. ‘From the hill.’ 
 
    He smiled wryly. ‘And I ... I suppose I knew you were likely to stick to habits, and ride on a fine Sunday morning where you’ve ridden for years.’ 
 
    She glanced past him at the ruins of Seddon Burn Hall. She grimaced. ‘At least, you seem to remember. Even if you do refuse to answer my phone-calls.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been busy,’ he said lamely, and as he saw her face tighten, he added, ‘I’m sorry, that was stupid, a stupid thing to say. It’s just that ... I needed time to think, and—’ 
 
    ‘You make it all sound so serious,’ she mocked him. ‘I don’t recall anything being said. And if you’re concerned about words like seduction, well, as I recall, it was I who seduced you, if at all. You were a somewhat reluctant swain.’ 
 
    He knew her well enough to be aware of the undercurrent of hurt in her voice, in spite of the mockery. It would perhaps be better to adopt the same pose, but it was important to him — that she understood. Yet he found it difficult to find the words. ‘The reluctance ... it’s not what you think.’ 
 
    ‘No? You walked away once before; this was no surprise, though I thought—’ She bit back the words; some of the tension in her must have been communicated to her mount, for the animal snorted, backed away, tossing its head. Eric watched her as she brought the mare under control. 
 
    ‘I should never have stayed,’ he said levelly. 
 
    The remark brought her head up, angrily. ‘What the hell are you talking about? What’s the matter with you, Eric? I said before, I expected no promises from you, no cataclysmic decisions simply because we made love. But I did expect something more than mere silence: that was just an insult. I’m not asking, demanding anything of you — I never did. But why can’t you just behave normally, relax, be yourself with me, instead of this screwed-up, tight, suspicious man who seems to be afraid to open his mouth unless his feelings run away with him?’ 
 
    She didn’t understand; she could not understand. She was too young. He could have told her of the pain and the anxiety, the dark uncertainties and the struggle of pride with despair. The bleakness of his future lay between them; the fact that she had the power to save him was no solution because the solution had to be one he forged for himself. But there was no way he could explain that to her, and it was better that no explanation was forthcoming at all. 
 
    ‘You’re a fool, Eric Ward.’ He made no reply, and suddenly, she smiled, not happily, but with a certain measure of understanding. ‘You know what’s worse? You’re a fool who’s fooling himself. You think you’re doing the right thing, the noble thing — but there’s no nobility in denial and folly. A couple of years ago I wanted to ask you something and you scuttled for cover for reasons I couldn’t understand. Maybe I do understand now, though I can’t accept the reasons. If there was anything real between us, the reasons would fall into place, become unimportant. And I think there is something sound between us ... for that reason I won’t take silence for an answer. So, for whatever purpose you came out here, today isn’t going to be the time to discuss it. This time, I’m leaving.’ 
 
    She grinned at him, somewhat lopsidedly, and he thought he caught the glitter of tears in her eyes. He wanted to call out after her as she turned aside and rode back across the meadow, but his mouth was dry, and the thudding in his chest was almost painful. He cursed under his breath as she disappeared through the trees: why should he be damned with pride and age and illness when deep down he knew exactly what he wanted? 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the Monday morning, in the office, he was still racked with the same self-doubts. He attended to his tasks automatically, settling for straightforward drudgery, the completion of some conveyances, the settling of some accounts, the mathematical tasks of taxation settlements. He hardly touched his post, brought in by Philippa with his coffee, and it was almost midday before he saw that among the post was a registered envelope from London. 
 
    He slit open the envelope. Inside was a copy of the last will and testament of Francis Edward Jennings. 
 
    The telephone on his desk buzzed: it was reception. ‘Mr Ward, there’s a gentleman here to see you. A Mr ... er ... Parton?’ 
 
    ‘Send him up.’ 
 
    The ex-jockey slipped into the office two minutes later. He was wearing a check suit that would no doubt have caused considerable comment in the reception area downstairs and a lopsided grin that would equally have endeared him to the receptionist. Neither would have found favour with Joseph Francis had he come in at that moment, the more so as Jackie Parton drew forward a chair, sat down and put his feet on Eric Ward’s desk. He grinned cheekily, his scarred lip lifting at the corner. 
 
    ‘So how’s my favourite solicitor?’ 
 
    Eric Ward grimaced. ‘Not too enamoured of life right now. You heard the news about the car that killed Jack Saxby, at the Quayside?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton nodded, took out a toothpick from his jacket pocket and began to tease at one of his front teeth. ‘I heard. There’s a fair bit of chat about Byker and Walker. The police have come heavy on some of the local tearaways, but there’s no finger pointing at anyone. And the car belonged to Mr Samuel Saxby, hey?’ 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. And what’s his story, then?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘It wasn’t he who had the car that evening. It was Colin Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘And Colin Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘Is scared as hell.’ Eric paused. ‘He’s been in to see me. Someone stole the car, but it’s all a bit odd. He and Samuel Saxby were wandering around Newcastle that night, the old man was on his way back from Sunderland ... but I’ve got the feeling there’s some kind of undercurrent, some kind of tension among the group of them that I haven’t been able to discover yet. I’m hoping you’ve come up with something.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton inspected the toothpick. He shook his head doubtfully. ‘Going to disappoint you,’ he said. ‘There’s no whispers I can pick up.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing at all?’ 
 
    The ex-jockey caught the disappointment in Eric’s tone and shrugged defensively. ‘I tell you, I’ve done all the digging I could. I’ve done the rounds, talked to everyone who might come up with something. But farmers ... I tell you, Eric, they’re a close-mouthed lot. They keep themselves to themselves. Life in these villages, on these farms, it tends to be close. Oh, I got a couple of stories, you know: fact that there was a bit of trouble between Colin Saxby and his father, which ended with Colin charging off to join the Army—’ 
 
    ‘That would have been over Sandra Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘Right. And Sam Saxby, he has the reputation of being a bit of a money-grabber, you know? Keen to get his hands on a good thing. Burned his fingers a bit over some land purchases a few years ago at Berwick —’ . 
 
    ‘When he employed the Berwick solicitors.’ 
 
    ‘—and reputed to be keeping close to the old man to end up with the largest slice of the legacy cake when Amos pops off. Greedy so-and-so, is the talk.’ 
 
    ‘And the warfare between Amos and Jack Saxby?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton considered for a moment, then shook his head. ‘Just seemed to spring up. The trial caused some local comment and speculation, but no one seems to have any idea why Ellen and Amos Saxby got sour on their youngest son. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure it was both of them. Colin Saxby sort of hinted that it was really Amos’s doing; Jack’s mother wasn’t too happy about the whole thing.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton stared at him for a moment. ‘But it was her farm. She didn’t have to make it over to Amos, and do down her youngest son. I gather he’s a domineering old bastard, but, hell, if she was so upset, why did she do it?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve not been able to find out?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Not a whisper. Whatever Jack did to upset the old man, it must have been very much a family matter. They’ve kept it very close. No gossip; no chat.’ 
 
    It was frustrating. Eric Ward was not certain that the line of enquiry was even likely to be useful if it proved fruitful, but he now felt somehow involved in the affairs of the Saxby family. He had liked Jack Saxby, if not his wife, and he had wanted justice for him, a patent justice in a situation that was clearly one based on a family squabble. Amos Saxby’s theatrical histrionics had not endeared him to Eric Ward, and the whole arrangement he had come to with his wife smacked of sharp practice. Ellen Saxby was dead and a secret might had died with her, for Eric doubted that Amos or his sons would now divulge reasons, with both Ellen and Jack dead. 
 
    ‘This ... er ... hit-and-run,’ Jackie Parton was saying. ‘If it was Sam Saxby’s car, are the police pressurizing him, or Colin?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Would either have a motive for wanting to kill Jack Saxby?’ 
 
    Eric thought back over the events of the last weeks. Colin Saxby could have no motive — and then Eric thought of the way in which Colin had come forward as Sandra Saxby’s support. They had been lovers once: could it have been a strong enough passion to have withstood her marriage to Jack, and provided a motive for action? And Samuel Saxby —could he have seen the withering away of his father’s money in pointless litigation as a reason for removing the cause of the litigation? Mentally, Eric discarded both suggestions on grounds of logic, yet a tiny voice insisted that murder was rarely based upon a logical view of a situation. 
 
    ‘I mean,’ Jackie Parton was saying, ‘Amos Saxby made his dislike clear enough to discount him, hey? Unless by showing his dislike he was making a double bluff. You know, make it so obvious that no one would suspect him of knocking off his son thereafter.’ 
 
    Eric Ward waved his hand in a nervous, irritable gesture. ‘Makes no difference, anyway, Jackie. I didn’t really want you to start delving into this killing. It’s all nothing to do with me: my instructions concern the resolution of this civil case, and my job now is to try to make Amos Saxby see sense, avoid litigation, settle out of court and pay Sandra Saxby the value of the land her husband would have got. I merely thought that if I could discover the reason for the family split, I might use it to lever the old man into a compromise. But if you say there’s no information ...’ 
 
    ‘None at all.’ Jackie Parton inspected his toothpick again, then dropped it, somewhat chewed, into the ashtray on Eric’s desk. ‘The only bit of information I have come up with is on the way they’ve been investing their money. I don’t suppose it’s important, but I’d had a chat with some people I know in the broking business and they told me a few things.’ 
 
    ‘Stockbrokers! I didn’t know you moved in that kind of circle, Jackie!’ 
 
    Jackie Parton grinned. ‘Gambling is gambling, friend. The stock market, dogs, horses ... you’d be surprised how much they overlap, in the punting sense.’ 
 
    ‘And the Saxbys have been playing the market?’ 
 
    The ex-jockey shook his head. ‘No, that isn’t the message. You heard of this firm Stoneleigh Enterprises?’ 
 
    Eric looked up in surprise. ‘Yes, of course, we’ll be doing some work for them if they ever really get off the ground.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if they do get off the ground, it’ll be on Saxby money to a fair amount.’ 
 
    Eric frowned. ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Colin Saxby’s in for a fair bit. Sold his farm and ploughed most of his ready cash into the enterprise, I’m told.’ 
 
    ‘I knew he’d put some in—’ 
 
    ‘Almost all, is my information,’ Jackie Parton interrupted. ‘But apparently old Amos is in for a fair whack too. So I’m told.’ 
 
    Eric found the information surprising. Amos Saxby’s contact with the Honourable Antony Stoneleigh had not come to light previously; nothing of his involvement appeared in the files held by Francis, Shaw and Elder, and although Colin Saxby clearly was personally interested in the fortunes of the Stoneleigh project, he was a different proposition from his father.’ And Amos Saxby’s situation was different too: a retired man, he would be unwise to be gambling in such a project. ‘You say Amos is in for a fair whack?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Jackie Parton conceded, ‘the information’s a bit vague. Colin Saxby has put in cash; the old man, well, it might be some kind of option or guarantee or something. I don’t understand too much about this kind of thing, you know; the horses, yes, but shares ... they’re beyond me. What I’ve been told is that this Stoneleigh feller has been trying to raise cash from the merchant banks—’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. It was the reason for the party for Sir John Freshfield.’ 
 
    ‘A sweetener, hey?’ Jackie Parton grinned. 
 
    ‘Which isn’t going to work, apparently. But Amos-?’ 
 
    ‘It seems he’s backing the project in some way. His name has certainly been used in the bid to raise cash with the banks, but the extent of his involvement, I’m not sure about that.’ 
 
    Eric Ward shook his head. ‘All I can say is, both he and Colin Saxby are likely to catch a financial cold over that one, if Sir John Freshfield’s financial adviser has any say in the matter.’ 
 
    It was something that niggled away at the back of his mind after the ex-jockey had gone. Eric found it puzzling that Amos Saxby’s involvement with Stoneleigh Enterprises had been so vaguely worded by Jackie Parton, and did not appear in the files held in the office. But then he shrugged it aside and picked up the document received from Public Records. 
 
    It was straightforward enough in its terms. Frank Jennings had been comfortably off, owning two farms. One he had left to a younger brother. The second — Holton Hill Farm — had been the subject of a legacy to Ellen Saxby, his second cousin. Frank Jennings had been predeceased by his wife, and there had been no children of the marriage. It gave no clue to what might have caused the rift between Amos and Jack Saxby. Eric Ward put the will aside and returned to other work in hand. He was half way through drafting a brief to counsel when his mind began to stray. He sat for a little while, thinking, and then he returned to the will on his desk. He read aloud the clause relating to the Ellen Saxby legacy. 
 
      
 
    ‘And to my cousin Ellen Saxby, of Eastgate Farm, Northumberland, in consideration of love and affection and knowing that she will carry out my wishes in the matter, I leave in fee simple the property known as Holton Hill Farm, without encumbrances of any kind whatsoever ...’ 
 
      
 
    He stared at it for several minutes, thinking hard. There was something there, something odd. He dredged back in his mind, then rose, walked across to the bookshelves and considered the matter. He stared vacantly at the blue and gold spines, hardly seeing them, as the words and phrases and consequences ticked over in his brain. Then, seeking confirmation of the burgeoning doubts in his mind, he reached out for one volume and ran his finger down the index. Within seconds he found what he wanted; a quick check of the relevant page and he obtained the confirmation he was seeking. 
 
    He went back to his desk, sat down, and re-read the will. There was nothing else there; no hint. No codicil, no attached papers. He picked up the phone. 
 
    ‘Philippa? I’ll be out of the office this afternoon. If I’m required, I’ll be at the Old Vicarage in Morpeth. That’s right ... Amos Saxby’s home.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The grey stone and slate of the Old Vicarage seemed gloomy and forbidding under the mantle of light rain that had greeted Eric as he drove into Morpeth. He could not see the surrounding hills and the trees in the orchard dripped miserably as he parked the car in the driveway and walked towards the heavy front door. He rang the bell and above his head the stained-glass window seemed dulled and colourless. The house was silent. 
 
    Eric rang again and after a few seconds heard someone approaching the door. When it opened Eric found himself face to face once again with the tall, pale-eyed, sandy-haired figure of Samuel Saxby. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I was hoping to see Amos Saxby for a few moments,’ Eric said stiffly. ‘Is he at home?’ 
 
    Samuel Saxby’s pale eyes flickered about as though seeking escape. He hesitated, glanced at his watch as though it played some part in his decision and then nodded, somewhat reluctantly. ‘He’s home ... but I’m not sure ... 
 
    ‘It’s quite important.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Sam Saxby considered further, his glance sweeping across the drive to the roadway. ‘He is ... expecting some visitors, so he won’t be able to give you much time.’ 
 
    ‘It shouldn’t take long,’ Eric announced crisply and moved inside the doorway. The rain was beginning to drip inside his coat collar. Sam Saxby stepped back, still reluctant, and then turned and headed towards the sitting-room where Amos Saxby had previously received Eric Ward. ‘My father’s in the bathroom,’ Sam Saxby explained. ‘He’ll be down in a moment. You can wait here.’ 
 
    Once again he consulted his watch. Eric ran a tentative finger inside his damp collar and then glanced curiously at Sam Saxby. ‘You seem to spend a lot of time here at the Vicarage.’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Sam Saxby replied quickly. ‘I call a couple of times each week, to see how Amos is. You just happened to have called while I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘How is he taking the loss of his wife ... and son?’ Eric asked. 
 
    The pale eyes regarded him dispassionately, giving nothing away. ‘Amos is a very strong and determined man. He lets nothing ... not even personal loss ... stand in his way. You will discover that. I presume you have come to talk about the suit?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Eric conceded. He looked directly at Sam Saxby. ‘Talking of loss, have the police returned your car yet?’ 
 
    For a long moment Sam Saxby was silent. He turned away and walked towards the window, looked out over the sad, dripping garden. ‘They still have it. Tests, they say. In due course, I understand, they’ll return it.’ 
 
    ‘And still no idea who took it?’ Eric persisted. 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ Sam Saxby turned to face Eric. ‘Whether they do or not, I can’t say. They haven’t confided in me.’ 
 
    ‘Odd coincidence, though. I mean, that it was your car that killed your brother.’ 
 
    Samuel Saxby was very much in control of his feelings. He betrayed them by not a single flicker of his eyelids; there was the steel of his father in him, if not his father’s theatricality. ‘They questioned me about the ... accident. I couldn’t help them. Colin—’ he could not disguise the hint of contempt that crept in his tone — ‘Colin was too drunk to know what was going on at the time, and he can’t even be sure what time he parked the car, or even where, with precision.’ 
 
    ‘And the car keys?’ 
 
    The pale eyes regarded Eric coldly. ‘Have not been found.’ He hesitated. ‘I understand you were at the same ... party as Colin.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. But I haven’t been able to help the police much, either.’ Eric eyed Samuel Saxby carefully, not certain whether to proceed. ‘I ... er ... I had a chat with Paul Francis the other day.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby wrinkled his brow in mock concentration, pretending to have to think about the name. ‘Paul Francis ... the barrister?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him. He did some work for you, when you had the wayleave trouble over Eastgate Farm.’ 
 
    ‘I do recall,’ Sam Saxby said drily, but his tongue came out, flicking nervously over his lips. 
 
    ‘He told me some interesting things,’ Eric remarked quietly. 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Such as you may well have held on to files belonging to Francis, Shaw and Elder.’ 
 
    The silence grew around them, lengthened, became tense. Sam Saxby stood woodenly, expressionless, a man in external control of himself but one nevertheless who would be seething with questions inside. He made a deprecating gesture with his left hand. ‘I ... I think you’ve been misinformed.’ 
 
    ‘He came out to discuss wayleave matters and brief to counsel. He brought appropriate files with him, relating to Saxby transactions. As far as he can recall, he didn’t take those files away with him.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby managed a thin smile; it gave the appearance of a confidence Eric suspected he did not feel. ‘If that were so, it doesn’t matter, surely? If such files related to Saxby transactions, the papers in them would belong by right to the family, and the solicitors would have no legal right to their retention anyway.’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at him challengingly. ‘That presupposes the material in the files went to the people they concerned,’ he said. 
 
    ‘But they did, young man, they did!’ the voice boomed from behind him. Eric turned and Amos Saxby made his entrance. 
 
    He was dressed in a lounge suit and wore a carnation in his lapel. His hair had been recently brushed, and his blue, ice-cold eyes were sparkling, clearly enjoying the situation. There was some kind of subdued excitement in his bearing and Eric wondered how much of the conversation the old man had heard: he gained the impression that Amos Saxby was enjoying the pressure Eric had been putting on his son, and had been waiting in the corridor outside the room choosing the most appropriate moment to make his entry upon the scene. Now he strode across the room and stood with his back to the Adam fireplace, arms folded across his chest. He smiled with a grim confidence at Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘The files I’m talking about,’ Eric said, ‘concerned Holton Hill Farm.’ 
 
    ‘They went to my wife,’ Amos Saxby said, ‘and that’s that, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Stiffly, Eric began, ‘If that can be proved—’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t have to be proved,’ Amos Saxby boomed enjoyably. ‘Family files; came to the family; you prove something out of it. I don’t have to. Now then, let’s get on with this. Sam let you in so I suppose you have something to say to me. Get on and say it; I have some business to attend to shortly, and am expecting some visitors, so, keep it short, young man. And sweet.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby stepped back, away from his father and stood near the window in an almost unconscious gesture of subservience. Eric glanced at him curiously: Jackie Parton had said Sam Saxby had a reputation for greed. Was it the hope of succession to his father’s money that made him take this role? Eric turned back to the old man. ‘I’ve come on behalf of Mrs Sandra Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘That bitch,’ the old man said warmly. ‘Of course you have. And what does she want to do? Give up the fight?’ 
 
    ‘Your son is dead, Mr Saxby.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby’s cold eyes glittered. ‘I know It. So ...?’ 
 
    ‘So is there any point in continuing this fight? Whatever caused the rift between you and your son, doesn’t it end with his death? What’s to be gained by further litigation? Why not reach an accommodation with your son’s widow? You surely can’t think—’ 
 
    ‘What do you think, Sam?’ 
 
    Sam Saxby jerked at the sudden question. He looked at Eric, then his father. He shrugged, lamely. ‘It’s not my business. Holton Hill Farm—’ 
 
    ‘Could be yours, in time,’ the old man interrupted. There was irony in his tone when he went on. ‘You must have some interest in its disposition.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby licked his lips. He locked his hands behind his back, and rocked nervously on his heels. ‘I ... I think we ought to hear what Mr Ward proposes,’ he suggested. ‘On Sandra’s behalf.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ Amos Saxby breathed heavily through his nostrils, a charger about to enter battle. ‘Let’s hear it then, Sandra Saxby’s proposals.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘They are quite simple. She doesn’t want a protracted legal battle. She doesn’t want the family name dragged through the courts—’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t see the point of further expense, which might drain away family assets, when the matter might be settled amicably—’ 
 
    ‘Amicably?’ 
 
    ‘So she proposes, without prejudice,’ Eric continued calmly, ‘a settlement out of court.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt, no doubt,’ Amos Saxby said grimly. ‘And such a settlement would comprise?’ 
 
    Eric paused, glanced at them in turn: they both had something to gain or lose in this situation. ‘I am instructed that Mrs Sandra Saxby would be prepared to relinquish her claim to Holton Hill Farm, and bring to an end the present proceedings against you in return for the price of the land and buildings, at valuation, and her expenses, suitably taxed, to date.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby glared at him; his hands were clenched at his side and he gave every appearance of a man bursting with rage except that his blue eyes remained ice-cold, calm, calculating. ‘She doesn’t want much! The price of the farm, plus expenses, when she’s got no right to the damn place!’ 
 
    ‘The conveyance—’ 
 
    ‘Was legal! Ellen made the farm over to me and that was the end of that! And you can tell your blasted client that there is no power on earth that will make me reach a settlement with her! She doesn’t stand a cat in hell’s chance in this case, and you know it, so you come crawling along here trying to outwit an old man! It won’t happen, my friend; there’ll be no compromise. I wouldn’t give that cat a penny of mine: she came from a no-good family and she’s no good herself. She thought she could bed down into this family when she carried on with Colin: I stopped that. She succeeded with Jack — he was too damned stubborn to listen to me. Well, hard luck — there’s no way she’s going to win through in the end when her husband’s dead!’ 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby, irrespective of your feelings for Mrs Saxby, I think—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a damn what you think! And let’s not get the wrong idea. I hate that cat, but it would have been the same even if Jack had still been alive! The farm is mine; Jack would never have got it, and I’m damned sure she won’t get it — or its price!’ 
 
    ‘Then you won’t agree to a settlement?’ 
 
    ‘Dad—’ Sam Saxby said warningly, to Eric’s surprise. Amos Saxby thrust the restraint aside. 
 
    ‘Stuff your settlement! And you can get out now. I’ve got business matters to discuss.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Eric said evenly. He was becoming irritated by the old man’s hectoring manner, and there were hints of pain behind his eyes. Deliberately, avoiding the trap of stress and tension that he suspected the old man was leading him into, he said, ‘We have one further matter to discuss.’ 
 
    The ice-blue eyes gleamed, the glance sharpening as a hint of real, rather than simulated anger moved into Amos Saxby’s voice. ‘I told you our talk is over. This is my house. I want you out.’ 
 
    ‘Not until we’ve first of all discussed Frank Jennings’s will.’ 
 
    For the first time Eric noticed the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece behind Amos Saxby’s head. It clicked its way along through the seconds, a light, echoing, persistent sound, the only sound in a tense, hushed atmosphere as Eric saw signs of real shock in Amos Saxby’s eyes and Sam Saxby stood frozen near the window. In the silence Eric stared at Amos Saxby’s tanned wrinkled features and for the first time saw hints of uncertainty behind the mask, signs of age and tiredness, and something else too. A savagery that was mounted in personal passions, the kind that left wounds and scars that might never heal. 
 
    ‘Frank Jennings’s will?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘The will by which Ellen Saxby came into possession of her second cousin’s farm: Holton Hill Farm.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby had recovered and his eyes glittered as he said, ‘You have the floor, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric reached into his pocket and took out a folded sheet of paper. ‘Perhaps you’ll permit me to read the relevant clause to you, from the will itself.’ When Amos Saxby gestured irritably, he went on. ‘The clause reads as follows: And to my cousin Ellen Saxby, of Eastgate Farm, Northumberland, in consideration of love and affection and knowing that she will carry out my wishes in the matter, I leave in fee simple the property known as Holton Hill, without encumbrances of any kind whatsoever ... It was by virtue of that clause that, in 1969, Ellen Saxby came into possession of the farm.’ 
 
    ‘That,’ Amos Saxby said drily, ‘is indisputable.’ 
 
    ‘The important words for the purposes of Sandra Saxby,’ Eric remarked, ‘are these: and knowing that she will carry out my wishes in the matter.’ 
 
    ‘And just why should they be so important to your client?’ Amos Saxby demanded. 
 
    Eric took a deep breath. ‘You’ll have to forgive me boring you with the legal details, but it’s necessary if I’m to explain what I’ll be pointing out in court, if you refuse to reach a settlement with my client. That clause in the will of Frank Jennings raises an interesting legal point. It concerns the establishment of a trust.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby stared gauntly at Eric. ‘As far as I recall, no trusts were established by that damned will.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point,’ Eric replied calmly. ‘Not on the face of it.’ 
 
    ‘Explain,’ Amos Saxby demanded, and his mouth was set in a grim line. 
 
    ‘I’ll try,’ Eric said. ‘The general rule of law is that to create a trust nothing must be left to chance, or to ... interpretation. In other words the property must be identified, the person benefiting must be nominated, and the words used must clearly show an intention to create a trust.’ 
 
    ‘As I said,’ Amos Saxby interrupted. ‘No trusts were mentioned in the Jennings’ will.’ 
 
    ‘Let me finish. While normally the law demands a strict form of words the courts will apply equitable principles, looking to the intention rather than the form. It means that even if a testator gives property by his will to a legatee, absolutely, that legatee can be subject to a trust for someone else’s benefit, if he has been told during the lifetime of the testator that he was to take the property only subject to a trust. He must have agreed to such a trust, of course, either expressly or by implication — by his silence, for instance. In such cases, the courts will hold that a secret trust has been established.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby was breathing heavily. ‘I don’t see what this has to do with the damned will.’ 
 
    ‘A fully secret trust, Mr Saxby, arises where the will discloses neither the existence of the trust, nor its terms, but there is some indication from the evidence that such a trust exists.’ 
 
    ‘Evidence? What evidence?’ 
 
    Patiently Eric explained. ‘There is a statement in Frank Jennings’s will that gives the game away. He left Holton Hill Farm, on the face of it, to your wife Ellen absolutely, for her own benefit. But he used the words knowing that she will carry out my wishes.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘I will argue in court that these words constitute and point to the existence of a secret trust.’ 
 
    ‘You’re crazy!’ Amos Saxby exploded. ‘A trust for whose benefit?’ 
 
    Calmly Eric Ward said, ‘Let’s look at the facts. The will is there. The words suggest a secret trust. Ellen Saxby takes the property and holds it for almost twenty years. She then creates an option to purchase, at a minimal sum, in favour of her son Jack Saxby. I will contend that Jack Saxby was the beneficiary of that secret trust—’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe I’m listening to this!’ 
 
    ‘I will contend that Ellen Saxby, under the terms of her second cousin’s will, was never entitled beneficially to Holton Hill Farm, that she held it subject to a secret trust in favour of her youngest son, and that it was in completion of that trust that she created the option to purchase. I will further contend that where a trustee holds property in trust for another person, the trustee can in no circumstances either take a benefit from the trust nor hand over the benefit to some person other than the beneficiary. In other words, Mr Saxby, whether or not you succeed in fighting Sandra Saxby over the matter of conspiracy or fraud, you’ll have to face this charge. That you inveigled your wife into betraying a trust, into an attempt to circumvent an agreement reached between Frank Jennings and your wife, and conspiracy or not, fraud or not, I’ll nail you for breach of trust. And Sandra Saxby will win.’ 
 
    ‘Dad—’ It was Sam Saxby again; his voice was agonised. 
 
    ‘Alternatively, Mr Saxby,’ Eric added mildly, ‘you could reach the settlement out of court that I suggested a little while ago.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby was staring at him as though he could hardly believe his ears. There should have been shock in his face; there should have been dismay. With a sinking feeling Eric Ward suddenly realized neither emotion was apparent. Amos Saxby was staring at him in amused disbelief. And the next moment the old man threw back his head and laughed. It was a great booming sound, a loud, shout of laughter. 
 
    ‘Lawyers!’ he roared. ‘My God, lawyers!’ And he laughed again, a contemptuous roaring sound and the prickling at the back of Eric Ward’s eyes became sharper as Amos Saxby laughed at him in an almost crazed disbelief. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was as though they were suspended, riveted into a moment in time that was endless. The laughter reverberated from the walls of the room; Sam Saxby stood in frozen distress beside the window, and Eric Ward felt the tensions of the situation scratch at the nerve ends behind his eyes. The old man was standing with his hands on his hips, his legs braced apart, head back, laughing almost maniacally. The bellowing sound filled the room but there was little of genuine pleasure in it: a gasping pain lay at its core; deep down within the sound there was an animal snarling at the agony of its wounds, and overlying it all was the vicious contempt the old man had for the man who had tried to bait him. The ice-blue eyes were filmed with tears of laughter, and for the first time, staged though the laughter could have been, Eric guessed that Amos Saxby’s theatricality had in fact deserted him. He was gripped by paroxysms of mingled anger, pain, and a deep-felt hurt; they found their expression in this great roaring sound, but in that expression lay Amos Saxby’s own exposed vulnerability. Eric Ward knew that he had touched a nerve, and that he would now, perhaps, learn things that were not his to know. 
 
    ‘Lawyers,’ Amos Saxby was gasping. ‘You make me sick, all of you! The form ... the structure of things ... it’s all that concerns you. You live in a bloody vacuum, you know that? You pride yourselves on being social scientists, of a sort; you deal with people, with their weaknesses and their crimes. You help and hinder them, teach and advise them. But you never learn yourselves! You never distinguish the realities; you never appreciate the truth, even when it stares you in the face!’ 
 
    ‘Father ...’ Sam Saxby’s formality, his patent anxiety made him interrupt, but he still did not step forward. Amos Saxby ignored him. He glared at Eric Ward with a fierce, hating expression. He raised a hand; it was shaking slightly, fingers jabbing in Eric’s direction and then convulsing, tensing, turning into a fist that thrust its menace in a defiant, uncompromising gesture. 
 
    ‘You can go to hell! You can spout about your schemes, your settlements, your secret trusts until you and that bitch are blue in the face! The fact is, young man, I’ll see her in the same hell as her husband before I give in. And as for this twaddle you talk—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby.’ The pain was beginning to sharpen behind Eric’s eyes and there were panics of his own beginning to rise in his chest. ‘I see little point in continuing this conversation, but I must warn you—’ 
 
    ‘Warn me, hell! This is my house, and I’ll take no warnings in it!’ The old man’s face darkened, the skin mottling with anger, dark bruises appearing under his eyes as he glared viciously at Eric. There was almost a hint of madness in his voice as he suddenly shouted, ‘You still don’t seem to understand! Secret trusts ... you’ve got it all wrong! And it’s time you got it straight, heard the way it was!’ 
 
    Sam Saxby stirred now, uncoiling from his rigidity, almost stumbling forward to check his father. Amos Saxby brushed him aside impatiently, thrust away the restraining hand. He shook his fist at Eric Ward. ‘You were right in one thing, my lawyer friend, but one thing only! Something did happen to strain relationships between me and Jack. Before that, it was all right. No essential problem, even if I didn’t think he was the farmer he thought he was. But that was no great difference ...’ He shot a vicious glance towards Sam Saxby. ‘I was always bedevilled by the fact that I had three sons, not one of whom really had the capacity to run my farms as they should be run. It was why I determined to split the whole thing, give them a farm each. I talked it over with Ellen, and she was in agreement. My two farms to the older boys; hers, to Jack.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby was retreating again, stepping back into the subservience he always seemed to show in the old man’s presence. 
 
    Amos Saxby hardly saw him, and though he was staring at Eric Ward, he could hardly have been seeing him for a cloud of painful memory was etching images across his vision, turning his gaze inwards, backwards, seeking out the long-dead past and burning at the memory of it. ‘And that was a nice, neat solution to it. Ellen and me, decent retirement. Colin ... well, I always guessed maybe he’d sell up. He calls it adventurous; me, I call it foolhardy. But he always was weak, impressionable. Sam, here — a good enough farmer, but greedy, unable to accept that you have to work to build up a farm and a business; there are no short cuts to success, no easy way to create a farming empire, other, perhaps, than by inheritance. And Jack ... I had no objection to his taking Holton Hill Farm. It was Ellen’s ... it was her decision. I saw no reason to oppose it, or suspect it. It provided for the youngest child. Youngest child!’ Amos Saxby’s eyes suddenly cleared and shot a malevolent glance towards Sam. ‘But things changed when Sam came to see me, one day, here at the Vicarage.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby could not meet the old man’s glance. He looked towards Eric Ward nervously; there was an unspoken appeal in his eyes. But Amos Saxby could not be stopped now; he was launched on a flood of bitterness and memory, and he was out to draw blood. 
 
    ‘You see, Mr Ward, you’ve got to appreciate something about my eldest son Sam. He has something of me in him; something of the commitment, something of the drive, something of the hunger I had as a young man. But, even if I say so myself, he has something I did not: impatience. He knows what he wants but he can’t wait to work for it. He wants it now — whoever it belongs to. He’s greedy, you see; greedy for my land and possessions. And the more I have, he calculates, the more he’ll get. As my favourite son, the only farmer. except for Jack, of course. And that’s why he came to see me.’ 
 
    ‘Dad, I don’t think—’ 
 
    The words died away under Amos Saxby’s fierce glance. The old man smiled bitterly. ‘It seems Sam had burned his fingers over a land deal in the Berwick area and was feeling upset; panicky even, at the thought that he was becoming financially unsound. It accounted for his attitude towards the wayleave over Eastgate Farm; it wasn’t a serious matter and it blew over in the end; he wasted his money employing that barrister. But no matter; in an indirect way, it made his fortune — or so he hopes. Because this barrister, Francis, was working at your firm then, Ward, isn’t that so? And he brought certain files with him, to Eastgate Farm. Sam here, he had the chance to look through those files. And then he brought them to me.’ 
 
    Silence fell in the room. Amos Saxby’s anger had now subsided, but the edge of bitterness remained in his voice. Eric Ward could not be certain whether the bitterness was directed towards his situation, or his son Sam. 
 
    ‘My eldest boy knew his duty, you see,’ Amos Saxby was saying. ‘He thought it only right that an old man should learn the truth. So he showed the files to me. What they disclosed ... well, very little, on the face of it. The possibility of a secret trust, certainly. To that extent, maybe you’re right, Mr Ward. The possibility had occurred, you see, to the executors handling the Jennings estate. Their legal department had seen what you saw, and there was a brief correspondence. There was also a letter, from my wife. It was a strange letter; with hindsight, I can only suppose that it had been written at a time when she was under some strain.’ His mouth twisted in an ugly, unpleasant fashion. ‘The strain of loss, I would imagine. The letter puzzled me. I took it to her; asked her about it. She was scared; scared as hell.’ 
 
    His glance dwelled on Eric Ward, thoughtfully. ‘Funny thing. You live with someone half a lifetime, you think you know that person. You don’t. It’s just the exterior; inside the head — and the heart, it’s all dark. Maybe even to the person himself — or herself. Sure, Ellen was like that. Confused, Scared. It was all so long ago, she said. As if that could possibly have made any difference.’ 
 
    Once again, silence gathered around them. Amos Saxby was waiting, mockingly; there was still the twist of pain on his face, but he was waiting, playing a game, waiting for Eric to ask. And he had to ask. 
 
    ‘What ... what was the problem?’ 
 
    Amos Saxby grinned, baring his teeth in a humourless grimace. ‘Problem? That’s one way of describing it. A simple enough problem, for all that. The problem was that after Ellen and I had been married a number of years, after she had borne me two sons, then, while I was working my guts out building up the farms she went and had an affair with a man twenty years older than her, her second cousin, no less, and was even stupid enough to have a child by him. And then, compounding the whole thing, she persuaded me the child was mine!’ 
 
    Eric Ward’s mouth was dry. ‘Frank ... Frank Jennings was Jack’s father?’ 
 
    ‘You got it in one,’ Amos Saxby said. ‘Ellen was always fond of the old bastard and isn’t there a saying that affection dwells in danger? The danger was a closer relationship ... The letter wasn’t explicit, of course. She was merely answering some questions put to her by the Jennings’s solicitors. But there were hints enough — raising questions which I asked. And she told me. It was so long ago, she said. For God’s sake, as if time can wipe out something like that!’ 
 
    ‘And that’s when the decision was taken to try to override the option to purchase?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t having Holton Hill Farm going to the child masquerading as my son! For more than thirty years I hadn’t know the truth; I’d been deceived. Frank Jennings seduced my wife and tried to give his farm to his bastard son! I wasn’t going to have him laughing at me from his grave. He’d cuckolded me; his son wouldn’t reap the benefit in land. I’d have the last laugh. It would become my land, to do with as I wished — and I intended — intend — giving it to my son.’ He grinned again, wolfishly, and looked at Sam Saxby. ‘My upright, caring, farming son — Samuel. The one who is the seeker after truth.’ 
 
    Eric Ward hesitated. The pain behind his eyes was becoming worse now, and he was losing concentration. Stumblingly, he said, ‘You ... you used the word bastard of Jack Saxby. It won’t wash. He was born in wedlock.’ 
 
    ‘But not my son.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t be able to prove it. The court would not allow evidence tending to bastardize the issue. They simply would not allow—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you understand?’ Amos Saxby almost shouted. ‘I don’t give a damn what they’ll allow! There’ll be no settlement and I’ll never give up Holton Hill Farm to the bitch who married Jack — the son of my wife’s whoring with Frank Jennings!’ 
 
    ‘And that’s another thing,’ Eric said desperately. ‘Your wife. You said she was scared—’ 
 
    ‘Scared as hell.’ Amos Saxby paused, his eyes glittering. ‘Oh yes, let’s be clear about it. I’m sure she lived in her own private hell for thirty years and more — though things will have calmed down, no doubt, in the years that followed the death of Frank Jennings. But even so, there was always the chance. And she’d forgotten the letter ... probably didn’t even know it was on the file from 1969. But she knew how I’d react if I ever found out. Exactly as I did.’ 
 
    ‘You terrorized her—’ 
 
    ‘I scared the living daylights out of her! I ranted and raved and made her life impossible for days! Until she did what I wanted. She conveyed Holton Hill Farm to me. And you can make what you want of it.’ 
 
    ‘Duress—’ 
 
    ‘To hell. Prove it. And let it all spill out in court. Do you think I care?’ Amos Saxby leaned back, one elbow on the mantelpiece. He shook his head. ‘I’m too old to care. I’ll deny this conversation, and there’ll be no proof. Crawl back to your client, Mr Ward, and advise her. Tell her to give it up. I’ll never compromise; and a court action will cost her. And she’ll lose.’ 
 
    The pain was eddying in Eric Ward’s skull, successive waves lancing into his nerve ends. He held on, grimly. ‘I’m not so sure. You took advice from Paul Francis—’ 
 
    ‘He seemed a good man to go to,’ Amos Saxby said. ‘I wanted to know how I could get around the option he drew up. And he told me to check its registration. From there, it was plain sailing.’ 
 
    A wave of pain struck fiercely at Eric Ward’s eyes. He fought the need to put his hand up to his head. ‘Mrs Sandra Saxby is as determined as you. She’ll not—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward. I see no point in further discussion. I believe I hear a car in the drive. I am expecting visitors, to discuss a business proposition. Your presence is not required. This is my house. We have nothing further to say. It’s time for you to take your leave.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby—’ 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    There was nothing more Eric could do or say. Sam Saxby was walking towards him and his eyesight was blurring, the lance points scratching behind his eyes, the shuddering only minutes away unless he obtained relief. Sam Saxby was touching his arm, staring at him in a peculiar manner, aware perhaps of the physical distress Eric was in. Then the two of them were walking towards the door, and behind him, Amos Saxby snorted contemptuously. 
 
    They came out into the hallway and Amos Saxby called out in an imperious tone. ‘Sam — the back door. Our visitors are arriving: Sandra Saxby’s minion can use the tradesman’s entrance.’ 
 
    Sam Saxby murmured, in a tone lacking conviction, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Ward,’ and Eric allowed himself to be led to the left, along the corridor and away from the entrance hallway. A wave of nausea gripped him, swept over him and left him shaking. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Sam Saxby asked, his tone sharpening nervously. 
 
    Eric took a deep breath, fought against the nausea. He put his hand in his pocket, touched the phial of pilocarpine. ‘Is ... is there a cloakroom I can use, for a moment?’ 
 
    Sam Saxby hesitated, glanced back down the corridor. Then he walked towards the back doorway, stopped at another door on the left. ‘There’s a cloakroom here. You can use it. Afterwards, the back door leads out into the orchard. Follow the path around the side of the house and you’ll come to the driveway where you’ve left your car. I’d better get back.’ 
 
    Thankfully, Eric opened the door and went inside the barely furnished cloakroom. He fumbled in his pocket, brought out the phial and with shaking hands unstoppered it. He could hardly see himself in the mirror as the pain slashed across his eyes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    One of the side effects of taking the drug to relieve the agony behind his eyes was that when the pain receded, and the shaking stopped, he was left with a heightened sense of perception. He was not certain whether the pilocarpine normally had this effect; all he was aware of was that in the minutes that followed there would be a sharpening of the senses of smell and feel and hearing. It was possible that it was unreal — merely the increased confidence that alcohol could also bring, but as he stared at himself in the mirror he felt the usual lightness of head, the clarity of mental vision and the sharpness of hearing what he now associated with the relief from pain. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. A couple of minutes had passed; he was not fully recovered, but in a little while he would be fit to drive. It was time he left the cloakroom of Amos Saxby’s Old Vicarage, made his way out through the humiliation of the back door, and then he would sit in his car until he had fully recovered. 
 
    It would give him time to consider what he had learned, digest the story Amos Saxby had told him, consider the implication of it all, and then decide how he was to advise Sandra Saxby. One thing was certain: Amos Saxby had browbeaten his wife into conveying the farm to him. Duress or not, the conveyance had then been made with the express intention of defeating the option to purchase. It left Sandra Saxby with a surfeit of choice: duress and an avoidable contract; the secret trust, even more believable now Eric knew that Frank Jennings had been providing for the mother of his son; and a clear conspiracy between Amos and Ellen Saxby, with Sam edging even more into the picture. 
 
    It left only Colin Saxby out. Eric wondered idly where he fitted into it all. It had been Sam who told Amos about the file, but the resultant row with Ellen, known to Sam, may or may not have been known to Colin. And yet ... Eric considered the matter. Why had Jack Saxby gone charging out to the Old Vicarage to confront his father? It could have been the result of Eric’s advice about the defeat of the option ... but the action had seemed somewhat impetuous, when he had already, in effect, asked Eric to begin legal proceedings. What if Jack had been told about his birthright? And if he had known, who would have told him? 
 
    Not Sam Saxby, Eric mused, certainly not Amos Saxby’s greedy heir-at-law. And Colin Saxby? He had denied knowing the cause of the trouble, though that could have been a defensiveness towards outsiders. On the other hand, he had certainly known that the decision to try defeating the option had been Amos’s doing, not Ellen Saxby’s. 
 
    Not that it made much difference either way. His advice to Sandra Saxby now would have to be that her only chance of justice for her dead husband would be to go through with the action against Amos, the father-in-law she hated. A settlement was out of the question: Eric knew that now, for he recognized the poison that lay in the old man’s veins. Amos Saxby was an unforgiving man, and he visited the old sins upon the son until he died, and now, upon Sandra Saxby. 
 
    Quietly Eric let himself out of the cloakroom and closed the door behind him. The hallway was empty and he was tempted, for a moment, to make his way out through the front door of the Old Vicarage after all. Then, hearing the voices in the room where he had left Amos Saxby, he decided to make as dignified an exit from the old man’s house as possible. Time for confrontations when they met in court. 
 
    The door was latched, an old-fashioned piece of iron that he was forced to lift, the kind of latch that had been common enough when he was a boy but out of place, he felt, in the Old Vicarage. And yet not out of place. The house was old, rambling — unlike Amos Saxby. He could hear his voice now, booming out of the room Eric had left. 
 
    He lifted the latch, began to open the door. 
 
    ‘Enough of the pleasantries,’ he heard Amos Saxby say in his loud, arrogant voice. ‘Let’s get down to business.’ 
 
    Eric stepped out, paused in face of the drizzling rain. ‘You’ve been trying to persuade me to put my money in Stoneleigh Enterprises all this time, Colin, but without success. So what’s new this time, to make me change my mind?’ 
 
    The words washed over Eric Ward, their import vague and yet ringing with a clarity his heightened senses seized on, clung to avidly. He stood in the doorway, he listened for a few minutes, and then as the questions mounted in his mind he stepped back into the house and closed the door softly behind him. 
 
    The latch dropped into place with a sharp, echoing click. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was something stagey about it, a tableau vivant, a set scene from a West End production. Enter the corpse. If Amos Saxby had staged it there would perhaps have been more noise and thunder. Instead there was complete, surprised silence as they all stared at him standing in the doorway, the unconsidered, unbidden guest. Amos Saxby had moved away from the fireplace and now sat sprawled in one of the deep armchairs, his long legs splayed out in front of him. Sam Saxby stood behind the chair, one hand on its back and facing the two were Colin Saxby and the Honourable Antony Stoneleigh. 
 
    The silence was expectant. Amos Saxby’s forehead was furrowed with hints of anger: he did not enjoy surprises. Sam Saxby was shaken, as though fearful of his father’s wrath in not actually having seen the interloper off the premises. But if Colin Saxby expressed puzzlement in his features, Antony Stoneleigh was clearly indifferent to Eric Ward’s appearance in the doorway. He had been about to speak; now he glanced towards Amos Saxby as though expecting him to give a lead. Amos Saxby did so, in appropriate fashion. 
 
    ‘What the bloody hell are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby—’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d gone! Sam, didn’t you see him off the premises?’ 
 
    Sam Saxby tried to say something but the words died in his throat. He shot a swift glance in Colin Saxby’s direction and something in that glance induced nervousness in the younger brother. The feeling was quickly communicated to the old man, and his suspicious eyes narrowed, flicking quick glances between Eric Ward and Colin Saxby. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t eavesdropping,’ Eric Ward explained. ‘Not deliberately, at least. I had an attack ...’ 
 
    ‘What do you want, Ward?’ Amos Saxby interrupted. ‘I’ve heard you out; there’s nothing more to say between us, not as far as I’m concerned.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘It’s what you said a moment ago. I was just leaving ... I caught what you said.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby scowled. ‘And what was so important about what I said?’ 
 
    ‘I ... I’m not sure. But it surprised me. You said they’ve been trying to persuade you to put money into Stoneleigh Enterprises.’ 
 
    Eric Ward was staring at Amos Saxby; there was a movement across to his left, and he could not be sure whether it was Colin Saxby or Stoneleigh. Amos Saxby’s cold eyes glittered. ‘You were surprised ... why should it surprise you? An investment of this kind—’ 
 
    ‘I was surprised,’ Eric Ward blurted out, ‘because I understood you had already invested in the Stoneleigh Enterprises project.’ 
 
    The silence lengthened, sharpening about them as Amos Saxby glared at Eric Ward. He raised a hand, rubbed it thoughtfully against his mouth. When he spoke his tone was gentler, but it was the softness of a predatory animal lulling its prey into carelessness. ‘Why should you believe I had already invested in Stoneleigh Enterprises, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Eric held his glance. ‘I’ve been making enquiries. Their object was to discover ... facts that you’ve now divulged to me anyway. But in employing an enquiry agent to find out why you and Jack Saxby were estranged, other information came to light.’ 
 
    ‘Other information?’ 
 
    ‘My informant told me that you are reputed to have a significant shareholding in Stoneleigh Enterprises.’ 
 
    ‘Dad—’ Colin Saxby’s intervention was cut short by a peremptory wave of his father’s hand. 
 
    ‘Tell me more, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric Ward hesitated. There was a tension in the air he could not yet understand, any more than he could fully understand the excitement in his own veins. His thoughts were confused, as he remembered snatches of conversation, snippets of information which seemed to be unrelated, and yet in their very illogicality seemed to be bringing about some kind of linking pattern in his mind. He shook his head, trying to clear the jumble of information, aware of the drug-induced sharpness behind his eyes. ‘At the party given for Sir John Freshfield I was told by Freshfield’s somewhat indiscreet financial adviser that Stoneleigh Enterprises were unlikely to get the support they were seeking from Sir John’s bank. And then, more recently, I heard that you had a substantial shareholding in the company. Yet today I heard you say you had no such holding. It doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘Neither to you,’ Amos Saxby said softly, ‘nor to me.’ He turned to Colin Saxby. ‘What about you?’ 
 
    Colin Saxby was pale. He flicked an uneasy glance towards Sam Saxby and then shook his head. ‘I don’t know what this is all about. This story ...’ 
 
    His words died away, uncertainly. Amos Saxby turned again to Eric Ward in the heavy silence that followed. ‘Your informant?’ 
 
    ‘Is reliable.’ 
 
    ‘Yet I do not have any shares in the company.’ Amos Saxby smiled suddenly, a winning, charming, theatrical smile directed towards Antony Stoneleigh. ‘Which does not mean someone might not have said I had a holding in the company. Though for what reason, I cannot imagine.’ 
 
    Something moved at the back of Eric Ward’s mind, something unpleasant, tinged with horror. ‘The reason ... it might have been to boost confidence in the company. Colin is already in deeply; a significant shareholding by you, it would have looked good in a presentation to Freshfield’s and others.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby’s smile broadened. ‘Interesting ... Yes, I see that. The fact is, Mr Ward, Colin has been pressing me for some time to take up a very large holding. I’ve resisted.’ He paused, eyeing Eric sardonically. ‘You’re becoming something of a catalyst in this family circle, Mr Ward. It amuses me. A little piece of information like that ... I’ll give you another piece now, and see what you make of that. Maybe you can even cap it ... for none of us individually sees a whole picture, do we? Colin came to see me some time ago. He pressed me to take up the shares, told me it would be a fine investment. I told him to go to hell, in my usual polite manner — if he chose to sell good farming land and risk the proceeds in wild schemes that was his affair. But, at the time, I was under some pressure ...’ His blue eyes clouded momentarily, and Eric wondered for a brief moment how much the old man had been really shaken by the death of his wife. ‘Anyway, I was concerned about the pending litigation and I told Colin that if he got Jack off my back, made him drop the threatened suit, I’d invest in Stoneleigh Enterprises. It was a weak moment on my part, you understand, but I would have stuck to it. The fact is, of course, I was never called upon to do it, because in the event Colin never did persuade Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Instead, he told him the facts surrounding his birth,’ Eric said. 
 
    Amos Saxby straightened in his chair. The veins in the back of his hands stood out like cords suddenly as he gripped the chair arms. He stared at Colin Saxby. ‘Is that so? I’d wondered about that. I thought maybe Sam — malicious and greedy — had arranged it to make relationships even worse between us. That was unjust of me. So it was Colin, hey? I wonder why he did that?’ 
 
    They were speaking of Colin Saxby as though he were not there. The man stood stiffly, staring at his father, and his lips were grimly set, his face pale. Behind him, the Honourable Antony Stoneleigh moved uneasily, brushing his fair hair from his eyes in a nervous gesture as the old man watched sardonically, playfully, a cat watching the terrified mice. 
 
    ‘It might have been desperation,’ Eric Ward said quietly. 
 
    Amos Saxby continued to stare at his son. Sam Saxby shuffled, and seemed about to speak but then subsided again, falling back into a role Eric now clearly saw him fitting: the intriguer behind the scenes, never really coming out into the open, but seeking intelligently for his main chance. 
 
    ‘Desperation,’ Amos Saxby repeated, rolling the word around his tongue as though he enjoyed it. ‘Why should he be desperate?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Eric replied thoughtfully. ‘But from what’s been said, I could hazard a guess. Your son invested heavily in Stoneleigh Enterprises. He also wanted your financial support. He must have pressed the case strongly, if it came down to a bargaining situation with you. And that must mean Colin had pressing reasons to want your support. So, when he took your line, went to Jack and asked him to drop the suit against you and your wife, how would he react to a refusal? With anger, maybe; with passion? A worried man can be an indiscreet one. Maybe when Jack refused point blank to back down Colin played his wild card. Maybe he told Jack that he could never win against Amos Saxby because of the reason Amos Saxby had for the disinheritance. And that would be why Jack then came charging up here; too angry and ashamed even to tell his wife, but confronting you and his mother in the Old Vicarage—’ 
 
    ‘And bringing about his mother’s death, eventually,’ the old man said bitterly. ‘People compound their sins ... But where, I wonder, would Colin have discovered the secret, known only to ...’ 
 
    His voice whispered into silence and Eric Ward looked at Sam Saxby, standing protectively behind his father’s chair. From the momentary panic in Sam Saxby’s eyes Eric knew where the information had come from. ‘Quite a family you have, Mr Saxby,’ he said drily. 
 
    The smile still hovered around the old man’s mouth, but it had a cynical twist. ‘Perhaps the family I deserve,’ he said bitterly. ‘However, where is all this leading us, Mr Ward? A brother who seeks to sow dissension amongst his rivals; a second brother who blurts out a family secret; a third brother who kills his mother by raging at her and me in this room. Where does it all lead to, except unpleasantness? And the further question, as to why Colin is so keen to have me, then and now, invest in Stoneleigh Enterprises?’ 
 
    Antony Stoneleigh stepped forward before Eric could reply. He seemed at ease, and confident, his grey eyes holding a slight hint of amusement, his manner a relaxed disavowal of having any involvement with these petty family affairs. In moving forward he took the centre of the stage that Amos Saxby always seemed to erect about himself, and he held it with a confidence in his own capability. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘I had better say something in all this.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby started forward, laid a hand on Stoneleigh’s arm. ‘Wait a minute, Antony, I don’t think—’ 
 
    ‘You never did, Colin, not with clarity,’ Stoneleigh interrupted brutally. ‘That’s been the problem.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s still the chance—’ 
 
    ‘No chance,’ Stoneleigh said swiftly. ‘It’s all too late, dear boy. Freshfield’s have turned us down, and the whispers are going about. It’s time you faced facts.’ He turned to look at Amos Saxby. ‘And the one fact is, Colin’s in trouble.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby’s cold blue eyes narrowed. ‘Explain.’ 
 
    Stoneleigh waved a negligent hand. ‘Easily told. The project is a sound one; ahead of its time; it can make us all rich. But bankers are blinkered men. I’ll say that about Colin — he wasn’t blinkered. He saw the possibilities and put everything he had into the project. But we needed a stronger financial base if we were to persuade Freshfield’s. I found other backers, but was still some sixty thousand short. Without it, we could be straight down the drain. That’s when Colin came up trumps.’ 
 
    ‘And how exactly did he do that?’ 
 
    ‘He gave Stoneleigh Enterprises a financial guarantee for that amount.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t have the money,’ Sam Saxby blurted out in surprise. 
 
    ‘But I do,’ Amos Saxby said after a short silence, and there was a tired edge to his voice suddenly. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Antony Stoneleigh said. ‘And the guarantee was signed in your name.’ 
 
    The room fell silent. Eric Ward, still standing in the doorway shifted slightly, uneasy as other thoughts began to crowd into his brain, other possibilities surging to the surface. He watched Amos Saxby’s face, noting its greyness, the deep lines etched around the mouth becoming more marked as the weaknesses of his family were exposed about him. 
 
    ‘I signed no such guarantee,’ Amos Saxby announced at last, heavily. 
 
    ‘So I understand,’ Stoneleigh replied. ‘Now.’ He paused, as theatrical as Amos. ‘The thing is, what do we do about it at this point of time? The possible alternatives are not numerous, after all. Freshfield’s have turned us down, but with your sixty thousand we could still pull through, get American backing and make the venture pay. But if you don’t support us with this investment — which I assure you will bring in a good return — what happens to Colin? If that guarantee — which, clearly, he forged — is shown to be worthless there are a number of people who will claim to have entered the investment on the strength of a forged prospectus — Colin’ s forgery, because I took the guarantee in good faith. He was shall we say, over-enthusiastic, when he thought he saw his investment slipping away. The question now is, will you retrieve the situation?’ He paused again, waiting, and then in the silence turned to Colin Saxby. ‘I’m sorry, old man, but there really was no alternative. It’s time it was out in the open. Your father wasn’t going to invest any other way.’ 
 
    ‘And you think I’ll invest to save my son from jail?’ Amos sneered. 
 
    Stoneleigh grinned unpleasantly. ‘You’ve lost one son, Mr Saxby. I don’t think you’re wanting to lose another.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    And yet there was still something wrong, something unsaid, an unspecific statement that hung in the air about them. Eric Ward felt it like a prickling upon his skin, a menace that was almost tangible. There was something missing in the tangle of family relationships, a fact that was still loose, not pinned down, a facet of a man’s character, the expectations of a gambler who needed to be certain, and ruthless and precise. It was there in this room, in this house, in this family. 
 
    ‘I wonder what else Colin might have told Jack, when he tried to persuade him to give up the suit? Then, or later?’ 
 
    Eric’s words caused a strange reaction. 
 
    Colin Saxby jerked visibly as though he had been stung; Sam and his father seemed puzzled, unsure as to what he was getting at, but in Antony Stoneleigh’s studied carelessness there was yet a hint of tension. 
 
    ‘What else was there to tell him?’ Amos Saxby growled, ‘What else we haven’t heard?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, perhaps,’ Eric replied. ‘Except ... did Colin tell Jack about the guarantee?’ In the silence Amos Saxby turned his head and stared at his second son. Colin Saxby’s defences were openly crumbling; his assertiveness and self-confidence had gone with Stoneleigh’s revelations and now this last question seemed to be sowing seeds of destruction in him, and he almost wilted, sagging about the shoulders while his face displayed a sudden panic. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Amos Saxby demanded truculently. 
 
    It was Antony Stoneleigh who spoke. ‘There would have been no point, no sense in confiding to Jack Saxby that he had forged a guarantee. Colin would have gained nothing from it—’ 
 
    ‘Except sympathy,’ Eric Ward argued, ‘and perhaps the gain of another lever to get Jack to drop the suit against Amos. It would have been logical, in fact: once Jack refused to stay his hand for Amos’s or Ellen’s sake, he might have been persuaded to do so for Colin’s sake, to save him from the exposure to a criminal charge.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish,’ Stoneleigh said explosively. ‘Colin?’ 
 
    Colin Saxby shuddered slightly at his father’s tone but he did not look at him; instead, his eyes were fixed on Antony Stoneleigh and once again Eric Ward felt the prickling of his skin as he saw the doubts and the fears and the hidden suspicions crawling in Colin Saxby’s eyes. 
 
    ‘One moment,’ Eric Ward interrupted, in a peremptory tone. ‘Mr Saxby, did Jack make no mention to you of the forged guarantee?’ 
 
    Amos Saxby shook his head. 
 
    ‘Well, if Jack did know about the guarantee,’ Eric went on, ‘if he had been told about it, I wonder what his reaction might have been? He had things on his mind at the time — the circumstances surrounding his birth, the deliberate attempt to defeat the option — and that’s why he stormed out here to the Vicarage. But if he learned later about the guarantee . . .’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing he could do,’ Antony Stoneleigh said quietly. ‘Once it became public knowledge, Colin would be ruined, as he still can be.’ The hint of menace, of pressure upon Amos Saxby hung in the air, but Eric Ward’s thoughts were already elsewhere, his mind tumbling pieces of information, mingled with questions, over and over. He turned to Colin Saxby. ‘Did you tell Jack about the guarantee?’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Colin Saxby’s face was grey, his eyes evasive. He seemed unwilling to meet Eric’s glance, but there was also an odd tension in his attitude towards Antony Stoneleigh. ‘I ... I did tell him. It was like a last chance. I went to see him, that morning ...’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    Colin Saxby licked his lips. ‘The ... the day he died.’ His voice was suddenly shaky, a nervous pleading had crept into it as though he was begging to be asked no more, anxious that no further digging should be done, for his own peace of mind. But the flash of suspicious horror that had crossed Eric Ward’s mind earlier was now beginning to take form, seeping to the front of his mind, hardening into the reality of possibility. Jack Saxby had not been Amos’s son; he had been the offspring of Frank Jennings, lacking the Saxby self-centred ruthlessness. But he had been surrounded by them until, thrust away as an outsider, could he not have looked about him, seen clearly the kind of people his half-brothers and old Amos were — and decided to be like them? 
 
    ‘The night of the Freshfield party,’ Eric said slowly. ‘you came by car, with Sam?’ 
 
    ‘He dropped me,’ Sam Saxby said quickly, urgent to seek no involvement in the heightening tension of the room. ‘Then went on to meet Mr Stoneleigh.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby nodded, relieved at the change of topic. ‘That’s right, I went to Antony’s for a few drinks, after I’d parked outside Grey’s.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him. ‘The flat is nearby?’ 
 
    ‘Just around the corner.’ 
 
    ‘And after the party?’ 
 
    ‘You know,’ Colin Saxby said peevishly. ‘You were there. We went to the club. And got drunk.’ 
 
    ‘Drunker,’ Stoneleigh said contemptuously, and then swung back to Amos Saxby. ‘But I don’t know why we’re talking about this. I’m here to persuade you to invest in Stoneleigh Enterprises. It’s still a viable proposition if you do invest; if you don’t, it goes to the wall and if you don’t back Colin’s guarantee he’ll face criminal charges. The situation is quite simple and I’m disinclined to waste time listening to this question and answer—’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember Hilda?’ Ward asked Stoneleigh. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Stoneleigh replied snappishly. 
 
    ‘She was pretty drunk too, wasn’t she?’ 
 
    Stoneleigh stared at him, making no reply and Eric turned to Colin Saxby. ‘She was drunk, wasn’t she? Drunk enough, maybe, to go out like a light once she hit the bed. Mr Stoneleigh’s bed.’ 
 
    ‘My private life—’ Stoneleigh began angrily, but Eric ignored him. 
 
    ‘Well, Colin? Was she pretty stoned?’ Colin Saxby was unwilling to answer; the anxieties lurking behind his eyes were more nakedly exposed now and though he tried to thrust them away, regain control, he was unsuccessful. ‘She ... I don’t know ... I suppose she was pretty far gone.’ 
 
    ‘You left the club about two,’ Eric said. ‘And couldn’t find your keys.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby’s mouth was tortured. ‘That ... that’s right. I lost—’ 
 
    ‘And Stoneleigh stayed behind, in a bedroom at the club. With Hilda.’ He paused, then looked at Stoneleigh. ‘And she was drunk. Almost insensible.’ 
 
    ‘Now look here—’ 
 
    But Colin Saxby interrupted Stoneleigh’s angry gesture. ‘What ... what are you trying to say?’ 
 
    They were all waiting, listening, wondering, and the tension was almost palpable, a physical thing that affected their nerve ends, quickened their breathing, brought pressure upon their hearts and lungs. But Eric was not yet sure what he was leading towards ... the view was half-formed, and yet he suspected as he looked into Colin Saxby’s panicked eyes that the images that crossed his mind were already buried deep, restrained and confined in Colin Saxby’s terrified brain. 
 
    ‘You haven’t been able to bring yourself to ask the questions,’ Eric said slowly. ‘That’s it ... you couldn’t ask, because of the consequences.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby, out of the limelight, shuffled impatiently. ‘Consequences? What consequences?’ 
 
    ‘The exposure of the forged guarantee,’ Eric said. ‘And the part Colin played in the murder of Jack Saxby.’ 
 
    Amos Saxby shook his head like a puzzled bull, then dragged himself out of his chair, rose shakily to his feet. He was no longer in command; the actors were beyond his control. ‘What the hell are you driving at, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have the proofs,’ Eric Ward said quietly, but I can understand now how it happened.’ 
 
    Colin Saxby made a soft, frightened sound in his throat but Amos Saxby was glowering fiercely in Eric Ward’s direction. ‘For God’s sake, man, stop pussyfooting around! What the hell are you on about?’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath. ‘Colin told Jack he wanted you to invest in Stoneleigh Enterprises, and that you would, if he could get Jack to back off the action he had started.’ 
 
    ‘I knew he never would,’ Amos Saxby said with bitter satisfaction. 
 
    ‘And you were right. Then, when Colin also told him why you were trying to defeat the option he came raging out here. None of that did Colin any good; self-centred, like all the Saxbys, he still wanted to get the support he needed for his own foolish investments with Stoneleigh. So he went to see Jack again — and begged him to stop the action, because otherwise he’d be charged with forgery. The truth would be bound to come out, eventually. But Jack’s reaction was surprising. I think he decided to act like a Saxby himself.’ 
 
    Amos furrowed his brow. ‘What the hell do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘The Saxbys,’ Eric said cuttingly, ‘are of a kind. Ruthless, self-centred, egotistical — they go for the jugular, irrespective of what it means to others, even their own family. You, old man, you set the tone. You browbeat your wife and helped her into her grave; Sam followed the same track, bringing to your attention the Saxby file and its incriminating evidence against your wife; Colin was prepared to tell Jack those things that would help him in his own situation. You were all three cast in the same mould. And Jack, who had thought himself to be a Saxby and then found he wasn’t, decided to join you. He had none of your blood, Amos, but you’d tainted him.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Amos Saxby glowered. 
 
    ‘When Colin told him about the guarantee, asking for his help, I think all the bitterness, the hurt, the hate, came bubbling to the surface. Jack became a Saxby: he decided to use the information not to help Colin, but to do anything he could to hurt the family.’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing he could do,’ Stoneleigh said swiftly, waving his hand in a deprecating gesture. 
 
    ‘Wrong. The exposure of the forged guarantee would involve one of Amos’s precious real sons in scandal. Who could tell how far the ripples would spread, when Jack brought his own action? And Amos himself, he’d be hurt, for all that I think Jack wanted to strike out, hurt, damage the Saxbys who had rejected him. He wouldn’t even have worked it all out logically.’ 
 
    ‘My dear man,’ Antony Stoneleigh drawled, pushing back an errant lock of fair hair in a studied gesture, ‘all this supposition—’ 
 
    ‘But he would, of course, be hurting someone else, too,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    Colin Saxby moved nervously. Antony Stoneleigh stood very still, watching Eric keenly. ‘What exactly is that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘On the day Jack Saxby died,’ Eric said, ‘the Freshfield deal — the support of his merchant bank — it was still a real possibility, to you at least, if not to Freshfield’s financial adviser. You couldn’t afford to have Jack Saxby putting your big deal at risk. So what Colin told you, when he came to your flat—’ 
 
    Colin Saxby stepped forward, scared; Stoneleigh put out a hand to stop him, but Eric carried on swiftly. ‘You did tell him, didn’t you, Colin? You explained that you had told Jack, but that Jack hadn’t been sympathetic, that he had reacted in a manner you’d not expected. You told Stoneleigh you were afraid Jack would blow the whole guarantee thing sky-high just at the time Stoneleigh was hoping to net Freshfield! So what happened then, Colin? You had already been drinking ... maybe you were a bit fuddled. But what did Stoneleigh say? That he’d better see Jack, after the party at the club? That he had no car, but would borrow the one you had — Sam’s — to go down later to the Quayside to see Jack, to remonstrate with him? You never lost your keys, Colin did you? You gave them to him!’ 
 
    ‘Colin—’ Stoneleigh warned. 
 
    ‘And later you had to cover up when, drunk, you found Sam, the car gone because Stoneleigh had left the club before we had, having dropped the insensible Hilda — and the first suspicions of what Stoneleigh might do had begun to crawl into your mind.’ 
 
    ‘I swear I—’ 
 
    ‘Or perhaps you always knew what he was going to do,’ Eric said contemptuously. 
 
    They were all staring at the haunted face of Colin Saxby when Antony Stoneleigh broke the silence. ‘As you said, Ward, you’ve no damned proof.’ 
 
    But his voice was low and shaky. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Detective-Superintendent Jenkins expressed himself satisfied once again with the standard of the coffee served to him at Francis, Shaw and Elder; he also expressed considerable satisfaction at the progress in the investigations into the death of Jack Saxby. The lady he described as the ‘blonde bombshell’, Hilda, did indeed have only hazy recollections of the night in question and could furnish no alibi for Stoneleigh since she had fallen into a drunken stupor almost as soon as he had taken her to the back room. Similarly, there was forensic evidence to tie Stoneleigh to the car: his defence lawyer would, of course, argue that such traces proved nothing — they could be the result of an earlier occupancy. But the clinching evidence lay with Colin Saxby. His guilt-ridden suppression of the questions in his own mind was, he claimed, now over — ‘and he’s singing,’ Freddie Jenkins said cheerfully, ‘like a hoarse budgerigar. He’s fluttering frantically to escape a clear involvement: he says he gave the keys to Stoneleigh but never dreamt Stoneleigh would use the car to kill Jack when Jack wouldn’t be persuaded. Not that we believe it ... Colin Saxby was too quick with the lost keys story that very night to have had a clear conscience. But ... well, we can nail Stoneleigh with the story, and there’s plenty enough on Colin Saxby to see him inside for a long stretch, Queen’s Evidence or not.’ 
 
    Yes, Detective-Superintendent Freddie Jenkins was well satisfied, with the way things had turned out in the Saxby affair; it looked as though it would all turn out neatly with Stoneleigh in custody, and Colin Saxby co-operative. All quite satisfactory. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Joseph Francis, senior partner in Francis, Shaw and Elder held quite a different view of the circumstances. He came into Eric’s office after Jenkins had gone and stood for a little while, staring out over the city, his hands locked behind his back, fingers tightly clasped. When he spoke his voice was cold. 
 
    ‘You’ve seen the judgment in Saxby?’ 
 
    ‘I have it here,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘You handled it badly,’ Joseph Francis said crisply. ‘We ... the firm comes out of the case with a tarnished reputation. It was what I warned you about, right at the beginning, but you were always too damned independent. If you’d followed my advice, played down certain aspects, but no ... independent. Such independence must lead, in my view, to a parting of the ways. That woman Sandra Saxby — she says she’ll be suing us. It’s not good enough. It could have been averted.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘I do. If I’d handled it ... but it’s of no consequence. I no longer feel, Eric, that Francis, Shaw and Elder have the necessary confidence in you to support a continued and satisfactory relationship. I think the partnership should now come to an end.’ He had not met Eric’s eyes when he said it and there had been no handshake when he left. 
 
    Yet the interview, and its result had not been entirely unexpected on Eric Ward’s part. The two solicitors had not been at one throughout the case, and anyway, blood was thicker than partnership agreements. Joseph wanted to protect his son Paul: when Sandra Saxby brought her claim against the firm, for negligence, a solicitor — Eric Ward — would recently have left the firm. It would never actually be said, but the inference would be drawn by many that it was Eric’s negligence that was being criticized, and had been the cause of his leaving Francis, Shaw and Elder. The career of Paul Francis at the Bar would remain unsullied. 
 
    It all served to illustrate, really, the gulf that could yawn between the concepts of law and justice. Paul would escape — even though he was guilty of a breach of professional ethics. Sandra Saxby and Amos Saxby would fight their increasingly bitter battles for ever — and the only scrap of justice that emerged from that situation was that in the end, when Sandra was delivered of her child, the wishes of Frank Jennings would to some degree have been respected in spite of all that had happened: Holton Hill Farm, or the proceeds of its sale, would go to a child of his blood. 
 
    But for Eric, there was little justice. And yet he hardly cared any more. He was tired and frightened by the prospect that faced him. He could dwell on old Amos Saxby still nursing the old enmities but now forced to do what he hated doing; on Sam Saxby waiting for his father to die; on the widowed, pregnant Sandra Saxby still viciously determined to get her pound of legal flesh as well as her financial fat. He was well out of that whole family affair. 
 
    And he had his own realities to face. 
 
    He could pick up the phone and call Anne Morcomb. He loved her — he had known that since his visits to her home two years ago, and he knew that she was in love with him; she had made it plain, in the flat in Montague Court. It would be so easy, to pick up the phone, say the words, and the problems could disappear — she had money, he would not need to face the possibility of blindness alone, nor the prospect of a damaged career. It was all so easy, only a phone call away. So easy, yet so impossible. 
 
    For there was still the gulf of years, still the essentially male pride that thrust him away from the thought of a financial dependence upon her, still the stubborn refusal to allow himself to turn his back on the deeply personal threat that lay in his future. If he phoned, she could find herself married to a helpless, blind, ageing man whose affliction could make him bitter. She was better without him — whatever she felt for him. 
 
    There was a phone call to make — but not to Anne. It was time now he faced up to the bleakness of his future and dwelled with his own danger. The ophthalmic surgeon lived in Gosforth; Eric’s hands were cold as he dialled the number. 
 
    ‘Mr Callaghan? This is Eric Ward. I’ve reached my decision. I’ll take the chance on the operation.’ 
 
    Then he stayed on in the office as the darkening evening changed the shape and form of the room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Extract from the judgment of Justice Semple, in Saxby v National Bank Ltd and Another. 
 
      
 
    ‘The option was an estate contract with Class C (iv), as to which section 13(2) of the Land Charges Act 1925 says it shall be void as against a purchaser of the land charged if it is not registered. The same section emphasizes, however, that this applies only in favour of a particular kind of purchaser — namely, a purchaser of the legal estate for money or money’s worth. The key words are for money or money’s worth. They mean an adequate sum. The amount paid by Amos Saxby for Holton Hill Farm was not adequate in this sense: to suggest so would be to condone fraud of the worst description. 
 
    But apart from this, it is my opinion that the provisions are not applicable in any case where fraud exists. It is true that in Re Monolithic Building Co a purchaser was protected even though he had full notice of the existence of the charge but he paid full value. I agree with Lord Denning, MR, when he says: 
 
    No court in this land will allow a person to keep an advantage which he has obtained by fraud. No judgment of a court ... can be allowed to stand if it has been obtained by fraud. Fraud unravels everything ... 
 
    The conveyance was executed to deprive Jack Saxby of the benefit of the option. That was a fraud on Jack Saxby. Amos Saxby was a party to that fraud: he cannot be allowed to take advantage of it to the prejudice of Jack Saxby’s estate; nor can the executors of the estate of Ellen Saxby take advantage of it. The estate of Ellen Saxby will accordingly honour that option by transferring Holton Hill Farm to Mrs Jack Saxby, the conveyance to Amos Saxby being declared to be of no effect ... I am not required to make answer in respect of other issues raised: the effect of duress upon Ellen Saxby; the possible existence of a secret trust; the matter of conspiracy between Amos, Ellen and Samuel Saxby. The whole matter rests upon and is determined as a result of fraud against Jack Saxby. 
 
    It looks to me, nevertheless, as if there may be claims against some solicitors or others for negligence in some stages of this litigation. On this I cannot, of course, rule ...’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    BOOK 3:
THE
QUAYSIDE
MURDER 
 
    A gripping crime thriller full of twists 
 
      
 
      
 
    ROY LEWIS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every man takes the limits of his own field of vision 
for the limits of the world. 
 
      
 
    Schopenhauer 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    He hadn’t been given time to think, to collect himself. The offer that Philip Scarn had made him was numbing: and now as Eric Ward stood outside in the sunshine, waiting for the doorman to hail him a cab, he was still confused, still uncertain what precisely he had agreed to. He was also, perhaps, unwilling to concede to himself that he had been influenced by the magnitude of the retainer Scarn had offered. With bonuses, Philip Scarn had said with a sly smile. He would have been aware that for Ward it would have meant moving from a position of dependent unemployment to twenty thousand plus a year . . . 
 
    The taxi was waiting. ‘Heathrow, please.’ 
 
    Eric settled back in his seat, removed his dark glasses and gently rubbed his swollen eyelids. As he did so the thought of the return flight to Newcastle came to him. The trip down had been a shattering experience. The surgeon who had operated on him for glaucoma had told him he would have to protect his eyes with dark glasses for some weeks and could expect a degree of discomfort — but the atropine would prevent any serious pain. He’d told him to avoid stress, but had made no mention of flying. But the pain had started again, just as it had used to, the moment the plane lifted above Dinnington and climbed out towards the North Sea before making its slow turn above Newcastle and Durham, to head south. The shuddering had started and the pain had lanced through his skull again like a laser, sharp, clean, clinical and deadly. 
 
    When Eric had finally reached Heathrow his shirt had been damp with sweat: pain and claustrophobia had almost exhausted him. Now, as he sat in the taxi, the prospect of another such bout of agony came to him and he leaned forward, tapped on the glass between him and the driver. 
 
    ‘Yeah, guv?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve changed my mind — make it King’s Cross, please.’ 
 
    ‘Up to you, guv’nor.’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath. A train journey would be different. In a way more tiring, longer, more contact with other people, but at least he would be able to move about, avoid the devastating feeling of enclosure he had experienced that morning in the plane, and avoid the pain that might strike again. And it might give him freedom to think. 
 
    ‘Bit of trouble up ahead, guv.’ 
 
    The cab had just turned into Euston Road but had slowed and was pulling up. A car had come out of a side-street, it would seem, and collided with a bus. The bus had been forced to swing outwards and was now almost straddling the left-hand side of the roadway, effectively blocking it. Traffic was already piling up behind Eric’s cab and horns were beginning to blare. 
 
    The cabbie glanced at the meter. ‘Real bleeder, this is goin’ to be. If we don’t move soon, we’ll really get caught. Hold on, guv’nor.’ 
 
    He dragged at the wheel with both hands, revved the engine and gave a derisory grimace in the direction of a blaring motorist on his right. Then the cab wheels lurched up over the central reservation, and the taxi ran some fifty yards into a fortuitously empty right-hand lane, against the oncoming traffic, before he swung the vehicle into a right-hand turn and drew up at the kerb in the side-street. He turned, grinned at Eric. 
 
    ‘Will this do? I can squeeze my way through ’ere into Gray’s Inn Road, and back to central London. King’s Cross is goin’ to be snarled for hours at this rate. You can walk from ’ere. Hunnerd yards, no more. Then dahn the steps, froo the underpass and you’re in the station. Awright?’ 
 
    Eric nodded, paid him the fare and left the cab. 
 
    The morning sun had brightened and as the taxi accelerated thankfully away Eric adjusted his dark glasses, and thought suddenly of Anne. If she knew he had decided to take a train back rather than fly she would have been even angrier than she was when she had dropped him earlier at the airport. She had wanted to come with him: he had wanted to assert his independence by travelling alone. Now, as he walked hesitantly along the side-street and turned into Euston Road he began to wish that she had come after all. 
 
    The noise of the blaring traffic disturbed him; the brightness of the sun disturbed him; the people hurrying along the pavement about him disturbed him. He quickened his step, in spite of the fact that through his dark glasses he could make out little more than a blur beyond fifteen feet. He knew it now, he had been reckless in taking this journey so soon. He had assumed even this morning that the pain he had experienced on the flight had been induced by claustrophobia in his weakened condition: now he was not so sure as the ache began again, the first stirrings of cat claws behind his eyes. He needed to get to the station, use some of the atropine in the privacy of the cloakroom, and he was aware of his quickened pulse as he hurried along. 
 
    A hundred yards, the taxi-driver had said. It seemed more like a mile as tension tightened the breath in Ward’s chest and the old familiar nausea rose in his throat. The surgeon had discounted a return of such symptoms other than in circumstances of pressure, which he had been warned to avoid. Grimly he walked on, quickening his step but lurching slightly, until he struck someone’s shoulder and spun around, uttering an apology. 
 
    The woman was unsympathetic. ‘Wanna watch where yer goin’, mate! Bleedin’ Euston drunks!’ 
 
    Behind his dark glasses his tunnel vision had become distorted: it was as though figures emerged towards him from out of a dark-stained fog. Panic was stirring in his chest and he forced himself to slow his step, breathe deeply. He stopped, put one hand against the wall. 
 
    ‘You awright?’ 
 
    He did not want solicitude from strangers. He straightened, nodded, muttered something and began to move more slowly, but purposefully, along the street. He passed a junction, was aware of showrooms on his right, a bank, a post office, and he knew it would be a matter of only thirty or forty more yards until he reached the steps that would take him into the underpass. 
 
    He walked on, and the noise of the traffic about him grew louder and angrier. He was vaguely aware of the entry to the underpass ahead of him, a dark mass out of which people came hurrying, blurred, indistinct figures. As he neared the entry he thought of the steps and the darkness, and he hesitated, stopped, then removed his glasses. 
 
    The light lanced into his skull. The brightness of the sunshine was devastating to eyes that had been protected for the weeks since the operation, and hastily he replaced the dark glasses again before extending his hand to grip the rail. The cold iron was under his hand and his fingers slid along it as he began to walk down the steps, unwilling to let the people hurrying about him see that he was under stress. His pace was steady and he held his head up confidently, in spite of his nervousness and semi-blindness. 
 
    Then everything seemed to happen in a whirl. A young couple came giggling and struggling in play, running up the steps, emerging into his limited vision at the last moment, thrusting their way past him so that he was forced to turn, lose his grip on the handrail. He stood there for one long moment, off balance, and suddenly became aware of someone standing just behind him, waiting, tense. There was the odour of stale beer in Eric’s nostrils and he half turned, but the thrusting body spun him again, the blow on his left shoulder unbalanced him. As the man cannoned into him, pushing past and hurrying down the stairs, Eric was already twisting, reaching for the handrail and the next step. 
 
    He failed to find either. He was inches short of the rail and his foot missed the edge of the next step. He felt a jarring pain in his tendon and his leg buckled. The underpass seemed to open up to meet him as he rolled and fell, and he was aware of a woman screaming as he collapsed helplessly, falling and tumbling down the steps. 
 
    His dark glasses were dashed from his eyes and crushed; he felt a knee strike him painfully in the kidneys, and he cannoned into the wall, winded, a sharp pain across the bridge of his nose. The experiences were momentary only; there was a wild series of frantic images that flashed through his brain, but the choking sensation, the breathlessness, seemed to drive them away. His head was filled with an impression, a myriad of coloured, exploding lights until, mercifully, hands were dragging at him, feet trampling about him, and a deep, dark blackness gave him release. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The request had come right out of the blue. 
 
    The phone call from Philip Scarn had been vague, noncommittal and almost mysterious in its phrasing: would Mr Ward care to come down to London to discuss possibilities of employment? 
 
    Anne had been disapproving. In her view it was still too soon for him to think of working. He was still forced to wear dark glasses, his vision was seriously impaired, he hadn’t been cleared by the surgeon yet as fit to work — she pattered out the reasons for her objections but Eric found them irritating. He could not avoid the perhaps ungenerous thought that she still wanted him to be dependent upon her, and was unwilling to see him return to a semblance of normality. But for him a swift return was becoming essential, if only to bring about a degree of self-confidence in himself. The recent years had been shattering, physically and emotionally. In the police force he had prided himself upon his fitness, and his enforced retirement through glaucoma had been a hammer blow. Then, later, to discover that surgery was necessary if he was even to continue as a solicitor had caused him a personal crisis that still cast a shadow over him. 
 
    At the same time, while he analysed her feelings, he was also forced to admit that she might be right in her assessment of his condition: paradoxically, it increased his stubbornness and made him determined to attend the interview in London. There was something to prove: he had to show he was still alive. 
 
    Eric had some vague inklings that Philip Scarn had a northern background or connections and he had made a telephone check on Scarn’s company, Euromotor Enterprises, Ltd, but the information had been scanty. All he had learned was that Scarn had some marine engineering interests in the West Country and a string of garages in North London; beyond that, he had managed to glean nothing. So the invitation to come to London had been more than enough to whet his curiosity; intrigued at the time, he was recovered enough now from his ordeal in the plane to look forward with some eagerness to the meeting with Philip Scarn. 
 
    The taxi deposited him at the imposing entrance of the London hotel Scarn had suggested for their meeting. A uniformed doorman directed him to the reception desk; a brief phone call and he was then led to the lift. It ascended rapidly to the twelfth floor of the glass and concrete hotel building and the carpets were soft under Eric Ward’s feet as he followed his guide to Suite 1203. 
 
    It was elegant, imposing, richly furnished and providing a magnificent view over Hyde Park. Its occupant was admiring that view with a glass of orange juice in his hand as Eric entered; he turned and smiled, extending his right hand in welcome. ‘Mr Ward? I’m Philip Scarn. I’m delighted to meet you.’ 
 
    He had an elocutionary voice, controlled in its inflections. His grip was firm, as Eric took his hand, but quickly released as though Philip Scarn feared losing something in physical contact. His sun-parched skin, that owed nothing to England, gave a brown polished background to his clean, white smile, but it was an actor’s smile that left his eyes vacant. The whites of his eyes had a yellowish tinge — the result, Eric considered fancifully, of a bad digestion or a worse conscience. His hair was thin and unnaturally dark for his age — mid-fifties or so — but he would bring to his business activity the care he brought to his appearance: pale blue shirt and grey metallic tie, grey suit, grey, built-up shoes of suede: clean, unassuming, but precise. He was several inches shorter than Eric, and several inches rounder at the waist. He displayed comfort, ease and affluence — and a superficiality that Eric Ward found disturbing. Philip Scarn would be a man difficult to get to know. Sun-wrinkles creased around the man’s eyes as he waved Eric towards the window. 
 
    ‘Magnificent view.’ 
 
    ‘It is.’ 
 
    ‘Far better than the one from my office in Hounslow. But one of the advantages of running a successful business is that you can conduct your interviews where you feel at ease — if they are of importance. And I feel at ease in this kind of surroundings.’ 
 
    ‘And this interview is of importance?’ 
 
    Philip Scarn flashed him a smile and sipped at his orange juice. He waved a hand, limp-wristed, deprecating. ‘Forgive me, I’ve offered you no hospitality. You would like—?’ 
 
    ‘An orange juice would do me fine.’ Eric Ward was suddenly conscious of the fact he was still wearing dark glasses. ‘It’s a bit early in the morning for alcohol,’ he blurted out. 
 
    Philip Scarn smiled at him vaguely and then turned to pour another glass of orange juice from the glass container near the window. ‘Alcohol can be bad for one’s state of mind, as well as a state of health.’ 
 
    ‘So you know about my problems?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. They are irrelevant. Glaucoma is a physical problem that need do little to affect the precision of a man’s mind or the honesty of his intentions.’ 
 
    Things were moving faster than Eric had expected. He accepted the orange juice from Scarn and sipped it: the juice was ice-cold, bringing a mild ache to his forehead. ‘Is that why you’ve called me down here to talk?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Precision of intellect? Honesty?’ Philip Scarn waved his glass negligently. ‘There are other reasons. Tell me, Mr Ward, what do you know about me?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘You’re chairman of Euromotor Enterprises: apart from that, I know very little about you. 
 
    Philip Scarn ran a satisfied hand over his spreading waistline and gave a considered impression of a pleased, self-congratulatory cat, purring over a captive mouse. ‘Interesting. I know rather a lot more about you, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘It’s why I want you to represent me.’ 
 
    ‘In what context?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now that runs a little too fast. You say you know little or nothing about me . . . but your background, your experience . . . my name means nothing to you?’ 
 
    ‘It has . . . vague connotations.’ 
 
    Philip Scarn smiled: for the first time it had an element of real, appreciative amusement in it. “‘Vague connotations’ . . . I like that. It suggests elements of discretion. All right, Mr Ward, let’s proceed from there. Let’s agree for the moment we are both . . . aware I have northern connections.’ 
 
    Eric Ward sipped at his orange juice, irritably concerned at the thought that in some indefinable way he was off track, and subject to some kind of misunderstanding. Philip Scarn was wandering back towards the view he admired at the windows, one hand splay-fingered across his spreading waistline, the other gripping his glass pressed against his shoulder. ‘I think I should then sketch in the scenario for you, my friend.’ 
 
    ‘Please,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘I have always had a leaning towards the North. I was born in the West Country, believe it or not, and that is why I have retained, and indeed built up, my interests in that area—’ 
 
    ‘Marine engineering.’ 
 
    ‘—Quite so. But that is little more than a sideline, as you’ll no doubt discover once you join me, and . . . get to know the scope of my operations. But that’s by the way. The North, for me, holds a special place in the heart. The wild hills, the clean air . . . it is difficult to explain to someone not from the North.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘I was sure you would,’ Scarn said silkily, and turned to face Eric. ‘And you won’t be surprised at my desire to return.’ 
 
    ‘Return?’ 
 
    ‘In a business sense.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of business?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, that’s the point. In a sense, a new kind of business, as far as I’m concerned, if you know what I mean. The entertainment industry.’ 
 
    Eric Ward frowned, sipped at his orange juice. ‘I can’t say I know very much, if anything about the entertainment business, north or south. So why—’ 
 
    ‘What do you need to know about the entertainment industry? I would be employing you as a lawyer, not as a bingo-caller!’ 
 
    Eric put his glass down carefully on the marble-topped round table beside the leather armchair. ‘I think we’d better clarify a few things—’ 
 
    Philip Scarn raised a hand; its pudginess in some way only seemed to emphasize the peremptory nature of the gesture. ‘No, let me explain, Mr Ward. I have a desire to return to the North-East: it is an area of attraction for me, as you will appreciate, and it is also one which has in my belief considerable business potential. It is my intention to establish new entertainment centres in the Newcastle, Sunderland and Middlesbrough areas—’ 
 
    ‘By entertainment centres you mean—?’ 
 
    ‘At this point, let us not specify,’ Scarn demurred. ‘To some extent, that is where you would come in. The point is, as I purchase the sites — and I already have bought options on three sites in these cities — I will need careful legal advice on the various aspects of licensing with regard to these sites. Thereafter, there are matters such as the purchasing of the properties, the taking up of the options, the completion of building contracts, planning matters, change of user, a myriad activities of a legal nature that could keep a good lawyer in active employment for a number of lucrative years.’ He flashed a hard smile in Eric’s direction. ‘I am aware of the level at which lawyers consider their activities should be remunerated.’ 
 
    Eric Ward was puzzled. ‘You want to take up options, open entertainment businesses in the North-East, and you want me to act as your legal representative? But there are a number of firms who already exist in Newcastle alone, who could give you what you want. Any agency in London would have acted for you — fixed you up with local contacts — why take the trouble to make contact with me, when I’m . . .’ 
 
    The words died away; there was a breathing silence before Philip Scarn said, ‘Unemployed?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Eric said stiffly. 
 
    Philip Scarn finished his orange juice and turned away to the windows again, to stare out over Hyde Park. ‘You underestimate yourself, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I do—’ 
 
    ‘Believe me. I have taken advice. In the first instance, your background is, shall we say, somewhat unusual?’ 
 
    ‘If you mean my time in the police force—’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. I like a man with an unusual background: lawyers, particularly, can lead such sheltered lives, divorced from the realities, even though they confront them in the criminal courts every day. And secondly, I’m aware how . . . notorious you have become in recent years.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I care for the word.’ 
 
    Scarn laughed. ‘Shorthand for a real regard. It is perfectly clear from your recent record that you have a considerable grasp of such complicated matters as taxation.’ 
 
    ‘My advice to Lord Morcomb before he died—’ 
 
    ‘Was sound. My informants tell me his daughter—’ Scarn paused for a moment and eyed Eric Ward speculatively; then he went on ‘his daughter would seem to have profited from the advice you gave, to the benefit of herself and the estates. A knowledge of tax evasions—’ 
 
    ‘Avoidance.’ 
 
    Scarn waved a negligent hand. ‘Avoidance . . . is very useful. Then, I heard, there is the matter of professional ethics. You know, with some precision, where the line is to be drawn.’ 
 
    Eric Ward felt a coldness strike through his veins. ‘I think, before we go any further, we’d better get something clear. I imagine you’re referring to the action that was brought for professional negligence against Francis, Shaw and Elder, the firm I was working for before I — before I went through with surgery for glaucoma. The suggestion was made that the professional negligence was mine. That suggestion—’ 
 
    ‘Was thrown out by the judge—’ 
 
    ‘By the Master,’ Eric corrected, ‘at preliminary hearings in chambers.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s not concern ourselves with detail,’ Scarn said with a trace of irritability entering his tone. ‘I’m merely stressing that as far as I’m concerned, I believe you’re a man who knows his way around. No—’ he insisted as Eric tried to interrupt, ‘let me finish. I’ll be quite frank with you. There is one further consideration. You have the reputation of being a sound lawyer, skilled in areas others have thought beneath their professional dignity. And you know where the ethical line lies. Beyond that—’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s face it, you’ve got contacts.’ 
 
    There was something about the remark that made Eric bridle. He glared at the shorter man, not knowing what it was that had irritated him, yet feeling in some way tarnished by the comment. ‘What exactly is that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘It means I face facts,’ Philip Scarn said smoothly, ‘in a way maybe you don’t. You’re what . . . early forties? But already in danger of ending on the scrap heap. Physically ill . . . no firm to work for . . . what are you going to do? Me, I’m prepared to make you an offer others probably wouldn’t . . . but it’s because you have peculiar uses as far as I’m concerned. The entertainment industry can be a dirty industry, Mr Ward; its fringes house some of the muckier people you’ll meet in the North-East. You know people I don’t; you’ve been a copper, you know your way around, you’ve got contacts. And then again, the entertainment business relies on goodwill — both from the accountancy side — you know, getting the books right and also from the licensing side. And who controls licensing? The police, certainly — and you’ve contacts there — but the magistracy too. And don’t tell me you don’t have contacts there, not after working on the blue chip side of Francis, Shaw and Elder, and handling the Morcomb affair. Contacts? You’re lousy with them! And they’re contacts which make you, maybe, unique as far as I’m concerned.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not at all sure—’ 
 
    Philip Scarn interrupted him, waving a hand irritably, but the irritation was unreal, unreflected in the calculated silkiness of his tone. ‘What would make you sure, Mr Ward? What would convince you that working for me would be to your benefit?’ 
 
    ‘More details—’ 
 
    Philip Scarn smiled with the certainty of a cynic. ‘Would the detail of a retainer of . . . say . . . twenty thousand a year be enough to persuade you?’ Almost contemptuously, he moved towards the decanter near the window. ‘Another orange juice, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Eric Ward shook his head. The figure mentioned had shaken him; the coolness with which Scarn had suggested the sum made him vaguely suspicious. ‘What precisely would you be expecting from me for such a retainer?’ 
 
    Scarn smiled, raised his left hand, levelled it, dipped it in the time-honoured gesture of doubt. ‘Early days, my boy, early days. Let me put it like this. You’re a man of quality, a man of integrity. That is the whisper. You’re the kind of man I need in my business; the kind of man who can generate confidence for me in the North-East—’ 
 
    ‘You mean, a front man?’ 
 
    Scarn allowed a pained expression to develop on his face and he waved deprecatingly. ‘That suggests shady dealings, Mr Ward. Please, a little more generosity, until you hear me out! I’ve explained that I want your reputation, your connections and your undoubted abilities operating for me up north. Can’t we just leave it at that?’ 
 
    ‘But what would I be doing, in practical terms?’ Eric insisted. 
 
    Philip Scarn shrugged. ‘Well, the first operation I’d want you to carry out for me would be the completion of the option I’ve taken on certain premises in Collingwood Street in Newcastle. Great traditionalists, the Geordies . . . always honoured their sons, like Admiral Collingwood, Lord Eldon. Maybe one day there’ll be a Scarn Square, hey?’ 
 
    He laughed but Eric was unamused. ‘What’s the option on Collingwood Street involve?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know, right now it’s partly warehousing, market activity, a few offices. You’ll also appreciate that it’s pretty central, near the Eldon Centre, decent parking arrangements—’ 
 
    ‘But for what purpose would you be developing the property?’ 
 
    Philip Scarn turned away to look out of the window. He was silent for a few moments, then raised a shoulder diffidently. ‘A night-club . . . maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe?’ 
 
    ‘It depends in part upon you, my friend. The licensing arrangements will have to be handled with some delicacy. There are other . . . interests in the area which may be affected, so you’d have to tread on eggs, talk to people, get the general view.’ He glanced back over his shoulder to Eric and flashed a hard-edged smile. ‘And then get the licence through, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the completion of the whole business, of course. You know what I mean. You’re the lawyer. And at the same time, there’s the options in Sunderland and Middlesbrough to deal with, and there’s something of the same kind of problem there.’ 
 
    ‘Other interests?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘And in each case a change of user . . . to night-club operations?’ 
 
    Scarn turned back to face Eric; his eyes were cold. ‘Your tone seems to contain a hint of criticism. You don’t like the . . . entertainment business?’ 
 
    ‘Establishing night-clubs can be a tricky licensing operation.’ 
 
    ‘So? Why else do you think I’d be paying such a large retainer?’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing shady or illegal in all of this, Mr Ward. It’s straight, legitimate business. Straight, but with degrees of difficulty which can best be dealt with by a local man who’s uncommitted to other interests, holds no other professional loyalties, who knows people and is a man to be trusted. By his employer . . . and by others.’ 
 
    It left Eric confused, uncertain and excited. But when he left Scarn in his office and walked out into the late morning sunshine for his return to Newcastle, he was still quite undecided. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘You’re a bloody fool, Eric Ward!’ 
 
    The glass of orange juice was cold in his hand and the sunshine warm on his face as he sat on the stone terrace wall at Sedleigh Hall. Across the sloping meadow in front of the terrace there would be a splendid view this crisp morning, the land first dipping down to the green of the valley and then rising gradually past the rocky scar of the quarry with its rich banks of rosebay willow herb to the distant blue of the Cheviots. 
 
    It was a view imprinted on his mind ever since he had first seen it; that, and the road to Sedleigh Hall running past craggy outcrops and small black tarns, and the Hall itself: the ornamental lake encrusted with water-lilies, the bell-topped tower, the crumbling folly half hidden by silver birch. The massivity of the Doric-pillared Hall was at his back now, warm, ivy-wreathed walls gleaming in the sunlight. He could see none of it this morning, shaded by his dark glasses, but he could recall the images, strutting pheasants on the narrow tracks, the whirring and cackling of black grouse among the distant hills. 
 
    He took a deep breath. The air was clean and sharp, the light breeze bringing with it the scent of pine, and he could hear the droning of a tractor as it sliced its methodical way across the black earth of the top field beyond the river. Behind him Anne Morcomb sighed, obviously and dramatically, waiting for a reply. Eric smiled and made none. 
 
    ‘I said,’ she remarked in exasperation, ‘you’re a bloody fool.’ 
 
    ‘I heard you, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘Well?’ 
 
    He smiled again, turning to look at her. ‘They are the precise words you used when I got back from London and I still think they cause me no reason to make a reply.’ She was annoyed. She tossed her head in a disapproving manner and began to rise. 
 
    ‘Anne, please.’ 
 
    ‘I meant them then as I mean them now.’ 
 
    Eric reached out and took her hand. Gently he said, ‘And there were things that I said on that occasion that I too meant.’ 
 
    She fell silent. 
 
    She had been horrified when the taxi had brought him back to Sedleigh Hall that afternoon. She had been to a board meeting in Newcastle during the morning but had returned to the Hall during the afternoon and had been down at the stables when Eric had been assisted from the car. He had had an unpleasant journey back, fortunate that one of the people who had seen his fall down the steps of the underpass had been not only a doctor but also someone who could recognize the fierceness of Eric Ward’s need not to be fussed over. When Eric had recovered consciousness and insisted on boarding the train the doctor, who had also been travelling north as far as York, had stayed with him, kept an eye on him while Eric, after a cup of coffee, had merely sat in his seat with his eyes closed, hand shading the light on his brow. 
 
    There had been little problem getting a taxi: the length of the journey meant a good fare, and strangely enough, though Eric was in some considerable discomfort he had not experienced the pain he might have expected. 
 
    Things changed once he got back to the Hall. It was as though all his reserves had been gathered together to prevent the collapse that occurred as soon as he had entered his room at the Hall. He sat on the bed and then blacked out; he recalled little afterwards until some time that evening, as the light faded outside, he became aware that he was in bed, with Anne sitting beside him, and he was able to discover that she had called a doctor who had diagnosed mild concussion, recommended rest — and no further long journeys for a while. 
 
    To demonstrate that he had recovered he invited her to slip into bed beside him. 
 
    Later, they had talked. 
 
    ‘At least this means there’ll be no question of your taking this stupid job with what’s his name . . . Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ 
 
    She had risen on one elbow, and he was aware of the softness of her breast against his arm. ‘Well, there’s no way you’re going to be charging up and down to London in your condition! You’ve had one accident through your own stubbornness in insisting on travelling alone — and the results could have been far worse than mild concussion. To fall like that . . . it’s dangerous!’ 
 
    ‘But I’m all right now. And besides, the job won’t involve travelling to London. It’s one that’ll be based here in the North-East.’ He had explained to her what Scarn had told him about his plans to open up entertainment centres in the area. He did not use the word night-club. 
 
    ‘I just don’t see the point of it.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve no need to take a job like that.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say I was going to take it, yet.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to even contemplate it.’ 
 
    ‘Now, Anne—’ 
 
    ‘We could get married,’ she said fiercely. She was leaning on one elbow, and he could see her dimly in the faint light, the hair softening the outline of her face, the line of her shoulder seeming to glow in the dimness and he recalled the first time he had seen her, riding down through the trees at Vixen Hill, easy, confident. When they had been introduced he had thought of her as not beautiful, but there was a liveliness about her face, a mobility that added to the regularity of her features and the honesty of her wide-spaced eyes. Some of that confidence had gone during the last two years. It shouldn’t have been that way: the death of her father, the inheritance of the Morcomb estates, the need to take up the business reins where they had fallen, all these things should have brought her a maturity beyond her years. They had not done so, and Eric Ward felt a certain guilt at the thought, for he suspected it was because of him that uncertainty still ran in her veins. He had resisted her from the start: his physical condition, an earlier broken marriage while in the police force, and the twenty years’ start he had on her, had all conspired to make him feel she would be making a mistake, falling in love with him. But now they were lovers . . . and still he resisted. He had tried to explain, gently, how it couldn’t really work. She was unable to understand it any more than she could appreciate his need for independence. 
 
    ‘And if not that,’ she said, a hint of anger staining her tone, ‘there’s still no need to go working for this man Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say—’ 
 
    ‘We’re having some difficulty with the board,’ she interrupted him. ‘You’re aware that the company solicitor, old Higgins, has always been fussy, cautious to a degree. Well, he’s really holding things up at the moment. We need to raise some capital in order to take up the Dinnington options, and it seems perfectly reasonable to me that we should do so by issuing a few extra shares, which I could take up with one of the other directors—’ 
 
    ‘The money coming from—’ 
 
    ‘I could capitalize some of the trust funds that Daddy—’ 
 
    ‘I can see how old Higgins wouldn’t go for that argument too happily,’ Eric interrupted. ‘Not since he’s a trustee as far as those funds are concerned. He does have certain duties, darling.’ 
 
    ‘All right, but he’s got no other ideas to come up with, no suggestions to make about raising capital, and the niggles he keeps having with the company accountant . . . that’s where I thought you could come in.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘You know the trust laws backwards; you did a lot of taxation work with Francis, Shaw and Elder-you even worked on the estates before Daddy died. You could sort it all out: keep an eye on the accountant, sort out Higgins — he’d never dare cross you—’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m a lawyer, or because I’m sleeping with the beneficiary of the trust and chairman — sorry, chairperson — of the company that employs him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh hell, you’re insufferable! You refuse to see—’ 
 
    ‘Or you do, Anne,’ he said firmly, twisting in the bed so that her face was inches from his. He kissed her lightly on the tip of the nose. ‘Don’t you see how impossible it would be? I can’t work for you: inevitably, it would spill over, make a nonsense of this relationship, and indeed I’d never know really where I stood in the company. My loyalties would be divided between you as a person and the company itself; I would never know whether my advice was acceptable to the board because of its quality and relevance or because you and I are—’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that at all, really,’ she interrupted, pulling away from him to lie on her back, staring at the ceiling. She was silent for several minutes. Then at last she murmured, ‘I could give you a great deal, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I know that.’ 
 
    ‘But not the things you really want, that’s it, isn’t it?’ 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    ‘All those stupid, masculine, self-centred things like independence, and pride . . . masquerading under the name of self-respect.’ 
 
    ‘Anne—’ he tried to draw her close, but she pulled away from him. She snuffled quietly into the pillow. ‘You’re a bloody fool,’ she said. 
 
    Now, six days later, she had repeated the words. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He rose from the terrace wall, strolled across to the steps that led down to the gardens and finished his glass of orange juice, aware of her stiffness behind him. ‘I’ve told you,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ve not made up my mind yet. The letter I got from Philip Scarn yesterday amounted to a firm and formal offer. I’ve read it, thought about it; the retainer is far more than I could have expected—’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t need—’ 
 
    ‘—but I’m still not certain I’ll take the job. On the other hand, after I’ve made some enquiries—’ 
 
    ‘So why do you need to go into Newcastle to do that? Damn it, we’re on the phone!’ She rose, walked towards him, laid a hand on his arm. ‘Eric, it’s been good having you here with me. I don’t want to risk losing what we have, and I’m sorry if I’m beginning to sound like a shrew, but I need you, and if anything were to happen to you—’ 
 
    ‘What’s to happen to me?’ he asked gently. 
 
    ‘That accident in London . . . it could happen again . . . and you still haven’t recovered—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve recovered. It’s been almost a week; bruises gone; no after-effects. My vision is better — all right, I still get headaches, but it’s getting better, and maybe in another week or so I can progress to tinted lenses rather than these . . . monstrosities.’ 
 
    She put her arms around him suddenly, clung to him with a surprising fierceness. ‘I love you,’ she said. ‘I can’t bear the thought of your being so ill. And if you get worse, because I haven’t looked after you properly—’ 
 
    ‘Anne, please,’ he soothed her. ‘Get this into perspective. I have some enquiries to make, of a friend. I’m being driven into Newcastle; I’ll be meeting him there; he’ll be driving me back. The drives will do me good; the conversation will do me good — and I’ll be taking no decision about Philip Scarn today. I tell you, there’s nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    He had been unable to refine the edge of impatience that had crept into his tone. She detected it, and her clasp loosened. And there it remained. He was sorry; he wanted to apologize, but an apology would possibly have made things worse. It would have been a recognition of the tension arising between them, rooted as always in his own insecurity, his own lack of belief in their relationship, or at least in the wisdom of the relationship. 
 
    He left the terrace, and in a little while the car came for him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The tide was in at Scotswood and the mud flats of the river had disappeared so that under the bright sunshine the Tyne sparkled and gleamed in a manner that gave credence to the story that salmon were returning at last, after the industrial poisoning of the lower reaches. Since he had last visited the area, Eric noted, some building development had gone on: many of the old houses had now been gutted, some of the Victorian bow-fronted terrace houses had been renovated, given a new lease of life and, down at the boat yard, the craft had been freshly painted, pleasure boats now growing in number in spite of the general air of decrepitude in the surrounding streets. The decaying sailors’ mission house had received a new lick of paint too as though it was expecting new trade, but the Tyneside Irish Club had not changed: the faded shamrock was still dull in the morning light, scrawny cats still sunned themselves in the weed-infested front garden of the Club, and the scattered empty bottles of Newcastle Brown testified to the clientele’s acceptance of local tradition. 
 
    Nor had the Hydraulic Engine changed: a few of the green slates on the roof were missing and the cream-painted walls displayed cracks in the rendering, but the red-bricked windows were still hung with the same old faded curtains and the hum of noise from inside the pub was as busy as ever. 
 
    Eric Ward entered the pub, knowing as always that there would be no discernible lull in conversations, but aware, nevertheless, that the Engine would never forgive or forget his background. Coppers had never been welcome in this Scotswood pub; ex-coppers had done nothing by retirement or resignation to change the pub regulars’ view of them. There was nothing overt, nothing to which Eric could ever take exception: there was merely a slight cooling of the atmosphere, the odd glance, the general feeling of resentment in the air. 
 
    He waited for a little while until his eyes grew accustomed to the light in the bar, and then he walked across to the barman. ‘Jackie Parton come in yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ the barman replied stolidly. 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘I’ll have a half of lager,’ he said. One would do him no harm, he calculated. 
 
    The barman stared at his dark glasses, suspicion marking his mouth as he calculated whether they might be an affectation, and then he shrugged, pulled the lager and handed it to Eric. He seemed to view the money passed over with the same suspicion as he viewed Eric’s appearance. 
 
    Jackie Parton entered some five minutes later, waved, got himself a pint at the bar after shaking his head at Eric’s making to rise, and then came over, beaming broadly. ‘Well, bonny lad, and how are you? It’s been a few months. I heard you’d gone for the knife, like. But it went arl right, then?’ 
 
    ‘Not so bad.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ Jackie Parton said enthusiastically. He sipped his beer with care, wrinkling his brow. ‘Aye, not so bad. New landlord here; got to check the beer, you knaa.’ 
 
    ‘He seemed to view me with a certain suspicion.’ 
 
    Parton’s grin seemed to split his seamed, wrinkled face. ‘Aye, well, he’s got decided views about poofs, like.’ 
 
    ‘Hey?’ Eric said, startled. 
 
    ‘Dark glasses, man, half o’ lager, like, howway, you got to see the man’s point of view! No matter, anyway, the eyes is gettin’ along then, hey? And I heard you got yourself sorted out at last up at Sedleigh Hall. You always was a bloody fool there. You should’ve married the lass long ago—’ 
 
    ‘We’re not talking of marriage,’ Eric said shortly. 
 
    ‘Aye, well, your business—’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to have a chat, Jackie . . . get some information.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton nodded; it was what he had expected. It was one of the reasons why he had suggested they meet at the Hydraulic Engine: he felt at home here. He had grown up in Scotswood, in the violent old days when it had been far different from today, but it was still his place, where he could relax, be comfortable, in spite of all that had happened to him in between. He had fought his way out of this environment as a youngster but had never truly left it behind: his career as a jockey, his success on the northern race tracks, his growing and finally intimate knowledge of every night-club and brothel, garden party and professional luncheon on Tyneside and his acquaintanceship with the men with the money in the North, none of it had destroyed his roots. It meant that when he had finally fallen, when his career had been brutally destroyed, there had still been somewhere to come back to, people who still welcomed him, and continued to do so after his pulped face healed along with his broken ribs, and the hammering he had received that night on Dog Leap Stairs had faded into legend. Now, he took a long draught of his Newcastle Brown and smacked his lips. 
 
    ‘Aye, it’ll do. Right, bonny lad, so what do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been offered a job,’ Eric Ward said slowly, watching the jockey’s battered face with care. ‘By a man called Philip Scarn.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton grimaced, waited, then raised a narrow shoulder in a doubtful shrug. ‘I’m supposed to know him?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I wondered.’ 
 
    ‘What line’s he in?’ 
 
    ‘Marine engineering, in the South-West. But he has local connections up here — and he spoke of a return to the North-East.’ 
 
    There was a vaguely puzzled expression on Jackie Parton’s misshapen features. He fingered his broken nose thoughtfully, then took another long pull at his beer. ‘So what’s the job he’s offering you?’ 
 
    ‘You might as well have a look at the letter he’s sent me. It’s a formal offer of a contract to act as his legal consultant, and to undertake certain transactions detailed there.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton’s eyes widened as he read the letter. ‘He’s prepared to pay you enough. Thinks you’re good, bonny lad. But . . . the entertainment industry?’ 
 
    Eric Ward explained in some detail Philip Scarn’s plans for the opening of centres in Newcastle, Sunderland and Middlesbrough. He talked of the timing of the operations, the siting, and how his first task would be to start soundings about licensing arrangements. As he spoke he was aware that Jackie Parton’s eyes had become hooded, as though his personality was retreating looking for cover, and his mouth had become set and hard. 
 
    ‘And what is it you want from me?’ Parton asked at last. 
 
    ‘I just want you to make some enquiries round about. If Scarn has local connections, someone will know about him. I just want him sounded out. It’s a bit unusual after all: for a London businessman to seek out an unemployed solicitor: there are plenty of good firms he could call on — even Francis, Shaw and Elder, for God’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘You said he explained that: he wants your taxation experience and your contacts—’ 
 
    ‘All right, very flattering, and maybe genuine. But, at the same time . . . well, it leaves me uneasy, so I’d like to find out a bit more about him. In other words, I’d like you to root around, see if you can discover whether there’s anything shady about his operation.’ 
 
    ‘You said he didn’t have no operation up here; wanted to return.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know, but—’ 
 
    ‘It’s down south you ought to be lookin’, hinny, not up here. No mileage in me workin’ for you on a southern operation. All my contacts is North-East; I got no edge down there. Better you spent your money on—’ 
 
    ‘But if he has local connections — and by that I took him to mean he’d been in business up here, there’ll be some information floating around.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton stared at him expressionlessly. He licked his thin lips. ‘Scarn . . . the name rings no bells. If he’s worked up here, it’s not in the circles I moved in. I still think you’d be better starting down south—’ 
 
    ‘I’m not really interested in southern operations,’ Eric said quietly. There was something about Parton that disturbed him. The ex-jockey had always been a cheery, outgoing individual. Their friendship was now of some years’ standing and it was based upon mutual respect. Jackie Parton had an unrivalled knowledge of the underworld and had also, in his heyday, had access to the large houses on Tyneside. And when Eric had left the police force he had used Jackie in a number of private investigations for Francis, Shaw and Elder. In all that time Parton had been open, straightforward and honest in his dealings with Eric Ward. But right now something had happened; the little man was closing up on him. 
 
    ‘I still think that’s where you should start.’ 
 
    ‘Even if I did, you could still ask around—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know this Scarn character—’ 
 
    ‘What’s the matter, Jackie?’ 
 
    ‘Whaddya mean?’ 
 
    ‘I get the feeling that while I’m talking to you, it’s like you’re peering out at me from behind the slats of some dusty blind. You’re backing off from me, in a way you never have done before.’ 
 
    Someone began to laugh at the far end of the bar, a jarring, unpleasant sound that ended with the crash of breaking glass. The landlord bellowed in remonstration across the bar, threatening a pot-bellied man with expulsion if there was any trouble, and the incident was cleared up quickly, another round ordered, the pub bar settling down. 
 
    ‘It’s just . . . I don’t think there’s much I can do to help you, Mr Ward.’ Jackie Parton’s glance did not meet Eric’s. 
 
    ‘And you don’t want to try.’ 
 
    The little man shook his head uneasily and his hands were clasped around his beer mug. ‘It’s not that. I . . . well, a man’s got to be careful . . . protect . . . preserve his contacts. If you use them too much they can dry up, go sour. The word gets around, you get blank looks, or people just ain’t there any more, you knaa? This Scarn thing—’ 
 
    ‘But you haven’t even asked yet! And you don’t even know him.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, well . . .’ The ex-jockey lapsed into a gloomy silence. Eric Ward waited a little while, and then pushed his lager aside. ‘All right, Jackie, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll try down south as you suggest and—’ 
 
    ‘Now, wait a minute, Mr Ward, don’t get stroppy. It’s just that I got a feelin’ . . . aw, hell, never mind! Look, finish your drink, bonny lad, while I get meself another pint. I said I’d run you back didn’t I? Just want to have a few words with one or two fellers in the bar; you nurse that glass and I’ll be back in a little while. And all right . . . I’ll do this job for you.’ 
 
    He rose, hurried back to the bar with his empty glass, ordered another pint and then did a swift tour of the regulars, being greeted warmly, occasionally raucously, once or twice obscenely. True to his word he returned within fifteen minutes. 
 
    ‘All right, lad, if there’s nothing else you need to do, it’s a trip out to the green lands for me and you.’ 
 
    He was in good spirits as he drove Eric into Northumberland and he laughed and joked in his usual manner. Even so, there was a hint of brittleness about it, and when they finally reached Sedleigh Hall, Parton refused to come in for a drink, pleading he wasn’t used to the grand life. He drove away swiftly, with a spurt of gravel, leaving Eric standing on the steps. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward was puzzled. The request had seemed a simple one and he could not understand Jackie Parton’s reluctance to undertake the enquiry he asked of him. And yet there had been more than reluctance in the little man. There was something else, something the ex-jockey had not wanted to be seen, something he had mentally hugged to himself, like a schoolboy unwilling to allow his innermost thoughts, expressed on a writing-pad, exposed. But there had been no writing-pad, just Jackie Parton’s face. And eyes. And Eric Ward had caught hints in those eyes, dark movements behind curtains. He knew what was bothering Jackie Parton, knew what he was trying to conceal. 
 
    The little man was scared. 
 
    Eric Ward walked out of the bright sunlight into the echoing hall. He stood irresolutely, disturbed at what he had seen in Jackie Parton: the ex-jockey had been a courageous rider, and was known to be careless of his personal health, on the track or, later, off. And he had said he knew nothing about Philip Scarn. It was a statement Eric believed. The name was not known to Parton, but something had scared him. 
 
    Eric had started to walk towards the staircase when, after a few strides, he heard the telephone ring. There was a receiver on the table in the hallway so he paused, then turned sideways to pick it up. He gave his name. 
 
    There was a long pause, silence at the other end. Then the caller replaced the receiver. Puzzled, Eric waited, then shrugged, put down the phone and started for the stairs. 
 
    The phone rang again before he reached them. Irritated, he went back, picked up the phone. Once again there was a silence, and there was something about it which turned his skin cold in spite of himself, made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. 
 
    ‘Look, who the hell is this?’ 
 
    This time, the silence was broken. ‘Is that Eric Ward?’ 
 
    The voice was deep but faint, and curiously slurred as though the speaker had been drinking. Eric said, ‘Yes, it’s Ward.’ 
 
    ‘The accident . . . at King’s Cross. It wasn’t an accident.’ The silence grew around them again, drifted on for long seconds. ‘Next time . . . next time, Ward, it’ll be for good.’ 
 
    The click as the receiver was replaced held an air of finality. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    The following Saturday evening, Anne held a dinner-party at Sedleigh Hall. She had invited members of the board of directors of her company — established three years previously, partly as the result of Eric’s advice, when working for her father, that a closer view should be taken of the Morcomb lands and investments in business terms — and they included the solicitor she insisted on referring to as ‘old Higgins’. He was in fact no more than sixty, and had picked up the retainer when Anne Morcomb had withdrawn her files from Francis, Shaw and Elder. It had been a small price to pay, the firm’s senior partner had concluded, to get rid of the embarrassment of Eric Ward’s presence. 
 
    Higgins was in one of his confidential moods after dinner and had followed Eric out on to the terrace with his brandy. He seemed eager to discuss investment details with Eric, but the eagerness was, Eric suspected, the result of some kind of pressure from Anne. Eric’s response was to ask the solicitor if he had ever come across Philip Scarn in his business dealings. 
 
    ‘Scarn? Scarn? Rings a bell, somehow. Northern firm, you say? Now let me think. No firm of that name, and yet I have a feeling I’ve come across him somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘In marine engineering, perhaps.’ 
 
    Higgins shook his narrow head, sipped contemplatively at his brandy, and sighed. ‘No, never had any dealings in that field. Always would have liked to, actually; you get perks, that way, like second-hand yachts from the brokers. No . . .’ He cackled suddenly. ‘Scarn, yes, now wait a minute. I seem to remember something. Not marine engineering, though. Quite different.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure his activity up here would have been connected with the sea,’ Eric said carefully. ‘It could well have been an entirely different operation . . .’ 
 
    ‘It was, if it was the Scarn I came across,’ Higgins announced confidently. ‘Building.’ 
 
    ‘Building?’ 
 
    ‘Industrial building, to be more precise.’ Higgins sipped his brandy and smiled, as Colonel Haughton strolled out on the terrace to join them. One of the board, Haughton had also spent a number of years on the Northumberland bench, and had flirted from time to time with the northern political scene. ‘You’ll remember the firm, Colonel.’ 
 
    ‘What firm’s that, Higgins?’ The colonel had the capacity to make the name sound like an insult. 
 
    ‘Industrial Panels, Ltd, I think they were called. Way back, late ‘fifties, early ‘sixties, they started springing up all over the place, companies like that. The idea was, in the housing boom, to cut costs by prefabricating units, no nonsense with bricks and so on; rather, they’d have these concrete units, slot them together, and build houses, flats, other premises in half the time and at half the cost.’ 
 
    ‘I remember, I remember,’ Colonel Haughton said, nodding. ‘Always was wary of them, meself.’ 
 
    ‘A wariness that was justified.’ Higgins chuckled subserviently. ‘In view of the troubles that hit most of those firms later.’ 
 
    ‘Troubles?’ Eric queried. 
 
    ‘You must have heard . . . even though Francis, Shaw and Elder didn’t do much of that kind of work. That kind of system building as they called it, well, it left a lot to be desired. Inadequate insulation, damp-proofing, there were all sorts of problems. They’re still clearing up the financial mess all over the country, where consortia of local authorities are trying to get their money back for the jerry-building that went on.’ 
 
    ‘And Philip Scarn was involved in that kind of operation?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, I didn’t say that,’ Higgins said cautiously. ‘He was managing director of a firm in the same business, called Industrial Panels, Ltd; but they were largely concerned with setting up business units, small factories, that sort of thing. Big business in the ‘sixties, I remember; a good run he had, with industrial development grants pouring in and a demand for these units rising. And got out at the right time, before the recession. So he went into marine engineering, did he?’ 
 
    ‘Building boats, hey?’ the colonel supplied. 
 
    ‘So Scarn wasn’t involved in any . . . chicanery in relation to the problems faced by that kind of industry?’ Eric persisted. 
 
    ‘Not that I ever heard, my boy,’ Higgins said, shaking his head. ‘You heard something I didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Eric hesitated. ‘You say he got out in time . . .’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Far as I remember, the contract I was involved with must have been about the last that his firm won. Some eight years back, maybe . . . something like that, mid—’seventies. Don’t know what happened exactly; believe the firm got taken over. Mr Scarn must have taken his money and run, and that’s the last I ever heard of him. Never met him, exactly . . . and then, later on, there was all the local authority nonsense about corruption and all that sort of thing—’ 
 
    ‘Well, gentlemen,’ the light voice cut across their conversation as Anne Morcomb came out on the terrace to join them. ‘Talking business, at this time and under these circumstances? Trying to persuade Eric to join the board, as I’ve been trying for weeks?’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Eric said,’ we were talking about Philip Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing good, I hope.’ She was wearing a pale blue evening dress and in the light that spilled on to the terrace she looked magnificent. But her tone was very cold. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later when the others had all gone and she was sitting with Eric in the warm dimness of the library, taking a late-night drink before retiring, she had the grace to laugh and admit that she had sent out Higgins with a mission in the first instance merely to talk to Eric, discuss the investments with him, try to raise his interest in them and the company, and then, delicately, to suggest that there was enough legal work for two lawyers on the board. 
 
    ‘I hardly think he would have enjoyed admitting that,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t be averse to having some of the burden removed — as long as the retainer remained the same.’ 
 
    She was silent for a little while then, and it was not until several minutes later that he realized she had been watching him covertly. He smiled at her, and she said quietly, ‘Did it really upset you, my sending Higgins out like that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not; it was the kind of underhand trick I might have expected of you.’ 
 
    She managed a smile in return. ‘But it’s been bothering you — the offer I made.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He turned in his chair to look at her more squarely. ‘Why should you think so? We talked it through; I explained why I couldn’t accept-whatever happened over the Scarn proposal.’ 
 
    She shrugged, vaguely unhappy. Her regular features were shadowed and he was unable to make out what lay in her eyes. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘The last few days you’ve seemed sort of . . . restless. I had the feeling that if it wasn’t the job, it might be that you wanted to . . . to go back to your cottage in Wylam.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very comfortable here, Anne.’ 
 
    She laughed indignantly. ‘Comfortable! I think you could have phrased that a bit more gallantly.’ 
 
    ‘Comfort,’ he said seriously, ‘is a very important state.’ She digested that thought for a little while and then drew her chair closer to his, put a hand out so that her slim fingers rested on the back of his hand. ‘Then it’s something else.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been preoccupied the last few days. Remember, Eric, I watch you. And don’t try to tell me it’s Scarn, or the job I’ve been pressing you to take . . . or even, I suspect, the glaucoma and the surgery you’ve gone through. You’ve handled that, got it by the throat, mastered it except for the bad times. I know about those. This is something different. You’ve got something bothering you; something on your mind and you’ve been niggling at it—’ 
 
    ‘You’re mistaken, Anne—’ 
 
    ‘I love you, Eric. And I know. There are times when you’ve shut me out completely, your brow’s been furrowed and you’re concentrating on something so hard that you’re unaware of what’s being said, what’s going on around you. I’ve watched you, seen it happen, and it’s so different from your normal behaviour, even when you’re in physical agony.’ 
 
    He hadn’t intended telling her. It might have been the relaxing effect of a good dinner and interesting company; it might have been the two glasses of wine he had drunk; it was possibly merely the fact that they were alone after a long day and the evening was soft outside, with that strange, blue luminosity that the Northumberland night sky commanded in the summer; it might have been merely that he needed to talk, and with her. He told her about the phone call he had received a few days earlier. 
 
    Her fingers stiffened on his hand, and then relaxed. 
 
    ‘A crank.’ 
 
    ‘So I thought at first. But then . . . well, the reference to the accident threw me.’ 
 
    ‘The fact that this . . . nut-case said it wasn’t an accident? There was a note in the evening paper, you know, to the effect you’d fallen and injured yourself in London. The price of fame, or living at Sedleigh Hall!’ 
 
    Eric nodded slowly. ‘I suppose you’re right. It could have been anyone. Let’s forget it.’ 
 
    She was still watching him, closely. ‘Yes, it could have been anyone. But there’s something else.’ 
 
    He sighed, and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s just niggled at me. You see . . . whoever it was, he didn’t just mention London. He quite distinctly referred to the accident at King’s Cross.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘The newspapers made no mention of King’s Cross at all. Just London.’ 
 
    She was silent for a few moments, and then squeezed his hand impulsively. ‘Oh, this is getting all melodramatic. He could just have made the assumption. I mean, if you’re travelling from London to the North . . .’ 
 
    ‘I would normally have gone by train? When I’d flown down that morning? Do you see what I’m getting at, Anne? There’s something odd about it all. The inference to be drawn . . . maybe the inference the speaker wanted me to draw . . . was that in some way he had been involved in the . . . accident.’ 
 
    ‘But it was an accident—’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, but it was all so confused, and confusing. All I remember, really, is someone pushing me, and falling. There was a smell of stale beer . . . It’s not much to go on, is it? Not much to base attempted grievous bodily harm on!’ 
 
    ‘Eric, this is silly. Even if it wasn’t a crank on the phone, who would want to do you harm? I mean, shoving you down the stairs outside the station . . . and then phoning to say whatever he did say. Who on earth would want to do that?’ 
 
    Eric Ward shook his head thoughtfully. Half to himself, he murmured, ‘Well, I suppose there are several possibilities.’ 
 
    ‘Darling, you can’t be serious!’ 
 
    He laughed, grabbed her wrists, drew her from her chair to sit in his lap. He buried his face in her neck, but she twisted away, leaning back to look at him in a certain dismay. ‘No, tell me what you mean! You really think—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s foolish. It’s just that . . . well, last year, when all the fuss arose with Francis, Shaw and Elder, the senior partner would no doubt have taken the greatest delight in murdering me, and was only prevented, I imagine, by the fact that he expected to be the next northern Grand Master at—’ 
 
    ‘Be serious!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, all right. Look, Anne, I have to face facts. There are occasions when you work as a lawyer when you’re bound to make enemies. A client always regards his own suit as the most important in legal history; he expects utmost endeavour from his lawyer, and he expects to win. When he doesn’t — and it’s a fifty-fifty chance after all, he often is, shall we say, less than pleased?’ 
 
    ‘But angry enough to issue threats.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Eric admitted grudgingly, ‘I admit it’s not usual. But there has been the odd occasion, and not least in cases involving a lot of money. Not criminal cases, oddly enough, but ones where the client hasn’t succeeded under a will, for instance. Money makes them scream like hell, when they lose it.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t think of anyone in particular?’ 
 
    Eric considered for a little while, then shook his head. There was nothing he could ever have taken seriously: angry clients tended to take their next piece of business elsewhere, rather than carry out a physically-inspired vendetta, ‘I can’t think of anyone,’ he said. 
 
    ‘So it must be a crank.’ 
 
    Eric remained silent for a little while. He cast his mind back to the years before he had qualified as a solicitor. There had been the period of articles with Francis, Shaw and Elder, shortly after glaucoma had been diagnosed, and he had been forced to leave the police force. And then there had been the years in plain clothes, and before that his stint on the beat, in uniform. He had almost forgotten those times, or perhaps had deliberately thrust them aside with their memories of pain, the break-up of his marriage, the self-doubts when the first problems associated with his illness made their appearance. ‘You haven’t answered me,’ Anne said quietly. 
 
    ‘I was thinking . . . about the days in the police,’ he blurted out, and then almost immediately regretted the remark as her fingers tightened on his again. 
 
    ‘There were criminals who—’ 
 
    ‘Now don’t get panicky, Anne. All the time I spent in the force, well, there were very few threats made. You have to remember, in an odd sort of way there’s only a thin line that divides coppers and villains. Most of the men who get thrown inside, they don’t hold any grudges. They’ve taken a chance, it’s an occupational risk they face, and when they’re nailed, they take it . . . philosophically. They do their bird, they come out, go straight or turn to crime again, and maybe get caught again. But on the whole—’ 
 
    ‘On the whole they don’t bear grudges — but there are occasions?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose so,’ he was forced to admit. 
 
    ‘And there have been men who have threatened you?’ 
 
    Reluctantly, he nodded. ‘Not many.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘I guess . . . about three, as I can recall.’ 
 
    ‘Three? Eric, do you hear what you’re saying? You can sit there calmly, and suggest there are three people who have in the past issued threats against you, and you get pushed down some stairs and almost killed _’ 
 
    ‘You’re exaggerating.’ 
 
    ‘ — and then you get a threatening phone call, and all you do is sit there and do nothing about it!’ 
 
    He managed a grin. ‘So what am I supposed to do about it? Some crank calls me—’ 
 
    ‘You could go to the police!’ 
 
    ‘With what?’ 
 
    She was silent for a little while, watching him in the dim light. There was an edge of hostility to the silence, something new to their relationship. He sipped his coffee and stared out of the window; somewhere above the copse, beyond the meadows, owls hooted on their nightly prowls. 
 
    ‘Maybe I wouldn’t sound so hysterical,’ Anne said coolly, ‘if I didn’t think you yourself were worried.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I’m not worried, exactly—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been preoccupied for days,’ she insisted. ‘And that’s made me uncomfortable. You think you’ve little to go to the police with. Well, there are others you can talk it over with.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with your little jockey friend?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later, in the early hours of the morning, she stood naked in front of the open bedroom window, shivering slightly as the cool night air touched her skin. Behind her, in the bed, Eric was asleep, his breathing slow and regular, no longer prey to the kind of anxiety that had seemed to be bothering him. The slow love-making in which they had indulged had lulled him, brought sleep to him, but she had been unable to sleep; she had lain there in the darkness, her mind crawling with a slow, unreasoning fear. 
 
    Shadows lay black across the stone-flagged terrace but the moon, riding high in the dark blue night air, caused the lawns to gleam palely towards the first black band of trees above the meadow. This was her home and she loved it; Eric was here with her now, and she loved him. When she was completely honest with herself she admitted that the illness that had struck him had been necessary, as far as their relationship was concerned: he would never have come to live here with her if he had not been so helpless. She ached for him in his helplessness, yet she knew that there might come a day when he overcame his physical problems, and his pride and independence would reassert themselves, together with his own insecurity about her, his own belief that he was wrong for her. She didn’t want that day to come. 
 
    But now there was this new situation. It was something she feared she would be unable to cope with. When he had spoken of it for the first time this evening her impulse had been to run, take him away, hide from a looming danger. Fortunately, she had had more sense than to allow her panic to be apparent: after all, maybe he was right, and it was all unimportant. But she loved Eric Ward, and she needed him, and there was nothing she would not do to protect him . . . even from himself. 
 
    She stood there, silent, hardly moving, and in a little while the sky began to pale, distant hills outlining themselves against the formal dawn. Her skin was cold when she slipped back into bed, beside Eric; she avoided contact, but after a few moments he put out a hand, touched her thigh gently, compassionately, and she knew that he had not been asleep, but had been aware of her anxiety. 
 
    She snuggled close to his warm body and he put his arms around her; she tried to sleep, but three names, the names he had given her, hammered sluggishly away in the depths of her brain. They were names of people she had never known, and she hoped she would never have to know them. They were there in her brain, nevertheless, and now perhaps they would never be eradicated. 
 
    Carter, Svensson and Fenchurch. 
 
    They had the rhythm of wheels on a railway track, but there was nothing soothing about the sound. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Sunday morning crowds had gathered on the Quayside at Newcastle early: it was a fine morning, the dawn mist having been burned off by a sun that promised to bring out the trippers to the sweep of the coast north from Shields to Bamburgh, but here on the Quayside it was business and noise and bustle. 
 
    The traders had appeared by six in the morning, to erect the weekly stalls. While the old markets in the town centre had gone, overtaken by new shopping developments, the Quayside had survived because of its location, its tradition, and its intermittent activity. During the week it was quiet, traffic rarely using the road, with only the freighters to populate the quay until the pubs disgorged their patrons in the late evening. Sunday mornings were different: the colourful row of stalls with their bargaining owners, shouting their wares, extended the length of the Quayside, and crowds of shoppers and sightseers milled about among the vegetables and clothing and brass and trinkets and ice-cream and cassettes to run the gauntlet of the street traders with their insistent offers. A group of sailors on a Norwegian freighter hung over the rail, enjoying the unusual scene; across the river, on the Gateshead bank, there was no sign of activity aboard the grey corvette of the Royal Navy. 
 
    Jackie Parton stood at the corner of Sandgate, slightly elevated above the Quayside itself, and watching the crowds and the scene down towards Broad Chare and the Custom House. It was an old, familiar picture for him but one of which he never tired. Things had changed so much in Newcastle during the last ten years but some things never changed — among them his own fierce pride in being a Geordie. He watched, and he noted who was down there among the stalls, and then after a while he heard the taxi stop behind him and he turned to see Eric Ward getting out, paying the driver, glancing towards him and smiling. 
 
    ‘Funny place for us to meet, Jackie. Cultural visit, is that it?’ 
 
    ‘What’s the trouble, Mr Ward? Don’t like to get out of bed so early Sunday mornings?’ 
 
    Ward stood beside him, towering over him as he stood gripping the green-painted handrail that led down to the market. ‘It’s a few years more than I care to recall since I came along to the Sunday Quayside,’ he said. 
 
    ‘That’ll be in the days you was on the beat.’ 
 
    ‘And after, for a while.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton sniffed, and scratched vigorously at the inside of his left thigh. ‘Same people here as ever. Don’t ever seem to get any older, some of these bonny lads. Or maybe it’s because they been there as nippers, growed up, and you don’t notice how people change.’ 
 
    ‘They change all right,’ Ward said shortly. ‘And you’ve got a reason for asking to meet me here.’ 
 
    ‘Three reasons,’ Jackie replied. ‘The names you gave me, week ago. It was easier done than tryin’ to find out any thin’ about this Scarn character. Like I told you, don’t know anything about him, and don’t seem to be much chat around. But the other three, well, two of them was local lads, and Tynesiders, and, they have a habit, like, of not moving too far away from their roots.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve traced them?’ Ward asked, and Jackie Parton glanced at him in uneasy surprise. There was a suggestion of tension in the solicitor’s voice that was uncharacteristic: the surgery would seem to have affected Eric Ward more than he allowed. 
 
    ‘Let’s go on down,’ Parton suggested, and led the way on his short bowed legs into the thick of the stalls and the crowds. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The stallholder was perhaps five feet six inches tall but looked shorter because of the expanse of belly which hung over his belted grey slacks. He wore a pale blue shirt, open at the neck, with a dark blue knotted silk scarf at his throat. His face was broad, his black eyes darting and lively, and his bald pate shone in the sunlight as he shouted out the bargains he held on his stall, in jeans and anoraks and packaged shirts. He was supported by two lads, identical twins, perhaps twelve years of age, darting about at the stall, jerking like puppets to the stallholder’s claim regarding his unrivalled opportunities. It was difficult to believe, even though some of the packaged shirts might have fallen off the back of a lorry, that the stallholder had once been one of the wild boys from the back streets of Scotswood. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe it,’ Eric Ward muttered. 
 
    ‘It’s Pete Carter, all right,’ Jackie Parton affirmed. ‘He must have put on three stone.’ 
 
    ‘Happens to the best of us.’ 
 
    ‘Even so . . .’ 
 
    Jackie Parton stayed back as Eric Ward moved carelessly in the direction of the stall, pausing on the way to look at trinkets and shoes displayed on some of the nearby shelves. He could appreciate Ward’s surprise: ten years ago Pete Carter had been well known on Tyneside as an incorrigible tearaway, one of the first to have the police hammering on his door if a garage forecourt was turned over, or a warehouse broken into at a weekend. He’d always been small fry, and regular in his habits, which had led to his spending two periods inside; but he had also had a temper which had been well-nigh uncontrollable, and there had been two occasions when he had come close to a violence that could have put him away for twenty years. It had been on the second occasion that Eric Ward had been involved. 
 
    Pete Carter would recognize Jackie Parton immediately if he approached the stall; Jackie could not be certain he’d recognize Eric Ward behind his dark glasses. He watched curiously now as Ward moved slowly towards Carter’s stall. There was a concealed tension in Ward, a coiled spring of nervousness that Jackie found odd. It was as though Ward was expecting some kind of trouble, maybe the kind that had exploded years ago when he had caught Carter and Svensson on the warehouse roof, and Svensson had tried to use the iron bar. The coppers had swarmed over the roof that night and there had been a lot of screaming by Carter, threats of violence, but it had been Svensson who had pulled the longer stretch, for trying to use the bar. Carter had got off relatively lightly, and ever after had lain pretty low. 
 
    Ward had reached the stall now and was fingering a pair of jeans. One of the boys sidled up to him, said something and Ward shook his head. For the first time Pete Carter looked at him, then away again, but next moment Jackie Parton saw the stiffness in Carter’s broad shoulders, and he knew Carter had recognized Eric Ward. But he had said nothing. 
 
    Jackie thought it was time he joined Ward. 
 
    He eased his way through the crowd, acknowledging the calls he got from the stallholders who recognized him, until he reached Eric Ward’s elbow. As he did so, Pete Carter turned his head, got sight of Jackie and grinned uneasily. ‘Hello, Jackie. Still keepin’ funny company, then?’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared directly at the fat stall holder. ‘Hello, Pete. Didn’t realize you’d recognized me.’ 
 
    ‘Sidlin’ up to me stall like that?’ Carter scoffed. ‘Once a copper, always a copper, I say. Even if you change to another kind of law. ‘Course I reckernized you. Flatfooted as ever.’ 
 
    ‘Not too flatfooted to put you inside,’ Eric Ward said coldly, and Jackie Parton glanced quickly at the solicitor. He could have sworn there was an edge of real hostility in Ward’s voice, but of the kind designed to provoke, rather than rooted in uncontrolled reality. 
 
    Pete Carter was not easily provoked these days. ‘Long time ago, Mr Ward. Water under the bridge, and all that.’ 
 
    ‘Changed your ways, Pete?’ Eric Ward mocked. ‘What’s brought about that conversion?’ 
 
    The black, beady eyes flickered dangerously for a moment, but fat had overlaid the hot temper and he glanced at Jackie Parton, grinned, and announced, ‘Family responsibilities, like.’ 
 
    ‘Family?’ 
 
    ‘These two nippers. Got to put ’em on the right track, haven’t I? Not mine, no, but bringin’ them up like they was. You’ll recall Ada Savage — Arnie Savage’s widow? You know, the bloke who got knocked off on the North Road. Well, I been with Ada these last six years. Goin’ straight. And the kids . . . well, look for yourself.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton watched Eric Ward. He knew what he would be thinking: a memory of the dark night he had faced Carter on the warehouse roof; the screamed obscenities, the violent threats; a struggle with him and the even wilder Svensson, a tearaway of seventeen; and now this fat, complaisant, sweating, middle-aged stallholder who grinned benevolently at two twelve-year-old boys working on his stall. ‘Turn up for the books, ain’t it, Mr Ward? But then, who knows what’s aroun’ the corner. Like with you for instance . . .’ A hint of malice had crept into Carter’s tone. ‘I hear you got your own troubles. Pushed out of the force, and now some kind of doctor trouble. That’s why the glasses, is that it?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton was pleased to note that Eric Ward was not rising to the bait. He seemed more at ease, satisfied at what he had seen and heard. He hadn’t seen fit to tell Parton why he had wanted to contact Carter, Svensson and Fenchurch, and Jackie hadn’t asked. Whatever the reason, his meeting with Carter seemed to have eased his mind in some respect. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Ward was saying, ‘you got out some years before your mate Svensson. What happened to him, do you know?’ 
 
    Pete Carter scratched a sweaty nose, and shrugged. ‘Can’t really say. Wasn’t a local lad, you recall. Came over as a kid on a Swedish freighter and stayed, ran wild in Byker, and then—’ he grinned suddenly—’fell in with the wrong kind of company. But a wild bugger, he was, real wild. If he’d caught you that night on the roof, Mr Ward, he’d have done for you.’ 
 
    ‘He served time for it,’ Ward said stonily. 
 
    ‘And got out about three years after me. Then . . .’ 
 
    ‘Did he keep in touch?’ 
 
    ‘With me? No way. Did see him once, on Tyneside, but I’d already decided — with Ada — to set the record behind me. We had nothing in common really, anyway. Last I heard he shipped out.’ 
 
    ‘Shipped out?’ 
 
    ‘Thass right. French boat, I think. Anyway, look, I got a business to run. You want that pair of bloody jeans?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    As they walked past Sandhill and the Close, and turned up into Forth Banks and Pottery Lane the two men were silent. Jackie Parton’s shadow was squat and misshapen beside Eric Ward’s and the ex-jockey hunched his shoulders deliberately to make it appear more so. He’d never been under any misapprehensions about his appearance, particularly since the time he’d been worked over on Dog Leap Stairs. 
 
    ‘So you think that’s one leopard who’s changed his spots?’ Ward asked suddenly. 
 
    ‘Pete Carter? Reckon so. All the talk is, Ada’s got him pinned, made him see the error of his ways. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m damned sure he’s still grifting, still got fingers in a few illegal pies, but all small stuff, supplies for his stall, that kind of thing. He’s got friends who still do a bit, and maybe that’s why he was a bit nervous with you around him. Beyond that—’ 
 
    ‘And the muscle?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton twisted his narrow head to stare up at Eric Ward. ‘Well, I’ll tell you somethin’ about that. I never thought Pete Carter was much of a muscle man. Oh, I ‘know, there was tales in the old days, but that’s what they were, in my guess. Tales. Pete was brought up in Scotswood, like me; you had to be tough and show tough — and showing tough was often enough. Pete had a good line, early developed, in scare talk. He could make people back down before they laid hands on him. He had menace. But muscle . . . well, I got to be convinced.’ 
 
    ‘On the warehouse roof—’ 
 
    ‘He talked,’ Jackie interrupted. ‘He threatened you, sure, to try to make you back off. But did he actually do anything? I mean, if he’d really used muscle . . . do you think you’d have got off that roof alive, with two of them flayin’ into you?’ 
 
    ‘Svensson—’ 
 
    ‘Now he was wild. And a different kettle of fish. He didn’t have words. Nor much brain. A real tearaway. I reckon Pete must have held him back that night in some way, or you would really have been bashed. Well, here we are.’ 
 
    They were standing at the end of a narrow, cobbled street. It had a weary old-world air about it, redolent of its Tyneside past. The gutters were dirty, a stain of oil from some battered old car engine slowly oozing its way along towards the drain, and a mangy-eared dog was reclining on the pavement. The nearest doorways were shuttered, as though they had finally refused to face the sun any longer, and paint peeled from the windows in long, faded green strips, curling in the sun. Thirty yards down the street a battered inn sign hung crazily askew from its iron stanchion. Motionless in the still, hot air, it hung uninformatively, the painted images long having been eroded by rain and sun. 
 
    Jackie Parton grinned at Eric Ward. ‘It’s called the Cock Up,’ he announced. 
 
    ‘The what? How did that get past the magistrates?’ 
 
    ‘With some difficulty. Like you,’ Jackie Parton sniffed, ‘they were ignorant of the origins of the term. It derives from the printing industry, you know: there used to be a firm of printers in this street and they used this pub, so it came to be named the Cock Up, in their honour. But it’s a printing term: you know, where one letter in the press gets “cocked up” above the others, and out of line.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Ward said, smiling faintly. ‘But why have you brought me here?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton crooked his little finger and led Ward down towards the seedy-looking pub. In front of the door he stopped, and pointed. Above the door, in faded green lettering, was the name of the licensee. 
 
    ‘George Fenchurch,’ Ward said slowly. ‘So he’s keeping a pub.’ 
 
    ‘And the talk is, behavin’ himself,’ Jackie Parton supplied. ‘I could never understand how it was he blamed you for the workin’ over he got down in the cells, the night he got pulled in. But he was sure mad as hell when he pulled two years afterwards; always claimed it was a put-up job, and he swore he’d put the boot into you one day. But I think he’s cooled off inside; probably forgotten all about you.’ 
 
    ‘I was the officer in charge that day, but I had nothing to do with the mayhem that went on in that cell.’ Ward paused, thinking back over the years. ‘As I recall, the two constables who did it, well, one got transferred to another area, and the other was asked to resign. And you think Fenchurch hasn’t borne a grudge?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton shrugged and turned away, leading Ward back towards the hill. ‘Who can really say what goes on in a feller’s head? But it’s all of six years, isn’t it? And there’s been no story about Fenchurch doing much other than runnin’ this pub. It’s little enough, but it is his own: he got a windfall on the ponies, they say, a bit of luck that set him up to buy the pub. It was like compensation for what happened to him, in a way.’ 
 
    ‘Compensation?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton screwed his little eyes against the sunlight and glanced at Eric Ward. ‘That’s right. You may recall, George Fenchurch was always a bit mad about motorbikes. After he came out of prison he bought himself a 500, and burned up most of the Northumberland roads. Till he came off, on the Alnwick bypass. They took his leg off a week later.’ Parton paused, watching Eric Ward’s face. ‘That makes a difference?’ 
 
    Ward was silent for a few moments and then slowly he nodded. ‘It makes a difference,’ he said softly. 
 
    They came back down to Skinner Burn and stood in the shadow of the Redheugh Bridge; Jackie Parton had the feeling that Eric Ward was in some way disappointed and yet relieved, a mixture of emotions that puzzled the ex-jockey. The sun was hot on their heads as they strolled along the Quayside, heading back towards the market. When they reached the Tyne Bridge, Ward stopped, and turned to face Jackie Parton. ‘All right, we can forget the names I gave you. I’d like you now just to concentrate on Philip Scarn.’ 
 
    Something moved slowly and unpleasantly in Jackie Parton’s gut. He nodded, glanced around towards the black river. He shrugged. ‘Like I said, not easy, there don’t seem to be any hard information about him. But I still got some feelers out.’ 
 
    Ward was watching him keenly, but said no more. After he had gone, Parton was conscious of the fact that Eric Ward had guessed he was scared. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By midday the Quayside was quiet. The stalls had mostly been taken down; a light breeze had risen, whipping discarded paper and light rubbish from the Quayside itself to join other detritus in the river. The sailors on the Norwegian freighter had come ashore to drink in one of the bars along the waterfront and Pete Carter, all gear stowed away, scratched his belly thoughtfully. 
 
    He had meant what he said to Eric Ward. The old days were gone: as his weight had increased, so had his wisdom. He was fond of the twins, and Ada Savage was, well, she was worth hanging on to. A good woman, in her way. Even so . . . 
 
    It was not a question of old habits dying hard. It was just a recognition of the realities of life on Tyneside. He had promised Ada six years ago that the tearaway days were finished, and he was sticking to that promise, but with the kind of precarious life he led, it was sensible to take precautions, take out insurance. It wasn’t a matter of getting involved . . . it was a case of making sure there wouldn’t be a knock at the door one night. 
 
    He told the twins he’d be back in a few minutes and made his way to the public house across the road from his stall. The public phone was not in use. He entered the booth, checked in the phone book, and then dialled a number. His hands were sweating: he wiped them on his pale blue shirt. It was a long time before anyone answered the phone. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I want to talk to Mr O’Connor.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    Pete Carter hesitated. I heard . . . there’s a whisper out, about a man called Eric Ward.’ 
 
    There was a short silence, then: ‘Wait a minute.’ Carter’s hands were sweating again. He wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing ringing O’Connor’s private number like this, talking over the phone, but on the other hand . . . He hadn’t seen Johnston O’Connor in five years or more, but he could still remember the man’s cold eyes, the slim, cruel fingers. It wasn’t a matter of getting involved again . . . 
 
    * * * 
 
     ‘This is O’Connor. Who am I speaking to?’ 
 
    ‘You may remember me, Mr O’Connor,’ Carter said eagerly. ‘From way back. Pete Carter.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Carter swallowed hard. ‘I heard a whisper, on the stalls, that you was interested in hearing about a feller called Eric Ward.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So he’s been down at the market on the Quayside this morning. Wandering around with Jackie Parton. Asking questions. I . . . I thought maybe you’d like to know.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ O’Connor’s voice had taken on a silky, satisfied tone, but it was cold as his eyes would be. ‘But I don’t think we should talk about this over the phone, Mr . . .’ 
 
    ‘Carter.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ll be sending someone around to see you, have a little chat. You can tell him all about it.’ 
 
    ‘I—’ Carter began nervously. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you know him already. An associate of mine. He’s called Reilly.’ 
 
    Holy Mother of God, Carter breathed to himself. Paddy Reilly. ‘Yes, Mr O’Connor, I know him.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be able to tell him all about it, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes sir’ Carter said with conviction. Because he, like Johnston O’Connor, knew that if he didn’t, Paddy Reilly would simply beat it out of him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    South of the city the Derwent wound its way down through Swalwell Park from the heights of the Stanhope moors, swinging to accommodate the mill race which ran parallel to it for a half mile and then narrowing into Derwent Gut before it poured its waters into the Tyne between Consett Staiths and the coal staiths of West Dunston. The industrial buildings that had been erected along the gut had seen better days; the staiths themselves had long ago outlived their usefulness with the passing of the coal trade from the Tyne and the terraced houses that clustered about Keelman’s Bridge looked over a desolate wasteland of tipped rubbish, defunct colliery buildings and greening waste heaps towards the rising skyline of a rejuvenated Elswick on the north bank, in Newcastle. 
 
    It was many years since Eric Ward had been to Keelman’s Bridge, even though he had crossed the Tyne often enough at Scotswood to avoid the packed traffic on the Tyne Bridge, running south. It was more dilapidated than he remembered, and somehow smaller, more enclosed as a community than he recalled. He had last driven up Whickham Bank to interview a suspect four or five years ago, and maybe he hadn’t taken in his surroundings in those days as keenly as he did now. Or perhaps everything simply looked different from behind dark glasses. 
 
    He paid off the taxi-driver at the church near Ridley Gardens and began to walk along, searching for the address he had picked out from the telephone book. His conversation with Jackie Parton had been inconclusive: he might have been right about George Fenchurch, and Ward was inclined to write him off; he might also have been correct in his view of Pete Carter, though Ward reserved judgement on that one, for there had been a certain malice in Carter’s eyes and voice when he spoke to Ward that suggested old scores still remained to be settled in the man’s mind. There was still the feeling in Eric Ward’s own mind that he was possibly over-reacting to the telephoned threat, and the whole thing might have been a prank which would not be repeated. Nevertheless, it had bothered him, and still did: he had tried to put it down to a certain lack of balance after the operation. Even so, Anne was scared, and he owed it to her to ease her mind. 
 
    It was why he had thought of Dick Kenton. 
 
    Eric had never cared for Detective-Inspector Dick Kenton. A big, broad-shouldered man with a pudgy face and piggy eyes, he had held views about the criminal fraternity on Tyneside that were direct, forceful and lacking in any ambivalence. Kenton simply regarded them as vermin, and treated them as such. He had no room for compassion, no time for social workers, and he despised probation officers. He had held the confident view that Tyneside villains responded to only one kind of treatment, the kind of treatment the tearaways handed out themselves in the back streets of Scotswood and Byker. It was a treatment he was happy to dispense, and because he had been successful in getting convictions, the senior officers in the force had turned a blind eye to his activity until the day when he had interrogated a drunken prisoner in the night cell in Whitley Bay and had almost kicked him to death. He had been asked to resign a week later; there had been no public enquiry and no charges laid, but his career in the police force had been terminated abruptly. 
 
    It was perhaps two years or more since Eric had last seen Kenton. At that time he had been employed as a security officer at a local factory, and though critical of the whole operation, had been happy enough nevertheless, to hang on to such a steady job. Work for ex-policemen was not necessarily easy to obtain. It was somewhat surprising to Eric that Kenton was now living at Keelman’s Bridge: he thought the man could have managed something rather better. 
 
    And the address he had culled from the telephone book was in one of the seedier streets straggling up the hill towards the colliery. The houses were bow-fronted, red brick and stone, with tiny, overgrown gardens in the front and sad, dilapidated doorways. Some of them had cellars which, by glancing through the iron gratings in the pavement, Eric could see were simply stacked with the accumulated rubbish of fifty years; several of them had been split into separate flats, one up, one down. The address used by Kenton was one such house, and the grubby nameplate was indecipherable; beside it, scrawled on the wall itself and nominating the upper flat, was the name he was looking for: D. Kenton. 
 
    The front door was open, the passageway beyond was dark and smelled of urine. The stairs were uncarpeted and the banister rail seemed shaky to the touch. There was an air of the condemned about the whole building as though it was tired of its existence and had finally accepted defeat. From down below he could hear an old man’s coughing, a miner’s cough, all rattle and tearing harshness. The narrow landing boasted a strip of curling, threadbare carpet; the door behind which Dick Kenton lived was painted dark brown and black. Eric raised his hand, and pressed the bell. 
 
    The depressing silence grew and extended around him until it became almost a physical presence. He pressed the bell again, and a third time. He began to turn away, assuming that there was no one inside the flat; then he heard a shuffling sound, a scrabbling at the door, and next moment the door opened, and Dick Kenton peered out at his visitor. 
 
    The man had obviously just got out of bed. He was unshaven, his thinning hair was tousled, and his little eyes were bleary, red-rimmed, but not so much with sleepiness, Eric guessed, as with the after-effects of considerable imbibing the night before. But Kenton had always prided himself on his drinking capacity, and had always been proud to demonstrate it: maybe this Saturday night had got a bit out of hand. 
 
    ‘Whassamarrer?’ In the dim light on the stairs Kenton was unable to make out the identity of his visitor. ‘Whosit?’ 
 
    ‘Eric Ward.’ 
 
    The name seemed to mean nothing to Kenton for a long moment, then, as it slowly registered his piggy eyes widened and there was a sagging of his jaw-line as he stared at Ward. He champed for a moment as though his furred tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth, and then, with a hint of belligerence, he asked, ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I came for a chat,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    ‘Hell of a time, Sunday morning!’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might be able to help me.’ 
 
    Kenton stood there, considering, his piggy eyes fixed on Ward’s features. There was an odd tension in his mouth, a nervousness that puzzled Ward, and he grew vaguely impatient as the scrutiny continued. ‘Are you going to keep me standing here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘What do you want to talk about?’ 
 
    ‘A man called Svensson.’ 
 
    Again Kenton considered, watchfully. Then, at last, and with an undisguised reluctance, he told Eric to wait a moment. He shuffled back into the flat, closing the door; a few minutes later he reopened it. He turned, leading the way along a short passage, and Eric noted the woollen, old-fashioned dressing-gown he wore. Dick Kenton, it seemed, had fallen on bad times. 
 
    In fact, the flat was rather better furnished than Eric had been led to expect after the decrepitude of the entrance below and the uncarpeted stairs. The sitting-room was in a reasonable state of decoration, the three-piece suite, though sagging in places, was comfortable enough, and if the rest of the furniture was cheap in quality, it was serviceable and reasonably well maintained. Kenton slumped into one of the two easy chairs beside the television set, and reached shakily for a cigarette from the top of the set. ‘Had a bit of a night, last night,’ he mumbled. ‘Couple of the lads off that corvette in the Tyne, they was splashin’ the money about, hopin’ to pick up some skirt. All they got was a cold; but some of us, we got more’n a few pints out of it all.’ The explanation seemed to bother him somewhat, as though he felt some link had been omitted. He shrugged, lit the cigarette, drew on it and announced, ‘I don’t take favourably to being disturbed on Sunday mornings, Ward. So get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised you let me in,’ Eric said candidly, ‘if you’re feeling that rough.’ 
 
    ‘You said you wanted help,’ Kenton replied, but Eric sensed a certain evasiveness about the words, and he was still conscious of the general air of uneasiness about the ex-detective-inspector. Something was clearly bothering Kenton in connection with Eric’s presence, and even though he had let him into the flat, he wanted him out as quickly as possible. 
 
    ‘So what’s this about Svensson?’ he asked, frowning. 
 
    ‘You remember him?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t I always say I had a mind like a card index? Look, Ward, I may have left the force, and I may have been out of luck ever since, but I’m still as sharp as I ever was. You mention the name Svensson, and things click into place straight away. He was the young tearaway we caught on the roof of that warehouse, way back; he tried to open your skull with an iron bar. I got a few into that character myself, that night. We never did like fellers who wanted to use muscle on coppers, did we?’ 
 
    The words had come tumbling out, almost incoherently, prodded by pride yet tinged with anxiety. Eric Ward sat down on the arm of the second easy chair. ‘I wanted to find out if you’d heard anything more about him afterwards . . . or recently.’ 
 
    ‘Svensson?’ The pudgy face wore a scowl. ‘Never did pay too much attention to villains once they left the patch. He did his time, did come back I heard, for a while, but then lit out from Tyneside. You . . . er . . . why you want to know?’ 
 
    Eric Ward hesitated. He had not told Jackie Parton the reason for his enquiries because the man was a friend, and he had felt foolish about his suspicions; with Kenton it was different, and the audience might be a more receptive one if he told him the truth. ‘The fact is, I’ve had a threatening phone call.’ 
 
    Kenton stared at the glowing end of his cigarette. His hand was shaking slightly from the excesses of the night before, and he watched the movement with an air of unease. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘I can think of maybe three people, during my time in the force, who said they intended to get back at me for real or imagined injury. Two of them I’ve already checked out: I think it’s unlikely to be either of them. The third is Joe Svensson.’ 
 
    ‘And what did this . . . threat amount to?’ 
 
    ‘Physical harm.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s serious?’ 
 
    ‘There’s the chance he’s already tried to have a crack at me.’ 
 
    Kenton was staring at his cigarette again. After a short silence he struggled to his feet. ‘I need a bloody drink; hair of the dog.’ He shuffled his way into the kitchen, round-shouldered, then returned clutching a bottle of brown ale. He had no glass, but drank from the bottle, eyeing Ward as he did so. 
 
    ‘I thought,’ Eric said, ‘you might have heard something of him, or given me some information about where he’s likely to have gone. You always did have the ear of certain of the Tyneside clientele.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as far as that’s concerned—’ 
 
    He broke off abruptly as the sound came from behind Eric Ward. His glance flicked past Eric to the passageway: the scraping was the sound of a key in the Yale lock. Consternation stained Kenton’s eyes as he sat there foolishly, holding the bottle in his hand. Next moment Eric realized the reason for Kenton’s nervousness ever since he had arrived at the flat, as the woman entered with a bag of groceries in her hand. Kenton had been expecting her arrival, and Eric Ward knew who she was. 
 
    She had aged since he had last seen her. The flesh on her face had begun to sag, removing much of the doll-like prettiness she had once been proud of, and her hair was blacker than he recalled, too black for the lined skin of her face. She had had a good figure as a young woman, but now her breasts were heavy, her waistline thickening noticeably, and although the dress she wore was smart enough, it had a faded air about it, well-worn and slightly dated. The make-up she had used was a defiance against gathering age, an insistence upon the continued possession of youth, but it only served to emphasize that she was now approaching fifty, disliking it, and prepared to deny it at every turn. ‘Hello, Dorothy,’ Eric said, and rose to his feet to face her. 
 
    Dorothy Farnon stared at him in surprise for one long moment, and then her glance slipped past him to Dick Kenton. She took in his general appearance, the bottle in his hand, and she opened her mouth to speak but Kenton forestalled her. Hurriedly he said, ‘He called to ask me for some help . . . about a character called Svensson. From the old days.’ 
 
    The glance slipped back, disbelievingly, to Eric. She put down the bag of groceries, still staring at him. ‘Well, I’m damned,’ she said. 
 
    Disconcerted by the hostility in her eyes and the contempt in her voice, Eric said, ‘It’s been a long time, Dorothy.’ 
 
    Her grey eyes were hard. ‘It has that. But you seem to have come out pretty well. But then, you always did have it pretty easy, Eric. Knew the right people, hey? Like now. I hear you got it made, somewhere up in Northumberland, living the grand life.’ 
 
    Kenton seemed moved to mollify her. ‘Now hold on, love—’ 
 
    ‘And you,’ she interrupted scornfully. ‘Did you have to take a skinful last night, just because I was out of the way? Look at you now, you’re looking like a pig, not even dressed and it’s all but midday, and a bottle of beer in your hand again.’ She paused, breathing hard, and her glance swivelled to Eric Ward again. ‘Not shocked, Eric? Not shocked to realize that me and this pig here are livin’ in sin?’ 
 
    The hostility was naked now, her eyes warm with it, her mouth twisting with a dislike he could not understand. He had never known her well, though her husband had been a good copper and one with whom he had worked on numerous occasions, but he had never noticed the bitterness in her then that seemed to have seared her now. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have called. It’s clearly inconvenient—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t be so bloody prissy!’ She paused, eyed Eric for a moment like a banker weighing up an investor, and then spoke to Kenton. ‘Get on with your talk. I got some clearing up to do in the kitchen, I’ve no doubt.’ 
 
    She moved past them into the kitchen and Kenton eyed the bottle in his hand with an uneasy air. It was clear that Dorothy Farnon was the dominant partner in the relationship, in spite of the reputation that Dick Kenton had built up in the force for being a hard man. He had obviously met his match in Mel Farnon’s widow, but perhaps his situation had drained much of the confidence out of him. 
 
    Almost as though he was privy to Eric’s thoughts, Dick Kenton said, ‘Things haven’t been so good this last year or so. You remember the job I had with Marshall’s, as security officer. We had a break-in, and I got the push as a result of it. Not my fault; their bloody alarm system was useless and I told ’em so, but the management said they couldn’t afford to update it. I had a few words to say when they kicked me out, believe me. Still . . .’ His mouth twisted, and his piggy eyes seemed to sink even more despondently into the pudginess of his cheeks. ‘Fact is, when you’re out like that, with jobs so scarce on Tyneside it’s bloody difficult. Who wants a fifty-year-old ex-copper, even If he is fit and strong?’ He raised a tentative hand and caressed his spreading belly. ‘Had a chance of a London job the other week, but when they interviewed me, they backed off, took a younger man.’ 
 
    He stopped abruptly, as though the memory of his interview in London was distasteful, and he flicked a quick, suspicious glance at Eric, perhaps concerned that he might discover contempt in his listener’s eyes. 
 
    ‘What about Svensson?’ Eric asked. ‘Do you think there’s any chance he’s back on Tyneside? Do you reckon you could do some asking around?’ 
 
    Kenton grimaced, struggled to a more upright position and shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t heard—’ 
 
    ‘He could ask around,’ Dorothy Farnon said harshly. The delights of the kitchen had obviously not been sufficiently alluring to draw her attention from Kenton and Ward. She stood in the doorway, glaring at Dick Kenton. ‘He knows enough people in the grottier pubs on Tyneside to ask around, and come up with some answers too I’ve no doubt. But it’ll cost you.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric looked at Dick Kenton and saw an inexplicable consternation struggling into the man’s features. He was staring at Dorothy Farnon in puzzlement, but there was another shadow in his eyes, one Eric was unable to interpret. ‘Now look, Dorothy,’ he began, but she cut across him, speaking directly to Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘I think you’d better understand a few things about us,’ she announced. ‘You knew me in my better days, when Mel could see himself getting on in the force. Those were good days; it was a good life; Mel was a good copper. We were comfortable. But we never looked too far ahead; we didn’t think too much about the future and Mel was a straight copper: he never had anything to do with the perks of the job, the handouts he could have picked up, the envelopes of goodies he could have taken by turning a blind eye. But where did it get us? You’ll recall how it all ended.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Dorothy, I know how you must—’ 
 
    ‘Just a couple of bloody kids,’ she said bitterly. ‘A garage forecourt in Felling: all they got was twenty-five quid. And Mel chasing them down to Felling Shore. He was stupid, he should’ve called for assistance; instead he cornered them on Felling Drops, because they were just kids, and he could handle them, and it was only twenty-five quid anyway. And there they were, standing on the staiths, and Mel was talking to them, cajoling them . . . you know how he was, a great way with words.’ 
 
    Dick Kenton shifted uncomfortably; he would have heard this story many times. Dorothy Farnon shook her head and her grey eyes glittered unpleasantly. ‘One of them had a knife. It was all over very quick. A stomach job, they told me, and Mel didn’t stand a chance. For twenty-five quid! So you see, there I was, no kids, alone, never worked for years, a widow, a pension that was worth sod all, and no prospects. Until Dick called around, and he was someone, but things just haven’t worked out, we’re pretty low, and we’ve nowhere to go, you know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not all that bad,’ Kenton muttered in remonstration. 
 
    ‘It’s that bad,’ she insisted. ‘But you wouldn’t know about that kind of situation, would you, Eric? I mean, when you left the force you’d already had the foresight to get rid of that tart of a wife of yours; and you’d also started reading law. No responsibilities, hey, and on top of that the push from the force meant you could take up a better paid job anyway, with prospects, as a solicitor. And even now, when by all accounts you got trouble with your eyes, you still come up smelling of roses. Sedleigh Hall, isn’t that it? Got a lot of money, hasn’t she? Oh yes, you got it made. Us, we’re different, not that you’d understand. So that means if Dick helps you, does a job for you that you can’t do for yourself, it’s going to cost you!’ 
 
    Envy burned in her eyes and marked her mouth with an unpleasant sneer. Eric stared at her, trying to recall the woman he had known fifteen years earlier, bright, pretty, lively. It was impossible, and there was a slow spreading ache beginning behind his eyes. He rose to his feet. ‘I’d better go,’ he said. 
 
    Dorothy Farnon stared at him for a long moment, almost puzzled, perhaps at her own vehemence. Her tongue flicked out like a pink little snake, touched her lips ruminatively, and was gone. She half turned, looked at Dick Kenton, and it was as though she was trying to communicate something to him. Kenton held her glance, and then rose, shuffling in his carpet slippers. ‘I’ll see you off then,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Dorothy,’ Eric said. 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded briefly. ‘I always did talk too much. No offence taken, I hope.’ 
 
    He was grateful for her regained control. He followed Dick Kenton down the passageway, and stepped out into the odours of the stairway. Kenton came out behind him, put a hand on his arm, and softly drew the door almost closed behind him. ‘I’m sorry about that, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right. She’s had a rough time.’ 
 
    ‘We both have. We been shacked up for a couple of years now, but somehow things have never got straight. But we . . . we work well enough together, usually.’ Kenton’s tone was mollifying, almost pleading. ‘Anyway, look, what you were saying about this character Svensson . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I have a feeling . . . I don’t know, but there’s something about him, something I heard . . . I’m not sure. But there’s no reason why I can’t do what you ask, you know, talk to a few people, do a bit of legwork. God knows I got plenty of time on my hands, and I got skills that could still be put to use, know what I mean?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. He could guess what was coming, but at least the ex-detective-inspector could do something he could not do for himself, as Dorothy Farnon had so brutally stated. ‘I think that would be a good idea,’ he said quietly. 
 
    Dick Kenton breathed in, tightening his stomach muscles, and his pudgy face split into an uneasy smile. He glanced back at the door, involuntarily, and then bobbed his head. ‘I’d need to cover expenses, of course—’ 
 
    ‘I think that shouldn’t be a problem.’ Eric took out his wallet. ‘How much would you need to get started?’ 
 
    Dick Kenton grimaced. ‘Well . . . twenty-five quid, I suppose, would be enough to get out and about.’ 
 
    Wordlessly Ward gave him the notes. 
 
    ‘I’ll be in touch, Eric, soon as I get something.’ 
 
    ‘You can ring me at Sedleigh Hall.’ 
 
    The door closed softly behind him as he made his way down the dark staircase. He walked down the hill, looking for a phone-box from which he could ring for a taxi. There was a stale taste in his mouth and his throat was dry. People changed: the doll-like, confident prettiness of Dorothy Farnon; the blustering belligerence of Dick Kenton, fawning for twenty-five pounds. 
 
    The same sum of money Mel Farnon had died for. He would not come back to Keelman’s Bridge again and he hoped he would not need to have further contact with Kenton or Dorothy Farnon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Contact on a personal basis was one thing: to eradicate the flat in Keelman’s Bridge and the odd pairing of Dick Kenton and Dorothy Farnon from his mind was another. Eric found his thoughts straying to them often during the next few days. Inadvertently, as he sat on the terrace in the sun at Sedleigh Hall, his mind switched back to the odours and the seediness of Keelman’s Bridge, the jealous, envious anger that had been generated in the woman, the subservient wheedling of the man who had booted his way through the slums of Newcastle in support of what he regarded as the way of law and order. But there was something else, too. 
 
    Eric could think back and recognize the envy, the jealousy, the bitterness that the two generated in his presence, the force of the woman’s personality, the comparative collapse of Dick Kenton’s confidence, but there was something else in addition, a quality he was unable to define, an almost tangible feeling that had lain between the two in the flat, hanging in the air about them like a menacing storm cloud. There had been a tension at Keelman’s Bridge that could have had its roots in the fact that all three of them had seen better days, but, in the view of two, Eric Ward had come off best. Yet Eric felt the tension arose from some other cause, something more basic, even primitive in its drive. 
 
    It was an uncomfortable thought, and one he did not care to dwell upon. So he sat in the sun and listened to the country sounds, and imagined the hills he could not see, heard again in his mind the capercaillie above Rothbury Crags, and was content to relax and welcome Anne when she returned from her ride, or her board meeting, or her tramp around the farms. 
 
    There were no more phone calls, except one from Jackie Parton, who suggested they might meet in Newcastle some time during the coming week. Eric agreed a meeting would be possible. The best day from his point of view was Thursday. It was the day he was due to see the surgeon in Brandling Terrace. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The terrace was Victorian, curved, elegant, three-storeyed and isolated from the dual carriageway and the open moor beyond by a quiet road used only by the denizens of the terrace itself. It was no more than a quarter of a mile from the city centre and yet remained aloof in its situation; characterized by plane trees and silver birch, it boasted, discreetly, compact front gardens alive with rhododendrons and azalea, and young men with elderly sports cars, the gifts of wealthy professional fathers who had moved on to Volvos and Jaguars in mid-career, but who had remained mindful of the thrustful errors of youth. It was not the Tyneside of Jackie Parton or of Eric Ward, yet it was near the heartbeat of the City. Eric negotiated a waiting-room adorned with copies of Newcastle Life, a coiffured, tweed-suited wife protecting an overweight St Bernard with an amiable disposition, and found himself in the eminent surgeon’s private room on the first floor of the house. 
 
    ‘I thought it would be better here,’ the surgeon said smoothly, ‘rather than the more formal atmosphere of the hospital. We can have a chat, and I can take a more leisurely look. Now, dear boy, if you’d care to remove those dark glasses . . .’ 
 
    The inspection had been far from cursory. The surgeon’s manner might have been old-worldly and a trifle too condescending for Eric’s taste, but the skill and deftness of his touch, the precision with which he moved through the various tests to which he subjected Eric’s eyes, and the confidence that oozed from him with a honeyed phrase and comment, was impressive. ‘Well then, what do we make of it all?’ he said at last, sitting back with a dramatic sigh. 
 
    ‘More to the point,’ Eric said, mildly irritated at the surgeon’s mannerisms, ‘what do you make of it all?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, we’re coming along,’ the surgeon said, smiling vaguely and watching Eric with an air of compassion. ‘What . . . er . . . physical symptoms have you been experiencing recently?’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath, and shrugged. ‘Much the same. I still get occasional headaches, of some severity; I seem to get less trouble with nausea at night, and the pain certainly has been nowhere as distressing as previously—’ 
 
    ‘And the drugs?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve kept religiously to the dosage prescribed,’ Eric confirmed. 
 
    ‘Good. Splendid.’ 
 
    ‘But my eyesight—’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, that’s something else, isn’t it?’ The surgeon spread his smooth white hands deprecatingly. ‘We can’t expect miracles overnight, can we?’ 
 
    ‘What can we expect?’ 
 
    The surgeon was a trifle put out by the bluntness of Eric’s question and his own tone sharpened. ‘Mr Ward, you’ve just been subjected to surgery of some . . . delicacy and . . . ah . . . severity. You will recall I spelled out all the possibilities, and dangers, to you before you decided to go ahead with the operation. Now the success of any such kind of surgery depends on a number of factors, not least the patient himself. As far as I’m concerned, I can give you one assurance. The bypass was carried out with clinical accuracy, and I detect no sign of any problem arising from the work that was done in the theatre. But I did warn you that you couldn’t expect some kind of fantastic improvement. Quite the opposite, in fact. The pain—’ 
 
    ‘I’m not too much concerned by pain right now; what about my eyesight?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not so concerned by pain, now that it’s largely gone,’ the surgeon reprimanded. ‘But the eyesight . . .’ The surgeon sighed. ‘We have to face facts. It’s still too early for us to say that the bypass, creating the new channel for the fluid to escape, has been a complete success. Only time will give us that assurance. And, equally, only time will tell us whether you will find your sight . . . ah . . . as good as it once was.’ 
 
    ‘At the moment, I can see very little,’ Eric said harshly. ‘The glasses I’m forced to wear—’ 
 
    ‘Are necessary, dear boy. At least another month. Why take chances? I know your vision is, shall we say, peripheral at this point of time. I appreciate that you are unable to focus well, or see any distance. I know also that in any light other than the brightest — and that you cannot endure anyway — you are unable to obtain a sharp image, there is a blurring, a fuzziness — but I assure you, time will bring about considerable changes.’ 
 
    ‘And the possibility of blindness?’ 
 
    The surgeon remained silent for several seconds. When he sighed, it was a small, gusting sound in the room. ‘I must admit to the possibility. I do not think it will happen. But it might. To some considerable extent, however, that depends upon you.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘You must relax, dear boy. You must use the drug treatment I have prescribed with an enthusiasm bordering on the religious. You must keep quiet. You must avoid the tension that arises in, for instance, personal confrontations. Your exercise should be restricted to quiet walks. In short, Mr Ward, you must take things easy. If you don’t . . . well, it’s like walking along a motorway and crossing from one side to another. It’s taking unnecessary chances. It’s dicing with death . . . or in your case, that which you fear: blindness.’ He paused, toying with a gold pencil on the desk in front of him. ‘Have you done anything more about . . . employment?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was difficult to say whether the surgeon had been pleased by the answer. He had certainly approved of the fact that Eric was now living, whatever his misgivings about it, at Sedleigh Hall. While not enquiring into the relationship, he had taken for granted that Eric was being well looked after in such salubrious surroundings. He had expatiated upon the invigorating effect upon the constitution of country air and sunlight and made positive noises of approval when told of the relaxing nature of life in the Northumberland countryside. But he was somewhat reserved when Eric had told him that he had accepted the offer of employment by Philip Scarn. 
 
    ‘You’ve sent off a formal acceptance?’ 
 
    ‘I have.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. Of course, there’s a lot to be said for . . . a formal commitment to employment. I mean, it gives you an aim, takes your mind of things . . . gives you a sense of purpose, hey? At the same time . . .’ 
 
    He had questioned Eric closely about the nature of the work involved and had seemed somewhat unconvinced to learn it was something Eric could probably do standing on his head. ‘That’s fine, dear boy, qualified solicitor and all that. But the law, it’s a bit like medicine, isn’t it? I mean, one deals with people, and they can be so unpredictable. A medical textbook, a law textbook, it gives you facts . . . but so often a person, his mind, his body itself, doesn’t behave as it should. Causes problems, you know?’ He had fixed Eric with large serious eyes. ‘Problems are the last things you want, Mr Ward. Believe me. The last thing.’ 
 
    But he had not insisted that Eric withdraw from the contract with Scarn, and with admonitions ringing in his ears Eric had left Brandling Terrace to keep his appointment with Jackie Parton near Stowell Street. The surgeon’s general air of wariness about the employment offered by Scarn nevertheless left Eric in an edgy frame of mind. He felt he needed to work, to end the aimless existence, the dependent existence to which he was committed with Anne at Sedleigh Hall, yet he was also aware of the tensions that might well arise in his new job, particularly since he himself was still far from convinced that the whole thing was as simple as it sounded. His formal acceptance had been the result of a phone call from Philip Scarn two days earlier. The businessman intended coming to Tyneside the following week; he wanted to know whether Eric would be available for a consultation; it was necessary prior to that to know whether Eric would be joining his organization; and surely he’d had time enough to think things over? 
 
    Eric replied that he had had time enough, and a formal acceptance would be in the post the next day. He had been true to his word. He was now committed to Philip Scarn and his northern enterprises. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jackie Parton was sitting in the sun. The wooden seat was protected from the breezes which constantly swirled along the street by the grey, massive structure of the remains of the city wall, preserved with its front of greensward by a pride that retained the ancient castle, the moot hall, and a huddle of sixteenth-century cottages below the courthouse, clustered above the steep fall of the hill to the river. As Eric Ward approached, Jackie Parton turned to him, his face as lean and weathered as it had been during his riding days, and his grin as cheeky and infectious as the lopsided scar on his lip would allow. ‘So what’s the news?’ 
 
    ‘From the surgeon?’ Eric hesitated, then sat down beside the ex-jockey, stretched out his legs and looked around him, aware more than ever of the constraints imposed upon him by his illness. ‘He reckons there’s a good chance.’ 
 
    ‘And the glasses?’ 
 
    ‘Another month. Maybe longer.’ 
 
    ‘But the operation was a success?’ Parton insisted. 
 
    ‘You could say that. But . . . well, he warned me that I can never expect a return to the way things had been, before this damned glaucoma struck. He had a phrase for it,’ Eric said grimly. ‘He said I could expect to see all right but my vision would be somewhat curtailed, limited. A limited vision.’ 
 
    ‘Better than blindness,’ Jackie Parton said bluntly. Eric Ward made no reply. He sat beside the little man, thinking. The surgeon had said he should avoid stress: where did one fit into a category the kind of anxiety that had been induced by that damned telephone call? Easy to dismiss it as the work of a crank, but Eric could still remember the way the hairs had risen on the nape of his neck. He shuddered slightly, then turned to address Jackie Parton. 
 
    ‘And what about you? You said we ought to meet.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Jackie Parton looked away down Stowell Street, to where the traffic pulsed in along the Westgate Road. ‘Things have changed in this area of recent years — you noticed?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say I have.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me. People have moved out: you know, lots of the properties north of here used to be lived in. Not now. City centres kind of die with development, don’t they? No people; just shops; and shops are dead at night.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So the area’s changed.’ Abruptly, Jackie Parton seemed to switch the subject. ‘I been askin’ around about your friend, Mr Scarn—’ 
 
    ‘My employer, Mr Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘So you took the job? Well, seems okay, far as I can make out. Don’t think there’s any great problems in the background. All the probes I put out, he came out clean. If silence is clean, that is.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton grimaced, twisting his scarred lip. ‘Well, he was in business up here all right; industrial building. But got out. Something rapid about the move, but no whispers. Good business practice, they reckon. He saw the problems coming, so got the hell out of it.’ 
 
    ‘No skulduggery in the background?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I can find. At the same time . . .’ Parton paused uneasily, and scratched one foot against the other. ‘I got a feelin’ . . .’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    Parton shook his head and was silent for a little while. ‘If you’d spent the last few years like I have, moochin’ around, talking, chattin’, picking up odd bits of information here and there, you’d begin to get the kind of feel I have about things. It’s not something you can easily put into words, but it’s like a hair in the back of your throat, you know? You can’t quite make out what it is or where exactly it is; but it’s there, and while it isn’t serious, it’s uncomfortable. I got an uncomfortable feeling about this Philip Scarn character.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘If I knew, I’d tell you!’ Parton burst out irritably. Eric Ward watched the little man silently. The outburst had been uncharacteristic, and it only confirmed in Eric’s mind the fact that Parton had been uneasy, and more than uneasy, about this assignment right from the beginning. He was still edgy, still nervous about something, and it was affecting his temper. 
 
    After a little while, Eric asked, ‘What’s this all about Jackie?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Quietly Eric said, ‘You’re scared about something.’ 
 
    It was a full minute before the ex-jockey replied, and his tone was, constrained. ‘Scared, maybe. Worried, anxious, I don’t know the right word. All I do know . . . look, I’ll come clean. You know a lot about me.’ He fingered his broken nose, touched his scarred lip. ‘And you know how I came by this.’ 
 
    ‘Some kind of fracas, near Dog Leap Stairs.’ 
 
    ‘Fracas! Bloody hell, that’s one way to describe it! I nearly got killed . . . The fact is, as anyone will tell you, I had a pretty good thing going in the old days. I rode the northern tracks and I had a damn good record: Wetherby, York, Newcastle, Haydock Park — I got the confidence of the owners after the first few years and I was getting good rides, earnin’ a hell of a lot of money, and gettin’ wined and dined all over the place. Scotswood and Byker were backing me, and the champagne set were putting their shirts on me. I was riding well, and high.’ 
 
    ‘I heard.’ 
 
    ‘You also heard how it all fell apart. It began with a steward’s enquiry at York.’ Parton sniffed reflectively ‘I didn’t pull that race: I was aboard Gay Steward, and that’s a hell of a name for a horse these days, and pulled up lame. I got hauled before the enquiry, and they didn’t like it, but there was nothing to prove, and if the betting syndicate did make a bomb, there was damn all they could do about it. But not long after, there was the enquiry at Newcastle . . .’ The little man fell silent for a while as he went over in his mind the events of the past. ‘Once again, there was nothing to prove, but the rumour was out that I was somehow tied in with the syndicate. It was never true, believe me, but rumour . . . And then . . . you know how off-course betting works?’ 
 
    ‘Roughly.’ 
 
    ‘It involves careful rushes at the betting shops, timed so the price doesn’t drop too drastically on course. It also needs two other things to be successful: poor communications to the course itself, and a racing certainty.’ 
 
    ‘Is there such a thing as a racing certainty?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton grinned. ‘More often than you’d credit. 
 
    Still, I was at Wetherby that year, and I was under pressure to produce . . . well, let’s just say there was a racing certainty, and my horse wasn’t it.’ 
 
    ‘And—’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t have the heart to pull him. He was a beautiful horse; he got his nose up and he went. I didn’t have to do a thing. He sailed through, broke the others at three furlongs. All over bar the shouting. And the syndicate lost a packet. After that . . . well, they decided they couldn’t afford me, and a lesson was needed for other uncooperative jocks. Dog Leap Stairs was the answer. I got a going-over that put me in hospital and it finished my riding days. Not physically, maybe, but there was no owner who’d take a chance after that. They pulped, mashed my face; scarred my mouth; broke more than a few bones. And killed me off as a rider.’ 
 
    Carefully Eric said, ‘What’s all this got to do with Philip Scarn?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, as far as I know. But the men who worked me over, they were employed by Johnston O’Connor. Now you won’t know too much about him, he keeps his head down, but take my word for it, he’s an organizer on Tyneside, and big with the syndicate at the tracks. It was he who stretched me out on Dog Leap Stairs.’ 
 
    ‘But Scarn—’ 
 
    ‘You told me Scarn was employing you to do some work, up here on Tyneside, to set up contracts in the entertainment industry. Now it may be Scarn is naive; it may be he knows the score; I wouldn’t know. He’s clean, it seems. But doesn’t he know that O’Connor has a controlling interest in the entertainment business up here?’ 
 
    Slowly Eric Ward said, ‘You think there could be trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I know O’Connor. That Irish bastard loves trouble. And when you asked me to do some sniffing for you, about Scarn, that was one thing: but to be told what he’s moving into, that’s another. I’ve no desire to be found in the Tyne one dark night, short of a hell of a lot of breath.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why you were scared.’ 
 
    ‘Nervous,’ Parton corrected him. ‘But I asked around and there’s nothing. Down this area, like I said, it’s changed a lot. No people. But the clubs operate here. Some legitimate; others not. Further west, there’s the whorehouses. Where’s Scarn’s properties going to be bought up? What’s he mean by entertainment? I tell you this, if he uses the same meaning as O’Connor, and if he’s thinking of coming into the west end of the city, there could be some nasty surprises in store for him. And there’s another thing.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Eric asked. 
 
    The ex-jockey fluttered his lean fingers uncertainly. ‘I don’t know. Nobody’s saying anything. I told you I heard nothing about Scarn. But I should have picked up something. I didn’t. He’s clean; but no one is saying anything at all, and that’s not natural. I tell you, there’s a kind of tension at the moment; I got some police contacts, you know? They won’t even talk to me. Some kind of fist is on the table and it makes me uneasy. Everyone is keeping his mouth shut. And that just ain’t . . . natural.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton fell silent, staring down Stowell Street moodily, as though reflecting upon days when life had been simpler and there had been the excitement of horseflesh and the sound of the crowds. His uneasiness had communicated itself to Eric Ward, however, and it was difficult to discard in spite of the sunlight, and the people strolling around them at the city walls. For perhaps the first time in his life Parton would be feeling out of touch in some indefinable way with the people among whom he had grown up; he was being made to feel an outsider; and to a man whose life was Tyneside, the unsettling effect would be critical. 
 
    ‘There’s one other thing, though,’ Parton said suddenly. ‘I asked around about this Svensson character a bit more.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get anything?’ Eric asked quickly. 
 
    ‘A bit. He didn’t change much while he was inside; he came back to Tyneside when he got released, and the whisper is he knocked over a store up at Blyth, together with a couple of houses in Gosforth, before things got a bit hot and he scarpered from around here. Talk is he took a freighter to Marseilles. Since then, not a lot.’ 
 
    ‘But something?’ 
 
    ‘And nothing.’ Jackie Parton considered for a moment. ‘Good-looking character, this Svensson, that right?’ 
 
    ‘He was only seventeen when I nailed him, but yes, burly, dark-haired, well-set-up lad,’ Eric admitted. 
 
    ‘Bit of a ladies man, too. At least, the story is he was shacked up with some young girl from Byker when he was sweet seventeen, and the time inside must have sharpened his needs a bit. Anyway, when he came back to the Tyne after his release from Durham, he got involved with the Byker lass again, they say. She’s still around.’ 
 
    ‘What’s her name?’ 
 
    ‘She’s called Jackson: Cindy Jackson. You think she’ll be worth chatting to?’ 
 
    ‘You have her address?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton took out a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Eric Ward. ‘It’s on there. I wish you luck with it, but I got a feelin’ you’re running down a . . . a dead alley.’ 
 
    He had almost said, a blind alley. 
 
    In his darker hours, it was an image that came to Eric Ward himself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The office Philip Scarn had chosen as the centre for his business operations on Tyneside was modern, light, airy and commanding a view of the Tyne, curving away to the sea. It was not yet completely furnished, Scarn explained on the Monday morning, but that would be attended to in the next few days. He was delighted that Eric Ward had decided favourably as far as the offer was concerned, and an office on the next floor would be made available for him immediately. In the meanwhile, they could have a preliminary discussion as to the immediate objectives Scarn wished to achieve. First on the legal agenda must be the taking up of two options held on Sunderland sites, and one at Newcastle, on the assumption Eric Ward could clear the change of user application in respect of the Newcastle building. 
 
    Eric Ward’s mind strayed somewhat as Scarn talked. 
 
    The man displayed the same elegant confidence he had demonstrated in London: he was dressed as carefully, this time in a tan suit, and his manner was smooth, confident and superficial as before but as he talked Eric only half listened to what he was saying. It was only when Scarn got around to discussing licensing arrangements that Eric fully concentrated on the conversation. He pointed out that there might be some difficulty in moving at the speed Scarn was contemplating; Scarn’s reply was that speed was Ward’s problem — that was what he was being paid for, to make use of his contacts. 
 
    Eric made use of one of them that very afternoon. He called on Colonel Arkwright, one of the Northumberland justices, and made some enquiries about the licensing scene. He was surprised to find the colonel somewhat evasive; when he made a phone call to another acquaintance on the bench, who had lunched often enough at Sedleigh Hall and held a magistracy in the Sunderland area, he was again aware of a certain reluctance to discuss possible licensing in the town. It was clear that the justices were not happy to talk about night-clubs at the moment; some kind of pressure had been applied in the local political scene, and it was possible that Philip Scarn’s plans for the North-East were already more widely known than Scarn himself had realized. 
 
    By three in the afternoon Eric was tired and decided he had had enough of the city. He rang Anne’s flat in Gosforth to check whether she had come into town and when there was no answer he concluded she had remained at Sedleigh Hall. He called for a taxi to make the drive back to the countryside. 
 
    He was in no mood to enjoy the scenery as the taxi took him swiftly northwards. The surgeon had been right: he should try to take things as easily as possible, for the ache was at the back of his eyes again, and while the pain was not as sharp as it had been prior to the operation he had the feeling that the cat claws were still there, just waiting to be extended, to scratch at his eyeballs again and the thought made him shudder. When the car finally swung into the little valley that led to the village and Sedleigh Hall beyond he began to relax, knowing that he would soon be back in the dimness of his bedroom, and able to seek the relief of drugs to alleviate the discomfort he was feeling. As they drew near the drive, however, he was aware of a battered maroon car parked at the grass verge, its nose tilted up against the hedge. Someone was sitting in the driving seat, but Eric was unable to make him out as the taxi flashed past. 
 
    Eric paid off the taxi-driver in the courtyard and slowly walked up the steps to the terrace. A fresh breeze from the meadows touched his cheek; the french windows to the sitting-room were open and he stepped inside, feeling grateful for the cool dimness beyond. He called Anne’s name, not really expecting that she would be in at this time of day, and then he walked towards the hallway. 
 
    She was standing near the foot of the stairs. She seemed frozen, her face pale and her eyes wide and frightened. Her left hand was still resting on the telephone, where she had replaced it in its cradle. 
 
    ‘Anne — what’s the matter?’ Even as he asked the question, he knew the answer. 
 
    She stared vaguely at the phone and then looked up again at Eric. She shook her head slowly, as though the movement would eradicate the memory of what had happened. Then, slowly, she said, ‘It . . . it was him.’ Eric strode forward and took her by the shoulders; her arms were trembling slightly. 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t listen . . . he kept talking, saying the same thing. He didn’t listen to me, didn’t seem to care it was me he was talking to, wouldn’t let me interrupt him. It was just—’ 
 
    ‘But what did he say?’ 
 
    She stared at Eric, a dark stain of puzzlement and fear spreading in her eyes. ‘You must go to the police, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve already—’ 
 
    ‘You must go! This man . . . he’s mad! He said the same thing, three times, he’s going to settle an old score, he’s going to kill you, he’s waited for years and now it’s time! Eric, the police will have to be told—’ 
 
    ‘Now just calm yourself down and let’s talk about this,’ he soothed, even though his body was cold at her words. ‘He’s a crank; people who make threats over the phone don’t carry them out, it’s the way they sublimate—’ 
 
    ‘But Eric, this man—’ 
 
    The shrilling of the bell at the front door cut across her words. The sound came like a physical shock; the tension of the moment was increased by the harsh noise and Eric felt Anne’s shoulders stiffen under his fingers. 
 
    They waited for a few moments and the bell shrilled again, insistently. ‘There’s no one else in the house,’ Anne said, still shaking slightly. ‘They’ve all gone down to the fete in the village. The cook’s daughter, she’s competing . . .’ 
 
    Eric left her, walked to the door and opened it. 
 
    ‘Afternoon, squire,’ ex-Detective-Inspector Dick Kenton said cheerfully. ‘Mind if I come in?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The opportunity to be active again, and to undertake a task he was fitted for, seemed to have done wonders for Dick Kenton. He was not now the man Eric had seen shambling in the flat at Keelman’s Bridge: his pudgy face seemed ruddier, there was a confident sharpness to his glance, and, shaven, he seemed to have recovered some of the belligerence of earlier days when he had swaggered his way through the Scotswood back streets with Eric Ward in tow. He was dressed in a check shirt that had been newly pressed; his sports jacket was elderly but clean, and his flannel trousers were neat, sharp-edged in their crease. With his hands locked behind his back he strutted now around the sitting-room, inspecting the furniture with approval, taking a deep breath at the windows as he looked out over the terrace and the meadows to the line of the distant Cheviots. He grinned, advanced on Eric and shook his head admiringly. ‘You certainly got it set up here, Eric. Lot different from Keelman’s Bridge, I’ll say that.’ 
 
    There seemed to be no edge of rancour in his voice, no envy, and yet the admiration in Kenton’s tone, with its implications, made Eric irritable. He closed the door, watching Anne walk up the stairs as he did so, then turned back to Kenton. ‘I told you that you could phone me—’ 
 
    ‘Ah well, thought a visit in person might be a bit better. Give me a chance to look over your set-up as well, of course.’ Kenton grinned mischievously. ‘Mean to say, not every ex-copper down on his backside gets the chance to end up in a shack like this, is it?’ 
 
    Eric’s irritation increased. A tiny pinpoint of pain lanced at the back of his eyes. He walked towards the terrace, and adjusted his dark glasses against the afternoon sunlight. ‘What do you want, Kenton?’ 
 
    Kenton’s tone echoed surprise. ‘Well, you did give me a job to do, and I thought—’ 
 
    ‘You have something to report?’ Eric asked, too quickly. 
 
    Kenton watched him for a few seconds, thoughtfully, then scratched his pudgy cheek. ‘You awright, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘I’m all right.’ 
 
    ‘There seemed a kind of funny atmosphere when I came into the hallway. You didn’t introduce me to Miss Morcomb . . . You been having a fight? Did I interrupt something—’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Eric hesitated, then considered there was no reason why Kenton should not know. ‘We . . . there’s just been another phone call.’ 
 
    Kenton’s head came up; he peered at Eric Ward with interest. ‘Same feller? He threaten you again?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘I didn’t take the call; Anne heard him utter the threats. It’s all so stupid . . .’ He paused, thinking back. ‘There was a maroon car near the driveway, someone in it, as I came back to the Hall—’ 
 
    ‘That was me,’ Kenton said. ‘I rang earlier, was told you wouldn’t be back till late afternoon, so I drove out anyway, waited down there till you made your appearance — didn’t want to burst in on Miss Morcomb when we never been introduced . . .’ A slight note of grievance crept into his voice. ‘Then I saw the taxi, waited a couple of minutes, and followed you in . . . You got anything to drink here, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘There’s some whisky and so on over there, in the cabinet. Help yourself.’ 
 
    He turned aside as Kenton walked over to the cabinet and helped himself to a generous measure of whisky. There was the splash of soda, and a sigh from the ex-detective. ‘Ah . . . good stuff, this. But not much of a help—’ he paused as he took an appreciative sip at the whisky, ‘not if you get threatening phone calls, hey?’ 
 
    ‘You implied you had something to report.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, well, something and nothing, Eric, something and nothing. Svensson, you said. I been askin’ around, old contacts, few new ones, lads from the old days and so on. Funny, it still works, you know, you can still put the arm on villains even though the force is long behind you. It’s like they don’t forget the old days, and they can’t get out from under the old relationship. Aye, I asked around.’ 
 
    ‘And what did you hear?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the funny thing. The story is, Svensson came back to Tyneside when his time was done and indulged in a bit of small-time stuff, breakin’ and entering, lock-ups, that sort of thing. But he was pretty clumsy, and things got a bit hot for him — I mean he already had form and the boys in blue ain’t fools, are they? So he had to skip. Freighter to Marseilles. Romantic, in a way, don’t you reckon?’ 
 
    ‘But has he come back again?’ Eric asked impatiently. 
 
    Kenton was not to be rushed. He took another long sip at his whisky, then waved the glass in a generous gesture. ‘Cost me a good bit more than the twenty-five quid you gave me to do the kind of asking around I did, you know. That’s one thing: I’ll have to learn to put up my charges a bit. Never mind, though. Did Svensson come back to Tyneside? Lemme put it like this. The conventional wisdom says he bought it in Marseilles.’ 
 
    ‘He died there?’ 
 
    ‘Fished out of the harbour. Got tied in with some little men peddling drugs in a small way. Silly thing to do. The way they got things organized down there, stupid to touch drugs that way. So someone stuck a knife in him, dumped him, and he floated up few weeks later.’ 
 
    ‘A few weeks?’ 
 
    Kenton grinned and winked. ‘That’s the interesting thing, isn’t it? Weeks go by. A face gets puffy; the fish have a nibble; putrescence sets in. But he gets identified. What was it — papers, teeth, distinguishing marks? For a small-time character like Svensson, they wouldn’t take too much trouble, those French coppers. Papers, I reckon, in his pockets — so the morgue, and a file in a cabinet, and forget it all, we got other things on our mind. Don’t you reckon?’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at him. ‘The report is that Svensson is dead, but you’re implying—’ 
 
    ‘Implyin’ nothing, squire. Just listening, picking up facts, surmises . . . You know Svensson had a mother?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone has a mother,’ Eric said irritably. 
 
    ‘Now there’s a thought,’ Kenton said, and grinned. ‘The funny thing about mothers of villains, though, is that they seem to inspire, sometimes, a kind of . . . even unhealthy respect in their sons. Svensson was like that. Fond of his mother, he was. She died, three weeks ago. Hovel down by the river. Had about three quid set by when she snuffed it. Not much, is it, when you think about it? Bloody Welfare State!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand—’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I, squire, neither do I. Mind if I help myself?’ Kenton poured himself another drink and then turned back cheerfully to Eric, raising his glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to Svensson’s old lady, though maybe you wouldn’t want to join in.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Talk is it was her death brought Svensson back to Tyneside.’ 
 
    ‘But you said he’s dead!’ 
 
    Dick Kenton slipped a hand inside his jacket, ran an appreciative palm over his chest, seeking the muscle that still hardened under the layer of fat that had accumulated of recent years. ‘Dorothy bought me this shirt,’ he said. ‘She’s all right . . . can put pride back in a man, you know . . . No, I didn’t say Svensson was dead. I said the conventional wisdom holds that he is. But I been talking to more than a few people around the river. And there’s a whisper that, dead or not, Svensson’s been seen back on Tyneside. Came up from London, recent.’ His piggy eyes dwelled on Eric thoughtfully, as he took a stiff drink. ‘You were in London few weeks back, weren’t you?’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a little while. The afternoon sun was slanting long shadows into the room, and a shaft of light picked up the gleam of polish on Dick Kenton’s shoes. A sense of pride, returned; Dorothy Farnon was good for him. ‘You’re suggesting,’ Eric said slowly,’ that it was someone else got dumped in the harbour at Marseilles, someone with Svensson’s papers.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been done before,’ Kenton said indifferently. 
 
    ‘Free of pressures from police and the French underworld, he could then come back to England—’ 
 
    ‘To London, where he heard about his mother’s death. And then come back to Tyneside.’ Something moved slowly in Eric Ward’s stomach, a churning, unpleasant feeling. ‘If this is the case, if he has returned . . . why should he dredge up an old hate like this, to make threatening calls—’ 
 
    ‘Now hold on.’ Kenton held up a warning hand. ‘We don’t know it’s Svensson who’s making these calls to you. But if it is, hell, come on, you don’t have to look far for a reason!’ 
 
    ‘What reason?’ 
 
    ‘Balance, man — or lack of it! You’ve known enough villains in your time to measure them up! Okay, there’s the tearaways, the thickies, the committed, the stupid. All kinds. But there’s a hell of a lot of them have one thing in common: a lack of balance, an inability to see facts for what they are. It’s always the system that’s put them where they are: they believe the stories they tell the probation officers when they’re kids. The myths are repeated the first time they’re up in court, and after that, it gets ingrained in them. They believe their own hard luck stories. And Svensson? Hell, he’s like so many of them. What was he when we nailed him on that roof — seventeen? He’d been lucky up to then, but that night he copped it, with an iron bar, and got a long spell inside. And afterwards, when he comes out, what’s he face?’ 
 
    ‘He can’t hold me responsible—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so bloody naive, Eric! The lad comes out, returns to Tyneside, can’t get a job, takes to petty crime again, has to go to France, gets in deep water there — but not the harbour water — and, more cunning now he’s older, manages to settle his papers on some stiff who’s knifed and dumped. Back to London, a bit of villainy again, maybe — and then his old lady dies. He comes back, he’s looking back at how he failed her, didn’t care for her when she was old . . . it’s all lack of balance, man. Who caught him on that roof? You. Who effectively put him away? You. Who, indirectly maybe, left his mother to die in a slum, because sonny-boy wasn’t around to take care of her? You. It was Eric Ward who put Svensson on the slope down. And he wants his own back, now his mother’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see it—’ 
 
    ‘You think the guy who’s phoning you is straight in the head?’ Kenton demanded bluntly. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It just seems to me—’ 
 
    ‘’Course, we don’t even know if it is Svensson,’ Kenton said easily. ‘Just like we don’t even know if Svensson is alive. All we do know is, someone’s giving you the creeps with these phone calls. You and the lass living here, it seems.’ 
 
    Eric Ward couldn’t keep his thoughts along one pathway; the ache in his head had sharpened now, and his vision was becoming blurred. He knew he should have gone straight upstairs for treatment when he arrived, but first the phone call, and then, immediately afterwards, Kenton’s arrival had conspired to prevent him going upstairs and to increase the tension under which he was labouring. He took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes hard; the eyeballs were swollen again. He replaced his glasses, took a deep breath, trying to still the quivering nerve ends behind his eyes. ‘So what do you suggest?’ he asked. 
 
    Kenton finished his drink reluctantly, set the glass down and shrugged. ‘That’s up to you. I been on this a short time. There are other sources I can tap, other people I can see. And there’s a few places I can visit, keep an eye on. Cats who return home usually go back to familiar places. Svensson’d be no different. I know his old haunts on Tyneside. I can keep an eye out. But it’s up to you, Eric. Maybe Svensson is dead; maybe this is just talk. It’ll take time, and patience, to find out. Me . . . I got both.’ 
 
    For a price, Eric thought wearily. But Kenton could do what he could not. He nodded. ‘All right. I’d like you to keep asking around, make further enquiries. I’ll pay your expenses, of course — and a fee too.’ 
 
    ‘It would help if I could have an advance,’ Kenton suggested. ‘That twenty-five quid—’ . 
 
    ‘I know.’ Eric walked across to the table, took out his cheque-book and wrote out a cheque for two hundred pounds. This should see you clear for a while.’ 
 
    Kenton took the cheque, looked at it silently for a few moments, then slipped it inside his wallet. 
 
    ‘That’s pretty generous, Eric.’ There was no emotion in his tone. ‘I’ll do a good job for you. If Svensson is alive, and if he is on Tyneside, I’ll find him. And don’t worry, I won’t con you. We been pals in the past; coppers together. That counts. The moment I’m sure — one way or the other — I’ll be in touch. And I guarantee it won’t take me more’n two weeks. By then, I’ll know.’ 
 
    He pulled his shoulders back as though the cheque in his pocket had further increased his confidence, and Eric was aware that in some respects Dick Kenton had changed but little. The episode at Keelman’s Bridge had made him think Kenton was a broken, failed man; the spring in the man’s step now made him realize that Kenton was still tough, hard and, as far as Svensson was concerned, dangerous. Dick Kenton might have begun to grow flabby, but there was still muscle under the fat and he could yet be a match for a man like Svensson, if it ever came to it. 
 
    ‘There’s one other thing,’ Eric said as he followed Dick Kenton out into the hallway. ‘You know much about Johnston O’Connor?’ 
 
    Kenton stopped, turned to face Eric. A wary note crept into his voice. ‘Enough. And perhaps more than I’d like to. What’s he got to do with this?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, as far as I know. But he runs the entertainment business in the North, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Most of it. And he’s a hard man, Eric.’ Kenton paused, eyeing Eric Ward curiously. ‘You don’t want to go tangling with him. That’s a piece of advice you can have free, any time.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear it in mind,’ Eric said, and closed the door as Dick Kenton made his way down the steps towards the battered maroon car parked in the gravelled driveway. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dawn came the next day with a drizzling rain and a sweeping wind that spattered the window-panes and lifted loose tiles on the roofs of the stables beyond the house. Eric had spent a poor evening and a worse night. Anne’s mood had been odd after Dick Kenton had left: she had asked him what Kenton had wanted and only reluctantly had he told her the reason for the man’s visit. She had not been pleased when he was forced to admit, finally, that he had asked Kenton to continue making his enquiries among the back streets and pubs of Tyneside. 
 
    ‘Does that mean you’re not going to the police?’ she demanded. Her eyes had been hot and angry, the red-gold tints in her hair seeming to glow in the evening light. 
 
    ‘There’s so little to go on at the moment—’ 
 
    ‘That second call gives you plenty to go on! Don’t you understand — he threatened to kill you, this time!’ 
 
    Eric shook his head, took her hand in his and tried to calm her. ‘Don’t you see, it could just be some crank who will get tired of his silly games in due course? If I go to the police there’s so little for them to go on. A somewhat noncommittal phone call—’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing noncommittal about the call I heard today! And there was your so-called accident . . . Eric, you’re just not taking this thing seriously enough! I’m scared. You must go to the police!’ 
 
    He had refused. It might have been stubbornness on his part, or it might have been a logical view of the facts at his disposal: he could not be certain. There was the chance that he was motivated by the need not to have her dictate to him — a minor assertion yet again of his independence. He hoped that this was not so, for it was a poor way in which to return her love and the care she had lavished upon him since his time in surgery. But he had refused and she had become withdrawn, and they had spoken little for the rest of the evening. 
 
    She did not come to him that night. 
 
    He slept badly. In the early, cold hours of the morning when the first soft spattering of rain came down from the Cheviots he lay in his bed, wide awake, staring at the ceiling and seeing again, feeling again that night on the roof in Newcastle, when Svensson had faced him with an iron bar. He recalled the scene and yet few of the details: Svensson’s face itself was a faded blur. He could remember the man’s dark, curling hair, outlined against the glow of light from the fanlight in the flat roof, and he could recall the burliness of the man, young though he had been at the time. Beyond that, there was little, except the crunching of Svensson’s broken nose, Dick Kenton leaping up to the roof behind him to help in the arrest. He lay still and there was now only the quick beating of his heart in the darkness, the surge of unreasoning fear in his veins. He tried to think of other things, despairing of sleep, but could not succeed. He thought of Dick Kenton years ago, blustering, bullying, vicious; the awkward scene at Keelman’s Bridge and the irony of the situation now, where a man he almost despised might well be the person who would save him from the old hatred that thrust Svensson on to seek revenge. 
 
    And he realized, when dawn came after the sleepless night, that he had not told Kenton about Cindy Jackson. Kenton could have visited the girl, to ask her about Svensson. Now, it was something Eric would have to do for himself. The thought pleased him, made him feel actively involved in the solution of his own problems, and he was suddenly glad he had not told the ex-detective-inspector about Svensson’s girl-friend in Byker. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The office in Scarn’s premises was furnished already by the time Eric called in later that morning. He spent a few hours checking on the sites that Scarn had mentioned to him and then, during the afternoon, he made a thorough check on the options written into the contracts and the planning applications that were outstanding. One thing was clear: Philip Scarn had been noncommittal at the first meeting about what he intended to do about the kind of entertainment envisaged, but the planning applications and the brief to Eric Ward was straightforward enough. The entertainment to be provided was by way of night-clubs and betting shops: Philip Scarn would be throwing down a gauntlet in front of entrenched interests on Tyneside. And that would mean Johnston O’Connor. 
 
    That was not Eric Ward’s affair. He was being paid, and handsomely, to handle the legal side of things, use his legal expertise and his social contacts. There was no reason why he should look, or worry, further. Nevertheless, he felt uneasy, and wondered whether Scarn knew what he might be letting himself in for. 
 
    At five o’clock he left the office and walked to the city centre, raincoat collar turned up against the drizzling rain, head lowered against the curious glances of people who wondered why he wore dark glasses on such an overcast afternoon. He waited among the early evening queues for the bus that would take him out along the Shields Road, and then he sat huddled in the smell of damp clothing as the bus trundled eastwards, over the bridge and into Shields Road, heading for the sprawl of Byker, past Walkergate and, away to his right, the long swing of the Tyne. 
 
    He had no idea what to expect; his motives in making this visit were unclear. It was still raining when he got off the bus in the High Street; behind him, as he walked towards the river, was Wallsend and ahead of him the Byker Wall soared, scarring the skyline, twinkling with early lights as people returned home to the rabbit warren of flats buried in the protective wall that had destroyed a community for a roadway that would never be built. He remembered this area from the time he was a boy — he had spent time down at Hunters Quay and watched the ships berthed at the pontoon and dry docks, but so much had changed in twenty years and now it was the wall which dominated everything. 
 
    He crossed the wasteland behind the High Street to walk under the archway, and he was in the village that lay in the shadow of the wall itself. 
 
    It was a desolate enough place. Some of the terraces remained, a reminder of days gone, but open spaces, scars of muddy ground on which a few elderly cars were parked, gave the only witness to the destruction that had occurred in the re-housing of reluctant families into the Byker Wall itself. He was forced to question a passer-by to obtain directions, disorientated as he was, but a few minutes later he had reached the address given him by Jackie Parton. 
 
    It was an island of Edwardian houses, three-storeyed, in a scattering of terraces at the centre of which lay an overblown pub, glittering with fresh paint, incongruous among the decay of the area. The houses were all let out in flats and overlooked the slope that led down through the terraces, past a preserved stretch of Roman wall, to streets named from the glorious, fighting past, commemorating Kitchener and Wilberforce and other Victorian stalwarts. The front garden of the house before which Eric Ward stopped was tiny in size, weed-ridden, stone-flagged, and the front door, when he pushed it open, wheezed and grunted as though it was now too old to undertake what it was called upon to do. 
 
    It was with a feeling of déjà-vu that he climbed the stairs: this house was not a world away from Keelman’s Bridge though it was at the other end of the city. The odours were familiar, the air of decrepitude similar. And the reluctance of the face behind the door, half-opened to his ring, held echoes of the reluctance he had met in Keelman’s Bridge. 
 
    It should have been a pretty face, but it was marked with disappointments that had lowered the edges of her mouth and seared it with discontent; the eyes were china blue but held no open innocence, for life on Tyneside had ripped away all innocence and hardened her glance, seeped puffiness into the skin below until she seemed to be looking out of dark wells of suspicion. She might have been blonde when she was sixteen, but her hair was dry, a lifeless yellow that snarled around her thin neck in confused tendrils. Her hand was on the edge of the door, red-painted nails, garish against the dirty brown of the woodwork. 
 
    ‘Are you Cindy Jackson?’ 
 
    ‘Who wants to know?’ There was a vibrant tinniness about her voice, a light quivering of sound that seemed at odds with her overt personality, vulnerable among the harshness of her skin and hair and eyes. 
 
    ‘My name’s Eric Ward.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you want with me? I ain’t on the game, if that’s what yer after.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might be able to help me.’ 
 
    ‘With what?’ 
 
    ‘Give me answers to a few questions.’ 
 
    ‘Like what, for God’s sake?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Like what happened to a man called Svensson.’ 
 
    Her eyelids flickered, registering stirrings of alarm, and the red nails contracted against the woodwork, like a cat preparing to leap away in flight. She shook her head, and the tendrils snaked away as she moved to close the door against him. Almost instinctively, the experience and training of the force behind him, Eric leaned against the door, pushing it hard, thrusting the girl inside away and then he was standing in the narrow passageway, and she was yammering at him, nervous, angry, her fingers curling into claws as though she was ready to rend him. 
 
    ‘What the ’ell do you think you’re doin’? This is my place and you got no right to come bustin’ in here! I been doin’ nothing wrong, and if you don’t get the ’ell out of here right now I’m going to scream me guts out and you’ll be in deeper trouble than you—’ 
 
    ‘I just want to ask you a few questions about Svensson.’ 
 
    Eric stood away from her, not touching her, keeping his voice controlled and calm, unthreatening, and his calmness was suddenly communicated to her. She was smaller than he had realized; her body was plump under the thin dress she wore and she had a good figure. She was perhaps twenty-six years of age, and perhaps she remembered it, as her confidence grew. ‘What you say your name was?’ 
 
    ‘Eric Ward.’ 
 
    She stared at him, let the words roll around in her head while she considered them. At last she nodded. ‘I know you. Copper.’ 
 
    ‘I used to be.’ 
 
    ‘Recognized you, really. Knew your face . . . but not behind them glasses. You got bad eyes? Been in a fight?’ 
 
    ‘Svensson,’ he reminded her. 
 
    She made no attempt to lead him into the sitting-room beyond the short passageway. ‘Funny,’ she said. ‘The way you remember things even though you think you forgot them, like. I mean, it’s years since he was put away. I was a kid, then, but I saw you in court. Heard him shout at you too. Never have thought I’d recognize you, but I did. Spite of those bloody glasses. Got bruises, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Svensson now?’ 
 
    ‘You used to be a copper,’ she said. ‘So what you doing now?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘Just as bad.’ 
 
    ‘Svensson,’ he insisted. 
 
    ‘Dead,’ she said. 
 
    They faced each other in the dim light of the passageway. The rain pattered gently on the skylight above their heads and distantly there was the whistle of a boiling kettle. Cindy Jackson raised her chin defiantly and repeated the word. ‘Dead’. 
 
    ‘You’re sure of that?’ 
 
    ‘When a bloke’s dead, he’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘You seen him recently?’ 
 
    ‘Are you crazy?’ Her eyes flashed suddenly with anger, and for a moment she looked younger and prettier, as though the adrenalin had given her back some of her youth. ‘He got killed abroad somewhere, after he left Tyneside.’ 
 
    ‘He lived with you, when he came out of prison?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Here?’ 
 
    ‘Where else? Now look, Mr Ward, I don’t know what the hell this is all about but—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been told . . . there’s a story that he’s back on Tyneside.’ 
 
    Cindy Jackson was silent. Automatically she lifted a hand and twisted her fingers into the yellow tendrils of her hair. She stared at him owlishly. ‘What you say?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a chance he isn’t dead. He could be on Tyneside. I wondered if you’d seen him . . . heard from him . . .’ 
 
    ‘Christ!’ she whispered. ‘You must be crazy! He’s dead. I heard it. He can’t be back around here!’ 
 
    ‘If he was, he’d come to see you, wouldn’t he?’ 
 
    She lurched forward, putting her red-nailed fingers on his chest, pushing him backwards into the doorway, grabbing at the woodwork with her free hand. ‘You got to get out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Please, all I want to know is—’ 
 
    ‘You get out. I don’t want you in here. I don’t want nothin’ to do with what’s bothering you. I ain’t seen him; he’s dead, died abroad. I don’t want anything to do with him. Now get out. This is my place — you got to get out!’ 
 
    Her voice had risen, injected with hysteria. There was nothing he could do. He allowed himself to be pushed out on to the landing and the door was slammed in his face. He stood there under the single naked bulb, glowing faintly above him and he waited, but there was no further sound from inside the flat and at last, reluctantly, feeling he had wasted his time coming out here he went back down the stairs, turning up the collar of his raincoat. 
 
    He stood in the doorway, peering out into the rain. It was gone six o’clock and the sky was heavily overcast; from behind the tinted glass of his protective spectacles he was unable to make out very much in the street outside. 
 
    The wind gusted suddenly and the spattering of rain became a downpour. As the cloudburst darkened the sky the rain tore along the street, blotting out everything as far as Eric was concerned and he huddled back in the doorway, seeking its protection. It was several minutes before the downpour began to slacken and doubtfully he put his head out, peering at the sky, taking off his glasses to do so. 
 
    It helped his vision, but only marginally; it was surprising how little he was able to see now, under the dark sky, in the gloom of the street, affected by his own tunnel vision. He stepped out into the street as the rain eased and turned, began to quicken his walk as he moved back towards the hill and the looming mass of Byker Wall. As he did so he was aware of someone else in the street, sheltering in a doorway, like himself. 
 
    He had walked for some thirty yards or more before he slowed, hesitant, thinking. Then he stopped, turned, and looked back to the house where Cindy Jackson lived. For several seconds he stood there, indecisively, and then slowly he retraced his steps. 
 
    The front door was firmly closed. Eric pressed his hand against it, but it did not move. He moved back into the little garden and raised his head, removing his glasses as rain spattered once more against them. A light gleamed in the window of the flat above, where Cindy Jackson lived. He stared, but there was nothing to see, not even for eyes sharper than his now were. There was a moment when he thought he heard a crashing sound, a woman’s voice raised in fear, or anger. But he could not be sure. 
 
    Any more than he could be sure that it had been merely a trick of the light, or of memory as he had walked up the street towards the Byker Wall. There had been a man there, sheltering in the doorway: of that he was absolutely sure. Beyond that . . . 
 
    He could have been young; he could have been in his mid-twenties. He had been wearing something dark, shiny leather, collar turned up against the rain. Broad shoulders, burly build. 
 
    And dark hair. 
 
    Faint gleams of light rose in the sky beyond the wall, presaging a lifting of the storm. Eric Ward hurried on, head bent. He did not really want to think about it any more, yet the thoughts came rushing in on him, insistently. The man in the street doorway could have been anyone, a casual passer-by, a man on his way home, sheltering like Eric Ward from the sudden rainstorm. Or it could have been someone else, a man waiting until Eric had left the doorway that led to Cindy Jackson’s flat. 
 
    A man who knew Cindy Jackson; knew where she lived. 
 
    A man called Svensson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The man who sat facing Eric Ward in the office at police headquarters had unblinking pale blue eyes and an oily skin. His mouth had the precision and conviction of a bigot. His greying hair had been tamed into submission by a stiff brush, and his narrow head seemed oddly placed above the barrel chest under the grey suit. His voice was light, but cold and as he sat his body was taut, leaning forward slightly as though he was always prepared to spring into action. Eric had the feeling the man would be a successful detective, but one in whom the borderline between justified suspicion and paranoid obsession would be a thin one. Once committed, this man would pursue his objective relentlessly. The fact that he might be wrong would rarely, if ever, occur to him. 
 
    ‘We haven’t met before, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I am Detective-Superintendent Bateman.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pleased to meet you,’ Eric said, but wasn’t. 
 
    ‘Yes. We’ve never met, but I’ve heard about you.’ Bateman’s pale eyes flickered over Eric as though testing the reality of sight against the theory of gossip. ‘You spent some time with the force, before my arrival.’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct.’ 
 
    Bateman placed his hands on the desk in front of him and gazed at them dispassionately. The fingers were slim and predatory: he appeared to be proud of them. ‘The records would imply that your . . . career in the force was an exemplary one; you had a reasonable success rate and your files disclose that you were highly regarded. It was a pity, the circumstances of your release. Glaucoma.’ 
 
    That’s right,’ Eric said woodenly. 
 
    ‘Particularly painful, I understand, and certainly debilitating. And then you turned to the profession of the law, having taken the sensible precaution of taking a law degree while you were still with the force. You demonstrated foresight in that . . . even if your career with Francis, Shaw and Elder was relatively short.’ 
 
    ‘We had differences.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so. But now you have a new job.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Is that wise? So soon after your operation?’ 
 
    Bateman was watching him carefully, narrow head tilted as though to hear his answers better, his attitude nevertheless remote, a scientist observing a specimen. Eric had the impression that the questions had been mechanical, an exercise in which the words were designed merely to give the man time to observe, visually dissect the man facing him. Eric disliked the feeling. ‘The decision wise or not, was mine and has been taken.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so. And the job you have, it’s working for Philip Scarn, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath. ‘Look, let’s stop this aimless chatting; I’ve better things to do than sit here discussing matters that are personal to me. I received a phone call at my office, a polite request to call to see you here at headquarters. All right, I’m here. Now what is it you want to see me about?’ 
 
    Bateman’s face was unnaturally calm but his eyes narrowed like a cat’s. ‘I think it’s for you to tell me, really, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I am acting in response to a phone call from your . . . friend.’ The word was stained in his mouth; he did not like it himself and his dislike and disapproval was communicated to Eric. ‘It would seem she has acquaintances who are able to exercise some pressure, in addition. Normally, as you would know, an officer of my seniority would not deal with such a . . . trivial complaint.’ He gazed at his hands again. ‘On the other hand, since you are an ex-member of this force—’ 
 
    ‘Miss Morcomb reported the matter to you?’ Eric asked stiffly. 
 
    ‘Not to me personally, but the Chief Constable has landed it on my desk.’ 
 
    ‘I told her not to make such a report.’ 
 
    ‘The extent to which you control Miss Morcomb’s actions is your affair and of no consequence at this time. The fact is, she has made a report, influence elsewhere has dictated the Chief Constable himself should be involved, and he has asked me to handle it. I too have better things to do, Mr Ward, but the file lies on my desk. So perhaps we can deal with it as quickly as possible. As I understand it, you have been in receipt of threatening phone calls.’ 
 
    ‘Two.’ 
 
    ‘Both taken by you?’ 
 
    ‘Only the first. The second — which was more explicit than the first — was taken by Miss Morcomb.’ 
 
    ‘And she is understandably alarmed.’ Bateman permitted a thin smile to touch his lips. ‘But you . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . discounted it at first. But then, in view of my accident—’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, the fall in London. But it was an accident, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I thought so at the time.’ 
 
    ‘But the phone calls made you revise your opinion. I see. Not very much to go on, is there? Hysteria can come easily to a woman.’ 
 
    ‘Now look—’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any idea who might be making these calls?’ Bateman interrupted smoothly. 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘I’m not sure. There were three possibilities that occurred to me: two of them, on investigation, I decided can be ruled out. The third, well, I’m not yet certain.’ 
 
    ‘And his name?’ 
 
    ‘Svensson.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes.’ The slim fingers strayed to the manila folder on the desk, picked at its edge and then reluctantly opened the file. It held a single sheet of paper, closely typewritten. Bateman leaned forward, inspecting the sheet. He nodded slowly. ‘Yes. Svensson. Joseph Svensson, died on or about March 30th 1980, Marseilles. Cause of death, knife wound, the blow administered slightly from behind and to the left, suggesting a left-handed killer. Problems of identification because of three-week immersion in the harbour overcome by various details: clothing, personal possessions, recent movements of the deceased. And the fact he had been under surveillance by the French police. Drug offences, small-time. A gangland killing, Mr Ward, and the police had better things to do there, too. So . . .’ 
 
    ‘Svensson—’ 
 
    ‘Is dead, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    The mouth shut like an iron trap on the words, brooking no dispute. Eric stared at the detective-superintendent, surprised at the man’s sharpness. He shrugged. ‘All right, if that’s true, there’s still someone making these calls and I’ll have to look elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You used the word investigation earlier, didn’t you? But now you — or your friend — have involved us, there’s little need for you to investigate further, is there? We’ll make any necessary enquiries now on your behalf.’ The slim fingers closed the file, smoothing the cover gently. ‘You can leave it with us.’ 
 
    ‘And Svensson—’ 
 
    ‘I have explained. He died in Marseilles.’ 
 
    Recklessly, eager to shock the controlled man facing him, Eric burst out, ‘Then how do you also explain that he has been seen in London, that rumour has it he’s come back to Tyneside?’ 
 
    ‘Rumour only,’ Bateman said complacently. 
 
    ‘And if I tell you I think I’ve seen him myself?’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Outside the flat belonging to his ex-girl-friend.’ 
 
    The pale blue eyes were now fixed on Eric with an odd intensity. The iron-hard mouth moved, testing the words. ‘His ex-girl-friend, she is called . . .’ 
 
    ‘Cindy Jackson.’ 
 
    The room was silent. Something had retreated in Bateman’s face, like a cat backing into a corner, facing the danger of a menacing dog. His eyes had glazed over, as though turning inside reflectively and the lips were pursed again, meanly, tightening on the truth. From another room there came the rattle of coffee cups; from beyond the window a distant rumble of lorries making their way north. Inside the interview room the clock ticked loudly. Bateman stirred, and put his hands below the desktop. 
 
    ‘I think, Mr Ward, you’re making a mistake.’ His tone suggested it was a bad mistake. 
 
    In a level, controlled tone, Eric said, ‘I can’t be sure, of course. It was raining, my eyesight is affected, but there was a man waiting outside Cindy Jackson’s flat while I was in there. He was standing in a doorway—’ 
 
    ‘Merely a passer-by, sheltering from the rain.’ 
 
    ‘He was burly, dark-haired; it could have been Svensson.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m certain he entered the flat after I left. The front door was firmly closed when I returned; I heard voices, some sort of commotion from her flat—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward.’ The interruption was delivered icily. ‘I won’t say it again. Svensson is dead. When Miss Morcomb phoned in she mentioned the name; the Chief Constable asked me to check it out; I have already been to a considerable amount of trouble to do just that. The information we have from Marseilles is quite definite: the identification is complete. The man you suspect has been phoning you is dead. Some other crank is involved. That means two things. First, your own investigations have proved amateur and abortive — they can cease right now. The matter lies with us and we’ll see to it. Second, since Svensson is no longer in the land of the living there is no need for you to go around bothering innocent people.’ 
 
    ‘Cindy Jackson—’ 
 
    ‘Can in no manner be involved in your troubles. Stay away from her. I would be extremely sympathetic towards her were she to seek help in stopping you bothering her.’ His pale eyes held Eric’s challengingly. ‘I mean what I say, Mr Ward. We’ll do all we can to help you clear up this business of the phone calls, but we can’t have you running around bothering people. So, stop your own investigations, leave it to us — and stay away from Cindy Jackson.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all?’ Eric Ward asked coldly, rising to his feet. 
 
    ‘Not quite.’ Bateman rose too, standing heavy and solid on his feet, his eyes not shifting but the bright glare becoming more intense. ‘Just a piece of advice, really. Are you sure you’re fit enough to be working so soon after your operation?’ 
 
    Eric wasn’t, but deemed that none of Bateman’s business. 
 
    ‘It just seems to me,’ Bateman continued, ‘that you would be more sensible considering your health, long term, than rushing into employment with Philip Seam. The job he’s given you . . . it could involve a certain strain.’ 
 
    ‘You seem very interested — and very knowledgeable — about my job with Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘News gets around,’ Bateman replied noncommittally. ‘This is only advice, of course, but I think you should reconsider this employment. Good day, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric left the headquarters thoughtfully. Something odd was going on, something was out of tune, jarring in the conversation. But it was not until later that evening, when he spoke to Anne, that he was able to define what it was. When he told her he had been called to police headquarters she was immediately defensive, but defiant too. It had been for his own good; he was foolish to leave the matter to Parton and Kenton; the police needed to be informed when threats of this kind were being made. 
 
    ‘When you phoned the police,’ Eric asked, ‘who did you speak to?’ 
 
    ‘A detective called Jenkins.’ 
 
    ‘Ahuh . . . Freddie Jenkins, I know him. And after that?’ 
 
    She was puzzled; a small frown appeared on her brow. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Did you speak to anyone else at headquarters?’ 
 
    ‘No. Jenkins said he would deal with it.’ 
 
    Eric stared at her, thoughtfully. ‘He isn’t dealing with it. A super called Bateman has taken it over.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So who else did you speak to? Outside headquarters.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just made the one call; Jenkins took it; he said he’d deal with it; I raised it with no one else at all.’ 
 
    ‘None of your county friends . . . none of the magistracy?’ 
 
    She was silent for a moment, staring at him, and then she shook her head, making no reply. Instead she asked him, ‘What’s this about, Eric?’ 
 
    He sipped his coffee, and shook his head in turn. ‘I don’t know. A small enough matter — threatening phone calls. It might normally have been put down to a woman’s hysteria; they’d have sent a constable round to have a chat. Instead, Jenkins put it upstairs, the Chief Constable handed the file to a senior officer.’ 
 
    ‘There!’ Anne exclaimed triumphantly. ‘At least they’re taking it seriously.’ 
 
    Too seriously, Eric thought, but did not say so aloud. 
 
    He was puzzled. The Chief Constable didn’t normally get involved in such matters personally, nor would he normally delegate the task to one of his senior detectives. Anne had mentioned the name Svensson to them over the phone, and it had caused enough of a flurry for them to contact, apparently, the French police. 
 
    Yes, they were taking it seriously. 
 
    Equally serious had been Detective-Superintendent Bateman’s warning. They wanted Eric to stop his own nosing around, and they wanted him to stop bothering Cindy Jackson. He could hardly tell Bateman at the time that since seeing the man he believed to be Svensson outside Cindy’s flat he had taken steps to get more information. And he had no intention of reversing his track just because Bateman was ordering him to do so. 
 
    Jackie Parton had the matter already in hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At two in the morning it was time for Jackie Parton to be relieved. He had made arrangements with an old friend and drinking companion, Fred Long, to take over from him, to keep watch on Cindy Jackson’s flat. No one had gone in or out since ten that evening, when Cindy had returned, somewhat the worse for wear it seemed after a session at the Black Horse, and the street had been quiet since twelve. He was glad when Fred turned up at ten minutes past the hour: he had feared the man had forgotten. 
 
    ‘Twenty quid’s worth twenty quid,’ Fred Long muttered, grinning in the darkness. ‘Everything all quiet?’ 
 
    ‘As the grave. But I’m frozen,’ Parton growled. ‘Be back about six, all right?’ 
 
    Neither of them noticed the man in the shadows at the end of the back lane; dressed in a dark leather jacket he was difficult to spot, particularly since he was taking every opportunity to remain unseen. When Parton walked away, back down the street, he did not see him, and the first intimation Fred Long had that there was anyone at all in the vicinity was when an arm snaked around his neck from behind, he took a vicious blow in the kidneys and half fell, to be dragged downwards into the darkness of the back lane. A foot took him heavily on the head and as lights crackled and exploded in his brain he lost consciousness, unaware of the boot being driven systematically and with increasing violence into his ribcage. 
 
    Several minutes later, Cindy Jackson heard the key turn in the lock . . . She was instantly awake, coming out of a light, drink-induced doze. She got up from the settee where she had collapsed once she returned at ten and scratched her head. She heard the door close and she yawned, turned towards the door as it opened. 
 
    ‘Hey, bonny lad,’ Cindy breathed, rubbing her finger against her nose sleepily. ‘I thought you’d never come back—’ 
 
    The words died on her lips. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The morning clientele at the Hydraulic Engine were subdued and not merely by Eric Ward’s presence. There was evidence of there having been a riotous night at the pub during the previous evening: stale beer and stale smoke still stained the atmosphere, a rickety piano had been brought into the bar and not removed, and the floor was still littered with confetti. One of the local Irishmen had decided to get married, it seemed, and his friends had treated the occasion as an Irish wake. One young man was still sleeping in the corner. The barman did not seem to mind: presumably the profits of the evening’s entertainment had been enough to allow him to overlook such aberrations. 
 
    Eric had to wait for twenty minutes before Jackie Parton kept his appointment. The meeting was the result of a short, direct conversation on the phone at seven that morning. Parton had used no preliminaries: he wanted to see Ward at eleven-thirty. There had been no explanation. Now, when Parton finally arrived, he cast one glance in Eric’s direction, ordered a pint for himself and then stayed at the bar, drinking it purposively. Eric considered joining him at the bar, but thought better of it: there was something about the set of the ex-Jockey’s shoulders that suggested Jackie Parton wanted no one’s company but his own at that point in time. He waited patiently, with his glass of orange juice, feeling the first prickling of a subdued anxiety behind his eyes. At last Parton finished his pint, collected another, and came across to join Eric in the window-seat. 
 
    He was silent for a while. His eyes were hooded, and he fingered the break in his nose reflectively, as though recalling old pains. Then his twisted lip lifted sourly, and he said, ‘Don’t think you been square with me, Mr Ward .’ 
 
    Eric stared at him silently for several seconds. ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘I think you always had more information than you was prepared to give me. You been playin’ things close to your chest I can understand that, loyalty to a client and all that, ‘it’s big with a solicitor, ain’t it? But same time, if you use a feller, get him to work for you, there’s loyalty due there too, isn’t that right? So you should have been straighter with me, Mr Ward. Put me in the picture.’ 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘I got a marrer: Fred Long. Known him a long time, we was stable boys together. He never made the big time the way I did, and a couple of bad rides finished him in the ‘sixties. But he’s all right, I was always a mucker of his, and when I had a job to do I used to use him as back-up. Like last night.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in hospital this morning. He got worked over last night. Very efficiently.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton’s eyes glittered and his mouth twisted unpleasantly. ‘Can’t put it any simpler, Mr Ward. I found Fred in the back lane at six this morning. He wasn’t a pretty sight. He was moaning, bleedin’ from the mouth and nose. Side of his head had taken a boot and he got several ribs smashed, seems like. He was breathing bad. I got him to hospital, and I phoned you. Then I waited a while, made a few phone calls — and suddenly a few whispers got through to me at last. You should’ve told me, Mr Ward, not leave me set up like that. It could have been me, last night. And Fred’s me marrer. And there’s nothing I can do about it.’ 
 
    ‘Jackie, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    It was as though there was a glass wall between them: Jackie Parton heard the words, but did not believe them. When he spoke, his voice was thin and dry, curiously attenuated. ‘It’s no good, Mr Ward. The whisper’s out. You’re working for Scarn and the only reason Scarn’s come back north is to put the needle into Johnston O’Connor. That’s what the entertainment kick is about isn’t it? Scarn’s not after making a profit — he just wants to put the skids under O’Connor. I had the bloody feeling in my bones, right from the beginning.’ 
 
    ‘I swear to you—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say nothing like that; cuts no ice. A lawyer’ll swear his grandmother away. But I thought you was different; I thought we could trust each other.’ 
 
    Eric Ward leaned forward, gripped Jackie Parton’s arm in a fierce grip. ‘Listen to me. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I asked you to keep an eye on Cindy Jackson’s flat for one reason only — to discover whether Svensson is back on Tyneside and living with her, visiting her. That’s all. This business about Philip Seam, you’ve got me confused—’ 
 
    ‘You talking straight with me?’ Suspicion still stained Parton’s voice. ‘You really don’t know anything more’n you’ve told me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the truth, Jackie.’ 
 
    The calmness of his tone carried conviction to the ex-jockey. Some of the anger left Parton’s eyes and he fingered his scarred lip thoughtfully. After a while, he mumbled, ‘Maybe I went off a bit at half-cock. Seein’ Fred like that, it churned me.’ 
 
    Eric rose, went up to the bar and ordered the little man another pint of brown ale, got another orange juice for himself and walked back to the table. The ex-jockey had finished his second drink, and reached at once for the one placed in front of him by Eric Ward. ‘No reason why I don’t take on a skinful today,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘After you’ve told me all you’ve heard,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    Parton looked at him across the glass of beer. He shook his narrow head. ‘Heard . . . or not heard. I can’t get the straight of it, Mr Ward, but there’s odd things going on. You remember, I told you one time no one was saying anything: contacts had clammed up? Well, not now, not all the way. But what’s coming out is kind of garbled. First off, can you tell me the connection between your character Scarn and Cindy Jackson?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I . . . but the whisper is, there is one. Second, your name is around: it’s common knowledge you’re working for Scarn, and I think maybe that’s why Fred got clobbered last night. Teach him — and me — a lesson. You and your employer, you’re bad news among some of the Tyneside wild boys. Them who’s got contacts with O’Connor.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand—’ 
 
    ‘There’s more. The fuzz is also interested in Cindy Jackson.’ 
 
    ‘The police?’ Eric was about to say more, and then recalled the curious attitude displayed by Detective-Superintendent Bateman; that, and the man’s involvement, as well as the Chief Constable’s interest. He looked at Jackie Parton. ‘Just what is going on, Jackie?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been warned off, at police headquarters. Warned off going to see, or bother, Cindy Jackson.’ 
 
    ‘Then take the advice,’ Parton said feelingly. ‘If O’Connor and the police are saying the same thing to you, listen to them! I intend to take the hint! End of the line for me, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘But what about Svensson?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton stared at him for several seconds, then shook his head slowly. ‘Sorry, but I can’t help. The story I hear is, he’s dead. I think you’d better leave it like that.’ 
 
    ‘And the phone calls?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton shrugged. ‘I think maybe you’re barking up the wrong tree. These characters — O’Connor’s boys — if you’ve been treading on their toes by helping Philip Scarn, maybe it’s their way of scaring you off. But I reckon you needn’t take it too seriously — not if you break with Scarn. He’s the key to the whole thing.’ 
 
    Eric Ward wasn’t so sure. He offered no argument, but the sequence was wrong for it to have been the action of a Tyneside mob leader. The push down the steps at King’s Cross, if it had not been an accident, had come too soon for it to have been the work of one of O’Connor’s men; similarly, the first threatening phone call had occurred before he had agreed to work for Philip Scarn. 
 
    Nevertheless, Jackie Parton was right. The key to the puzzle lay with Philip Scarn. 
 
    The bar had suddenly fallen silent. There was the buzz of a trapped fly at the window-pane: it was the loudest sound in the room. Jackie Parton did not turn his head; he kept his head down, staring at his beer, but there was something in his face that betrayed a certain tension, as though he guessed what might have happened, had indeed dreaded the possibility without speaking of it. Eric Ward turned his head and looked across to the doorway. A man stood there, tall, in uniform. 
 
    He came across and he was polite, courteous, and firm. ‘Mr Eric Ward?’ 
 
    He was a young constable, no one Eric knew. ‘Yes, that’s right.’ 
 
    ‘I was told you had an appointment here. I wonder if you’d mind accompanying me?’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see when we get there, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I’d still like to—’ 
 
    ‘It’s Detective-Superintendent Bateman, Sir. He’d like to have a word with you.’ 
 
    The room was still and silent as Eric Ward followed the young constable out to the car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Bateman’s oily skin was pale with suppressed anger as he stared at Eric Ward. The mouth was twisted like bent iron, and a pulse beat in his throat, thrusting irritability through his veins in a steady, angry throbbing. Eric Ward felt cold. He had expected the car to take him from the Hydraulic Engine to police headquarters: instead, it had cut up into Elswick Road and sped across the city to pick up the short stretch of motorway that led to the coast. His heart had begun to sink then, and he remembered the look on Jackie Parton’s face. The police car raced into Shields Road, over Byker Bridge, and as the Byker Wall loomed up Eric knew that Parton had guessed the trouble that had occurred last night had not been restricted to outside the flat. The confirmation was complete when the car stopped outside Cindy Jackson’s flat. 
 
    Bateman had been standing at the top of the stairs, flanked by two uniformed men as Eric came up to meet him. There was a flurry of men inside the flat, and Eric caught a glimpse of a shell, lying in the passageway, waiting to be used. 
 
    Bateman glared at him, his cold pale eyes vicious. ‘You’d better come in, Ward. I thought you’d better have a look at her, before they take her away.’ 
 
    He led the way into the dingy sitting-room. The settee was lying on its side, its guts spilling out over the threadbare carpet, flock and padding displaying its age in a world of plastic foam. A table lamp had been smashed, but apart from these two items there seemed to have been little disturbance. The attack had been clinically executed, deliberate and precise. But there must have been unnecessary anger there, too. 
 
    The girl lay on her back. Her mouth had been split open, and blood had begun to congeal in her ear. Her eyes were bruised, her blouse torn and red marks stained the whiteness of her breast. ‘She was punched,’ Bateman said coldly, ‘and kicked. Maybe they talked a while, but it wouldn’t have been for long. He laid into her, slammed the hell out of her, and then he walked out. He left her, she was still alive. But some time during the night, the lab will be able to tell us in due course, she choked, swallowed her own blood. From her records down at headquarters, she’d have been twenty-four in about three weeks’ time.’ 
 
    They were bringing the shell into the room; the photographer had finished and the plastic sheet was being unrolled carefully. Detective-Superintendent Bateman turned to Eric Ward and in a sudden spurt of viciousness snarled, ‘Well, are you satisfied now? Didn’t I tell you to stay the hell away from this girl?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    He had neither wanted nor expected to visit Keelman’s Bridge again. 
 
    Oddly enough it was not as gloomy an experience as he had anticipated. As he crossed the Scotswood Bridge the Tyne seemed to sparkle under the hot afternoon sun and ahead of him the folds of the Durham hills were a soft green, lush against the intense blue of the sky. The recent rain had washed the air and the streets seemed cleaner, less grimy. 
 
    When he climbed the stairs to the flat the stale odours seemed to have been eradicated and the stairs themselves were not as ill-lit as he remembered. He rang the bell and this time there was no shuffling, no peering around the door by an ill-shaven Dick Kenton. Instead, Dorothy Farnon stood there, dressed in a neat skirt and short-sleeved jumper, well-groomed, either just about to go out, or just returned to the flat. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward!’ 
 
    ‘Is Dick here?’ 
 
    She hesitated, staring at him as though she were weighing something up in her mind, then nodded. ‘You’d better come in.’ 
 
    He followed her into the sitting-room and it was not as seedy as he remembered. Dorothy Farnon had cleaned the room recently: the furniture, he recalled had been serviceable but lacking in real comfort; now there was a small new coffee table and in the corner by the window a shining new music centre comprising radio, record player and recording facilities. Dorothy Farnon saw him staring at it and with a certain defensiveness in her tone said, ‘If we have to stay in during the evenings there’s no need to watch the rubbish on the telly all the time, is there? I had a bit of money put aside, I didn’t tell Dick about it, but now he’s . . . active again, and things are settling better, I thought I might as well spend the little I had, treat ourselves a bit, make the flat a bit more cosy, like.’ Her eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Not so well set up as you, but no reason why we shouldn’t be comfortable, is there?’ 
 
    He had the vague feeling she regretted the words even as she spoke them, but they had tumbled out with a hint of envy before she could restrain them. Now she stared at him, slightly annoyed with herself, slightly embarrassed. She wore less make-up today and oddly enough it made her look younger so that he could remember the woman he had known years ago. Perhaps something of the thought was exposed in his face for her glance dropped. ‘Dick’s out at the moment — I’m expecting him back shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, look, I can—’ 
 
    ‘You don’t look well.’ There was a surprising sharpness in her tone, and her glance was clinical again, weighing him up. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    Eric brushed the question aside irritably. ‘It’s nothing; I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘You look as though you’ve had a rough time.’ She hesitated, then turned towards the kitchen. ‘Sit down. I’ll get you a beer.’ 
 
    Eric Ward did as he was told. He sat down. She was right. He had had a rough time; the worse, because he had been made to feel responsibility for a girl’s death. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Detective-Superintendent Bateman’s anger had been controlled but vicious. It was as though he was taking the death of Cindy Jackson personally; it may have been that he felt there had been action he could have taken which would have avoided it. If so, he was determined to slough off any such feeling of responsibility on to Eric Ward. Back at police headquarters he had made Eric sit down in front of him in the interview room while he railed at him for several minutes, stressing the fact that Eric had been ordered not to interfere, had been told to keep his nose out of police affairs, had been instructed to stay away from the girl, but all the time the attack was delivered in precise, sharp sentences, marked only by a cold anger, the worse for its icy control. 
 
    Finally, Eric’s own anger broke through. ‘Now hold on, Bateman! You’ve had your say, now let me have mine! Just why you should assume the girl’s death is in any way connected with me I can’t imagine, and why the hell you’ve thought it necessary to drag me up there to confront me—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had a report,’ Bateman cut in, ‘of the hospitalization of a man called Alfred Long. He was taken to the hospital this morning by a friend of yours: Jackie Parton. It takes no great leap of the imagination to reach the conclusion that Long was beaten up outside the flat — Parton will be making a statement to us right now. But you were instructed to stay away. Instead, you deliberately chose to disobey that instruction, you set this man Long to watch the flat, and I want to know why!’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right,’ Eric said irritably as the old familiar ache began behind his eyes. ‘I asked Parton and he used Fred Long to help — to watch the flat. But the arrangement was made before you talked to me, and I saw no reason to stop it.’ 
 
    ‘No reason?’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to find out if Svensson was staying with her; if he had really returned to Tyneside; if he was the man making the calls to me.’ 
 
    Bateman’s cold eyes seemed to glow. ‘Svensson is dead. I’ve told you. That story cuts no ice with me, Ward. I want to know just what you’re playing at. What the hell you’re doing, fronting for Scarn this way.’ 
 
    ‘Scarn?’ Eric Ward took off his tinted glasses and rubbed his fingers over his eyeballs, lids tight shut against the growing pain. ‘What the hell has Scarn got to do with Cindy Jackson?’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you tell me?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head desperately. ‘I haven’t a clue what you’re on about. Svensson—’ 
 
    ‘To hell with Svensson! I want the truth, Ward! You were told to set a watch on the girl because Scarn had picked up some information. We want to know—’ 
 
    Eric Ward stood up violently. The chair turned over behind him as the lancing pain caused him to explode in frustration and anger. ‘I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! I’ve already told you why I was watching Cindy Jackson — if you don’t like the story I tell, you know what you can do with it! This rubbish about Scarn goes straight over my head. I’m employed by him to do his legal work. That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Legal work, dirty work,’ Bateman said, contempt staining his tone. ‘I suppose you’ll now be telling me that you’ve never even heard of a man called Paddy Reilly?’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell is he supposed to be?’ 
 
    ‘Another of Cindy Jackson’s boy-friends,’ Bateman said in a surge of anger, ‘and the one we know was responsible for the beating she got here last night!’ 
 
    Something happened to Detective-Superintendent Bateman’s face as soon as the· words were out. He clearly regretted saying them. His mouth twisted in sudden annoyance, his angry eyes became hooded and Eric knew that the man was annoyed with himself for saying more than he had intended. The annoyance spilled over, directed towards Eric Ward. ‘I tell you, Ward,’ Bateman said in a vicious tone, ‘you’re the kind who causes more trouble than he’s worth! All right, you had a sound reputation in the force and kept your nose clean, but you cried your heart out when you left with that bloody ailment of yours, and you’ve been crying ever since. Oh, sure, we all know you got qualified, became a bloody solicitor, but it was never really enough, was it? I’ve heard about that Egan business a few years’ back: you had to meddle there, didn’t you? Almost got yourself killed, too damned pity you didn’t! And then there was the Saxby business: it seems to me you didn’t exactly come out of that affair smelling of roses, did you? Well, let me tell you this: you’re dealing with someone else in this particular situation, and Detective-Superintendent Bateman just doesn’t intend to see you messing about in police investigations. If you want to get involved with shady business operations, that’s entirely your affair, but the moment you step out of line, and start blocking police business again, I’ll get you drummed out of Tyneside, so damned hot that no legal office will ever employ you again! Sail close to the wind, my friend and I’ll have you blacked by the Law Society! If you hadn’t stuck your bloody nose in, if you hadn’t been sniffing around Cindy Jackson’s skirts, she wouldn’t be dead right now! Remember that! Now get the hell out of this office — and remember: stay out of my way!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dorothy Farnon walked across to the record player, placed a disc on the turntable, switched it on, and a few seconds later the first of Streisand’s Love Songs filtered through to Eric’s consciousness. The music was low and soft; it soothed him, and he pressed the cold glass of lager against his forehead. In a while he began to feel better, some of the pain caused by the nervous tension beginning to fade. He opened his eyes. Dorothy Farnon was sitting opposite him, a glass of beer in her hand, watching him. It was not sympathy in her glance so much as calculation. Maybe she thought he might inconveniently die in her sitting-room. She’d had troubles enough. 
 
    ‘Feeling better now?’ she asked flatly. 
 
    ‘I’m all right, thanks. Sorry if I—’ 
 
    ‘You were looking rough. Been overdoing it, right?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that.’ 
 
    ‘Want to talk about it?’ She watched him, like a building society manager concerned about his deposit, leaning forward slightly, black hair framing her pale face, eyes marked with a calculating concern. She had lived with one policeman who had been killed, and lived now with another who had been forced to retire. Perhaps some of their professional drive had rubbed off on her. ‘Talking about things can help, sometimes.’ 
 
    He shook his head, leaned back in the easy chair. ‘No. I’ll be fine in a moment. The music, and the beer . . .’ 
 
    She nodded, a little disappointed, and sat back herself. The music moved softly around them, until suddenly Dorothy Farnon sat up jerkily. ‘That’ll be Dick,’ she announced. 
 
    Her hearing was more finely attuned than Eric’s, for he had not heard the key in the lock. Or maybe she had been listening more carefully for the sound than he had. She was rising, walking quickly towards the passageway, to greet Dick Kenton. Eric sat with his head back, waiting. He heard her voice, low, the words indistinguishable, as she spoke to Dick Kenton. Eric could guess she would be warning him of Eric’s presence, and his state. It didn’t matter. 
 
    Had he really been responsible for Cindy Jackson’s death? 
 
    Dick Kenton was standing in front of him, burly, solid, and concerned. ‘You feelin’ all right, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘Dorothy’s revived me well, the beer, the music.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Dick Kenton still stood there uncertainly, peering at Eric with a trace of anxiety in his eyes. He looked tired, and somehow shabbier than the last occasion Eric had seen him. He was wearing an old pair of grubby twill trousers and his jacket had seen better days, the arms and shoulders grimy, one elbow stained with an oily mark. He turned to Dorothy. ‘I’ll have a beer too, luv.’ He ran a hand over his mouth, as though the thought of the beer reminded him he was thirsty. Eric noticed his fingernails were broken and dirty. Some of the sense of pride in appearance that had returned to Dick Kenton seemed now to have deserted him again. Or maybe he had been specially spruced up for his visit to Sedleigh Hall. 
 
    ‘So what’s the problem, lad?’ 
 
    Eric was suddenly confused, not certain what he was doing here with Kenton. His disorientation might be due to his uncertain health, the latent, constant fear of the pain that could strike, the tension aligned to his tunnel vision, but it was real enough and the events of the last twenty-four hours had served to damage his logic, render him incapable of fully rational thought. Jackie Parton, Bateman, Cindy Jackson, Philip Scarn, somehow they were now all inextricably linked in a riddle that was beyond his unravelling. 
 
    ‘Reilly,’ he said, the word blurting out almost in a panic. ‘Paddy Reilly. You ever heard of him?’ 
 
    Dick Kenton’s eyes were blurred with surprise. It was not a question he had been expecting; now, he waited, thinking, until Dorothy Farnon came in and placed a can of beer in his hand. He took a long draught; she stood just behind him, watching them both, a hint of nervousness in her stance. Kenton belched softly, then repeated the name. ‘Paddy Reilly. Aye, man, I’ve heard of him. But what’s he to do with you?’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised you don’t remember him. Young tearaway he was, before he saw sense. Borstal, when he hammered an old man in a mugging down at Pink Lane. We hauled him in couple of times after that . . . but maybe it was about that time you was down at Hendon.’ Kenton was unable to keep the trace of an old rancour out of his voice, a bitterness that he had never been chosen to attend the police training school. It was all in the past, but some things a man never came to terms with, Eric thought. 
 
    ‘I don’t remember him,’ Eric said. ‘What happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s still around, but bigger and, on the surface, cleaner.’ Dick Kenton took another thoughtful sip at his can of beer. ‘He’s bigger, in the sense that he don’t do his own rough-housing now, can pay lads to do it for him. And cleaner, in that he works behind legitimate fronts, even if the money comes from dirt. But there’s one way he’d never change.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Temper. Uncontrollable, when he’s riled. In the right situation he’d still be capable of putting the boot in.’ 
 
    Eric watched the ex-detective standing in front of him. He did not really see him, however, for his thoughts had strayed back to the flat in Byker, and Cindy Jackson, sprawled in her blood on the floor. Kenton seemed momentarily confused under Eric’s unseeing scrutiny and reached for the other chair, pulled it forward, sat down. Eric pulled himself together. ‘Did you know that this man Reilly had been a lover of Cindy Jackson’s?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Cindy Jackson?’ 
 
    Eric was surprised: he had assumed Tyneside gossip would have reached Kenton. ‘She used to be Svensson’s girl, at the time he was arrested.’ 
 
    ‘Hell’s flames,’ Kenton said wonderingly, after a short silence. ‘I remember her now . . . she was in court. Nice kid. She was a . . . she was a clerk or something, I recall. At the time I wondered what she was doing, tied in with a tearaway like Svensson. But Paddy Reilly — that would explain it. She was just plain gullible, plain stupid.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    Kenton grinned unpleasantly. ‘I told you Reilly’s money was dirty. It’s very dirty. He’s got the agency for the red light area: he runs the girls for Johnston O’Connor.’ 
 
    ‘O’Connor again!’ 
 
    ‘Aw, come on, Eric, you must know O’Connor’s taken over most of the shady business in Newcastle these last few years. Reilly’s served him for some time back, and has been given his slice of the action. And his best talents were in the girls’ direction. He started by recruiting them himself. Handsome bastard; always was. Big lad; strong. Jet-black curly hair. Oh aye, if the story is this lass was his girl-friend, believe me, the way it would be is after Svensson went inside, Reilly would have recruited her — and kept his hooks in her. That’ll be the way of it. And I’ll bet my last quid that she’ll have given up office work long ago.’ 
 
    ‘She’s dead,’ Eric said dully. 
 
    Kenton exploded into a brief obscenity. He took another drink, turning over the information in his head. In the background Dorothy Farnon moved restlessly, and Kenton looked at her briefly, before turning back to Eric. ‘This girl . . . she’s dead. How do you—’ 
 
    ‘I was pulled in by the police. Detective-Superintendent Bateman, no less.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell for?’ 
 
    ‘He considers I . . . precipitated the killing.’ 
 
    ‘How, for God’s sake?’ 
 
    Eric sighed, shook his head helplessly. ‘I don’t know; I just can’t think straight. Bateman seems to think there’s some connection between me, my employment with Philip Scarn, and the death of Cindy Jackson. I’ll have to sort it out with Scarn, but—’ 
 
    Dick Kenton glanced quickly again at Dorothy Farnon, puzzled. She stepped forward: her voice was composed. ‘That still doesn’t explain why he would pull you in. Not if you’ve no idea—’ 
 
    ‘I’d set a watch on her flat,’ Eric explained wearily. ‘The man watching got beaten up. And Cindy was then virtually beaten to death. Bateman seems to think if I hadn’t interfered, it wouldn’t have happened. He seems to believe it might have been done by this man Reilly, and he’s convinced I’m tied into it, in some way, through Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘The watch on the flat,’ Dorothy Farnon said tightly. ‘Why—’ 
 
    ‘She used to be Svensson’s girl-friend. I went to see her. There was someone waiting in the street when I came out. I had a feeling it could have been Svensson. So I asked Jackie Parton, anyway, the girl’s dead, and somehow I’ve got into something I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘And you feel responsible,’ Dorothy Farnon said quietly. 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ Eric put his head back on the chair and half closed his eyes. He was tired, weary with the dull ache behind his eyes, the unexpected, sharp needles of pain that came intermittently. ‘Yes, somehow I’ve blundered into something and it’s all pointless, particularly since Bateman insists that I must have been watching Cindy Jackson for other reasons. He doesn’t believe me, because he has proof that Svensson is dead.’ 
 
    He closed his eyes and the room was silent. But there was something strained about the silence and after a few seconds the tension was communicated to him. He opened his eyes. Dorothy Farnon was staring at Dick Kenton, her mouth set, her fingers crooked at her side. Kenton himself was sitting hunched forward, his grimy fingers cradling the can of beer. He was glaring at Eric, struggling with the words that were locked in his chest. There was something in his eyes too, an expression Eric had seen before but could not completely read, beyond the signs of strain and panic and latent fear. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked. 
 
    The words came out reluctantly, mumbling, almost incoherent. ‘Bateman . . . the coppers . . . they’re wrong. That proof is rubbish. There’s something funny going on . . . I can’t make it out—’ 
 
    ‘What are you trying to say?’ Eric asked sharply. 
 
    ‘Svensson’s alive.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t –’ 
 
    ‘Svensson is alive! I’ve seen him! Whatever Bateman says, he’s lying! Svensson came back to Tyneside about two weeks ago. Give me twenty-four hours and I’ll prove it!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    From the windows of the flat in Gosforth the lights on the Durham hills were visible as a twinkling chain, gleaming and coruscating in the soft northern darkness. Anne had always loved the night: the popular image of the North was of cold winds and empty beaches; people rarely spoke of the way the night sky appeared, pale blue at the horizon, deep, dark blue above, but always a summer colour, not black, not suffocating, but a soft, gentle hue, the kind you could walk under and see under and make love under. It was one of the reasons why, in choosing a flat for business purposes in Newcastle, to avoid late evening drives back to Sedleigh Hall, she had insisted upon a top-floor address. It still gave her the feeling of freedom, and she could still enjoy the open Northumberland skies. Now, with Eric. 
 
    She had been unable to hide her anxiety when he had phoned, to tell her he did not feel up to making his way back to the Hall. She had immediately agreed to see him at the flat, and when she arrived he was already asleep in the chair near the window. She had made no attempt to wake him; instead, she sat down quietly, facing him, watching his face, listening to his breathing. 
 
    She remembered how tall he had looked when first they had met; he was a big man, but lean, and soft-moving. She had liked his face: his eyes were gentle, and capable of understanding, and his mouth was generous, though she had seen it hard and stubborn. He could be a stubborn man, and not least in his refusal to give way under the shock of glaucoma, the destruction of one career, and now surgery. It would all have been so much easier if only he was the kind of man who could accept what she had to offer: love, security, and a degree of wealth. Yet perhaps if he had been the kind of man who could accept that, she would have loved him less. There lay the irony of their situation. The obstacles he raised were important to him, though not to her, but though she denied it vehemently, she would have thought less of him as a man, had he not held such scruples. He was wrong, but she loved him for it. 
 
    Even so, this business was different. He should not have entered employment so soon; the anxiety was etched on his face, lines around his mouth, and for the first time she was becoming aware of the fact he was twenty years older than she. Eric Ward was a man of strong constitution, but surgery and tension were running him down. She was determined it should stop. 
 
    When he woke, he was obviously pleased to see her. She quite deliberately made no fuss, but gave him a glass of wine — one would do no harm — and then busied herself in the kitchen, making a lasagne for them both. Only when they both took coffee afterwards did she ask him what had happened. 
 
    ‘Is it that obvious?’ he asked wearily. 
 
    ‘You look ill, Eric. Yes, it’s that obvious.’ 
 
    And he told her — about the girl called Cindy Jackson, about Detective-Superintendent Bateman, and, finally, about the man called Svensson. As he spoke she said nothing, but a cold chill moved slowly through her, icing her bones, touching her flesh and making it crawl. She had control of her features, and she kept her fingers stiffly wound together, hands gripped tightly, but the erratic movement inside her breast, the thunder of her heart, seemed loud enough and obvious enough to make it clear she was badly scared. 
 
    She finished her coffee before she spoke. ‘Eric, you seem to think that the key to the whole matter lies with Philip Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘Jackie Parton thinks so,’ he corrected her. 
 
    ‘But you also said Bateman—’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. He’s tying in Scarn with the killing, and Reilly, and all the rest of it. But there’s something still not quite right. Something odd in the whole business. Why does Bateman insist that Svensson is dead — in face of the phone calls, my own sighting of the man, and now Kenton’s telling me he can bring me proof within twenty-four hours? I tell you, Anne, I feel so helpless.’ He laughed shortly, contemptuously. ‘In a way I feel it’s all tied up with this damned glaucoma. When I last saw the surgeon, you’ll remember he wasn’t very encouraging. The likelihood, he said, was that I’d suffer from limited vision. A limited vision. That’s how I feel about this whole thing. It’s as though I’m staring down a telescope, seeking the truth, but I can’t see beyond the area scanned by the tunnel of light. I can’t see the fringes, make out the motives, determine the links. If they even exist at all! A limited vision. Hell’s flames—’ 
 
    She recognized his sudden desperation and cut across it. ‘Darling the first thing you must do is get out of the Scarn thing. If Bateman says—’ 
 
    ‘Bateman!’ There was thinly veiled anger shading into contempt in his voice. He got up, walked across to the window and stood staring out to the lights on the distant moorland above Consett. ‘Bateman was quick to tell me Svensson was dead. He regretted letting slip the name Paddy Reilly. He wanted me to tell him about Scarn’s involvement with Cindy Jackson. But I don’t like bloody Detective-Superintendent Bateman.’ 
 
    ‘But as a senior officer—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say it, Anne.’ He shook his head regretfully. ‘The stink of police corruption can rise high. You won’t remember ex-Chief Constable Starling. He rose swiftly, and he ended up with a nice piece of land in Northumberland, riding to the Hunt, the full, respected social scene. But there were examples, cases where he deliberately fixed evidence to get convictions, clearly instructed serving officers to behave . . . ah, the hell with it!’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to back out of this contract with Philip Scarn,’ Anne said quietly. ‘You’ll have to do it, Eric: the whole thing is ripping you apart.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to see him first,’ Eric said, ‘I’ve got to get to the bottom of this whole thing.’ 
 
    And something died inside her at the words. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The girl in the white shirtwaist and grey skirt explained to him that Mr Scarn was in conference at that time and would be involved for most of the morning. She would see to it that he was informed Mr Ward required an urgent appointment. Would Mr Ward be in his own office during the course of the afternoon? 
 
    Mr Ward would. 
 
    There were files there for him to go through, though he did it half-heartedly. Anne was right: he could no longer work for Philip Scarn, whatever the realities of the man’s involvement with the death of Cindy Jackson. The tension, the uncertainty, the anxiety, it was all looming too large. The atropine he was using had its effect, but according to the surgeon it should not have been strictly necessary, at least in the dosage Eric was now using. The man had insisted Eric took things easy, had doubted in his tone the wisdom of Eric’s taking a job. Now, Eric wondered why the hell he had acted so quickly at all. Stubbornness, pride, independence: they could yet be the death of him, he thought grimly as he went through the files. 
 
    There was nothing among the papers that gave him any further information, any clue that might lead him to a reappraisal of the whole situation. Detective-Superintendent Bateman had started to say something but cut himself off, exploded into anger at Eric Ward. Now, it seemed, only Philip Scarn would be able to clear things up to Eric’s satisfaction. 
 
    The chance did not come until three o’clock that afternoon. 
 
    Philip Scarn breezed into the office carelessly, smiling, white teeth flashing against the tan of his features, white handkerchief spilling from the breast pocket of his dark blue suit. His shirt was pale blue silk, patterned, elegant; his bearing was confident, his mood elated. He came in, walked up to Eric and clapped a hand on his shoulder, grinning. ‘Well, Eric, that’s a good deal settled: you’ll be able to get to work at Sunderland straight away. Didn’t need your contacts on this one at all, as it happened: the recession in the area means some property developers have had their fingers burned these last few years, and now I’ve snapped up a plum site, just where I want in. Come Monday, I’ll want contracts prepared, because I need to move fast on this one, but that shouldn’t be a problem for you, hey? Things are beginning to look good, Eric!’ He sat down in the chair in front of Eric’s desk, and looked up to him where he was still standing. ‘Now then, you wanted to see me. Problems?’ 
 
    ‘You could put it like that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, fire away.’ Scarn waved magnanimously. 
 
    Eric Ward sat down and held the other man’s glance. ‘I’d like you to explain to me what part you had to play in Cindy Jackson’s death.’ 
 
    Something faded in Philip Scarn’s smile: he held it, but the edges of his mouth were suddenly hard, and there was no longer any pleasure in his eyes. ‘What was that again?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Cindy Jackson.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never heard of her.’ Philip Scarn fumbled in the pocket of his jacket, extracted a cigarette while Eric watched silently. He lit the cigarette with a gold lighter, blew smoke into the air contentedly and then grimaced at Eric through the smoke. ‘Now just what are you on about?’ 
 
    ‘I was hauled into police headquarters yesterday. I was questioned about the girl’s death. The suggestion was made that I was in some degree responsible. That suggestion was linked to your name.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say!’ Philip Scarn inclined his head to one side in doubt. ‘Who was it saw you?’ 
 
    ‘Detective-Superintendent Bateman.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right? And he mentioned my name?’ 
 
    Eric stared stonily at his employer. ‘I have the feeling you’re playing for time, Mr Scarn. Time to think.’ 
 
    Philip Scarn nodded, his eyes avoiding Eric’s. He fiddled with the cuff of his shirt, then nodded again. ‘So what else did Bateman say to you? Any other names?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Reilly. Paddy Reilly.’ 
 
    The smile came back on Scarn’s face, slithering unpleasantly across his features. His eyes gleamed. ‘So Reilly is involved. Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘You know something about all this, Scarn. I want to know. I’ve been accused—’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re working for me?’ Scarn challenged. 
 
    ‘It would seem so.’ 
 
    ‘Bit far-fetched, isn’t it? I mean, I’ve never heard of this girl, and—’ 
 
    ‘I know about Johnston O’Connor, too.’ 
 
    For one brief moment a glint of alarm appeared in Scarn’s eyes but it was quickly damped and the smile slithered back, under control again. ‘Just what do you know about Johnston O’Connor?’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath. ‘I know that the entertainment industry in the North-East is under the control of O’Connor. I know that the red light areas and the night-clubs, and probably the gambling clubs also, are linked to him, so that he would certainly resent the kind of intrusion you’re planning in your business ventures. And I think you were fully aware of his existence and of the problems that might arise if you were to establish some sort of competition in the area, affecting his interests.’ 
 
    Scarn grimaced, shrugged diffidently. ‘So . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘One of O’Connor’s henchmen is called Reilly: Paddy Reilly. He’s responsible for the prostitution ring O’Connor runs. And Detective-Superintendent Bateman feels he’s linked in some way to you.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t be responsible for the worms that crawl in Bateman’s head,’ Scarn said coolly. ‘But go on.’ 
 
    ‘Reilly is a good-looking man—’ 
 
    ‘A handsome bastard, I know,’ Scarn admitted, with a faint unpleasant smile. 
 
    ‘And at the beginning, at least, he recruited girls himself. One of them may have been Cindy Jackson. I’d set a watch on her, and then she got beaten. She died as a result of the beating.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you, I never heard of Cindy Jackson.’ Even as he said it a slight shadow touched Scarn’s eyes, the flicker of a memory, dark, momentarily uncontrolled, but quickly hidden. ‘So what’s this got to do with me? 
 
    ‘Bateman thinks—’ 
 
    ‘Bateman!’ 
 
    ‘Bateman thinks Reilly is responsible for the beating: at least that’s what I guess. And you’re involved, because Bateman assumed I’d set the watch on the girl because of my involvement with you.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t have done.’ 
 
    Eric nodded grimly. ‘I had my own reasons. But I still want to know where you fit in.’ 
 
    Scarn inspected the glowing end of his cigarette with an affected concern. His mouth twisted unpleasantly. ‘Mr Ward, you and Bateman have something in common as far as I’m concerned. His, and your, desires are a matter of complete indifference to me.’ 
 
    ‘Scarn—’ 
 
    Eric stopped as Philip Scarn raised a hand imperiously. ‘I will pay you this compliment, however, Ward. You are great on ethics, is that right? You believe in, for instance, the trust relationship that is established between solicitor and client. If I want advice from you, and need to give you certain facts, the statements I make are — how do you describe it in legal terms? — privileged?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric replied tightly. ‘I wouldn’t be able to disclose such facts without your express approval.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. I thought that’s the way it would be. All right, I’ll come clean with you, Ward, and then maybe you can tell me where Bateman would seem to think I tie in with Cindy Jackson.’ He drew thoughtfully on his cigarette and then, with an expression of distaste, stubbed it out. ‘The whole things goes back a few years now, since the time when I first set up in business in the North-East. You’ll remember the development boom in the sixties?’ 
 
    ‘I remember.’ 
 
    ‘I was in on it. Some judicious purchases of land on the northern outskirts of the city, a few good building contracts, and I was launched. I was well on my way to my first million — and I have your assurance that this conversation is covered by privilege, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘You have.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I quickly became aware that in order to really make money in such a boom, you had to be prepared to spend money, too. There were palms to be greased: committees had members with power, who liked to feel they were, shall we say, appreciated, when they came to decisions favourable to a particular contractor.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about bribery of councillors,’ Eric said grimly, ‘and officials.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. And it worked, believe me, it worked. But I was careful. Others weren’t, and got prison sentences as a result of it. Me, well, two things happened. In the first instance, I decided to keep a steady, low profile: I moved into industrial unit building, and I never got personally involved in the corruption side. It’s surprising how many so-called professional people will be prepared to front for you, in such a situation. For their own continued professional fees, of course.’ 
 
    Eric knew what he meant. Accountants, architects, lawyers too, they all held among their ranks men and women who were prepared to turn a blind eye to corruption, for their own professional advantage. He had known some, and not all of them had received prison sentences. He eyed Scarn carefully. ‘You think maybe I would fit into that kind of category.’ 
 
    A contemptuous smile appeared on Scarn’s face. He shrugged. ‘I meant what I said to you in London. I wanted your experience, expertise and contacts. But, I will admit I considered that when maybe the going got a bit rough, you’d be a man prepared to . . . bend a bit? After all, there would be few other prospects open to you, with your record, and your . . . disability.’ 
 
    There was a tight, angry feeling in Eric Ward’s chest. He held back the words that he wanted to say; instead, he said, in a calm tone, ‘All right. So what happened then?’ 
 
    Scarn shook his head. ‘Things began to change subtly. I had the ends all tied up, it seemed: politicians, a couple of county hall men, professional accountants, an architect . . . it was all pretty sweet. And then I lost a couple of good deals. I was surprised, but not too unhappy. After all, it made things look a bit more legitimate, If you know what I mean, me losing a few deals. Unfortunately, It kept happening.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t have it tied up as tightly as you’d thought?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I had it tied up all right,’ Scarn said softly. ‘But the fact was, someone else moved in. And I still don’t know how.’ 
 
    ‘Another property developer?’ 
 
    ‘You remember James Christie?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. The man had flared on the north-eastern business scene like an explosive rocket, but had died as quickly, convicted of corrupt practices and jailed for two years. ‘He was your rival?’ 
 
    ‘I thought so. But he happened too fast, and blew up too quickly. There was someone else behind him, smoothing his path — and in the end ensuring that Christie took the full weight of the blow personally.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Johnston O’Connor.’ 
 
    Eric stared at Scarn in surprise. Slowly he shook his head. ‘I don’t understand. As far as I understand it, O’Connor has been concerned only with the shady side of the entertainment business. You’re telling me he was also mixed up in the construction field?’ 
 
    Scarn scratched his cheek thoughtfully. ‘Not in a big way. He simply made contacts for Christie and took a rake-off from the profits. He set up a few local politicians; and he acquired one or two prime sites for his own interests, gambling premises, mainly. But in doing so—’ 
 
    ‘He hurt you,’ Eric said, beginning to understand at last. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Scarn’s tone was soft but there was no hiding the bitterness in his voice. ‘He supported Christie for as long as the man was viable, then he left him to face prosecution. In so doing, he cut me out — and worse. Somehow, somehow he destroyed two important bids for me, bids that would have made me a millionaire. The Cenden complex, and the Framegate Shopping Centre: they went to Christie, who blew the whole deals with his stupid bribery. And his bids undercut mine — because he knew what mine were. I never could find out precisely how it was done, things moved too fast. I saw what was happening and got out of Tyneside, built up my business in the south. But the whispers I have had were that Reilly fixed it, Reilly was the man who got his hands on my bids, and now you tell me . . . this girl, Cindy Jackson . . .’ He paused, lost in thought, dredging back over the years, seeking faces, names, facts. ‘There was a girl in my contracts department, a clerk . . . Cynthia . . . Cynthia Something . . . I wonder . . .’ 
 
    ‘Your return to the North,’ Eric cut in, angry, but still in control. ‘It was never going to be a straight business situation.’ 
 
    Scarn stared at him, his pale eyes hard. ‘I’m a rich man, Mr Ward, but a dissatisfied one. I can afford to come back north now. And I can afford my revenge. Johnston O’Connor backed Christie and effectively drove me out. That’s rankled a long time. You’re absolutely right. I’ve come back to do to O’Connor what he did to me: with interest. I’m going to break his business.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s no secret.’ 
 
    Scarn smiled wolfishly. ‘I never intended it to be. You see, Ward, if you make your intentions plain, people react. They get flurried, they get anxious, they make assumptions about your plans — even if you don’t really have any, at least not specifically. And the reactions are often ill-calculated. People expose themselves in such circumstances, and I’m wondering now whether Reilly — and behind him, O’Connor — has now exposed himself foolishly. After all, the police have been interested ever since they heard I was coming north; my intentions were something they could latch on to with interest — and it would seem they too believe Cindy Jackson was somehow involved. It’s why they’ll have been annoyed by your interference. You, of course, were the unknown factor, but it seems you’ve been useful, stirring up the hornets’ nest.’ 
 
    Eric Ward thought of the battered girl lying on the floor of the flat in Byker and said angrily, ‘I don’t like your methods, Mr Scarn.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to. Just follow my orders.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that I can do that any more.’ 
 
    Scarn stared at him coldly. There was no longer any veneer of politeness: whatever impression Scarn gave to his business contemporaries there was no doubt that underneath it all was a hard, vicious, vengeful man. ‘You’ve had a troubled life of recent years, Mr Ward. I could make it more so.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t disbelieve it.’ 
 
    ‘On the other hand, you’ve nothing to hurt me with. What I’ve said . . . privileged communications . . . if I read you right, Ward, you can’t talk about what I’ve said.’ 
 
    ‘I—’ 
 
    ‘Beside, you’re probably acting hastily, aren’t you? When you’ve had time to think things over, this foolish suggestion that you wish to leave my employ will be set against your general background, and you’ll change your mind. After all, what else is there for you at the moment? Where else would you get such a retainer? Think it over, my friend, think it over carefully. And either way, remember: I’m a man who bears grudges, and you’d be no exception if you give me cause.’ 
 
    The barely veiled threat was not lost upon Eric and he thought about it as he sat in his office during the rest of the afternoon. He could now understand why the police had been so interested in his involvement with Scarn; why Jackie Parton had been so nervous about asking questions regarding O’Connor; and why there had been a general reluctance on the part of magistrates and others to discuss seriously with him the matter of licences for Scarn’s operations in the North-East. They had all been aware of the problems that could arise: they had all been waiting, in a sense, just as Philip Scarn himself had been waiting, for someone to make a wrong move. And now it seemed as though Johnston O’Connor and his henchman Reilly had perhaps made that wrong move. 
 
    It was a thought that came to him again when he left the office at five and stepped out into the street. There was a tall, young, muscular but polite man in a business suit at the kerb. He stepped towards Eric. 
 
    ‘I wonder whether you’d mind accompanying me for a short drive? My employer would like to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Your employer?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Johnston O’Connor.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The hotel room had an air of expensive vulgarity about it that was heightened by the angular, elaborate furniture, the Chinese rugs, the sharp glittering pieces of abstract sculpture. It contained a board table and was used for business meetings; its thick curtains and double doors ensured privacy at a price. The man seated near the window could clearly afford that price. 
 
    He wore a steel-grey suit of an elegant cut, with a shapely folded handkerchief in the breast pocket. His shirt was a light blue and open-necked and he held in his hand a cut-glass tumbler that contained whisky. His fingers were long and slim, curling lightly around the glass. He watched Eric Ward as he was ushered forward and then Ward’s escort was dismissed with a nod. 
 
    ‘I thought it was time we met, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    His voice was careful yet edged with ice and Eric made no reply, contenting himself with studying the man’s face. O’Connor was perhaps in his mid-fifties, with thinning, dark, carefully brushed hair and heavy, severe eyebrows. His skin was pale, his features lean, and his eyes were of the kind behind which controlled anger seemed constantly to boil. That he was accustomed to command was obvious; that he was dangerous was something Eric had already gathered from his conversations with Jackie Parton, Bateman, and, earlier today, Philip Scarn. 
 
    ‘I thought it was time we met,’ O’Connor repeated, ‘because I like to have a close look at men who might find themselves in . . . opposition to me.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Eric said woodenly. He had come to see O’Connor because he was curious, but he was as yet determined to keep the curiosity hidden. 
 
    ‘Oh, come now, you work for Philip Scarn, don’t you?’ O’Connor smiled thinly, wickedly. ‘For the time being, at least.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘Merely that you’ve backed a losing horse. You’ll never clear the legal ground for Scarn. I’ll kill every option he tries to take up, and I’ll make sure the bastard goes back south with his tail between his legs like a whipped dog. Your job isn’t going to last long, Mr Ward and my advice is to get out while you can still salvage some professional reputation from the involvement.’ 
 
    ‘And how do you propose to block the planning applications Scarn has filed?’ 
 
    ‘I know a lot of people. They know what side their bread is buttered. So should you.’ O’Connor paused, eyeing Eric coldly. ‘You’ve caused me a bit of bother, my friend, and I don’t like that. It’s time it stopped.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘I think you do.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for several seconds, thinking, and then he nodded. ‘All right, perhaps I do . . . now. In a sense this . . . summons confirms it. Philip Scarn has an old score to settle with you and he’s out to give you some tough competition in the “entertainment” field. But my involvement has been quite minimal, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have said so — particularly so far as one unfortunate incident was concerned.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Cindy Jackson’s murder?’ 
 
    ‘Did I mention a name?’ 
 
    ‘The police think your man, Reilly, killed her — maybe not intending to — and that it’s connected with Scarn.’ 
 
    The cold eyes shifted, anger starting to simmer behind them more clearly now. ‘If there was a connection with Scarn, how did you get to know about it, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know about it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a damn whether you do or not.’ 
 
    The silence grew around them. O’Connor fingered his glass, controlling his temper which was growing by the moment. ‘You set a watch on her flat; Scarn must have been on to her. You’d have been trying to screw some information out of her.’ 
 
    ‘Information? Such as the fact that she passed company secrets to Paddy Reilly, and then to you, years ago? Secrets about building bids, secrets that helped you tumble Scarn down south, and leave yourself free to run Tyneside the way you want to? You’re a bloody fool, O’Connor. Scarn never knew that. I went to see that girl, put a watch on her for an entirely different reason, unconnected with Scarn, a private reason! If you killed her, or had her killed, it was the stupid mistake Scarn and the police have been waiting for!’ 
 
    ‘Her death was nothing to do with me. I never ordered—’ 
 
    ‘The fact is she is dead, the police think your man Reilly is responsible, and if I think they’re barking up the wrong tree, I certainly don’t mind if they can put you where you belong, even on a trumped-up charge!’ 
 
    O’Connor eyed him coldly for a moment. ‘So you believe me when I said I didn’t order that girl’s killing.’ 
 
    ‘I just have my own views about it.’ 
 
    ‘Either way, you’re Scarn’s man, and you’ve been bothering me so I felt it was time for an unfriendly warning.’ 
 
    Eric Ward was suddenly incensed. He had already received one warning today, from Philip Scarn, and his own sense of involvement in Cindy Jackson’s death was acute, whatever he might say. He leaned forward, glaring at O’Connor. ‘Listen, I don’t give a damn what you and Scarn get up to. You can cut each other’s throats for all I care. You run shady operations up here, and Scarn wants to muscle in. It’s nothing to do with me. But I’ll take no warning from either of you. As far as I’m concerned, you can both go to hell!’ 
 
    ‘And as far as I’m concerned, Ward, I’ve had enough of you! I’m not accustomed to being called a fool, and stupid, and I don’t like having my toes trodden on by half-blind dimwit lawyers like you.’ O’Connor stood up suddenly, and some of the whisky in his glass spilled on to his shirt. He ignored it as, with his voice trembling with suppressed rage he said, ‘Stay out of my business, stay away from my people. If you don’t, I’ll make damn sure you stay out of it all — permanently!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was nothing more to be said after that; O’Connor had pressed a bell-push and the polite, muscular young man had entered to take Eric back to the car. 
 
    The interview left Eric angry, dissatisfied, and still with the feeling there was something missing in the whole equation. Svensson. The police insisted he was dead, and that Cindy Jackson’s death was tied in with a Scarn O’Connor battle. But there was another explanation: Svensson, back on Tyneside, finding his girl-friend involved with the O’Connor organization and seeking revenge. It could have been enough to make him attack her in a blind rage. 
 
    It was certainly a theory preferable to Bateman’s, which suggested the girl had died in Byker because Eric Ward had set a watch on her. Yet it was not a theory he could put to the test until Dick Kenton did as he had promised. 
 
    The chance did not come until late the next afternoon. He was clearing his desk when the call came through on the switchboard. The caller was ex-Detective-Inspector Dick Kenton, breathless, and excited. 
 
    ‘That you, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘You wanted proof; you wanted Svensson; I’ve set it up. Can you meet me this evening?’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Eight o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    There was a brief hesitation, as though Dick Kenton was weighing up possibilities. ‘You know the Prudhoe Street Mission?’ 
 
    ‘Top of Westgate Hill? I know it.’ 
 
    ‘Meet me there.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. It would be necessary to contact Anne, to tell her he’d be late. She could worry unnecessarily, otherwise. He was suddenly aware that his hand gripping the telephone receiver was damp with nervous tension, at the thought of his meeting Svensson. It was nevertheless what he had been wanting. ‘All right,’ he said to Kenton, his mouth dry and his tone brusque. ‘I’ll be there at eight o’clock, sharp.’ 
 
    When he tried to ring Anne the switchboard was unresponsive: the girl had gone home, and the phone was dead. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The central railway station in Newcastle had received a facelift: the grand, solid structure erected in the 1850s and eroded over the years had been stripped, taken down, and re-erected until the scene surrounding the station was closer now to the original than it had been for a hundred years, if one discounted the traffic, and the new office blocks behind the statue of Robert Stephenson, and the one-way system bypassing the West Road. 
 
    Eric took an early evening meal in the Viking Restaurant and then walked past the city wall northwards, heading for the rise of Westgate Hill. The night-clubs were not yet open: the cinemas still lethargic, and the early evening traffic running into the city not yet heavy as he walked slowly up the rise, past the Assembly Rooms, towards Arthur’s Hill with its towering, soulless blocks of flats overlooking the narrow terraced streets that sliced their way down towards Scotswood. Westgate Hill had changed since the days, years ago, when he had patrolled there as a raw constable: the cinemas had closed, motorcycle shops had opened, small businesses had put up shutters against the recession and open spaces were levelling out towards the river, heralding new visions regarding the west end of the city, visions that would yet have to fight the traditions of the past. Just below the brow of the hill the Seconds Shop still flourished, the Mecca for early morning West End inhabitants, where they could buy yesterday’s bread at reduced rates, a place out of time, a memory of the depressed ‘thirties, yet flourishing after fifty years of affluence. The Prudhoe Street Mission had not changed, either. 
 
    It was solid, unmoving, seemingly immutable. It stood on the crossroads at the top of Westgate Hill, as proud of its present existence as of its past benefactions, unmoved by the loss of the big lamp that had acted as a beacon and a landmark for generations of West Enders, and as sturdily declaring the time with its clock-tower now as it had done since its Victorian erection. It brooded over the traffic that surged past its base, but it had seen masts on the river, and football-fanatical hordes flowing into St James’s Park, and the destruction of slums, the erection of new hovels. There was nothing new under the Mission sun: all had been observed before, and it waited straddling the hill brow, for eternity to touch and translate it, perhaps into rubble. But not yet. 
 
    It was an odd place for Dick Kenton to choose to meet Eric Ward. 
 
    And yet perhaps not so odd. Svensson had returned to Tyneside, and would have been seeking old haunts. The sprawl of Walker and Byker and Wallsend to the east had changed for him as an environment: so had the west end of the town with the opening out of the terraced areas with bulldozers, the creation of new spaces. But something of the old days still pulsed in the West End: it held a defiance that suggested it would never lose its sense of place in the history of the city. And it would still hold attractions, contacts, involvements for a man who knew the river, and slipped back to old moorings, old occupations, and familiar opportunities. The roar could still drift up when Newcastle United scored; the surprisingly affluent cars could still park in dingy side streets; the old myths could still be trotted out, regurgitated in West End pubs; and the refurbished houses and new terraces fooled no one with their bright brown brick. 
 
    But Dick Kenton was late. 
 
    Eric stood just below the corner, away from the entrance to the Mission’s three-road frontage and watched, and waited, but there was no sign of Kenton. Several times cars had crawled up from Elswick and hesitated uncertainly at the lights; on three occasions men had walked around the corner in the fading light and looked as though they wanted to talk to someone, perhaps anyone. But the light began to die, the street lamps were glowing orange in the city below, Eric Ward was still waiting, and Dick Kenton had not kept his rendezvous. 
 
    The urchin came as a surprise. 
 
    He was perhaps nine years old. In a different generation he would have worn ragged short trousers, but now it was stained, torn, ragged jeans. His predecessors would perhaps have been shoeless, but he was shod in scuffed, broken baseball shoes. For the rest, he ran true to form. His hair was spiky and long, his face dirty, his eyes knowledgeable, old, curious and wary. The elbows of his woollen jumper, probably purchased from a second-hand shop where at least three languages, far east of Geordie, were spoken, were worn and ragged, and one of his front teeth was missing, another blackened. He knew where he was; there was nothing behind him and nothing ahead of him, except that which he grabbed, caught, squeezed for himself. 
 
    ‘Mister?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘You lookin’ for someone?’ 
 
    The boy’s eyes were large, brown and restless. He was lightly balanced on the balls of his feet: Eric had seen so many young lads in the old days, poised to run. 
 
    ‘What’s it to you, son?’ he asked quietly, watching the boy carefully. 
 
    ‘I got a message.’ 
 
    ‘For . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Somebody called Ward.’ 
 
    The use of the surname was challenging, a refusal to accept that adults had any claim to superiority in his nine-year-old world. His father, if he had one, thought Ward, would be a hard man. 
 
    ‘I’m called Eric Ward.’ 
 
    ‘You expectin’ someone?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Wassis name, then?’ 
 
    Eric smiled faintly: it was curious how, even in someone so young and hardened, there could still be a sense of duty that overlaid his cynicism. The boy had been paid to deliver a message: he would keep his bargain. 
 
    ‘I was expecting to meet a man called Kenton.’ 
 
    ‘He can’t make it,’ the boy announced abruptly, and thrust out his hand. ‘Told me to give yer this.’ 
 
    The note in his hand was grubby and soiled; Eric took the wrist rather than the note and there was a sudden jerking tension which as suddenly relaxed. The boy watched coldly as Eric uncurled the fingers, extracted the note, and retained his grip on the slim, wiry wrist. 
 
    He read it, as the boy stood passively beside him and the evening traffic spun down the hill to the city. It was brief, handwritten, and to the point. 
 
    Shurrock’s Drift. Within the hour. And for God’s sake, alone. D. K. 
 
    Eric opened his mouth to ask the boy to describe Dick Kenton but the moment was seized: a sudden, swift twist of the wrist and his grip was broken, the boy dancing away out of reach, mocking, triumphant, screeching defiance. ‘Canny bastard, think you are, don’t yer? You with them glasses, get knotted, mister!’ 
 
    Eric raised his hand, trying to stop the boy, poised as he was to flee across the road and into the streets of Scotswood. ‘Wait! The man who gave you this—’ 
 
    ‘Me mam told me not to speak to strangers!’ the boy yelled in delight, and scuttered across the road, causing a red sports car to blare, and swerve at the green lights. ‘You can sod off, mister! Done me job.’ The remainder of the obscenities were lost to Eric as the boy ran down into Elswick Road and was swallowed up in the awakening traffic filtering up from Rye Hill, with its grand new college buildings and a population that could remember grimier times.’ 
 
    He looked again at the note. He did not know Dick Kenton’s handwriting, but the initials were there, and it had been delivered by someone expecting a meeting between Kenton and Eric Ward. Nevertheless, something crawled in Eric Ward’s stomach, the memory of old misgivings, and he stood at the entrance to the Prudhoe Street Mission with its garish shop fronts and he stared at the note and he was uncertain. 
 
    Yet he knew, in a sense, that he had no choice; had never had any choice. Slowly, he turned and walked back down the hill towards the Central Station where he would be certain of getting a taxi. 
 
    He directed the driver to take the road west, and then north. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward was as aware as anyone of the contrasts that could be demonstrated by the Northumberland and Durham countryside. South of the river, the scar of Consett was set in breath-taking countryside to which the iron-red skies of yesterday had added an industrially-enhanced effect, now ended for ever. To the north, once the orange glow of Newcastle began to fade and the mist-hung banks of the Tyne were lost under the ridges of the river valley, the countryside opened out into long, swinging ranges, hills folding upon one another, the promise of distant beckoning heights in the Cheviots, the surprises of sudden, hidden tarns nestling among thick clumps of trees, tiny stone bridges straddling sparkling streams, complacent farms protected from the January winds that could come sweeping down, snow-laden from the Scottish moorlands. But every hill climbed gave a view of distant chimneys at Blyth, and a turn in the road could expose a greening, opencast scar. There had been ancient whisky stills in this countryside in the eighteenth century, remote and safe from Revenue men, but while they had disappeared the debris of later activity had not: cast-down pit shafts, boiler houses rust red beside the rivers, disused winding wheels stark against the pale blue evening sky. 
 
    Shurrock’s Drift lay at the head of a small glen, sheltered from east winds by a shoulder of gorse-laden hillside and a summer solitude for lovers who could escape the throngs of the city by way of a twenty-minute drive. The glen itself was crowded with wild flowers that had softened the straight lines of disused track, once used to trundle coal down to the roadway and, eventually, the staiths on the Tyne; the mine itself was a deserted spot, not frequented by Newcastle visitors since the glen branched to the left, more pleasingly and secretively, with overhanging trees, a brook that tumbled erratically down gentle slopes, and pine-needled spaces designed for soft words. Eric Ward paid off the taxi-driver at the entrance to the glen; returning would not be difficult if Kenton did not keep the rendezvous, since a village lay just a mile distant. And the note had stressed Eric should come alone. 
 
    Within minutes he had left the worn track frequented by those who normally came to the glen, and was walking along the old railway line towards the drift itself. The track was wide enough for a car, and as far as he could observe there had been some traffic along this way recently: the thought struck him, coldly, that it might have been Svensson. Then the roadway rose, thrusting under alder and silver birch overhanging the track, before it dipped gently into the basin that was Shurrock’s Drift. 
 
    The evidence of its old activity was still there in profusion. The track widened, opened into a long circular area where trams had been turned, filled from the overhead dumpers; the iron circle was still there in the centre, rust red and unused for thirty years or more. Beyond the ruined loaders, clustered at the edge of the area, were the dilapidated remains of the wheelhouse and the mine office. The walls gaped open to the sky, the windows black interstices against the grey, solid stone. Eric stood there and stared about him. There was no sign of anyone else in the glen or at the mine itself, and as the evening darkened about him a soft, cold wind began to rise, rustling the long grass that had grown over the broken tracks that led to the pit opening. 
 
    Eric stared at the drift itself. The semi-circular entry, a black scar in the green of the hillside, had been fenced off many years ago, but the iron railings were broken and twisted, vandalized so that entry to the drift was easy for child, or man. From where he stood he could hear the slow drip of water, and the tiny stream that emerged from the drift, the collection of moisture percolating through the arch of the tunnel, seemed to glisten blackly in the faint light. 
 
    The breeze was cool on his cheek, and he was suddenly aware of the tremor of his hand, the prelude to the old prickling that would soon begin at the back of his eyes: It was the tension getting to him, the uncertainty that was gathering as he waited and saw no sign of the man he expected. Kenton’s note had held a ring of urgency, and he had insisted that Eric meet him within the hour but as the darkness grew about him, and the prickling behind his eyes increased, bringing the first needle points of pain that would cause the uncontrollable shuddering he knew so well, Eric knew that he would not be able to wait. If Kenton did not arrive within minutes, Eric would have to leave, walk along the roadway to the village and phone for a taxi from the pub there. He stood uncertainly, staring at the entrance to Shurrock’s Drift, and then he turned, looked across towards the shadowed stone of the old wheelhouse. 
 
    A stab of pain, almost delicious in its intensity, lanced across the nerve ends behind his eyes and he raised a hand, rubbed gently at his eyes, but it was an almost dismissive gesture, for a slow coldness was beginning to creep through his body. The boy had fled before he could be questioned about Kenton; Eric Ward had not seen Kenton’s handwriting in years and certainly had no idea what it looked like; there was only the boy’s knowledge that Kenton was due to meet Ward at the Prudhoe Street Mission to offer proof that the note had been genuine. 
 
    But it was not impossible that someone else could have learned of the meeting; someone who would wish to draw Eric Ward away from the city, to a deserted spot like Shurrock’s Drift. Not impossible, and easy to achieve: just give a young lad on the street a brief, uncommunicative note. 
 
    The walls of the wheelhouse had collapsed at one side but at the other they stood solidly, shadowing the small yard at the back, with its narrow entry beside the old mine office. Unsteadily, Eric began to walk towards the wheelhouse. His hand was shaking again, but he was hardly aware of the pain that was scratching at him: he was certain now that the man he had been looking for, the man who had made the threatening calls, the man whom Detective-Superintendent Bateman insisted was dead, was here, at Shurrock’s Drift, waiting, watching in the darkness. 
 
    ‘Svensson?’ 
 
    Eric’s voice echoed in the clearing, skittering a parody of the word among the littered wheelhouse, dying against the soft rise of the hillside beyond. The man was here, Eric knew it with a terrible, angry certainty, and the anger pumped blood to his head, drove away the onset of the cat claws behind his eyes, pushed him forward towards the wheelhouse. 
 
    ‘Svensson!’ He called the name again, and walked quickly over the littered ground, stumbling slightly as he came to the entry at the side of the wheelhouse. And there, half hidden in the yard he saw it, the metallic shine of a car, pulled deep into the yard, crouching against the broken wall at the back where it was twisted with alder, springing almost from the stone itself. Angrily, Eric strode forward into the entry, opened his mouth to call Svensson’s name once again, draw him from his hiding place, but the word never came. He was briefly aware that anger had caused him to lose caution; there was a flurry of dark movement to his right, a burly figure emerging from behind the broken wall, and then the blow took him at the nape of the neck. He stumbled, fell forward to his knees and tried to rise again, hand outstretched, attempting to ward off the second blow that was sure to come. 
 
    But there was only a flash of light and the cold of the stone entry against his face, and then there was the darkness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later, much later, when his senses took in his surroundings and he fought against the muzziness and the pain and the throbbing in his head and his hands, it was the persistent dripping sound that told him where he was. The blackness about him was complete and he realized there was no sky above him; the cold was clammy and pervasive, seeming to eat into his bones. He was on his knees, half-lying against a wet stone wall and the regular dripping sound came from the water percolating through the roof. Gradually, he became aware of the rag material that had been stuffed into his mouth and the roughly improvised gag that held it in place, to prevent his calling out for help. He tried to move but there was something above him — a heavy baulk of timber, and his hands were close to it, firmly bound to the wet wood. When he tried to move: the pain in his wrists brought sweat to his face. His hands were clenched together, bound at the wrists by thin, cutting wire. 
 
    He was helpless, unable to move, and deep inside Shurrock’s Drift. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For Anne Morcomb, it proved to be a long, worrying morning. She had not gone to bed the previous night until almost two in the morning and then she had lain awake in her room, listening for the rasp of a taxi’s wheels on the drive, heralding Eric’s return. She had drifted off to sleep just before dawn, but was wide awake and out of bed by seven, feeling drugged with tiredness and anxiety. 
 
    She could not understand why Eric would have found it necessary to stay out; she had rung the flat several times, on the off-chance that he might have decided to stay in Newcastle rather than make the journey out to Sedleigh Hall, but there had been no reply. There was the possibility that he might have stayed in an hotel, but she thought it unlikely when the flat in Gosforth was available. At about eleven she rang the solicitor to the board, Mr Higgins, but he was unable to give her any information. He caught the sound of anxiety in her tone, however, and she explained that she was worried because in his state of health Eric should not be staying away from the Hall. 
 
    ‘He is a grown man,’ old Higgins said sententiously. ‘And more aware than anyone of his own health. I shouldn’t worry: he’ll have met someone, spent the night . . .’ He coughed discreetly, as though he had just considered the possibility that Eric Ward might have spent the night with a woman other than Anne Morcomb. ‘As I said, don’t worry, he’ll turn up, or get a message—’ 
 
    ‘Do you think I should call the police?’ 
 
    A note of alarm entered the solicitor’s voice. ‘Oh, my dear girl, positively not! It’s far too early to be thinking of that sort of thing! Dear me, he rang you last night, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, he did,’ Anne admitted. ‘He couldn’t ring from the office so he called me later, before he took a meal in Newcastle. He told me he’d arranged to meet someone—’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘A man called Kenton . . . an ex-colleague from his days in the police force.’ Anne hesitated, unwilling to say more regarding the reasons for the meeting. 
 
    ‘Well, there you are, then,’ Higgins chuckled. ‘They’ll have got to talking about the old days, you know the sort of thing men do in such circumstances. He’ll turn up later this afternoon, believe me . . . he’ll Just have stayed the night with this fellow Kenton. But as for calling the police, believe me, Anne, it’s neither necessary nor wise. You don’t want the story getting out that you’d called them out to look for your . . . friend, and then when he turns up . . . I mean, the publicity . . .’ 
 
    Higgins was right, of course: it was foolish to let anxiety rob her of all sense of proportion. She took a cup of coffee, and tried to read, but felt the beginnings of a headache. In jeans and a windcheater she left the house, walked down to the Lower Farm and talked for a while with the tenant farmer’s wife. It was lunch-time before she turned back to make her way across the fields, back to the Hall. 
 
    The earlier good weather had changed: storm clouds now scudded across the hills and the Cheviots were blanked out by mist. A spattering of rain came and she stood for a few minutes under a tree, looking out across the muddy field towards the Hall, thinking about her father, and the way she had met Eric Ward, and how she sometimes felt she would never really touch him, never reach into his mind and body in the way she desperately wanted to. He loved her, she knew that, but there were always the barriers he had erected, calling them honesty and realism. For her, all that was honest and realistic was bound up in him, she needed him, and if she were to lose him now she felt there would be little left to live for. 
 
    She thrust her hands deep into the pockets of her windcheater and began to walk again, ignoring the light rain that fell. It was a sobering thought, to have your life so bound up with another human being, to be so dependent upon another’s love that nothing else could matter — not money, not land, perhaps not even life. 
 
    The rain increased in intensity; she had no scarf and her hair was quickly plastered to her head. She ignored it, plodding on, almost holding her breath as she came up past the fence to reach the spot where she would have a view of the driveway outside the Hall. She clenched her hands, prayed that he might be standing on the steps, watching for her, or that she might see him at the window, or that there might be a taxi in the drive. 
 
    She was doomed to disappointment. 
 
    She walked quickly up the drive and entered the Hall. 
 
    The middle-aged woman who worked as her secretary in the mornings was just leaving; she said there’d been no phone calls, no message from Eric. The disappointment and the nervousness felt like a lead weight in her breast and she rang down to say she would have no lunch; instead, she poured herself a whisky from the decanter, and stood staring out at the drive, her wet hair still plastered to her head. Only when she had finished the drink did she go to the bathroom on the first floor to dry her hair, and then she changed into a dress, inspected herself critically in the glass, told herself she’d end up like an old hag if she kept behaving in this ridiculous manner, and then, as she came out of her room and walked towards the top of the stairs, she heard one of the servants opening the front door. She felt the quick rush of excitement and relief; she hurried to the stairs, began to descend quickly, half laughing, and as she came to the bend she called out chidingly. ‘Eric, don’t you realize—’ 
 
    But it wasn’t Eric. The manservant stood there in the hallway staring up at her; the man beside him, shaking rain from his coat, was someone she had seen just once before, here at the Hall. 
 
    ‘It’s Mr Kenton, madam,’ the manservant said, and quietly walked away. 
 
    Kenton stood staring at her as she came down the stairs. It was possible her nervousness was communicated to him, her sudden fear palpable enough to raise echoes in the ex-policeman himself. He certainly seemed ill at ease, edgy, and his eyes did not meet hers, but shifted, shooting glances about him as though searching for something. 
 
    Or someone. 
 
    ‘I . . . er . . . I’m sorry. You’ll be Miss Morcomb. We haven’t exactly met, yet.’ 
 
    He was extending a pudgy hand, stubby-fingered, broken-nailed. She stared at him and something in his face retreated; his mouth moved uneasily, and tiny wrinkles appeared around his eyes, cicatrices of doubt. ‘Eric’s not here,’ she said, and the voice sounded unlike hers overlaid with strain. 
 
    ‘No?’ He etched surprise into his voice and eyes, and looked around him again, vaguely, as though in a way he had not really expected Eric to be here. ‘I thought . . . when he didn’t show—’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    The eyes hardened, took courage, fixed on hers and she shrugged. 
 
    ‘I had an appointment to meet him, Miss Morcomb. Last evening. Up at the Prudhoe Street Mission. He didn’t turn up. Or at least—’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    He blinked at the urgency in her voice. He ran the back of his hand across his cheek, wiping away a drop of rainwater that had trickled down from his hair. ‘Well, thing is, I was late. Didn’t turn up for twenty minutes, or more. You see—’ He hesitated, squinting doubtfully at her for a moment. ‘You know all about this thing, don’t you?’ 
 
    Her knees suddenly felt weak. She walked across the hallway and entered the drawing-room. He followed her, a few paces behind. She stood in front of the window staring sightlessly at the rain-shrouded hills. Kenton remained behind her, shuffling uneasily. At last, quietly, she said, ‘Svensson, you mean.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he said in an eager, thick voice. ‘I told Eric the bastard was alive; I got a trace on him on Tyneside whatever the narks like Bateman think. I had it set up, knew where he was hanging out, and I told Eric to meet me up at the top of Westgate Hill. But then something went wrong. I couldn’t understand it, but I got word Svensson was on to me, flitting-like, so I had to make a check, it made me late, and when I got to the Prudhoe Street Mission, Eric wasn’t there.’ He hesitated, then added lamely, ‘I guessed he’d got tired waiting, and had gone home. Come back here.’ 
 
    Anne turned, trying to keep calm, fighting the panic that was rising in her throat, threatening to choke her. She held Kenton’s piggy little eyes with her own, struggling to keep the anxiety out of her features. ‘Eric didn’t come back here last night.’ 
 
    Dick Kenton frowned, seemed about to say something, then glanced at his watch. ‘He . . . he told you he was meeting me?’ 
 
    ‘He rang to tell me so, from Central Station.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t come back — and he’s not been in touch since?’ 
 
    Anne shook her head, and Kenton consulted his watch again with a brief, puzzled shake of the head. ‘I don’t get it. I’d have thought he’d have been in touch with me, at least. I mean, I told him I was on to Svensson . . .’ 
 
    His voice died away suddenly and Anne’s legs began to shake. She turned away, poured herself a whisky, and when she looked at him he shook his head, glancing again at his watch as though suddenly anxious to be away. 
 
    ‘Where do you think Eric’s gone, Mr Kenton?’ Anne asked, and sipped her whisky, controlling the nervous shaking of her hand. 
 
    ‘Oh hell, I don’t know, he’ll turn up, maybe he’s got some kind of lead. The fact is, Svensson’s flown the coop from where he was hiding out, but I got some pretty good ideas about where . . .’ Again he consulted his watch, then seemed to make up his mind. ‘Look, don’t worry about it. I’ll get it sorted out. Leave it to me. I’m sure that . . .’ The words died again on his lips, as though the thought that was in both their minds was not to be uttered. 
 
    He turned, began to walk to the door, and Anne put down her drink to follow him. He walked into the hallway, shrugging his heavy shoulders into his raincoat buttoning up its front fussily like a matron reluctant to go out in the rain, seemingly unwilling to leave Anne in her obvious, though controlled distress. He injected concern into his little eyes as he turned back to her, pushing his hands into his pockets. ‘You . . . er . . . you get in touch with the police last night?’ 
 
    Anne thought of Higgins’s advice. She shook her head ‘Do you think I should have done?’ 
 
    Dick Kenton considered for a moment, then shrugged. ‘Probably not: bit early to go jumping to any conclusions, even, when Svensson might be involved. But if this goes on —’ He consulted his watch again and then nodded decisively. ‘Okay, I got to be on my way. But look, I scribbled this number on a piece of paper. If anything transpires, you know where to get in touch with me, hey?’ 
 
    She accepted the grubby slip of paper and he turned, began to walk towards the door. He opened it, stood framed in the doorway, peering out at the rain and then looked back to her. ‘Like I said, if there’s anything . . .’ 
 
    The telephone rang. Anne ignored the ex-policeman and swung around, almost ran towards the phone in the hallway: She snatched it up eagerly, the name rushing out almost instinctively. ‘Eric—’ 
 
    The phone was silent for an agonized five seconds, or more. The voice that then came, muffled, indistinct, was not Eric’s, and it was the last voice in the world she wanted to hear. 
 
    ‘Listen. Don’t speak, just listen . . . My name is Svensson. I have your friend Ward in a safe place. You can have him back . . . you listening to me?’ 
 
    There was a brief pause, and Anne said, ‘Now wait please—’ 
 
    The voice cut across hers, brutally. ‘You can have him back but it’s going to cost you. Fifteen thousand pounds. Don’t contact the police . . . and I want cash, used notes. You got five hours to raise it . . . or Ward’s a dead man. Be clear about it: I got an old score to settle. But I’ll take the money instead. I’ll be ringing again this evening with instructions. If you got the money then, okay. If not, say goodbye to Eric Ward.’ 
 
    There was a click, the connection was broken with a rattling sound, and Anne Morcomb dropped the receiver from her nerveless fingers. 
 
    She was hardly aware of what had happened during the few minutes that had intervened. She was sure she had not fainted, but she had no recollection of what she had said or done; her mind had obviously blanked out for she found herself sitting in the drawing-room, with a freshly filled glass of whisky in her hand and Dick Kenton standing over her concernedly. 
 
    ‘Go on, drink it, take a stiff one, get it down you,’ he was urging her. 
 
    She tried to comply, and the fierce spirit burned her tongue and her throat so that she coughed, spluttered, and could put the tears of panic in her eyes down to the effect of the whisky. Dick Kenton gripped her shoulder. ‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Hell, you gave me a shock then; you all but dropped with the bloody phone. You all right now? Able to tell me?’ 
 
    She was hardly able to see him through the blurred vision that affected her. ‘Eric—’ 
 
    ‘That was Eric?’ he asked swiftly. 
 
    ‘No, no—’ 
 
    ‘Svensson,’ he almost snarled. ‘It was Svensson, wasn’t it? What did he have to say, the bastard?’ 
 
    Anne’s head dropped back helplessly as she leaned back in the chair. Her hand was shaking slightly and some whisky was spilled on her dress. ‘He . . . he wants money. He says he has Eric and if I don’t get him the money—’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Fifteen thousand pounds.’ 
 
    Dick Kenton made a harsh growling noise in his throat, part contempt, part admiration. ‘As little as that . . . The bastard will settle for that little, knowing you can get it without too many questions asked, and without the bank blocking you too much. When does he want it?’ 
 
    ‘He . . . he said he’d ring back tonight.’ 
 
    ‘That means he’ll want a swift drop of the money,’ Kenton said with a malicious satisfaction. He paused for a few moments. ‘He give any clue where he might have Eric?’ 
 
    ‘He just said it was . . . it was a safe place.’ 
 
    ‘The hell he did.’ Dick Kenton stood back, walked nervously around the room for a few minutes. Then he came back, standing over her almost menacingly. ‘Look, we got to get in touch with the police.’ 
 
    ‘No, please—’ 
 
    He overrode her mounting panic. ‘Listen. I told you I got some ideas, maybe even can guess where Svensson is holding Eric, but it’s too chancy for me to go chasing in, maybe let Svensson loose on Eric. Don’t you understand? He’s a wild bastard, he’s got a score to settle, and even though he says he’ll take the money we can’t be certain he won’t do for Eric as well, given the chance.’ 
 
    ‘But he said I wasn’t to contact the police—’ 
 
    Kenton stood solidly in front of her. His piggy eyes were narrow and calculating, his mouth set hard, and unpleasant. ‘I been chasing Svensson. He’s trouble. He must know I’ve been watching him; if I do charge in on him now, like a blundering bull, he could just as easy stick a knife in Eric as smile. Whatever the bastard said to you on the phone, we got no choice. We must contact the police. They’ve got to handle this. There’s no way I can deal with it alone, and you . . .’ 
 
    His words died away, but the menace that lay behind them, for her and for Eric, remained like a tangible feeling in the air. He was right, of course: she had heard all about blackmail cases where, even after the money had been paid, the victim was either never discovered or was found dead. Kenton was an experienced ex-policeman; he knew the risks; even if he did have some ideas how to get to Eric and his captor he was just one man. He needed police support. Feebly she nodded her head. ‘All right, if you say so, but for God’s sake—’ 
 
    He grunted in satisfaction, turned away, walked across the room. She opened her mouth to tell him there was a phone in the room but he was already stepping into the hallway, clearly not having noticed the drawing-room phone. The door was still open; she took another strong drink and leaned her head back helplessly, tears still gathering in her eyes, her heart still thudding almost painfully in her chest, and she listened to the one-sided conversation that drifted through to her from the hallway. 
 
    ‘Kenton . . . that’s right, Dick Kenton . . . Oh, for God’s sake . . . that’s right, I want to speak to Bateman . . . no, no one else, he’s the brass I want . . .’ 
 
    It was all so unreal, it could not be happening to her and to Eric. The fears were so different, so changed: it had been the surgery, his too early return to work, and then his fall. But now . . . 
 
    ‘That’s right, I said kidnapped! What the hell do you think for? Money, for God’s sake . . .’ 
 
    The voice would come again tonight, the hateful, muffled tones of the man who was prepared to kill Eric Ward. For just fifteen thousand pounds. It was a ludicrously small sum, to set against a life. She would willingly pay it, to get Eric back. But Kenton was right: to pay it would not guarantee his safety. The police would know what to do; with Kenton, they would know what to do. 
 
    The conversation from the hallway was even more disjointed now. Kenton appeared to be arguing about something, but his silences were more protracted, as though he was listening to proposals being put to him by Detective-Superintendent Bateman. He did not appear to be entirely in agreement with them, and at one point began to argue strongly: only to lapse into silence again. Finally, she heard him say, almost angrily, ‘All right then, it’s your game, and I’ll go along with it. Yes, all right. But there’s a risk, believe me, and if that’s the case . . . well, all right, I’ll go along with it.’ 
 
    The phone was replaced with a clatter. There was a short silence and Anne could visualize the stocky, pudgy form of Dick Kenton standing in the hallway, glaring angrily at the inanimate object he had just put down, transferring his anger to it, rather than bringing it back with him into the room. Anne brushed the back of her hand across her eyes as she heard Kenton come back into the room. He stood looking at her uncertainly, and then pointed to the whisky decanter. ‘You mind?’ 
 
    He was tense; nervous. She nodded abstractedly and watched him while he poured himself a drink. ‘What did the police say?’ 
 
    ‘Bateman. Arrogant bastard. Wants to play it his way.’ Kenton took a swallow of whisky and grimaced. ‘Still, he’s a hard man, and knows his business. You can get rusty too, away from the force.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s going to happen?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘It’s Bateman’s game. He’s going to handle the situation. I’m to meet him, give him what information I got, and he’ll use his own contacts to suss out the whole thing. We got a few hours yet to set up an operation.’ 
 
    ‘Do you . . . do you know where Eric is being held?’ 
 
    ‘I got a pretty good idea,’ Kenton said grimly. He finished the whisky in one long gulp and grimaced again, shook his head slightly. ‘Anyway, I got to go.’ 
 
    ‘What do I do?’ 
 
    Dick Kenton hesitated. ‘It’s not the way I’d play it . . .’ 
 
    ‘What do I do?’ 
 
    ‘Two things. It’s not my way, but Bateman is scared we might foul it all up, or maybe he thinks the grabbing of the money will expose Svensson earlier. He wants you to get the fifteen thousand, then get back here, stay close to the phone. Don’t make any calls yourself, because all it would need would be for Svensson to call and get an engaged signal: he’s crazy enough to think anything, like you was calling the police.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all?’ 
 
    Kenton nodded. ‘Get the money . . . and wait. Me, I’ll get my instructions from Bateman, and do all I can to help.’ He smiled suddenly, and wolfishly. ‘Funny thing, you know, I’d like to get my hands on that bastard personal, now, like. There was times in the old days . . . it’s just like they were back.’ 
 
    Anne stared at him, a cold feeling in her stomach. Dick Kenton, in spite of the anger he had felt in his conversation with Bateman, was beginning to enjoy himself. And it was not just the feeling of a hunter, she suspected: Kenton was hoping, and expecting to use personal violence. To hurt a man, badly. Eric had once said something to her, hinted at Dick Kenton’s reputation for mindless violence when he had been in the force. It had been why he had been forced to leave. 
 
    Now, it was as though he felt licensed to use such violence again, and was looking forward to the opportunity. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It had been his father’s watch, a piece bought late in life, a source of pride and something the sentimentalist in Eric had clung to, a visible reminder of a man he had really only got to know when he was close to the end of his life. It was useless to him now, the watch, useless because he had been unable to wind it, bound as he was, and useless too because there was not enough light in the drift to reflect the luminous hands of the dial. 
 
    Even so, the stirrings of his stomach, and his body clock itself told him that he must have been lying here in the arched tunnel for perhaps twenty-four hours. He had slept fitfully for several periods, but most of the time he had lain cold and shivering, feeling helpless and sorry for himself and searching for answers that would lie in the past as well as the present, but the questions were probably the wrong ones, the conclusions inconclusive. 
 
    All he really knew was that he was buried deep in Shurrock’s Drift, that he had been left alone all night and probably most of the next day, and that soon, very soon, Svensson must come for him. 
 
    There had been a time in the cold, wet darkness, in what he guessed was the early period of the morning, when he had doubted Svensson’s return, and the child in him had cried out at the fear of being left alone to die, unheard and unseen in the darkness of the drift. But later there was the realization that it would not be that way. The hatred Svensson felt for him, mistaken or not, based on his mother’s death or not, was too deep and too fierce for it to be satisfied at a distance, with Eric lying in the tunnel and Svensson miles away. 
 
    Besides, he was still alive. Svensson had attacked him at the wheelhouse: he could easily have killed him there. The fact that Eric was still alive, and incarcerated in the drift, meant that there was some purpose he yet had to serve for Svensson. The man would come back: Eric Ward knew it. 
 
    The realization drew him, finally, away from the spinning, wandering, dreaming unrealities his mind had led him into: he became more conscious of the dull ache in his arms, the fact that there was little pain in his numbed wrists when he moved them now, and the knowledge that if he did nothing to protect himself from Svensson’s return there was no other person who would be available to do so. He had phoned Anne yesterday, but only she knew of his failure to return to Sedleigh Hall. There was Kenton, but he would merely assume Eric had not turned up, though it was likely that his need to boost his earnings from Eric Ward would eventually lead to his contacting Anne. 
 
    Eventually, only eventually. 
 
    His wrists were slippery during the afternoon. It would be blood, he guessed, but there was no pain. He considered that strange: it was as though the wire cutting into his wrists had no longer the power to hurt, for his brain refused to accept the signals. Similarly, the scratching that had plagued the nerve ends behind his eyes was also gone: his body had enough to cope with and in the dank darkness he needed no drugs to combat that old pain. 
 
    Several times he attempted to scramble to his feet but failed; he was lying awkwardly against the curving stone wall of the tunnel but when he attempted to obtain purchase with his feet he merely slipped in the mud. It was several hours before he thought about that mud: in the close, cold blackness his mind had a disturbing habit of veering off into irrelevancies, disorientated in a way he had briefly experienced when the surgical bandages had been constraining his vision. This was far worse, with regard to discomfort, the pain and the helplessness of his situation. After the surgery, at least he had had freedom of movement; now, there was no relief. 
 
    Even so, the mud did not draw his attention for a long time. He had concentrated on the water; the maddening persistence of its dripping played on his tortured nerves both by its regularity, the sound thunderous in his head for some periods, and by the tantalizing nature of its sound. He was thirsty, he could have drunk it if he had been able to reach it, and if he had not been gagged. Not that it would have been fit to slake his thirst, slimy with mud. 
 
    But mud meant earth, soil, the thick slithering of his shoes told him so. The drift, in spite of its age and disuse, should not normally have been subject to thick mud. The ancient tracks running into the drift were still there, he knew: he had seen them earlier, at the entrance. But now, as he stretched out his foot he could not feel the iron: instead, there was only the wet slime and then something soft. Earth. A pile of earth. 
 
    There had been a collapse in the tunnel. 
 
    He had a sudden, flashing picture of Svensson dragging his inert body into the drift. In his place, Eric would have gone deep into Shurrock’s Drift, turning into one of the side passages that would have appeared, effectively preventing the sound of a man’s shouts escaping from the tunnel. There should have been no need for a gag. It was a clumsy contrivance, as likely to choke a man as to silence him; it would have been a late decision, perhaps, one not properly thought out. 
 
    It meant that Eric Ward had not been concealed deeply in the drift because Svensson had found it too dangerous to go further. Dangerous, when faced by the collapse of the old drift wall. 
 
    It accounted for the baulk of timber to which he was bound. Gingerly, Eric explored it with numbed fingers. It was old, wet, decayed and splitting under the eroding water dripping from the roof. But what had been its purpose? It could have been an original prop, used to support the roof but that was unlikely: here the walls were stone, the tunnel was lined in part, shored up against collapse but a collapse had taken place. 
 
    The timber had been a later, temporary prop, perhaps set up after the drift had been closed, while engineers were still working in there, removing equipment. But from its present angle it was clear that its days as a support had been numbered: it had snapped under the weight, or slipped at its base, years ago. Svensson must have realized it, maybe had even been quite maliciously deliberate in using it as a chaining post. Too wild an attempt to escape could have resulted in Eric Ward’s death through a roof fall. 
 
    And then Eric knew what he must do. 
 
    First he tried to bring life back into his fingers and hands: the flexing of his fingers, the pressure of fingertip against fingertip did indeed eventually bring back life, but with the increased flow of blood came the pain. He gritted his teeth and struggled on, and as he did so sought with deliberation for some purchase for his feet. It took him almost an hour, and the rag in his mouth was a hard ball, sourness dry in his throat as he felt the earth and mud balling under his foot, collecting against the rails hidden inches below the surface. He pushed and stamped and the mud was thick, the earth giving him purchase as the stones that had fallen from above were clamped together. Only then did he raise himself until his forearms were pressed against the beam and, on his knees, he took a long, deep breath, and thrust hard and suddenly against the baulk of timber. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He tried again, angrily, but the timber was unresponsive, the only sound being his own harsh breathing and the slithering of his shoes in the mud. He rested then for a while, waiting, thinking, conscious of the pain in his wrists and chest but dismissing it, concentrating on what he had to do. Then he returned to his task. 
 
    This time he did not waste his effort. He did not know whether he would be able to move the baulk of timber, but it was not to be done by wild, angry thrusts. If he could have got his shoulder beneath the timber he would have stood a better chance, but it was only his forearms he could trust to; now he leaned and pushed, strongly, steadily, and in short bursts. He needed to conserve his energy; it could take a long time. 
 
    As he worked his mind drifted to the past, to his young days as a policeman. He had prided himself on his fitness then; that same pride had made him keep in shape of recent years. It had been a way of persuading himself that his body had not really changed, in spite of the inhibition of his eyesight problems. He was glad now, as the sweat dripped from him in spite of the cold dankness of the tunnel, and he flexed the lean muscles of his forearms, pushing, arching his back desperately, bringing all the power he could bear from his cramped position, feeling the mud slither beneath his feet, fighting to retain sufficient purchase to throw his kneeling weight against the beam. 
 
    Until, finally, there was another, foreign sound. 
 
    It held an eerie note in the long dark tunnel of the drift. A soft groan, whispering in the roof above, sending a flutter into the tunnel like a skittering bird against the stone. He stopped, listened, sweating profusely, streaked with mud and grime, and the sound came again, the settling of old earth and ancient stone, pressures and powers and strengths that had been building up for years, waiting for their own time to demonstrate their crushing abilities and stirring now, testing those abilities in a long, slow groan. Eric’s blood was pounding as he leaned heavily against the baulk of timber, and this time there was not merely the soft groaning: the timber moved, slipped sideways for a fraction of an inch and the walls murmured to him that their sleep was over, and they were alive again. 
 
    At that, Eric rested his head against the timber itself. He had moved it a little; the pressures from the roof would mean that he could move it again. But not yet, not too soon, and carefully. 
 
    His blood slowed, and he slept for a little while and there was a confusion, of stalls on the market place along the Quayside, a narrow street along Eldon Square; Philip Scarn stood astride a recumbent figure, a woman, bleeding in a flat in Byker, but the faces were blurred, his vision limited, as he tried to tear aside the veils of glaucoma, affecting sight and resolution and logic. 
 
    When he woke, it was with a start. 
 
    There was a rustling sound in the blackness, the movement of something small, careful, furry. He felt the scrape of teeth against his shoe and kicked out in sudden panic. Rats would live down here in the drift: and he was alive and still, and they were investigating. Bile rose in his throat but he could not get rid of it; he fought the heavings of his stomach because he knew it could end in his own death if he were sick now. He focused his mind on the timber, felt it against his forearms, saw it in his mind’s eye in the darkness, classified it as an antagonist to be overcome and conquered. He strained again, and rested; strained, and once again there was the slight shift, the movement, and the trembling excitement of rock that had not moved in thirty years. 
 
    He was surrounded by immense power and some of it now seemed to flow down into him. He was no longer aware of the cold and the pain; instead, a light-headed intoxication took his mind, as he knew the drift willed him to create even if it were only the destruction of what man had done to the glen and the hill that held the drift. He pushed and strained and the timber moved again, there was a shower of dirt on his face, and beyond the timber something fell with a cracking sound from the roof itself. He lay back, breathing heavily through a nose half blocked with suffocating dirt, and the euphoria left him as suddenly as it had gripped him. He began to shake, pressed his head against his hands, feeling the blood that streaked them touch his cheek, slippery, wet. 
 
    And he heard the other, distant sound. 
 
    It was light, far off, and for a moment inexplicable. It echoed faintly in the dark air, drifting softly through the hollows of the tunnel, losing itself against the roof. Eric raised his head, straining to catch the sound again, and there was something odd about it, sharp, light, a piercing sound that was metamorphosed in flight, dissected and broken up until it lost its form against the bouncing back of its echoes. He had heard the sound before, many times, but could not now make out its quality or its cadence. But finally, as the echoes lost their strength for a few seconds, and the noise became uncertain, irregular, Eric knew it for what it was. 
 
    The sound of a man whistling. Svensson was returning into the drift. 
 
    Eric scrambled with his feet, found fresh purchase and took a deep breath. He curled his fingers against the wet, split timber and closed his eyes. The whistling noise, still corrupted by distance and echo, was less faint now and he knew he had only minutes to go before Svensson came into the last curve of the drift, and he pressed his forearms against the baulk and pushed hard. 
 
    There was no response. Where he had felt movement there was immobility; where the walls had chuckled menacingly at him, moving as he strained their support, now there was only silence except for the cutting edge of the man’s whistle, sharp against his nerves and panic. He pushed again, but the timber resisted him with a new stubbornness: it had lain here for almost thirty years and had regained confidence in its own strength. He felt as though it were alive, and fury hammered in the blood of his temples, his neck corded with effort as he thrust again, scrabbling with his toes, straining the muscles of his forearms against the wet timber. Nothing moved; the roof was silent, and the whistling had stopped to change into a mocking gibberish that was growing louder, words dancing confused in the darkness, except it was no longer dark, there was a faint ghost of light deep down the tunnel and he knew that he had failed, he was too late. 
 
    The air was grey now, a stain upon the blackness, the first marking of a photographic plate with images and realities. The dank darkness that had been suffocating him now seemed to have been more like a benison, and he desperately longed for its return as he thrust violently against the timber baulk, feeling the blood trickle along his wrists as the wire cut deep, searching for bone. 
 
    The faint light grew in intensity, until it was a swinging, dancing luminescence that hurt his eyes, sent fantastic images whirling against the black wet stone of the tunnel, and conjured up fantasies of shadow as Eric struggled with the stubborn baulk and the drift waited silently, ponderous, unresentful of the intrusion of the light and the heavy step and the song of the man who came down the tunnel seeking for Eric Ward. 
 
    The incongruity of the words, the triumph of the song came to Eric as he desperately thrust against the baulk. He had heard the words roared drunkenly on a Saturday night; they still came out of the pubs and the back alleys and St James’s Park and the music hall. Svensson had won; he knew it, and he sang softly, and contentedly and ironically. 
 
    ‘Howway, lads, you should’ve seen ’em gannin’ . . .’ 
 
    The light was glancing off the roof and Eric could see the black stain of blood on his wrists. He thrust against the timber again, and thought he felt it move. The steps came closer, the light grew brighter, and the baulk shivered, the roof setting up again its own light groaning as a counterpoint to the man’s voice as he came around the curve, the flashlight dancing and flickering and leaping ahead of him. 
 
    ‘Gannin’ along the Scotswood Roooad, ter see the Blaydon Races . . .’ 
 
    Then the light was playing full on Eric Ward and the song stopped and the beam lifted, inspected Eric as he lay there, held the wrists and the baulk of timber in its glare, and the voice came chuckling, menacingly. ‘Oh aye, and what we been up to here then, hey, bonny lad?’ 
 
    The tunnel whispered in answer, and the light wavered, dashed a suspicious flash against the roof, and as the whisper echoed in the passageway, the beam fixed Eric again. ‘Right, you bastard,’ the man said, and Eric thrust with one final desperate heave against the baulk and the timber slipped sideways, there was one long demonic screeching as stone tore at stone and the noise turned to thunder, crashing and rumbling into the depths of the old drift mine until the roof came crashing down about them in a choking, rubble-loaded cloud of dust and earth and stone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The thunder echoed and complained interminably, rumbling into distant new caverns underground, sending tremors of sound into long disused workings, realigning rock and streams of percolating water, seeking out new beds, settling into new patterns, until it faded, to be replaced with a different noise, an aching, thudding noise that was inside Eric Ward’s head. 
 
    It was several minutes before he was able to appreciate where he was, momentarily stunned by the fall of rock and stone, pinned by the broken baulk of timber that had been shattered in the fall. When he regained his senses he realized he was racked with a bout of coughing: the constraint of the gag had been torn from his face and he had almost automatically spat out the wad of rag. His hands were still bound, but the timber to which he was still attached was moveable, perhaps three feet in length, and he found he could curl his fingers around the end of it: For a moment he thought of trying to ease the binding wire over the end of the timber, but soon realized it was impossible: the wire would not slip and he would succeed only in further shredding of the skin and flesh at his wrists. 
 
    He lay still then, for a long time, and listened. 
 
    The thunder in the tunnel had died away and so had the noise in his head. He was faintly dizzy and felt sick, but the blackness, though thick with dust and oppressive, still allowed him to breathe. There was no light, no human sound, though distantly he heard the squeal of a frightened, dangerous rat. 
 
    He knew he would have to move. It was possible the tunnel was now completely blocked; if so, he was imprisoned here until he died. He had no illusions about that. His captor would have come alone, and Eric had insufficient strength left to dig his way out past any major fall. His only hope was that the collapse had been localized, and the exit from the drift was still open. 
 
    He lay there, listening, but there was no sound other than the soft slither of earth, and after a while he started to move, to struggle to his feet. 
 
    Every muscle in his body seemed concerned to complain, to demonstrate its displeasure at the treatment to which it had been subjected, and Eric groaned quietly. The sound seemed hung in the air, alien, a light echo drifting away from him in the darkness, and he forced himself up to his knees, his wrists still bound to the piece of timber. He stayed like that on his knees for almost two minutes, waiting until his head cleared and his breathing came more easily and then, with caution, he tried to stand upright. 
 
    The blackness around him was intense and he could see nothing, but the roof had not collapsed and he was able to move, hopefully in the direction of the entrance to the drift. He knew the earth and stone was piled in uneven heaps all about him as a result of the fall and he moved cautiously, stumbling nevertheless as he groped his way forward. 
 
    And then he stopped, stood stock still, as he heard the other groan, the second echo, and the sound of someone else moving, scrabbling against earth and rock, scrambling painfully to his feet. 
 
    ‘Svensson!’ 
 
    The name hissed from his lips, a sibilant whisper in the blackness. It soughed against the roof, sighed along the black corridor of the drift, and the noise ahead of him stopped. The man stood there, like himself blind in the tunnel, but between Eric and the exit from the drift. But now they were equal. A sharp excitement scored through Eric’s veins, adrenalin pumping strength into him as he realized that the handicap he had suffered was one they now both laboured under in the blackness of the tunnel. He said the name again, viciously. 
 
    ‘Svensson! I’m here; I can hear you — but can you hear this?’ 
 
    The piece of timber was still bound to his hands; his fingers clasped its end and he swished it viciously in the air, sending a light, dangerous sound sighing through the tunnel. Exultation gripped him; he was armed, Svensson would still be dazed, and Eric Ward wanted revenge. He swung the timber again, violently, and he heard rock and stone tumble only feet away as a heavy body was launched in his direction. 
 
    The blackness saved him. He felt fingers grasping at his shoulder and he swung his arms, brought the timber crashing against a muscular arm and then for a moment he was free again, only to smell that familiar, stale beer odour once more as his captor lurched for him again, hands outstretched in the blackness. He felt himself gripped by the shoulders, and then hands were scrabbling for his throat; he twisted, thudding the timber upwards and heard the crunch of bone. He struck again and the hands fell away, the man was backing into the tunnel and Eric followed him, wild with rage, swinging the timber pinioned to his wrists. 
 
    ‘Ward—’ 
 
    The word was cut off, turned into a grunt of pain as the blow took him across the chest. Eric swung again and felt the blow slide upwards, half-deflected by a protecting arm, only to strike hard against the side of the man’s head. The grunt of pain was muffled, there was a snorting sound and a scurry of falling earth and stone, and Eric heard the sound of a heavy body falling backwards. There was one more, light groan, and then only a slow, laboured breathing. 
 
    Eric groped forward carefully, the timber extended in front of him. The excitement that had gripped him was fading now, draining away with the sense of danger. Some eight feet from where he had lain there was a pile of broken rock; he struck it with his foot and fell, scoring his arm painfully, but as he lay there with his heart pounding he became aware of a softness under his fingers that was not earth, but flesh. 
 
    He explored tentatively. It was the upper part of a man’s body, a fleshy face, light stubble. He felt hair, a sticky wetness and he turned, slipped his numb, bleeding fingers against the man’s shirt, seeking life. After a few moments he picked up the faint flutter of a heartbeat and he sat up, checking with his hands and feet for purchase before he rose. Svensson was still alive, and the exit from Shurrock’s Drift was no longer barred. 
 
    He staggered away from the inert body of the man who had bound him to the baulk of timber and began to make his way along the tunnel. 
 
    It was a nightmare journey in the blackness. He blundered along like an owl in daylight, colliding with the walls, stumbling over broken rubble and earth, falling to his ragged knees in the wet, slippery mud and never certain that he was moving in the right direction, never certain he would breathe clean air again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He had no idea how long the journey took. He fell heavily at one point and his mouth was covered in soft, clinging earth so that he was forced to sit there, panting, spitting the dirt from his mouth. He crawled on his hands and knees for some distance, slow, painful movements, before he was able to brace himself again, rise to his feet to continue his stumbling progress, two hands against the broken wall of the tunnel, fingers gripping the trailing timber still wired painfully to his wrist. His imagination began to play tricks with him: he felt that the clogging atmosphere was changing, there was a new sweetness in the air, a freshness that was missing in the dust-laden tunnel behind him. And then perhaps it was not imagination after all as he thought he also detected a lightness in the tunnel, the kind of halo he had dreaded in his illness but now something to quicken his pulse. The floor of the drift seemed less strewn with rubble, and he was able to splash along with the feel of an old rail track under his feet. Then he knew the air was less tainted with dust, there was a change in atmosphere and light, and he knew he was nearing the entrance to Shurrock’s Drift. 
 
    Two minutes later there were stars above his head and he could dimly discern the moon riding among dark, ponderous clouds that scudded heavily against the sky. He stared upwards, taking in great gulps of air, and waited as the tension eased in his body and his pulse began to return to normal. He tried to raise his hands, run the back of one hand against his eyes and the timber waved ludicrously above his head. 
 
    He stepped forward, swaying and lurching, but feeling stronger every moment as a cool night breeze whispered in his face: He reached the broken railings, gripped the iron with his hands and dragged himself through the rusted opening. He blinked, looked about him, uncertain of himself, disorientated once more. He could not see well in the darkness in spite of the moonlight: long shadows from the broken wheelhouse were cast over the open ground and all was silent about him. Nevertheless, with a slow prickling feeling at the base of his spine he realized he was not alone. 
 
    For a few moments he stood there puzzled, blinking, unable to focus properly. Then, gradually, he made out the two dark shapes that stood at the far side of the clearing outside the drift. Beyond the iron loading circle and to one side of the old dumpers there were two cars, one stationed just a few yards from the other: they sat there silently and menacingly, watching, waiting. 
 
    The blood began to pound in Eric’s head; names surged through his mind — perhaps Svensson hadn’t been alone, Scarn, Reilly, O’Connor . . . He took a hesitant step forward but there was no sound, no movement from the cars. He began to walk forward, raising his hands and then suddenly there was an impression in his mind, there had been a movement in the car to the right, a window being wound down, a head emerging. Someone was peering towards him across the intervening thirty yards. Eric stopped, puzzled, and then the voice came: high, light, scared. 
 
    ‘Dick?’ 
 
    Eric Ward stood stock still as visions and questions and answers surged all around him and he struggled to make sense of it all in a brain clouded with pain and incomprehension. And then, at last, in an understanding anger. He had only those few moments, however, before, nightmarishly, the headlights of the car glowed briefly, then flickered on to flash a dazzling brilliance against his eyes, holding him in a searing glare of light. A woman screamed as though to match his own surprise, then it was drowned in the thunder of the car engine roaring into life. There was a violent clash of gears, a screeching sound that tore at his nerve ends and the headlights were moving, swinging erratically towards him, surging forward like a wild predator. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The rest was confusion and noise and violent reaction. 
 
    The car roared down on him and it could only have been feet from him before he moved. For a second his muscles refused to respond to the command of his brain; he remained rooted to the spot and then the reaction came. He hurled himself sideways in the automatic rolling response he had learned long ago in his police training. His left shoulder hit the ground, and though he rolled, the breath was still punched out of him, the timber thudding against his ribs. He felt the wind of the car as it roared past him, smelled oil and exhaust fumes and then he was on his knees, hardly able to move until he saw the brake lights gleaming red in the darkness, the car sliding, swinging, turning, until the headlights were pinning him again and it came charging in once more to hammer him into oblivion. 
 
    He staggered to his feet, raising his arms, but the light was so bright, lancing into him, and he knew he was unable to run, it was all over, pain and exhaustion and the tensions of the last hours had taken their toll on him. He stood there, weaving drunkenly, helpless. There was a high screaming sound again and the headlights wavered uncertainly before swinging violently to one side, the car twisting out of control, rocking as it bore down on him. And then, with a rush, it was past him, tyres squealing in protest as the car skidded, sliding at an angle for the walls of the old wheelhouse. 
 
    The car smashed into the wall at an angle with an explosion of sound that echoed around the clearing. Part of the wall collapsed, crushing the bonnet of the vehicle and the engine roared once more, crazily, before dying abruptly. An unearthly silence seemed to fill the clearing; the headlight on the near side still glared, whitening the destroyed walls of the wheelhouse, and as Eric staggered forward he saw movement inside the car. Someone was at the driving-wheel, sitting up slowly, one hand raised to the head. 
 
    He quickened his step, suddenly conscious again of the wire cutting into his wrists and made his way towards the car, where the door hung half torn from its hinges. He dragged at its edge, pulling it wide open and it screeched a complaint as the three-feet-long broken timber banged against the metal. 
 
    There were two women in the car. In the passenger seat Anne Morcomb was sprawled sideways. Her right hand was still fiercely clenched on the wheel; she had wrenched the car across from its murderous course and saved Eric Ward’s life. Her eyes were closed, her lips half open, a smear of blood across her mouth. 
 
    Even as Eric stared at her the other woman moved. She was reaching for the glove compartment. He stood there foolishly, watching her as she dragged open the compartment and then the moonlight broke through, glinting on the small screwdriver that she suddenly jerked forward. She held its point against Anne Morcomb’s throat in a gesture that was a compound of fear and defiance. 
 
    ‘Don’t come near me!’ 
 
    Her wild glare was fixed on Eric and the timber in his hand and there was panic and hatred in the glance. Eric Ward stood there, staring at her, and he realized at last what must have happened, knew how it had all come about, and he knew who it was who was lying in the rubble of Shurrock’s Drift. 
 
    He shook his head slowly, leaned forward. 
 
    ‘Don’t come near me, or I’ll shove this into her neck!’ The silence lengthened about them, broken only by the slow ticking sound of cooling metal. Eric leaned against the door wearily, and shook his head again. ‘Put it down,’ he said in a quiet voice. ‘Put it down, Dorothy. It’s all over now.’ 
 
    And in a little while the defiance in her eyes died. 
 
    * * * 
 
     ‘You’ve caused me a great deal of inconvenience, Mr Ward,’ Detective-Superintendent Bateman announced. He sat there in a dark grey suit of good cut, and his tone was sombre but polite, probably inhibited by the surroundings in which he found himself at Sedleigh Hall. Anne had already coolly offered him a glass of sherry, which he had declined with a certain stiffness, but the belligerence of his earlier attitude when he had interviewed Eric at his office was noticeably absent. It was clear that Bateman was now inclined to be more circumspect in his dealings with people whose suggestions might perhaps reach persons of standing in the county. 
 
    ‘Yes, a great deal of inconvenience. It would have been more helpful and sensible, and certainly less dangerous, if you had believed me in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t say that you were particularly convincing,’ Eric replied, ‘nor all that communicative. If you’d told me more at the time—’ 
 
    ‘I saw no reason to take you into police confidence completely, simply because you’d once been in the force,’ Bateman said in a cold voice. ‘I went as far as I needed to and it should have been enough. I told you Svensson was dead. You chose to disbelieve me.’ 
 
    ‘I was given other information.’ 
 
    ‘From Kenton! Well, the less said about that piece of gullibility the better,’ Bateman sneered. ‘The fact is, we have been carrying out an investigation into corruption in the construction world for the last ten years. The trials of seven years ago when a few councillors and building contractors were finally nailed didn’t end it all. There are still certain local politicians and a few professional men . . . however, I won’t go into that. The thing is, when we heard Scarn was coming back north to Tyneside we weren’t displeased. He had been on the fringe of the scandals ten years ago but was forced out by a bigger fish we’ve not yet managed to net — a man who since then has, shall we say, diversified.’ 
 
    ‘Johnston O’Connor?’ 
 
    Bateman smiled thinly. ‘The same. We had a feeling Scarn’s return might put some pressure on O’Connor, cause a few worms to emerge. And if you hadn’t interfered—’ 
 
    In the background Anne Morcomb stirred and Eric looked at her. There was a small scar on her upper lip, the result of the crash into the wheelhouse, but it would fade soon, together with the memories. 
 
    ‘We always knew Reilly was closely involved with O’Connor, and suspected there was some link through him between Scarn and O’Connor. We guessed the link might be Cindy Jackson. And we were working on the basis that if they were all left alone, and Scarn started needling O’Connor, things might happen.’ 
 
    ‘Like the murder of a young girl,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    Bateman’s face tightened. ‘That was as much your doing as anyone’s. I’ve told you before. Cindy Jackson had worked in Scarn’s office in the old days. Reilly moved in to live with her and she began to slip information on Scarn’s tenders to him; he passed it on to O’Connor. Nothing too serious in her book but it led to the collapse, essentially, of Scarn’s business. Later, Reilly recruited the girl to O’Connor, put her on the game.’ 
 
    ‘Scarn didn’t know about her involvement, and neither did I.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the point. When you started asking questions — around — and were known to be Scarn’s lawyer — and actually visited the girl, O’Connor, always a man to protect his back, ordered Reilly to warn her to keep her mouth shut. But when Reilly went around to do just that he found a watch had been placed on the flat. By you.’ 
 
    ‘I—’ 
 
    ‘He gave your night watchman a going-over, then, his blood up, he went to talk to Cindy. He claims he didn’t intend to kill her, just to warn her, but things got out of hand. He was always a violent man — this time he went too far.’ 
 
    ‘Have you arrested him?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘He was taken last night in Northallerton. Never run far, these Geordies. All the same; stick to the North-East.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought, about Svensson.’ Eric said in a tight voice. 
 
    Bateman glared at him for a moment, then twisted his mouth unpleasantly. ‘That’s as may be, but I still told you the man was dead. The man you saw in Byker, outside Cindy’s flat, was just a passer-by sheltering from the rain. But you wouldn’t listen.’ He was silent for a moment, clearly resentful that Eric had disregarded his warnings, but not inclined to pursue the matter further. ‘Still, I’m here now to tell you that I’ll need formal statements from you about Kenton and Dorothy Farnon . . . Kenton looked half gone when we finally hauled him out of Shurrock’s Drift but he’s recovered well enough. Cracked skull and broken ribs from the thumping you gave him, but he’ll be fit and well by the time he and Dorothy Farnon stand trial.’ He glanced around the room, appreciative of his surroundings. ‘It was all about envy, really. Envy, and greed.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘They were both corrupted by their experiences, lack of prospects; seeing you, and thinking they deserved better than they had . . . It seems the day you went to London to talk to Philip Scarn, Kenton was down there too, being interviewed for a job he didn’t get. He was angry, depressed . . . and he got drunk. It was as he was going for his train—’ 
 
    ‘That he caught sight of me,’ Eric supplied. ‘While I couldn’t see him.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. And what did he see? A man more successful than he, yet one who’d been junior to him in the force and who’d been compelled to resign because of illness. Yet you’d since become a solicitor and . . . forgive me . . . attached to a wealthy young woman.’ Bateman hesitated. ‘It wasn’t premeditated, he insists on that. Says he was drunk, envious, disappointed by his failure, and he just barged into you on the steps above the underpass. A combination of his own disappointments and your apparent success, a well-dressed solicitor visiting London for a business conference . . .’ 
 
    ‘And afterwards?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘He claims it just sort of grew. He didn’t tell Dorothy Farnon about the incident immediately. But the accident, so-called, was still on his mind a few days later. He had a few cans of brown ale inside him, was brooding over your good fortune and his ill luck, and he took it a step further. He made a threatening phone call. A joke, he argues. But Mrs Farnon caught him at it, told him he was a malicious fool, likely to get into trouble for nothing. And that’s when it changed.’ 
 
    ‘With her intervention?’ 
 
    ‘Your foolishness, more like,’ Bateman suggested sourly. ‘You went around to Keelman’s Bridge to seek Kenton’s help to find a dead man. That’s when it germinated. The seed was already there: you just gave it life by suggesting a name to them. Kenton was scared when you arrived — he thought you knew he’d made that first phone call. Then he was taken aback — and Dorothy Farnon was quick to see the possibilities.’ 
 
    ‘She worked it out?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘You gave the idea form and substance and she had the drive and intelligence to push Kenton into it: convince you Svensson was still alive, and scare Miss Morcomb enough to make her hand over some money. Nothing too fancy; nothing too elaborate; and not too much money. Just enough, he says, to enable them to buy a small business.’ Bateman sniffed. ‘Can’t see it would have bought them much these days.’ 
 
    Anne rose, folded her arms tightly, and walked across the room towards the window. She stared out over the meadow for a few moments. ‘The phone calls . . . they were horrible.’ 
 
    ‘Dorothy Farnon made him keep them to a minimum. He disguised his voice and made sure he was actually at the Hall, visibly not making them, when they came through. And it kept things warm while they worked out a plan to extract the money. But you rushed them a bit—’ 
 
    ‘It was after you told me about Cindy Jackson’s death,’ Eric said woodenly. 
 
    ‘All right, but you rushed them. Kenton had to hurry to set it up after your visit the second time to Keelman’s Bridge, and the planning got a bit loose. He arranged the meeting at the Prudhoe Street Mission, gave the kid the note for you, and drove out to Shurrock’s Drift ahead of you. He’d previously sussed the place out, as a possibility.’ 
 
    Eric nodded, recalling his second visit to Keelman’s Bridge. ‘I think I saw him after he’d returned from a visit there. He was tired, his jacket was dirty—’ 
 
    ‘No doubt,’ Bateman interrupted, his pale, unblinking eyes unemotional. ‘Anyway, once he’d attacked you and stuck you in the drift, the next problem was to get the money out of Miss Morcomb.’ 
 
    ‘Dorothy Farnon worked that out?’ 
 
    ‘She did. Pretty fool proof, too. Kenton’s job was to come here to Sedleigh Hall, alarm Miss Morcomb, plant fears about your safety.’ 
 
    Anne shuddered at the recollection. ‘It wasn’t difficult. I was already scared to hell.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so.’ Bateman smoothed his stiffly brushed hair as though to reassure himself of the realities in the face of female weakness. ‘The additional thing he had to be certain of was that he was in the Hall when “Svensson’s” blackmail call came through.’ 
 
    Anne hesitated. ‘But then, and earlier—’ 
 
    Eric had already worked it out. ‘Kenton had pre-recorded the message. Dorothy Farnon had made a little investment — a music centre with a taping device. You told me Kenton kept watching the time when he was with you, looking at his watch. The timing was crucial. He’d fixed a precise time with Dorothy; at the arranged time she’d ring and when she was sure you were on the line she switched on the tape. To all intents and purposes you were listening to Svensson — who would allow you no interruption — at the very time Kenton just happened to be at the Hall. And on this last occasion, importantly, available to help, assist you in making a decision when you were shaken, confused — and there to make certain you were shaken enough to be deceived.’ 
 
    ‘So the call to police headquarters, the one made from the hallway—’ 
 
    ‘Was never made.’ A touch of colour stained Bateman’s oily skin. ‘He simply didn’t dial the number. There was no call to headquarters, no conversation with me or any other policeman. It was simply a way of gaining your confidence, allaying any suspicions you might have had. It may all have sounded realistic, but . . . in any case, I would never have suggested you drew out the money, Miss Morcomb. The police simply don’t work like that.’ 
 
    Anne shook her head ruefully. ‘I was confused. In a pretty bad way if the truth be told. I just couldn’t think straight. And when Kenton phoned later, told me Dorothy Farnon would be calling to pick me up with the money, to go to the police rendezvous, I simply didn’t question it. I was stupid.’ 
 
    ‘Confused,’ Eric insisted softly. In the way he had been shaken the last time at Keelman’s Bridge when he failed to become suspicious of the reactions of Kenton and Dorothy Farnon. 
 
    Anne shook her head. ‘Even so, I should have realized . . . the way Kenton was so nervous when he came to the house that afternoon. The way he kept checking the time. The fact he didn’t use the phone in the room but went into the hallway to call the police, where I wouldn’t be able to hear him well. I should have realized . . . and even when we got to Shurrock’s Drift and the only other car there was Kenton’s, I just couldn’t think. Until you came out of the drift, Eric, and she, Dorothy — got scared. She was expecting Kenton, she couldn’t make you out in the darkness, so she called his name — and then she knew it wasn’t him.’ 
 
    ‘If you hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t be alive now’ Eric said quietly. He looked towards Bateman. ‘Will you be charging her with attempted murder?’ 
 
    Bateman cleared his throat with a touch of asperity, as though expecting criticism. ‘We can’t be sure that murder was in mind. They both insist they had no intention of killing you. The idea was you’d still think it was Svensson who was behind it all. They say they expected to get away with it, just leaving you there.’ 
 
    ‘With Anne sitting in the car, handing the money over to Mrs Farnon and Kenton?’ Eric asked in disbelief. ‘What did they intend doing about her?’ 
 
    Bateman coloured, but he had already reached his own conclusions and would not be disturbed by hypotheses, however logical. ‘As they said, you rushed them, broke up their planning, and I really don’t think they would have killed—’ 
 
    ‘That’s your theory,’ Eric said stiffly. He hesitated as he felt a faint prickling at the back of his eyes, a recurrent nightmare of the way he had sweated in the cold blackness, of the blood running down his wrists, of the thrusting against the baulk of timber and of the whistling sound in the tunnel, the soft, triumphant singing of ‘The Blaydon Races.’ It had been the sound of a man coming to do something he was going to enjoy doing . . . something he had always enjoyed doing. 
 
    Nor had there been anything indecisive in the way Dorothy Farnon had held that screwdriver, even though she had been persuaded to drop it when the situation was obviously hopeless. Eric glanced at Anne. She was staring at him, wide-eyed. He wanted to argue with Bateman, but Anne had been through enough. He bit back the words. Instead, he asked, ‘Where does this leave Scarn? I’ve decided not to continue working for him, of course.’ 
 
    Bateman rose to his feet, expanded his barrel chest importantly. He regarded the bandages on Eric’s hands and wrists, contemplated the deep scratch on his face where the gag had been torn away by the falling timber, and his bigot’s mouth twisted. ‘Scarn? I don’t suppose you could work for him in this condition anyway. As to what happens to him — the answer is: nothing. He’s committed no criminal offence . . . yet. He’s still a thorn in O’Connor’s side, of course. Reilly will be going down on a murder charge but I have a feeling he won’t give us enough evidence to haul in O’Connor as well. So we’ll be leaving Scarn and O’Connor to needle each other and I’d agree that Tyneside isn’t big enough for both of them — something will blow in the end. Same with the local government corruption investigations. Something will crawl out of the woodwork in due course . . . it always does. All we have to do is wait . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    After Bateman had gone, Anne sat on the floor in front of Eric, watching him quietly. In a little while, to exorcise the demons in his head, Eric said, ‘I meant what I said about your being there at Shurrock’s Drift: Dorothy Farnon was set to run me down: she was so panic-stricken she’d have killed me herself.’ 
 
    ‘So I saved your life.’ She smiled. ‘Now will you marry me?’ 
 
    ‘I still have my doubts.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘All right. Maybe it is time I made an honest woman of you.’ 
 
    ‘I can set a date?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll set a date,’ he agreed. 
 
    They were silent for a while, at ease with each other, but then it all came trickling back into Eric’s mind: the suspicions he had held about Carter, the Quayside stallholder; about the publican Fenchurch — and about Svensson. He thought of his refusal to listen to common sense and logic; his denial of the assurances Bateman had given him; and he remembered the injuries Fred Lock had suffered . . . 
 
    He rose abruptly and walked across the room. He poured himself a glass of Scotch from the decanter, making an exception to general habit. He sipped the whisky, aware of what was in Anne’s eyes but unable to dispel the shadow that Detective-Superintendent Bateman had left with him. Leave the matter to us, Bateman had said. Eric Ward hadn’t done that. He’d acted, even though his knowledge had been minimal, his vision limited. 
 
    ‘It’s not so,’ Anne said softly, understanding. ‘You were not responsible for the death of that girl, in Byker.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he lied, for her. ‘No, I really don’t think I was.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    It was two in the morning before they came. 
 
    There were three of them, standing huddled together in the morning cold of the woods, a dark, silent group. The undergrowth matched their silence: it was as though the woods were waiting for something to happen and the silence seemed to affect the three dogs, making them crouch down in the tense darkness, quivering, eager. One of the men lit a cigarette, the red glow bringing a momentary metallic gleam from the spade carried by the man beside him. The third man shuffled uneasily. When he spoke, it was in a low, impatient mutter. 
 
    ‘Where the ’ell is he, man?’ 
 
    ‘Said he’d be here. He’ll come, will Jack.’ 
 
    The minutes lengthened, and the figures of the waiting men merged into the dark shadows of the tall trees on the hill. A light breeze rose, soughing coldly through the undergrowth, and the cigarette described a glowing arc through the air, flicked away by an impatient finger. ‘Howway, you hear that?’ 
 
    The low rumbling sound came from the far end of the field below the copse, in the direction of Rothbury Crags. The regular beat of the engine was broken on the night air, caught up in the breeze, but as it grew closer, and louder, it was recognizable as the engine of a tractor, and a few moments later the first glow of its headlights touched the fringe of the copse, harshening the lines of the trees. The three men and the dogs moved forward, towards the distant glow, and they stood at the bottom of the slope, awaiting the tractor as it came rumbling towards them across the field. 
 
    Above them, on their knees in the undergrowth, the two watchers crouched low, the one clutching his flash apparatus with numb fingers, the other craning forward to watch the approach of the tractor. It seemed as though they were going to be lucky, after all. 
 
    The tractor crossed the field, trundled through the shallow water of the burn, and lurched into the slope of the hill as it headed for the copse. It rumbled forward, the roar of its engine echoing in the silence and the man with the spade, raising his hand, was caught briefly in the headlights, whitening through the trees and casting fantastic, elongated shadows across the slope. 
 
    The dogs were up now, whimpering, excited as the night air was broken by the laborious progress of the tractor, churning forward to the edge of the treeline, coming to a halt at the bottom of the slope and then manoeuvring patiently until its harsh headlights beamed through the trees on the steep side of the hill. 
 
    The driver stood up behind his wheel, black against the reflected glare of the headlights. ‘Awright, Frank?’ 
 
    ‘Great, man, great! Thass fine, Jack: now we can see what we’re bloody well doin’!’ 
 
    The tractor-driver cut his engine; the end of the noise made the silence seem loud to the watchers on the hill. The driver, Jack, scrambled down from his seat and made his way through the pool of light and into the trees, towards the spot where the three men waited. Something glinted in his left hand: a long piece of steel. He used it to thrust into the earth, an aid to the climb up the slope, but the watchers knew that it would serve a different purpose in a little while. 
 
    One of the dogs yelped a welcome as the tractor-driver joined the others; someone opened a flask and as the men below stood in a tight little group, talking in low voices among themselves, the faint odour of coffee drifted up the hill. 
 
    A few minutes later the group began to break up, the men fanning out a little, checking the ground within the range of the tractor headlights, with the dogs prancing, whimpering in subdued excitement, until one of them, the man called Frank, raised his hand. He had found what they were looking for. 
 
    The four of them stood in a tight circle on the steep wooded slope, while the dogs thrust inquisitive noses between their legs and the man called Jack drove the long steel probe into the soft earth, where the tunnels had been dug that year. One of the dogs, black in the light of the tractor headlights, was pushing forward eagerly, but was kicked back with a muffled curse; the others stood stifflegged, quivering with anticipation as the steel probe went in, again and again. 
 
    The group broke up in a sudden flurry of excitement. Two men seized dogs; the man called Frank grabbed the black dog and dragged it forward, thrusting it into the hole in the ground so that it disappeared with an excited wriggling. There was a short silence, but the air was electric with expectancy, and once again, as a deep thumping noise came from the tunnel, there was a flurry of activity. A second dog was dragged forward, thrust down into the tunnel behind the first and the steel probe was cast aside. The tractor-driver moved forward; in his hand he carried an instrument that began to buzz loudly, like a geiger counter. 
 
    ‘Bring the shovel!’ 
 
    The tractor-driver stood to one side as one of the men started to dig. The buzzing continued, a harsh, abrasive sound that was punctuated by the gasping of the man with the shovel as he dug swiftly in the soft earth. Within minutes he was succeeded by one of the others, thrust aside impatiently as he slowed, so that the furious digging lost no impetus, each man taking his turn in brief spasms of wild activity, and in the bright light of the tractor headlights the watchers on the hill could see, as the black earth was thrown aside, that the men had broken into the tunnel. 
 
    The thumping noise from below the ground was continuing, and now there was also another sound, a muffled yapping and barking that was punctuated by savage growling sounds. Suddenly the surge of activity with the shovel ceased, it was thrown aside, and in the tunnel the grey and white flanks of a large badger could be seen. 
 
    Pandemonium broke loose. ‘Work ’im, work ’im!’ one of the men was shouting and the two remaining dogs threw themselves forward in a furious whirl of snapping and barking. The men again started to dig furiously and the bumping noise grew louder as the animal’s flanks heaved madly in the tunnel. In the demonic light of the tractor’s headlamps it was all suddenly clear as the big sow badger emerged, the terrier’s teeth sunk into the fur near the animal’s throat, and the watchers knew that the bumping noise had come from dog and badger tugging and wrestling with each other in the sett. 
 
    The other two dogs had settled their teeth into the badger’s fur and there was a shout of triumph as one of the hunters leaned forward, grabbed the thirty-five-pound badger by its tail and dragged it from its tunnel, swinging it high with the straining dogs still hanging on to it. In the harsh light they could all see its bloodstained sides as it hung, struggling, writhing and twisting its head in an attempt to bite its tormentor. The men were shouting and laughing, almost drunk with excitement, and one of the dogs fell off, barking, only to leap in and snap at the struggling badger again. 
 
    It was at that moment that Eddie Stevens said ‘Now!’ to the photographer, and the man stood up, unnoticed by the hunters below, paused, then took three quick photographs in succession. 
 
    The brightness of the flash was almost blinding in spite of the light from the tractor. One of the men yowled in his surprise, the burly man holding the badger swore violently and then with one great swing of his arm sent the animal hurtling twenty feet away down the hill. The dogs set up an excited yammering as the badger crashed into the undergrowth, picked itself up and ran off in a trail of blood. The four men in the glow of the tractor’s headlights paid no attention. They stared up the slope to where the two men stood. 
 
    ‘What the ’ell do you think you’re doin’?’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens said quietly to the photographer, ‘Pack your gear, don’t rush, just do it quietly.’ 
 
    ‘I said, what the bloody ’ell you up to?’ The burly man who had held up the badger began to move forward, menacingly. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘We’re reporters from the Star,’ Eddie Stevens said. ‘What you’ve been doing is illegal and we—’ 
 
    ‘Hey, you just wait there!’ The burly man shouted and quickened his step, plunging forward into the hill. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell!’ the photographer said, and then, humping his gear, turned and stumbled off through the trees. Eddie Stevens hesitated for a moment, uncertain, but as the other three men below began to hurry after their leader he too turned, and began to run. Their car was at the other side of the copse; they’d been told that if they parked there and made their way through the copse they might remain unseen while the badger-hunters indulged in their sport, but it meant now that there was some distance to run in the darkness through the trees if they were to get back to the safety of the car. 
 
    He heard the photographer swearing and cursing off to his left and he himself made as much noise as he could, swinging right, aware that if the hunters caught the photographer they would certainly destroy his gear and his film. It would be a nice little scoop for the Star, a shot of the badger-hunters caught in the act, and with luck he might even be able to sell it to one of the Sundays. But not if the hunters got hold of the photographer. Eddie Stevens blundered noisily through the undergrowth and though his heart was thudding in his chest he felt a certain satisfaction as he heard the pursuers veer in his direction. 
 
    The light from the tractor headlamps was now far below them and the trees were thinning, but in the darkness the going underfoot had become treacherous, boggy and bramble-ridden. Eddie felt the water seeping through his town shoes and he cursed, but the men behind him were shouting to each other now, giving instructions, and he realized they knew the woods well and were hoping to cut him off. He ran on, bursting clear of the trees, and in the distance saw the curve of glittering lights that designated the roadway and houses above Rothbury Crags. Even as he did so, he was suddenly aware of the different textures beneath his feet, the springy tussocks of grass, and then the sliding, treacherous shale. He slowed uncertainly, aware of the manner in which the slope dropped away in front of him, and glanced back over his shoulder. Flashlights wavered among the trees and his heart was pounding. He hesitated, then turned away from the shale, began to scramble up the slope towards the dark shelter of a copse, wind-torn on the exposed hillside, and behind him someone shouted, a violent, angry sound in the darkness. 
 
    The going was rough, and rocks scored painful weals on his shins and destroyed his thin shoes. The breathing grew painful in his chest, lungs protesting, his ribcage sore with the unaccustomed effort of the flight in the darkness. He struggled on, hoping that the trees would give him some temporary cover, a screen behind which he could recover his breath and his sense of direction. Then suddenly, without warning, the rocks loomed up ahead of him, the slope fell away and he lost his balance, falling down the scarp slope, sideways, away from the copse on the hill, bouncing, rolling helplessly as bramble and stone tore at his clothing, and he let out an involuntary yell of pain and surprise. 
 
    He was brought up short, suddenly and agonizingly, as the craggy rock slammed into his chest, winding him, and he lay wheezing, breathless, the pain slashing through his chest, aware only of the sharpness of the night air in his lungs. He lay there, unable to move, watching the uncertain wavering lights on the ridge above him as men called to each other, questioningly. The searching gleams danced and hovered on the trees and the rocks and the ridge itself and Eddie Stevens lay still, gasping, waiting, scared. The lights faded momentarily, as the men moved away from the ridge and an eerie silence fell. It was broken by the rasping of boots on rock, a scrambling sound above him and then the light was bright and white, searing through the darkness, pinning him helplessly in its beam. A dark figure stood behind the light; heavy and menacing, it stood still for several seconds. There was a grunt of satisfaction. 
 
    ‘There you are. Bastard.’ 
 
    Other lights joined the first, picked him out, then faded and died. The scrambling sounds increased and Eddie tried to struggle up. He got as far as his knees and crouched there, panting painfully. The pursuers were scrambling down the slope towards him but he was still breathless, unable to move, and afraid suddenly of the darkness at his back, the danger of the slope below, the unfamiliar territory of Rothbury Crags. 
 
    The men reached him; there were four of them, silent. They stood in a tight bunch staring at him for a little while and then one of them walked forward, slowly, as though the movement was something to savour and enjoy. A hand was wound roughly into Eddie’s collar and he was jerked upright to his feet. There was a pause; Eddie waited, his nerves screaming and then the pain came as with a short, jabbing motion the man slammed his fist into Eddie’s groin. 
 
    The next few minutes were hazy. He was aware of waves of pain, a numbness in his face, the salty taste of blood in his mouth and the panting, furious sound as the man who was kicking him gradually lost his rhythm and power. A rushing noise, the sound of wings, filled his head and he lost consciousness as his eyes seemed filled with blood, and the blackness turned red, then black once more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was the lightness of dawn in the sky. Every muscle in his body ached. He was aware of a distant rumble of sound, life stirring beyond Rothbury Crags. High above him in the glowing sky he could hear the thin keening of a predatory hawk, hovering for its morning kill. His tongue was swollen and thick and his senses reeled. Doggedly he sat up and looked about him. A rocky plateau, a thirtyfoot drop to a scattering of scree, rock and gorse. If he had fallen he might have been seriously injured . . . but the badger-hunters had themselves made a pretty good job of that. Eddie took a deep breath and knew when the pain lanced through his chest that a rib would have been badly bruised at best, probably splintered. But at the same time he felt a certain wry exaltation: he had drawn the pack away from the photographer and there would be a record of the night’s doings. With his own brand of purple prose, he thought with satisfaction, the photographs of four startled men, three dogs and a badger would make a nice, lucrative little story. 
 
    The consideration gave him a sudden surge of strength and confidence. He tried to stand up. It was a mistake. He felt a swift dizziness descend upon him, his brain became turgid, dark images swam before his eyes and he lurched, fell sideways, and next moment was tumbling down the scree slope, torn at by gorse bushes, thudding along across small, painful outcrops that brought a scream of pain as the agony in his ribs extended through the range of his chest. Over and over he rolled, tumbling down the slope until he finally crashed into a thicket of gorse and the spines were in his flesh and he was sobbing, almost hysterically, among the shower of stones and dirt that still fell about him from the disturbed upper slopes. 
 
    After a few painful minutes he tried to sit up again, and after a further interval succeeded in rising to his knees. He looked about him. It was a matter of taking it carefully, waiting until he felt able to walk across the rest of the slope, towards the half-mile-distant road, where no doubt he would get a lift, even if his companion did not return to look for him. But no rushing, no more floods of dizziness and pain. Not after that fall. He turned back and looked up the slope to see how far he had fallen. And thoughts of height and measurement left him. 
 
    He was filled with a grim satisfaction, knowing now that it wasn’t just the matter of a newspaper article — he intended getting his own back on those murderous thugs who had attacked him. But the thought flowed away from him as he stared up the slope and saw where the scree had broken and slid away, disturbed by his descent. Rock and small stones and earth had been disturbed, and there was something to be seen protruding from the shallow cavity to the left of the thick gorse. It was a piece of cloth. But there was something else too, something dark withered, discoloured. 
 
    Unsteadily Eddie Stevens walked forward, slipping on the loose scree, keeping his eyes fixed on the object in front of him and quelling the rising tide of excitement in his chest. He stood above the object, breathing in a manner shallow enough to avoid the stabbing pain from his ribs and only when he was sure did he lean forward, touch what he saw, tease it away a little from the earth. And then he was certain; positive that it was cloth, and discoloured bone, and withered skin and flesh; certain that he had stumbled upon something far more important than the illegal baiting of a badger in a Northumberland wood. 
 
    This, he knew, was a certainty for the nationals. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The office was small and unpretentious, located in one of the commercial buildings that had been built on the Quayside at the turn of the century. It was not exactly at the centre of the Newcastle business community, nor near the more fashionable premises inhabited by others of the legal fraternity in the city, but it suited Eric Ward, with its tall-ceilinged rooms, its echoing stairwell, the musty air of bygone business when shipping agents had jostled with merchantmen on the Quayside, seeking trade from the ships that lay thick in the Tyne. 
 
    There was a good view of the river from the narrow window in his own office, and he had had time since setting up on his own account to stare out of that window. His marriage to Anne had, of course, brought him a certain amount of business: he had walked the tightrope of pride on several of those accounts, aware they had come to him because of his marriage, and wanting to stand on his own two feet. Realism had eventually won over pride: he needed to re-establish himself in his own eyes as well as in those of the business community, and he knew also that once he’d been given the accounts he’d do as well with them as anyone else in practice along the Tyne — and better than some. 
 
    Even so, he had no intention of relying upon Anne’s gentry connections, and he had steadfastly refused to have anything to do with the general commercial interests of the company she had established to manage her landed interests; anything, that is, other than the particular problem the company was facing right now, and which no local firm really had the expertise to deal with. 
 
    The matter would go to litigation, of course, and it was a good piece of business to have, but right now it was about the only piece of work available to him. He had employed two girls: Frances, to do the typing and general clerical work, and Lizzie who, in spite of the vaguely punk style she had recently adopted, yet managed to woo clients who had come to the office and who was also an extremely able and promising young legal executive. He had quizzed them both, carefully, upon how they felt about working in a Victorian building on the Quayside rather than a modern block near the city centre. Lizzie had summed it up: ‘It’s a gas, Mr Ward.’ By that he had assumed she approved. 
 
    But right now he wasn’t certain he had enough to keep them occupied. This week there had only been one new client and he hadn’t even seen him yet. It didn’t promise to be anything particularly interesting — and it meant a visit to the General Hospital. At least it could mean a walk in the sunshine. 
 
    He left the office at ten-thirty and walked along the Quayside, past the Custom House and Sandhill and crossed over beyond the Moot Hall to make his way behind the railway station and up the hill to Westgate. It was a fine, warm morning and the streets were bustling; whatever the recession had done to Tyneside it hadn’t destroyed its sense of humour or its enjoyment of the city itself and he knew that it was a place he would never want to leave, even though it was a long drive from Sedleigh Hall, a drive he was still careful to make not more than a couple of times a week. The operation for glaucoma was still only six months behind him, and so far he was keeping the recurrence of symptoms at bay. He yet lacked the confidence to believe that his troubles in that direction were over, but at least he felt fit again, and the atropine he used was applied sparingly. It was marriage, rather than drugs, Anne insisted smugly, that had done the trick. He smiled to himself as he reached Summerhill: marriage might have helped his recovery from the operation and the traumatic experiences he had gone through at Shurrock’s Drift, but it had certainly helped Anne Morcomb’s confidence. She had matured remarkably in these few months: the girlishness had been replaced with a relaxed assurance. The status of a married woman appealed to her; and, oddly enough, it had increased her own commitment to the company that ran Morcomb Estates. 
 
    Eric Ward turned into the driveway of the General Hospital. He was sweating lightly from the climb up the hill: maybe he needed to get out more on the fells above Sedleigh Hall at weekends, or take up riding with Anne. He made his way through the swing doors marked Inquiries and was told that the person he wanted was in Redheugh Ward. A short walk along corridors painted with red, yellow and green lines, and he found himself standing in front of a bed where a young man of about thirty was lying, reading a local newspaper. 
 
    ‘Mr. Stevens?’ 
 
    ‘That’s me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Eric Ward.’ 
 
    The young man laid aside his paper and looked at Ward with a certain curiosity. Eric returned the scrutiny. Stevens had been badly beaten, it seemed. His face was marked and cut, swellings and bruising around his eyes making his features seem grossly puffed, but his eyes were lively and humorous, his swollen lips clearly ready to break into an easy smile at the slightest provocation. They twitched now. 
 
    ‘Seen better stuff at the butcher’s, hey, Mr. Ward?’ 
 
    ‘You seem to have taken quite a pounding.’ 
 
    ‘It was worth it,’ Stevens replied and a glint of satisfaction came into his eyes. He raised a hand to scratch at his unruly thatch of hair and a grimace of pain twitched his mouth into a less happy state. ‘I’m not so sure all the time, though.’ 
 
    ‘Ribs?’ 
 
    ‘Two. Cracked, not broken. But they play hell, for all that. Contusions, otherwise, I think that’s the medical term. Oh, and a broken finger . . . see?’ He waggled a plastered hand in Eric’s direction in a vaguely obscene but comic gesture. ‘Cuts down all sorts of activities on my part, you know? Can I get compensation for that, as well?’ 
 
    Eric grinned, warming to the man. ‘Depends whether you’re right — or left-handed. Anyway, you want to bring charges of assault and battery, I take it, or malicious wounding—’ 
 
    ‘What’s the difference?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll depend upon the weapons used—’ 
 
    ‘Boots, mainly.’ 
 
    ‘. . . and the extent of the injuries—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told them you can have access to my medical records.’ 
 
    ‘And you know who your assailants were?’ 
 
    Stevens managed a grin and a chuckle. ‘That’s one thing about being a reporter and getting done over. The brethren, they got all the contacts you need, and the information comes rushing in. We don’t like to see our own kind being done over, you know?’ 
 
    ‘I gather they were local badger-hunters,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘That’s right. You see, I work for the Star and there’s been a fair bit of talk about the way country habits die hard even in the face of specific legislation. The nineteen eighty-one Act—’ 
 
    ‘The Wild Life and Countryside Act.’ 
 
    ‘You been doing your homework! The Act makes out a fine of up to a thousand pounds for hunting badgers, but the lads in the villages, they don’t seem to be deterred. Wales, the West Country, Cheshire, Cumbria, Northumberland, they’re all still rife with badger-baiting and killing, but what’s more, there seems to be a kind of organized conspiracy to ignore it. The magistracy may be too close to the countryside themselves, a lot of them being landowners and all that, and they seem to impose ludicrous fines, sixty quid or something, even when the Act has been blatantly broken—’ 
 
    ‘So it wasn’t just badger-hunters you were after,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    Stevens raised his unplastered hand and waved it doubtfully. ‘Well, let’s say there’s more mileage in a bit of evidence that shows local corruption and that sort of thing. But while I could argue that, from the number of cases proceeded with in the courts and the fines that have been demanded, first I had to get hard evidence that the badger-baiting was still going on.’ 
 
    ‘And you got it.’ 
 
    ‘And some,’ Stevens said ruefully, touching his puffy mouth gingerly. ‘I’d managed to get some information from local farmers that there were setts above Rothbury Crags and that it was likely there’d be some digging up there fairly soon. In fact, I had to spend only two wasted nights up there before I got what I wanted — except I was a bit surprised when they came along with a tractor.’ 
 
    ‘A tractor?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sophisticated stuff! Tractor to light up the scene, so they could enjoy it all that much more. The driver’s called Jack Henderson. He came armed with a steel probe: they use it to listen for movement in the tunnels dug by the badger. Then they had the dogs: the leader of the hunters is called Frank Penry, and he was the one with the “hard” dog.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘These teams, they always have one dog — this one was a black Patterdale — which has the job of going down into the sett. I gather they’re special animals — powerful, fearless, usually scarred to hell from encounters with badgers, but with a jaw grip almost as fierce as the animal they attack. Then there’s a back-up dog to which the men attach a collar with a radio device. It goes into the tunnel behind the “hard” dog, and they use a locater above ground, which buzzes, telling them where the tunnel runs and where the dogs have cornered the badger. Then they dig.’ 
 
    ‘And this is sport?’ 
 
    ‘So they say,’ Stevens said with a grimace. ‘Of course, they reckon they don’t kill the badger, just work it.’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘Hmm. All right, you have Frank Penry and Jack Henderson. There were four men.’ 
 
    ‘Ian Timothy; Fred Jarvis. They were the others. A couple of reporters from the Journal came up with the names for me.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ll be wanting to press charges?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the name of the game. I think they went a bit over the top: I mean, they were taking their chances, but why lay into me the way they did? They could have killed me!’ He hesitated then, thoughtfully, and his glance became glazed, as though he was thinking back to the morning at Rothbury Crags, turning over in his mind unpleasant possibilities. 
 
    Eric stood away from the bed, nodding. ‘All right, I’ll make a few inquiries of my own now, and I’ll be in touch with you again shortly. When do you expect to leave hospital?’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, probably. I think all the tests have been done now.’ 
 
    ‘Well, call in to see me in a few days. I’ll be able to give you a few dates by then for possible hearings, that sort of thing.’ Eric hesitated. ‘It couldn’t have been a pleasant experience up there for you.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens tried to grin. ‘It got the adrenalin pumping, I’ll tell you that. But the rest of it.’ 
 
    ‘You took quite a battering.’ 
 
    ‘No, not just that. The body.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him. ‘I don’t quite follow you.’ 
 
    ‘The body. The corpse I found at the Crags. Didn’t you read about it?’ 
 
    ‘Rothbury Crags?’ Eric frowned. ‘Well, yes, I did read in the local paper that a body had been found in a shallow grave up at Rothbury Crags, but there wasn’t much detail—’ 
 
    ‘I got no byline.’ Stevens grimaced. 
 
    ‘You found the body?’ 
 
    ‘No one else. Sort of stumbled on it, if that’s the right word when you fall over a cliff. It was just there, a hand stickin’ out of the scree. I still have hopes of that story, but not while I’m stuck in here. That’s why I’ll be out, quick as I can.’ 
 
    ‘The police haven’t been able to identify the body yet?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘They’ll have their work cut out. I reckon the corpse was stuck in there more’n a year ago,’ Stevens replied. ‘They took it along to the forensic labs at Gosforth once they’d ferreted around at the Crags. But inevitably, they’ll hit trouble in working out who the hell it was.’ 
 
    ‘Man or woman?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t heard, at this stage.’ Stevens grinned again, painfully. ‘But I’ll find out. Reckon I got some rights to the story.’ 
 
    Eric grinned back. ‘I see what you mean. All right, I’ll expect a call from you in a few days, when we can go over—’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, don’t rush away just yet.’ Stevens stared at him, a hint of calculation in his eyes. He shifted to a more comfortable position in the bed. ‘You . . . you’re my lawyer now, right?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you could say that,’ Eric replied, a hint of caution in his tone. 
 
    ‘Lawyers got their own kind of ethics, just like journalists.’ 
 
    Erie could not avoid a smile. ‘I think the emphasis is really the other way around. Lawyers are bound, as officers of the court—’ 
 
    ‘Whereas journalists have a duty towards their public,’ Stevens supplied. ‘Okay, no matter, it’s just that in a funny way we’re tied up with the same kind of rules, like not talking about privileged matters, and all that jazz.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘It follows there’s some things you wouldn’t want to talk to me about.’ 
 
    Eric Ward moved back towards the bed, curious. He sat on the edge of the bed, folded his arms and stared at the young reporter. ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Morcomb Estates.’ 
 
    Something moved unpleasantly in Eric Ward’s chest. ‘Morcomb Estates . . . they are a client of mine. But I can’t imagine why the company should have any interest for you.’ 
 
    Stevens caressed the swellings around his eyes and was silent for a moment. ‘I heard about you, Mr Ward. You’re becoming . . . shall we say, a character around Tyneside? A bit out of the ordinary run of stuffy solicitors. Maybe it’s your background as a copper with the local force; maybe it’s the physical trouble you’ve had — yes, I know all about the glaucoma. Or maybe it’s the fact you managed to hook one of the best-heeled ladies in Northumberland — no offence meant.’ 
 
    ‘None taken, Mr Stevens,’ Eric said coolly. ‘Yet.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, I heard of you.’ 
 
    ‘And now you’ve retained me,’ Eric said carefully. ‘But what does Morcomb Estates have to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘Well . . .’ Stevens paused, weighing his words carefully, but when they came, it was with a rush. ‘It’s not really Morcomb Estates at all. I know you’re retained by them, and I have no interest in them, so much as what they’re up to. I mean, I know you’ve got a reputation as a good, trustworthy lawyer and I know you’d not disclose to me any information that would come to you from a client, but the thing is, that kind of . . . loyalty, well, it wouldn’t apply to anybody your client was acting against. Would it?’ 
 
    ‘The word for what you’re doing at the moment is, I am led to understand, Mr. Stevens, ‘pussyfooting.’ 
 
    ‘I pride myself, Mr Ward, on being an investigative journalist.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘The badger-hunting thing, it’s pretty small beer. For a long while I’ve been trying to work something up on a matter far bigger.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your problem. I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘I picked you out to act for me over this assault charge because I wanted to get on your list, get to know you, and, frankly, I want to persuade you to trust me.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because you act for Morcomb Estates, and the whisper is they’ll shortly be suing Sheridan Enterprises, Inc.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him in surprise. ‘What possible interest can you have in such a case?’ 
 
    ‘Not so much in the case itself. Rather, in whatever background information you might come across.’ 
 
    Stiffly Eric said, ‘There’s no way I can talk to you about the affairs of Morcomb Estates, and as for Sheridan Enterprises, well, I can’t see—’ 
 
    ‘Aw, come on, Mr Ward, you surely must realize it’s not Sheridan Enterprises I’m interested in as such. It’s what’s behind it all; it’s who’s behind the whole problem.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure—’ Eric began. 
 
    ‘Credit me with some sense! You know as well as I do! It’s Lansley. That bloody conman, Halliday Arthur Lansley!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The old city wall had been renovated at the foot of Westgate Hill, gardens had been laid out between the wall and the busy road that ran down towards Central Station, and on summer mornings like this the wooden seats were placed in what amounted to suntraps. Eric found a seat and sat back with his eyes closed and his head against the warm old stone. The sun was hot on his face, and the office could wait for another half-hour or so. 
 
    If he had had any sense he would not have come back into Newcastle, stubbornly to go about setting up a new practice when he could have lived the life of a country gentleman at Sedleigh Hall, tending the estates, keeping his legal senses alert by doing his stint on the Board of Anne’s company, and undertaking the odd piece of business. She had tried to point out the nonsense of his trying to struggle back into a practice in his mid-forties. Dealing with little people, scruffy cases, earning a pittance when he didn’t need to. But she missed the point: he did need to. It kept him alive, with a sense of purpose, and it helped persuade him he still existed. 
 
    Maybe it was something of the same kind of drive that had kept Halliday Arthur Lansley working when he could have taken his money and run years ago. He hadn’t, and it had cost him dear. During the ’fifties he had entered the booming property market in a big way and had amassed groups of houses which he later demolished to turn into office blocks and business premises. Government pressures had brought the boom to an end for H. A. Lansley, but he kept wheeling and dealing deep into the ’sixties and then things had started to turn sour for him. There had been hints of prosecutions in the wind, suggestions of involvement with the shadier sides of northern business, and somehow his whole reputation had become tarnished, his name a byword for corruption. And eventually the prosecution had come: for tax evasion. 
 
    The reporter, Eddie Stevens, had looked into the whole matter with the assiduity of a blackbird looking for worms. 
 
    ‘I don’t know how much you’ve investigated the whole business, Mr Ward, or how much you’ve read about Lansley, but believe me there’s a whole lot of stuff you can learn from published sources, and a lot more from rumour. It makes little difference which project you turn over — Elderfield, the Comington Building, the new dock at Whitby, the offshore plant at Hartlepool — somewhere in there you’ll find Lansley dealings, or Lansley money. I’ve looked, and it’s amazing. But what really interested me was where the finance came for some of the projects.’ 
 
    ‘He made a lot of money in the ’fifties and ’sixties,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘And lost most of it in that Elderfield Project, when the Ministry pulled the rug out from under him. No, Lansley had nothing more than a paper empire in the ’seventies, and yet he was still able to finance large projects, raise the banking for important contracts throughout the North. I just couldn’t make out where it came from. And then I got the whisper.’ 
 
    ‘What whisper?’ 
 
    ‘Policemen are funny . . . well, you should know that. They usually keep their mouths buttoned tight, but whenever a case calls for outside experts, and particularly when people get drafted in from the Metropolitan Police, levels of resentment rise in the local forces and the rumours start to get about. I picked up the fringes of some of those rumours, and I began to make inquiries. And once you tell the fuzz you know something already, the fact is, they start to fill in some of the details for you.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I got to hear of the North connection.’ 
 
    ‘Drugs?’ 
 
    ‘Just that.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens had sounded convincing. He had told Eric of the way addiction in Britain had grown, now to more than twenty thousand users. He told him of the Chinese connection centred on Gerrard Street in London, which had collapsed in a series of spectacular killings as the Triad gangs indulged in an inter-faction war that saw them lose their share of the opiate market. And he explained how the fall of the Shah of Iran had been the most significant event in the history of opiate addiction. 
 
    ‘Iran was the processing centre for years: raw morphine came in from Pakistan and was then shipped into the States and Europe. When the Shah fell the illegal chemists were chased out, but they simply crossed over into Pakistan, where were set up the processing centres for Europe — with a ready-made smuggling system direct into England.’ 
 
    Addictive drug abuse, he pointed out, had been viewed as a London-based sociological hiccup which had by-passed the North, and while the jaded sons and daughters of the privileged had queued to shoot up in Chelsea the northern cities had seemed largely immune. 
 
    ‘But things changed: the rock groups gave drugs a sort of seedy glamour, heroin became classless, and with no jobs, problem housing and general no-hope attitudes, endemic in the North, the scene changed. It’s become a serious problem in the North, Mr Ward. I saw a girl from Sunderland who shot Diconal into a vein by her groin and had to have her leg amputated; I’ve seen arms where the veins have disappeared, just long lines of scar tissue . . .’ 
 
    ‘But what’s all that got to do with Lansley?’ 
 
    ‘The whisper is that when he got into serious financial trouble in the ’seventies he turned to the gangs, bought his way into the smuggling rackets, and began to use the profits from such illegal operations to finance the other projects to which he was already committed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard nothing of this before.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens had shaken his head vigorously. ‘Nor will you, not openly. That’s the whole point. Lansley, I’m told, was a middleman who kept most of his tracks well covered. But he was in on the system all right, raking off a profit for his other business. Then somewhere along the line a few rumours began to start, and the police always have their informers, as you well know. The trouble was, the police had no positive evidence . . . that, or else what hard evidence they picked up was suppressed.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Stevens, I—’ 
 
    ‘Please, hear me out. As I said, there’s rumours. No hard facts. But what I am told is that there was a file which went up to the Director of Public Prosecutions, but the DPP backed off. Want of evidence. And then, in nineteen-seventy-eight, as you know, Lansley’s empire collapsed, a few thousand shareholders found their money had vanished overnight, and fraud charges were brought against Halliday Arthur.’ 
 
    ‘The charges were eventually dropped,’ Eric demurred. 
 
    ‘But why were they dropped? Can I ask you this? Is it coincidence that just at the time when Lansley agreed to plead guilty to the charge of tax evasion there was a crackdown at Teesside Airport? You know how much heroin they found? It was worth, on the open market, a million and a half!’ 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting that had something to do with Lansley?’ 
 
    ‘And there was Manchester. Two months later they got a big haul there, too. Dimorphine hydrochloride, in its white, crystalline state, was big business at Teesside and Manchester and once it hit the streets in the North as smack, harry, junk or whatever they wanted to call it, it made a lot of money for a lot of people.’ 
 
    ‘And you seriously think Lansley was one of them?’ 
 
    ‘I think he was, and I think he bought himself a slice of immunity from fraud charges in relation to his companies by turning in what he knew about shipments into Manchester and Teesside.’ 
 
    ‘And the tax evasion charges on which he was finally convicted? How does that square with what you are saying?’ 
 
    Blandly Eddie Stevens had said, ‘Come on, Mr Ward, the police couldn’t let him go completely scot-free! I think they scared him, told him they were prepared to take a chance on the charges, pushed him to agree a trade-off, but they still baulked at complete immunity. So in the end he settled for tax evasion.’ 
 
    ‘He was sentenced to three years in gaol.’ 
 
    ‘And was out within two,’ Stevens scoffed. 
 
    ‘He had a heart condition, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Or a way into someone’s bank account.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a cynic, Mr Stevens.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a realist, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘And what precisely is it that you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘Not a great deal, Mr Ward, not a great deal at all.’ 
 
    Nor did it seem to be. Eric Ward rose, glanced about him and walked down from the green, back towards the office. At the Guildhall he had to wait a little while as traffic flowed busily past on the roundabout, heading for the Swing Bridge as heavy lorries thundered overhead across the Tyne Bridge, running south. There was a corvette, grey and sleek, moored on the Gateshead shore, and a Dutch freighter was unloading near Pandon. Eric leaned against the bollard on the Quayside for a few minutes, watching the activity, and thinking over what Eddie Stevens had said. 
 
    Background information, that’s what he wanted. Nothing specific, but any background information that Eric might come across in the progress of the lawsuit that Morcomb Estates were bringing against Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. Eric himself had already stated his doubts to Stevens: it was unlikely that the Morcomb suit against the American firm would yield much information about Lansley, because the man’s involvement in the matter had preceded the issues which now arose. It was true that in a sense Lansley had started the whole thing, and it was true that Eric Ward himself was due to interview Lansley in a few days’ time, in order to obtain affidavits and ensure that the facts as they were now deposed were accurate. But it was all a far cry from heroin smuggling, and deals with Pakistani-based Iranians, and the sad, hopeless lives of young men and women in Byker, Gateshead and Wallsend. 
 
    The ethical situation was vague, of course. If the matter concerned Morcomb Estates, it was clear Eric was constrained to pass nothing to the reporter. But if it arose out of the lawsuit, and concerned the defendants, was there anything to prevent Eric passing it on? He sighed; it was uncertain. As an officer of the court there might be constraints, but it would really have to be a situation where he played it by ear. He’d have to make a judgment as facts emerged. If any useful facts emerged. He had, in any case, promised Eddie Stevens nothing. 
 
    He turned away from the river, crossed the road and made his way into the imposing Victorian entrance of the building in which he had his office. The familiar musty smell came to him and he smiled. He climbed the echoing stone stairs and began to hum to himself; he was suddenly imbued with a sense of wellbeing. He had been right to set up alone in business again. To return here this morning was to return to a satisfying, close existence, separate from Sedleigh Hall, which he loved, but equally home to him already. 
 
    Lizzie was at her desk in the small office to the right. He called in to her. ‘Finished the Albright contract yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mr Ward, and there’s been a call from Selber and Sons. They want you to take over the property negotiations they’ve been undertaking on South Tyneside. Seems they’re dissatisfied with the way things have been going with the London agents.’ 
 
    ‘An appointment?’ 
 
    ‘I suggested next week.’ 
 
    ‘Good. You’ll come with me.’ 
 
    Lizzie glowed with pleasure. Ward entered the reception area. Frances was standing near the filing cabinet, a sheaf of papers in her hand. She smiled at Eric as he came in, but there was an edge of anxiety to it. 
 
    ‘Any messages, Frances?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Ward. But there is a visitor.’ 
 
    Eric glanced around the reception room in mock surprise. ‘Couldn’t wait . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘It . . . it’s a Mrs Crane.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I showed her into your office.’ When Eric stared at her in blank surprise she ran a nervous tongue over her lips. ‘She said she knew you, Mr Ward. She said she’d rather wait in there and . . . and she said she was sure you wouldn’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Crane? I don’t know a Mrs Crane.’ Exasperation had stained his tone, involuntarily, and the girl coloured. He raised a hand. ‘All right, Frances, don’t worry about it.’ 
 
    He walked past, headed for the short flight of stairs that led to his office at the front of the building and opened the door. 
 
    The woman was standing at the window, looking out over the Quayside. He stared at her; she did not move for several seconds and then, slowly, almost casually, she turned and smiled at him. There was a momentary prickling at the back of his eyelids, the first signs of tension, and he stood stock still, aware that his mouth was foolishly open. 
 
    ‘Hello Eric. It’s been a long time.’ 
 
    It had been a very long time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He could not now recall what colour her hair had been: there had been a time when she had, like many young girls, experimented. Now, it was a light brown, softly flecked with grey at the temples, a sign that she had used no artifice to retain her youth. Her body had thickened at the waistline but not to any great extent; rather, it had made her figure rounder, where she had always been somewhat lean. There was a hint of perfume in the room but it reminded him, oddly enough, of a day in the sunshine when the scent of dock leaves lay around them, on a headland in southern Ireland, when they had lain together in the long, sweet grass. 
 
    ‘Sandra.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘Sandra Crane. You wouldn’t have recognized the name.’ 
 
    Eric stood there foolishly, wanting to touch her, make some gesture of welcome but afraid of the touch. There had been considerable bitterness, twenty years ago; it had all been washed away for her, no doubt, as it certainly had for him, but there remained the sensation of awkwardness, the inability to cope with a stranger who had been a friend and a lover and more. 
 
    ‘You’re looking well.’ 
 
    Perhaps she recognized the caution, the defensiveness in his tone, for she smiled again, and it held all the old confidence he remembered. Awkwardly he turned aside, made a vague gesture towards the easy chair placed in front of his desk and walked to the swivel chair he himself used. 
 
    ‘You’re quite safe, Eric,’ she mocked him. ‘You don’t need to get a desk between us.’ 
 
    He sat down; after a moment’s hesitation she followed his lead and took the easy chair, crossing one elegant leg over the other. She had always taken pride in her legs; he was suddenly nervous, and tense. ‘This visit . . . it’s a surprise, after all these years. I’ve heard nothing about you since it . . . ended.’ 
 
    She cocked her head to one side, watching him. ‘That’s where we differ. I’ve heard a fair bit about you.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Contacts here in Newcastle. I’ve come back from time to time. You’ll remember I had friends out at Tynemouth; I came back for a marriage, for a funeral, that sort of thing. And, inevitably, talk got around to you. So I heard about your having to leave the police because of the glaucoma. It was bad?’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ 
 
    ‘And I heard, the last time I was here, that you’d got . . . friendly with some young girl with acreage in Northumberland.’ 
 
    ‘We got married recently.’ 
 
    There were fine lines around her mouth and around her eyes: they suddenly became more apparent as her glance hardened. ‘Wouldn’t have expected it of you, really. Going for a young girl, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see it’s anyone’s business but mine.’ 
 
    The mocking smile came back. ‘Just goes to show, doesn’t it, Eric? We never could spend any time in each other’s company, towards the end, without crossing swords. Still you’re quite right. It’s none of my business.’ She paused, glanced around her at the sparsely furnished office, and raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Even so, if she’s loaded with money, how come you end up in this place? It’s not exactly . . . well, I mean I’d heard you’d become a successful lawyer but is this the best way to persuade people they need to pay their bills? I would have thought the little wife would have helped out a bit.’ 
 
    ‘This is my business, Sandra,’ Eric said quietly. ‘I owe it to no one, and I’ll make my own way.’ 
 
    She stared at him; he remembered how grey her eyes had seemed, years ago, but he had forgotten the strange flecks of green. She shook her head. ‘It has been a long time. I thought that when I met you now I’d be meeting a stranger. You’d be far different from the man I knew and married; after all, people change in twenty years. I know I have. Yet I get the odd feeling you haven’t changed that much. Older, greyer, carrying more weight — you used to be a skinny bastard, as I recall. But in some things you don’t seem to have changed at all.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    It was a mistake to ask the question; he knew it as soon as the words were out because something moved in her eyes, a feline calculation that disturbed him. She had always been more agile, mentally, than he, always able to keep one track, one argument, one point of view ahead of him. 
 
    ‘Such as your sense of independence; the deep-rooted pride you were always quick to reach for, like a cowboy going for a bloody gun.’ 
 
    ‘Sandra—’ 
 
    ‘It need never have happened, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we should talk about—’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t talk about it at the time,’ she insisted smoothly. ‘What’s the objection to discussing it now? After twenty years it’s all so irrelevant that we ought to be able to look at the whole thing objectively.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point. It is irrelevant. We’ve both moved on. So why talk about the past now?’ 
 
    ‘Curiosity.’ The corner of her mouth curled in satisfaction; she recognized his nervousness. ‘You could have stopped it; all you need have done is beat the hell out of me.’ 
 
    ‘What would that have proved?’ 
 
    ‘That you cared, for God’s sake.’ 
 
    Would it really have been that simple? 
 
    She had been eighteen that summer, and already bored with being married to a policeman, bored with the long hours he was forced to keep, fractious when he returned home because she had been left alone, railing at him because he seemed unable to maintain the attitudes he had shown before they were married. He had certainly been at fault; he had failed to attach sufficient importance to the signs. Then subtly she had changed. There had been more mockery and less aggression; occasions when she had not been home when he returned but had only vague excuses for her absence. And then the occasion, the more horrifying for its very inevitability, when he had come home early one afternoon, unexpectedly, and had heard them upstairs. 
 
    He had stayed in the living-room for several minutes, cold, sweating, in a panic; then he had got control of himself and quietly he had climbed the stairs. The bedroom door had been left ajar. It was a warm afternoon. Their naked bodies had been sprawled across the bed, hers half covered by his. Eric had picked out small details: the rhythm of their movements, her fingers digging into the dark hair that matted the man’s back, the gasping sounds that scarred the air. But the one detail that had scored into his memory as none other had been the sight of her face, against the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Her mouth had been contorted with excitement, but it was an excitement generated not merely by the thrusting of her lover’s body against hers. Her eyes were wide open, grey and green-flecked, and she was staring directly at Eric. She had deliberately left the bedroom door open; she might well have even heard Eric climbing the stairs. She had wanted him to see her like this, and as he stood in the doorway she made no attempt to warn the man with her, no attempt to break off the physical act. But more than that, it was what she was telling him as she glared at him: a mingling of challenge, fear and triumph. She wanted something to happen: she wanted noise and passion and excitement and terror but all he could do was to stand there, rooted to the spot, immobile and incapable of anything as his stomach turned to water and his hands trembled. 
 
    Her eyes had called to him, demanding to know what he intended to do about her. 
 
    He had turned away then, walked down the stairs, out into the sunshine of the warm afternoon. He had gone down to the river and had stood there for hours, staring at the black waters, and then he had returned home, to the semi-detached police house where he and Sandra had lived for such a short time. She had gone, taking her clothes with her. The marriage was ended, formally, a year later, and in the meanwhile they had met only twice, and barely spoken to each other. 
 
    He had cared, certainly. The problem was, a demonstration of that care had clearly been beyond him — at least, in the terms she would have wished. 
 
    ‘I was only using him, you know. To get at you.’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘It really doesn’t matter, Sandra. I think we went into the marriage blinded by things we thought were important—’ 
 
    ‘Sex, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘And the idea of marriage. Anyway, I wasn’t the kind of husband you really wanted, or deserved, perhaps. I don’t know, it’s all so long ago.’ 
 
    She smiled, lowering her eyelids in a mock demureness. ‘I didn’t stay with him, I can tell you that. Like I said, I just wanted you to get mad with me, show a bit of interest, you know? Anyway, after the divorce I got shot of him.’ 
 
    ‘You married again.’ 
 
    Her glance rose swiftly, and then her eyes were hooded again, but in a quick defensive movement. ‘Yes, I married again. You . . . you stayed single a long time, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to repeat the experience too quickly. And life in the force, it didn’t really suit a regular situation. I got older, and then, well, the glaucoma, the reading for the Law Society examinations, and finally, setting up in practice, it all left very little time for thoughts of marriage.’ 
 
    ‘Until the landed lady swept you off your feet, hey?’ 
 
    Eric stared at her steadily. He didn’t know why they were talking like this: there was the danger of old sores being reopened, and unnecessarily. Sandra and he had gone their separate ways; there was no need for them now to converge again. She wanted to hear about Anne, but he had no intention of telling her — not of the way he felt, not of the way he had resisted marriage until he was sure it was what Anne really wanted, not of the manner in which he had weighed in the balance his age, his illness, his possible dependence. ‘It wasn’t quite the way you suggest,’ he said levelly. ‘But look, I don’t think we should go over all this. We seem to be . . . fencing. Your visit is a surprise. Why have you come to see me?’ 
 
    ‘For help.’ 
 
    She raised her chin slightly, as though issuing a challenge again, not the one that had been in her eyes that afternoon long ago, but one that demanded he recognize, in spite of all the years that had passed them by, that she could still have need of him. 
 
    ‘You’ve got a legal problem?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ She was silent for a little while, staring at the leather pad on his desk, frowning slightly as though she was trying to marshal scattered thoughts and images. ‘I don’t quite know where to begin, except to say maybe I needed to talk about you and me and the past, if only to get my own situation into perspective. I told you I dropped the man you caught me with.’ 
 
    ‘After the divorce.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Well, after that I went a bit wild.’ She wrinkled her nose, grinned a little mischievously, and shrugged. ‘Hell, I was only twenty, and I felt like I’d just been released from some kind of prison. I don’t mean to offend you, Eric, but well, I thought I needed to live it up a bit, you know? I went to London, got a job in one of the clubs and there was a . . . shall we say . . . a succession? I can’t even remember their names now, but I really played the Queen Bee for a while. You could describe that as my red period.’ 
 
    ‘And then?’ 
 
    ‘I went into my blue period.’ She grinned again, disarmingly. ‘Young people can be so intense, can’t they? So stupidly sure about things. And so committed to do what they think is right. The thing is, I suddenly threw it all over one night, the nightclub bit, and if I didn’t exactly get religion, I sure got a bad case of conscience. I decided it was time I did something for people. I did just that, for four years.’ She looked at him ruefully, and shook her head. ‘I went into nursing, for God’s sake. I mean, how unbalanced can a girl get?’ 
 
    Eric was unable to restrain a smile. ‘I’m not sure that demonstrates a lack of balance.’ 
 
    ‘I, Sandra, the next-door whore?’ This time she laughed; it was a laugh he remembered from sunny days. ‘Well, don’t get me wrong. Four years, I said: after that, Eve began to stir again and I thought it was time to make some of the hard work payoff. I took a job in the States for a couple of years, acting nursemaid to an old lady who was stiff with dollars and arthritis. When she paid her last dues I came back to England, then took a contract in Saudi — and believe me, that was an experience!’ 
 
    ‘You seem to have travelled around.’ 
 
    She nodded, and a hint of calculation crept back into her tone. ‘It was out in Saudi that I first met Charles Crane.’ 
 
    ‘The man you married?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Though it didn’t happen then. He was working for an oil company as a junior executive and we had a brief fling, but it was several years later before I ran into him again, in London. We took it up again then, and after a while decided maybe we ought to get married.’ She glanced at him, and checked for a moment. ‘We talked quite a bit about it. It seemed a good idea at the time.’ 
 
    ‘And now?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the problem.’ 
 
    ‘It’s no longer a good idea? Sandra, I think I ought to tell you that I don’t really go in for matrimonial matters. There are better solicitors on Tyneside who could handle this thing for you; besides, in view of our own relationship in the past I don’t think it would be such a good idea if—’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, Eric, I’m not asking you to handle a divorce case here.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘So what is the problem?’ 
 
    ‘I want you to find Charles for me.’ 
 
    The room was silent for a while. Eric leaned back in his chair and stared at her. ‘You’ve lost your husband?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Careless of me, isn’t it?’ Her laughter had a brittle, nervous edge and she was unable to meet his glance. ‘But that’s the fact. I don’t know where he is.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that coming to me is the best way. The police—’ 
 
    ‘Can’t help. Or won’t.’ 
 
    ‘There are private inquiry agents—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve tried two. They’ve drawn a blank.’ 
 
    Eric scratched his cheek thoughtfully. ‘How long has, your husband been missing?’ 
 
    ‘Three years.’ 
 
    ‘Three years?’ Eric said incredulously. ‘And there’s no word from him?’ 
 
    She hesitated, then shrugged. ‘I think I’d better make it clear. I didn’t exactly . . . look for him, the first two years or so. It’s only recently . . .’ She frowned, shook her head. ‘Look, Eric, I know what you think about me; I know you’ll never be able to get rid of the image I presented to you when our marriage broke up. You thought of me as a whore then, and I suppose you still do. Indeed, I’ve done nothing to change that impression by what I’ve been telling you in this office, have I?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to sit in any kind of judgment upon—’ 
 
    ‘The fact is, I told you I’ve been through my periods — red, blue — and maybe I thought I was into a whole new one with Charles. I mean, we’d already known each other, he’d dropped out of the oil business but was pretty well-heeled, running his own business, and it seemed to both of us it could be pretty good.’ She hesitated. ‘Maybe it was, for a while. But then, somehow, it all fell apart.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t exactly know. In a way, there were echoes of our marriage,’ she said ruefully. ‘He was away a lot, busy, preoccupied, and he seemed to be under some sort of pressure at the end. There had always been quarrels — you’ll remember I could be pretty volatile at times. But some of them were bad, really tearing occasions when we just about took each other apart, verbally. The kind of quarrels I could never persuade you to enter.’ 
 
    ‘What happened then?’ 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to pinpoint it. Our relationship deteriorated. We had no sex life; saw very little of each other; I became aware of his anxieties about something or other connected with the business — and then he just sort of disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell you where he was going?’ 
 
    ‘Not a word. Upped and left, that’s all. Didn’t even tell his partner where he was skipping to.’ 
 
    ‘That was three years ago?’ 
 
    ‘And I haven’t seen him since.’ 
 
    ‘Nor done anything about it.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘All right, that may seem odd, but let’s face facts. We had very little going for us, at the end. I hadn’t been playing around, he was gone, it was no great loss, and his partner — Peter Stonier — he was pretty helpful when I went around and explained. There was some cash floating around in the business, and Peter let me have it as Charles’s wife. Then I got a job, and I’ve been pretty comfortable, and I quite like living alone. So there was no need to go looking for Charles. If he’d wanted to skip, let him stay skipped. I had my pride.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s changed things now?’ 
 
    Sandra hesitated, then rose and walked across to the window to look out over the Quayside. She was silent for almost a minute and he watched as she stood there. She seemed uneasy, nervous suddenly, unwilling to tell him the full story. Then she turned. ‘Maybe I’ve changed. I think I have. You’ve just taken a chance, got married for the second time. Maybe you’re sure it’ll be no mistake. My second marriage was a mistake. I’m hoping my third won’t be.’ 
 
    ‘You’re thinking of marriage again?’ 
 
    She smiled defensively. ‘Sucker for punishment, aren’t I? But the fact is, I really think I could make it this time. I am different; I have settled — and I think I deserve the chance. I’ve been frank with you, Eric, and you’ve known me from a long time ago. The man I’ve now met is . . . different. He’s good, and he’d be good for me. I want this marriage to work.’ 
 
    Eric nodded, slightly embarrassed suddenly. He had no right to question her motivation, nor to concern himself with the wisdom of her actions. ‘It isn’t strictly necessary that you find Charles Crane, of course. If it’s a question of ending the marriage, the separation of three years, the desertion on his part—’ 
 
    ‘No, I need to know where he is.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want a new marriage to start off on a wrong footing. I don’t want Charles suddenly turning up some day from God knows where and spoiling things. He can be a bastard when he wants to be,’ she added grimly, ‘and there are maybe things he could say . . . I want to find him, talk to him first, before I go through with another marriage.’ 
 
    There was something wrong with the words; they had been prepared, she had thought them out but they lacked conviction and Eric was puzzled. She looked at him suddenly, and perhaps she sensed his puzzlement. She was oddly pale and she came back towards the desk and sat down. 
 
    ‘I think there’s something else,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    ‘I . . . I suppose there is. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t like him coming back, trying to spoil things, but I reckon I could stop that. He’s been no angel himself, and there were deals he entered into when he was out in Saudi, well, they wouldn’t stand the light of day too well, even if they were a long time ago.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So I want you to find him . . . so I can be persuaded he can be found.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘When he disappeared . . . Eric, it was all so complete. I mean, there’s been nothing, nothing at all!’ 
 
    ‘What are you trying to say?’ 
 
    There was a certain wildness in her glance, as though she was scared by the words tumbling over in her mind. ‘There’s been no word; no letter; no call; no report. It’s as though he’s vanished off the face of the earth. But, you see, I can still remember the way he behaved before he left — the anxiety, the tension. He was always a man who was . . . into deals, maybe a bit shady, I don’t know, I didn’t ask, but when he disappeared like that—’ 
 
    Slowly Eric said, ‘You think I won’t be able to find him.’ 
 
    She stared at him. She touched her dry lips with her hand. 
 
    ‘You think he’s dead.’ 
 
    Her hand touched her mouth. ‘I . . . I think there is that possibility.’ 
 
    Eric considered the matter for a little while, then shook his head. ‘I don’t think this is necessary, and I don’t think it’s my scene at all. It’s the police I should recommend to you; it’s their line of business.’ 
 
    ‘I have nothing to take to the police. Besides, what if he was involved in something shady? My friend, the man I want to marry—’ 
 
    ‘You said you wanted the marriage to start right, Sandra. If you keep anything from him, it could be a bad start. No, I think it would be better if you left it all alone; get your divorce, get remarried, forget all about Charles Crane. Put it all behind you. Make your new start.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not quite as simple as that!’ she flashed at him. ‘It’s all very well for you — married to the landed gentry!’ 
 
    Eric flushed. ‘I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘The fact is, the man I want to marry, he’s good and he’ll look after me, but . . . he hasn’t much money, and some months ago he was made redundant at the firm he works for. Life won’t be all that easy for us, and I don’t want it spoiled in that way.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I want you to find Charles. And if you can’t find him, I want you to act as my legal adviser.’ 
 
    Eric stared at his hands. ‘There’s an insurance policy,’ he said flatly. 
 
    ‘That’s right!’ Anger marked her tone, and she spoke more quickly, the words rushing out, almost tumbling over each other. ‘I knew nothing about it. When the bastard left me there was a little cash, but I didn’t know about the policy until a few months back, when I was turning out old things and found it hidden at the back of the bloody wardrobe! He took out a policy on his life seven years ago. The premiums were paid up until the time he left me. Do you know how much would come to me if that policy matures? Thirty-five thousand pounds!’ 
 
    He looked up at her; there was a hint of tears in her grey, disturbed eyes. 
 
    ‘Sandra—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you understand what that money could mean to us? We could get a start, buy a small business!’ She stood up, hands clenched together, and glared at him defiantly. ‘Are you going to tell me I don’t deserve a new start?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    After Sandra had gone Eric looked again at the snapshot of Charles Crane that she had left with him. It was a colour photograph but the definition was not good: she had told Eric it was the only one she had since Charles Crane had always displayed a marked reluctance to having his photograph taken. The snapshot showed a fair-haired man who looked to be in his mid-forties; he was wearing an open-necked shirt and a sports jacket with grey trousers, and was leaning against a car outside what appeared to be business premises of some kind. The sunlight had made him squint somewhat, distorting his features, but Eric guessed that if he were to meet him he would probably be able to recognize him, with his high cheekbones and wide mouth. 
 
    Eric opened a new file cover and slipped the photograph into it, then placed the file cover in his drawer. He rose and walked across to the window to look down to the afternoon Quayside. There were a number of people strolling about, enjoying the sunshine, watching the activity on the Dutch freighter, while across the river the corvette seemed to be making preparations for departure. 
 
    As he stood watching, Eric observed Sandra crossing the road to the Quayside. She walked along the quay for a few yards and then stood gazing at the corvette for several minutes. Then, uncertainly, she turned and began to walk towards Pandon. 
 
    Eric watched her go. He was still not certain he was right in agreeing to help her. Finding errant husbands was a bit out of his line; on the other hand he felt somewhat sorry for her. She had lost her way early in life: their marriage had never been right for either of them and in a way her defiant adultery had been a good thing, in bringing to an early end a relationship that would have scarred them more deeply had it lasted longer. Now they were sufficiently distant from those days to ignore what had happened; the scars had healed, and Eric even felt there was a certain warmth, a friendship growing between them. Once she had got over the outburst over the insurance policy she had calmed, and they had talked, she’d shown him the photograph of Charles Crane and at last, reluctantly, Eric had agreed to do what he could for her. 
 
    If he were completely honest with himself he would be forced to admit that Sandra might be twenty years older than when he had known her, but she had still retained the sense of humour he had enjoyed in those days, and she was still an attractive woman. 
 
    He was not alone in thinking so, either. He was vaguely amused when he saw the man in the sweater and dark blue jeans stroll along some thirty yards behind Sandra, making her way towards the far end of the Quayside. He had been leaning on the rail, casually watching the Dutch freighter operations, but Eric had noted the way his head had turned when Sandra had passed him. After a few moments he had run a hand through his springy black hair and then straightened, turned to walk a short distance behind Sandra, obviously admiring her figure, and the swing of her walk. She had always had the capacity to turn heads, and she had obviously not lost it. 
 
    Eric watched as Sandra reached the end of the road and crossed behind a parked lorry before making her way towards the steps that would lead her up towards the Castle. Her admirer also disappeared in that direction, while retaining a regulation thirty yards or so. He was obviously biding his time, choosing his moment to make the approach. Eric wondered whether Sandra had changed enough to repel the approach, then was vaguely annoyed at his own lack of mental charity. 
 
    Besides, he had other things to think about. He was due that evening for a conference with Anne and the company secretary of Morcomb Enterprises, for the necessary briefing before he interviewed the man Eddie Stevens was so interested in: Halliday Arthur Lansley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    ‘Who?’ Anne demanded. 
 
    He had tried to explain that her surprise was no greater than his had been when he had walked into his office and found Sandra waiting there, but whereas he had quickly recovered from that surprise, things seemed different for Anne. He had showered at the flat in Newcastle, changed, and when he emerged into the sitting-room he found her standing with a gin and tonic in her hand, staring out over the darkening city, her back displaying a rigidity that suggested tension. 
 
    ‘But what did she really want?’ 
 
    ‘I told you: she wanted me to help find her husband.’ 
 
    ‘It seems such an odd request. I mean, after all these years . . . And why you?’ 
 
    Eric stood beside her. Their arms touched lightly. He remembered the first time they had made love, and he recalled the nights when they had lived together at Sedleigh Hall, after his operation and before they were married. She had developed a new sense of security since then, an inner calm that increased her attraction for him: she had become more assured since her marriage, and he loved her. But tonight some of her insecurity had returned, merely at the sound of his ex-wife’s name. 
 
    She could still seem very young at times. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand why you’re so eager to help her, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I would have described my attitude as reluctant, rather than enthusiastic.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re still going to help her.’ 
 
    ‘I felt sorry for her.’ 
 
    Anne knew there was more to it than that; the knowledge was there in the continued tension that lay between them. But there was no way in which he could explain satisfactorily to her — at least not without increasing her insecurity even more. It was rooted in only half-understood emotions within himself: a perhaps misplaced sense of loyalty towards Sandra in spite of what had happened and all the time that had passed; a feeling that he still owed her something for the golden days when they had both been young; the need to demonstrate to himself that he could bury all the hurts and behave rationally and sensitively towards the woman who had at one time torn his emotions apart and shattered his ego in the worst possible way. He was aware that Anne was suffering from an uneasy suspicion that she herself could not explain, but for now they would both have to come to terms with their inability to communicate private thoughts to each other. It was a pity, so early in their marriage. 
 
    ‘I mean, you’ve steadfastly refused to help me,’ Anne said almost petulantly, ‘by taking over the legal side of Morcomb Estates. You know we’ve been having trouble keeping things on the rails—’ 
 
    ‘Your solicitor is elderly, and maybe a bit slow, but still efficient,’ Eric interrupted. ‘And we’ve had all this out so many times. I simply can’t accept working for your company: I have to make my own way, you know that. It’s stupid, maybe; chauvinistic; male arrogance — but that’s the way it is.’ 
 
    She looked at him suddenly, her eyes dark with subdued resentment. Then she sipped her drink, and shook her head. ‘Pig!’ she said, with a note of satisfaction in her voice. 
 
    Eric smiled, recognizing a corner had been turned. ‘Besides, I am helping you, with this Lansley thing. What time is Carson joining us?’ 
 
    ‘The pompous company secretary of Morcomb Estates announced he would be joining us at eight and, knowing the man as I do, I am certain he will ring the doorbell with not more than thirty seconds to go before the appointed hour.’ 
 
    She was right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Patrick Carson always dressed in tweeds during the evenings; his uniform for business meetings during the days was a grey flannel suit. He was small, plump and fifty, with flyaway eyebrows, thick, bushy hair that was pepper-and-salt in colour and thin wire in texture, and he was addicted to Irish jokes, mainly because he still retained a hint of an Irish brogue even though he had been brought to Tyneside when he was a mere child. Now, as he accepted a whisky from Eric, he waved a hand expansively and announced he had had a trying day. 
 
    ‘What’s been the problem?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, that damned Sinclair firm. They’ve made a complete botch of the Cumbrian business and I was so mad after three hours’ discussion that I gave Sinclair the biggest bawling out you can imagine. He went purple as Northumberland heather.’ Carson’s eyes twinkled and he sipped at his whisky. ‘I told him if he wanted satisfaction I’d give it to him, of course. But it would have to be an Irish duel — swords at twenty paces.’ 
 
    Eric chuckled and sat down beside Anne. ‘You sure you weren’t hard on him? That Cumbrian contract is a difficult one.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ the little man snorted, ‘that’s not the point! It’s the long-winded way he goes about things! I tell you, let’s just hope he never gets asked to launch a ship. His way would be to get someone to hold the bottle of champagne and then get five hundred people to throw the ship at it!’ 
 
    Anne laughed and leaned forward, tapped him on his knee. ‘All right, all right, but we’re not here to discuss the Cumbrian business. Have you been able to prepare the papers for the Sheridan suit?’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, indeed.’ Carson sipped at his whisky again, then turned to pick up his briefcase. He drew it onto the settee beside him, clicked open the lock and withdrew a slim, embossed file with Morcomb Estates printed on the cover. ‘I have it all here: burned more than a bit of midnight oil on this, Eric, but I’m glad you’re taking it on. If we’d left it to that old dodderer . . .’ 
 
    Anne shifted slightly beside Eric and glanced at him. ‘The fact is we have persuaded Eric—’ 
 
    ‘Quite so, quite so,’ Carson said hurriedly. ‘Now, do you want me to go through the file in detail with you?’ 
 
    ‘I think a brief rundown on what you see as the problem would be useful, Patrick. The detail is something I can get down to later.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Eric, I’ll keep it as short as possible.’ He opened the file and glanced through the separate sheets for a few moments, then nodded. ‘Right, the briefing for the hearing is all here: the hearing is due in about six weeks’ time for the preliminaries and no doubt you’ll want to consider which counsel you’ll advise to act for us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll need to see the papers. There are horses for courses.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Well, the basic issues are these. Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. are the present owners of the El Centro estate in Mexico. The property is about sixty miles east of the Colorado River; it was purchased by the company some five years ago. At the time of the purchase, it was made subject to a legal charge in favour of Halliday Arthur Lansley—’ 
 
    ‘Can you just hold on a minute?’ Anne grimaced wryly. ‘I know you did try to explain this legal charge business to me but I didn’t get it too clear then, and I’m about to get confused again—’ 
 
    ‘It’s simple enough, really,’ Eric explained. ‘When some property or land is sold, it’s possible that the seller owes money to a third party. To protect himself, the third party might have made the debt a charge on the land.’ 
 
    ‘Which means—?’ 
 
    ‘It means that the buyer of the land will take the land subject to the charge; that is, he is obliged to pay over the amount of the debt to the third party before he hands over the rest of the purchase price to the seller.’ 
 
    ‘And if he doesn’t?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be liable personally to the third party. The land remains burdened with the debt.’ 
 
    Anne frowned. ‘But what if he didn’t know of the existence of the debt in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, in normal circumstances the third party will have protected himself by registering the charge in accordance with local law. Once the charge is registered, it’s binding on the purchaser of the land whether he actually knew of it or not.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm . . .’ Anne said doubtfully. 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘Think of the mortgage system. The bank lends you money to buy some property. That property is then charged with the mortgage. If you sell the property to me, I then have to payoff the mortgage money and give only what’s left of the purchase price to you.’ 
 
    ‘Can we get on?’ Carson asked in a pained tone. 
 
    Eric laughed, and nodded. ‘All right. You said the El Centro property was made subject to a legal charge—’ 
 
    ‘In favour of Halliday Arthur Lansley. That charge was later made over to Morcomb Estates, by Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘What was the nature of the transaction?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Anne pulled a face. ‘It was some three years ago when he was in deep trouble. You’ll remember he was hauled up for various fraud charges and was eventually sent to prison. Well, shortly before that we had a problem: he had undertaken certain share transactions for Morcomb Estates in connection with land in Northumberland. The idea was to develop the land for rough shooting and Lansley — who did a lot of business with my father before he died — was deeply involved with this scheme before doubts about his financial security came to light. At that time, and with rumours of police investigations beginning to filter through, we were advised to nail Lansley for the cash he owed us before things really blew up in his face.’ 
 
    ‘So you nailed him?’ 
 
    Anne grunted in unladylike fashion. ‘As far as it was possible to nail him.’ 
 
    ‘The man should have been an Irishman,’ Carson said. ‘He’s got the luck of the Irish. He’s the kind who could kidnap a boy, send him home to collect the ransom, and the father would send the kid back with the money.’ 
 
    ‘We got some of the shares sorted out,’ Anne went on, ‘and there were two tracts of land in Northumberland we were able to accept in satisfaction of a large part of the money owed us by Lansley. But then he declared himself unable to transfer any more assets—’ 
 
    ‘The company put pressure on him—’ 
 
    ‘And he came up with the El Centro deal.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Patrick Carson scratched his ear thoughtfully. ‘Don’t get it wrong; we looked pretty carefully into the whole thing. I mean, it’s not all that usual to sanction a transaction like this in satisfaction of a debt. I even flew out at the company’s behest to have a look at the property. You never know, do you? I mean, Lansley could have been trying to sell us a pup. No. the property’s there all right, it holds a housing complex; it’s worth a good few million dollars, and if the charge held over it was valid, then transfer of the charge would have been a sound enough cover for the debt owed to us by Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘And was the charge valid?’ 
 
    ‘Sound as a bell. Checked at the downtown offices. The charge was validly registered in nineteen-seventy-four. So we went ahead with the transfer.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘When Lansley got into real deep water and found himself heading for gaol he got rid of quite a lot of his holdings. One of the properties I’d seen in Mexico, owned by him, was sold to Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. They were picking up quite a lot of land in that area. It’s a development company, and it’s pretty big. But cagey. Anyway, once Lansley got put away for three years, we thought we’d better recover our money by offering to give up the charge over El Centro. Sheridan Enterprises weren’t interested, and there the matter lay for a while. 
 
    ‘You didn’t pursue it?’ 
 
    Carson wriggled a little, suddenly uncomfortable. ‘Didn’t seem necessary. I mean, it was safe, there was no reason to worry, and the moment Sheridan Enterprises tried to transfer the property we could step in and demand as much of the purchase price as was necessary to cover our charge.’ 
 
    ‘So you were simply waiting for a transaction to take place regarding the land?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Right; then we’d swoop in like an Irish canary.’ Carson paused. ‘The transaction finally came on last May.’ 
 
    ‘Sheridan Enterprises tried to sell the land?’ 
 
    ‘Right. We got notice, put in our claim — and the bastards suddenly screamed that we had no rights in the land at all!’ 
 
    Eric stared at him for a few moments. ‘What argument did they raise?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    Carson’s cheeks were pink and his eyes evasive. He shrugged. ‘They just denied liability.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s where we’re at, at this moment.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a little while. He watched Anne as she rose and walked across the room to pour herself another gin and tonic. ‘What do we know about Sheridan Enterprises?’ he asked. 
 
    Carson sighed. ‘By all accounts, not much.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve been, shall we say, somewhat terse in their dealings with us,’ Anne added as she sat down beside Eric again. 
 
    ‘And how much money is involved in the legal charge?’ Carson handed the file across to Eric wordlessly. It was open; the sheet that was exposed consisted of the registered charge on the El Centro estate. It was in the sum of eighty thousand dollars. 
 
    ‘We think the key lies with Mr Lansley,’ Carson said. ‘The first step is to be certain that he endorses the claim we make regarding the charge. If he refuses to do so, or fails to show the transaction with Sheridan Enterprises was watertight, then we think we can proceed against him for fraud.’ 
 
    ‘There might not be much mileage in that,’ Eric murmured. ‘He could have lost most of what he had when he was gaoled.’ 
 
    ‘If we can’t proceed against him,’ Anne said, ‘it looks as though we’ll have to fight Sheridan Enterprises. So, as Patrick says, the key really lies with this man Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘And as for his possessing assets,’ Carson added, ‘well, you’ll be able to tell us more after you’ve seen him, but the story is that he seemed to come out rather well from his financial ordeals and prison term. He presently lives in the south of France.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    They did not stay up late. Once Carson had left them, Eric spent a little while reading the contents of the file and then he joined Anne in bed. She was sleepy, but when he caressed her she turned, murmured something, and they made love, quietly and gently. Later, as she lay in his arms she snuggled her head into the curve of his neck and muttered, ‘Still don’t see why you have to help that bitch.’ 
 
    ‘It was a long time ago, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason not to dredge up old battles. She needs help.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm. Suppose so. Anyway, you concentrate on this El Centro deal for me. Won’t give you much time to go chasing around with ex-wives.’ She was silent for a little while and from the regularity of her breathing he thought she had gone to sleep. Then she said, with a surprising vehemence. ‘You know, it’s just not right!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘That bloody man Lansley. One of the biggest fiddlers in the country; he cons all sorts of people; he gets gaoled for fraud, and is guilty of the Lord knows what else.’ 
 
    Eric thought for a moment of the comments Eddie Stevens had made about Lansley, but kept his counsel. 
 
    ‘And what happens at the end of it all?’ Anne challenged. ‘Okay, he gets a prison term, but that’s cut short because he’s supposed to be ill, and then he ends up in the sun, in the south of France, living, by all accounts, like some seraglio owner. It’s just not right!’ 
 
    She kissed his chin, and settled down more deeply in the bed. ‘The bastard,’ she said. ‘He’s the kind of character who could get away with murder.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The road Eric Ward picked up south of Gateshead had been much improved. The dual carriageway swept through the east Durham countryside with views of a blue-black sea to his left and the lifting hills of Cleveland ahead of him. A new motorway had been constructed at Middlesbrough so he saw little of the town as he drove above it, heading past the tangle of streets and the threatened chemical and steel works that had once promised to make the town the most prosperous in the North-East. He passed the Tontine, with the ancient mined peak of Roseberry Topping pointing its sharp finger to the sky, and then he settled into the long, smooth drive along the carriageway that took him through the Cleveland Hills, slicing past the white horse cut in the chalk, skirting the grand sweep of coastline thrusting south with its hamlets and small fishing villages he had visited as a boy. 
 
    An hour’s drive out of York he stopped at a small hotel and managed to coax a pot of coffee from the receptionist: it was far preferable to struggling into some tourist tea-shop. As he sat in the deep armchair of the hotel lounge he mulled over the reason for his drive to York. Sandra had been so vague in her story; there had been so little to go on, so few leads to follow that it seemed logical to start with the place where Charles Crane had last been seen by his wife, three years ago. 
 
    ‘I’d gone along to the business,’ Sandra had told him. ‘He’d been away for a couple of days, and I needed to see him but when I arrived he seemed less than pleased to see me. We had a bit of an argument, in fact, and in front of Peter Stonier, his partner, too. I stormed out — you’ll recall I always had a bit of a temper myself. And that was the last I saw of him.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t return, to pick up his clothes, other possessions, from the house?’ 
 
    ‘He had very little there,’ Sandra had explained. ‘As I told you, he was away a lot, and I know for a time he’d rented a flat up near Tyneside, or somewhere. It’s a long time ago really; you can forget a lot in three years.’ She had stared at him, an odd look in her eyes. ‘You can forget more in three than you can in twenty. Or maybe it’s just that there are some things you never really want to forget.’ 
 
    Hastily Eric had said, ‘All right, so you had this quarrel, and he still didn’t return home. But did you have no idea where he had gone?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I was mad with him; I didn’t inquire. I think I did ring Peter Stonier after a few days, but he was kind of vague too. He said as far as he knew Charles was away trying to sharpen up some contacts: the business, he admitted, wasn’t going too well, and anything Charles could do to help was all right with him.’ 
 
    ‘Who had he gone to see?’ 
 
    ‘I tell you, I don’t know. Peter didn’t say, or didn’t know, and I was so fed up I couldn’t care less. Then, finally, Peter rang to tell me he’d heard nothing from Charles and was getting worried. Creditors were pressing.’ 
 
    ‘Did you start looking for your husband then?’ 
 
    ‘No. Criticize me if you like but I just stayed home, kept my head down and smoked more than a few cigarettes. Until Peter finally came around to see me.’ 
 
    He had been a worried man. He had had time in Charles Crane’s absence to spend more than a few hours with the company books and while there was no evidence that Crane had been defrauding his partner, it was clear that the level of expenses Charles Crane had been drawing on the business was too high for the company itself to afford — if business was not flowing in. And the reverse had been true: there were outgoings in plenty, but very little by way of income. 
 
    ‘He was very nice about it,’ Sandra said. ‘He told me the firm was in deep trouble, and if he was to get out of it with anything at all he was going to have to liquidate all the assets right away. The trouble was, while Charles, as his partner, wasn’t around to be consulted — and Peter asked me if I knew where he was — things were difficult.’ 
 
    ‘You told him you had no idea where your husband had gone?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. I don’t think he believed me at first, but eventually he went away and said he’d be talking to a solicitor about how best to settle the whole matter. In the event, he rang me a week or so later to say he’d been able to negotiate the lease, make it over to someone else, sell off the stock and come out with a little cash after all. He told me it wasn’t much but as Charles’s wife, it was only right that I should have it. If Charles came back, well, that was between Charles and me. As far as Peter Stonier was concerned, I was entitled to what was left.’ 
 
    ‘How much was there?’ 
 
    ‘Not much. About two thousand, I seem to recall.’ Her glance became vague, as she thought back, and a hint of a smile touched her lips. ‘He brought the money around. It was in cash. Maybe he had done some sort of fiddle himself, avoiding tax, that sort of thing, you know what I mean. Or maybe it was in cash because he thought the sight of so many notes would kind of impress me. I think he’d have liked to make a pass, you know? I think he was . . . interested, and with Charles making a run for it like that . . .’ She shrugged, shook her head. ‘He didn’t summon up the courage, in the end, and off he went, and that was the last I saw of him.’ 
 
    ‘He left the area?’ 
 
    ‘Eric, I really don’t know.’ 
 
    They had been living in a house in Guisborough, but the business had been based in York, although it seemed Charles Crane had travelled fairly extensively throughout the North-East in his attempts to drum up business. York seemed a good enough place to start: the house in Guisborough had long since been sold and, heavily mortgaged, had brought in very little for Sandra to live on. 
 
    ‘But if the house was sold, wasn’t your husband’s signature necessary on the conveyance?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No, the house had always been in my name, even though he paid off the premiums. Funny, that . . . maybe there had been a streak of something good in him all along. Leaving me something to live on. Perhaps it was that he always guessed he would be walking out on me some day . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric parked in the compound behind the old town wall that encircled the city and made his way first towards the massive structure of the cathedral, still buttressed by thick timbers where excavations in the foundations were being carried on, and then walked slowly along halfforgotten streets, tiny shops, pedestrian precincts of the university town, until he came to the Shambles. The mediaeval street was thronged as always, and he was tempted to browse along it, past the old bookshops and art and craft shops, but resisted it: the address Sandra had given him was five minutes’ walk away and he did not want to spend too much time in the town before he returned to Northumberland. Anne had been cool enough about his visit to York as it was, although she had insisted that her concern was rooted in her anxiety that he would find the long drive too tiring, and a strain upon his eyes. He had promised he would get back as quickly as possible. 
 
    When he finally reached the address Sandra had given him he was surprised. He had expected business premises; instead, as the roadway narrowed and then petered out, he was faced by a gravelled yard in which several vehicles were parked and then a long low building fronted by a small showroom. The sign over the door proclaimed: WAVERLEY BUILDERS LTD. Eric entered the showroom and a young, fair-haired girl popped her head up from behind a counter. 
 
    ‘Be with you in a minute!’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right.’ Eric looked about him. The showroom was laid out with do-it-yourself materials: clearly, whatever the sign might proclaim, a sideline was being developed out of which Waverley Builders would get little or no building work themselves. Or maybe it was a way of getting business: when the enthusiastic amateur botched the job he’d come back to Waverley to put it right. 
 
    ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, sir. Can I help?’ 
 
    She had a freckled, pug-nosed face and smiling blue eyes. 
 
    ‘You been working here long?’ Eric asked. 
 
    She was slightly taken aback. ‘Since we started. I came here straight out of school. It’s my dad’s business.’ 
 
    ‘Is your father here at the moment?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in the office. Is it him you want to see? He’s pretty busy,’ she said doubtfully. 
 
    ‘I won’t take up much of his time,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘It’s not a complaint, is it?’ 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. ‘Tell him Mr Ward would like a few minutes with him.’ 
 
    She hurried through the door at the back of the showroom and Eric waited for several minutes. The man who finally came into the room was a rougher, older version of the daughter: thinning sandy hair, dark freckles, a spreading pug nose and a suspicious mouth. ‘I’m Fred Waverley. You wanted to see me?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to bother you. My name’s Ward: I’m a solicitor from Newcastle.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t care to have too much truck with lawyers.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a common enough attitude, Mr Waverley, and an understandable one. But I’m making some inquiries—’ 
 
    ‘If it’s about that business with young Skinner, I got a witness,’ Waverley interrupted, ‘who’ll swear that—’ 
 
    ‘My inquiries don’t concern you or your business,’ Eric said quickly as he recognized the taciturnity that could develop into silence. ‘You bought the lease of these premises some three or so years ago, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Waverly sniffed thoughtfully and drew suspicious eyebrows together like a barrier against doubt. ‘All straight and above board, that was.’ 
 
    ‘From whom did you obtain the lease?’ 
 
    ‘Solicitors in York arranged it. The business was closing down. Got the lease for a song, all right, I admit that, but the whole place was a mess. Needed to knock down part of the building, leave the yard open for lorries, rebuild the office section, so it wasn’t all profit, believe me. Took us a year to get straight. But it’s the kind of place for a building business.’ 
 
    ‘And the man who assigned the lease to you?’ Eric persisted. 
 
    Fred Waverley shrugged, turned away, and leaned against the counter, watching his daughter for a few moments as she rearranged various items on the tool rack. Then he nodded. ‘Stonier,’ he said. ‘He was called Stonier.’ 
 
    ‘Did you have much to do with him or his partner?’ 
 
    ‘Partner?’ 
 
    ‘Charles Crane.’ 
 
    ‘No. Never heard of him. Never even saw Stonier, for that matter. I was looking for some property, this came on the market, I snapped it up. You trying to tell me now that there was something wrong with the lease? You better see them lawyers in York — far as I know it was all straight.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s not the way of it,’ Eric reassured him. ‘The fact is I’m making inquiries about the whereabouts of Mr Crane.’ 
 
    ‘Skipped it, did he?’ Waverley grunted. 
 
    Eric paused, eyed the man thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Why do you ask that?’ 
 
    Waverley shrugged. ‘Instinct.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    Waverley scratched his nose, looked about him with an air of quiet satisfaction, and sniffed. ‘I tell you, people look down on the building trade. Some reckon we’re just a set of cowboys, blokes who are out to make a quick bundle and then off again. I’ve heard ’em, they talk about the number of bankruptcies in the trade, they talk about the fiddles, the tax dodges, the casual labour who drift from job to job and don’t pay no taxes . . . All right, there’s plenty of moonlighting, and the fiddles that happen on site, well, I know all about that as well, but if you really want to make your money in this business, steady, year in, year out, it’s to be done on a regular basis. That’s the kind of operation Waverley Builders is. Steady, reliable, and no fiddling.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no doubt, but—’ 
 
    ‘You ask me why I guess that this chap — Crane? — why I guess he skipped? All right, you come making inquiries; it means you can’t find him; that means a little piece of jigsaw clicks in my brain from the time I picked up this lease. Told you, got it for a song. But when I got here, I was surprised. Or maybe not surprised. Not really sure.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘The place was a mess,’ Waverley said disgustedly. ‘I mean, I had my doubts from the beginning. Who in their right minds would open up a carpet sales business this end of the city? There was no parking here then: I laid out that yard. The buildings were unsuitable and the location wrong. There’d be no customers coming down here — so maybe they were wholesale dealers? Never in the world, not without trucking facilities. So what was they up to? Carpet selling? When I got here, I was surprised because there was no signs, no smell of a business having been carried on. You know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ Eric said carefully. 
 
    ‘There was no feel to the place. Dust, yeah, empty space. But no confidence. It was my guess there’d been no activity in the place for months before I moved in.’ 
 
    Gravely Eric said, ‘It’s true the business that had been carried on here had got into severe financial difficulties—’ 
 
    Waverley made an obscene remark; the girl’s head lifted, but it was as much at Eric’s presence as her father’s obscenity. She gave Waverley an annoyed glance, then turned back to her work. ‘It wasn’t very clean, here,’ she remarked. 
 
    ‘I said. Dust. Not much else. Anyway, I don’t know what all this has to do with me. I say maybe this feller skipped and you get a bit excited. It’s only a guess. What do you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘I wondered if you might be able to tell me where Crane had gone.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, never even met him.’ 
 
    ‘What about Stonier?’ 
 
    Waverley pursed his lips. ‘Now, that’s a bit different. I never met him, neither, but shortly after we got started here there was a request came in — there’d been some hitch or other in the registration of the lease and I was told we needed to get a signature from the Stonier feller. Took us a little time to find him, as I recall, because he’d left the area. They trailed him in the end, got a feeling it was down in the West Country somewhere. My solicitors will know. If you want to ask.’ 
 
    ‘Why would Stonier have gone to the West Country?’ 
 
    ‘Make a new start?’ Waverley squinted at Eric truculently. ‘How the hell do I know? You go talk to other lawyers, you’re all the same, you got time to stand around talking. I got a business to run.’ 
 
    ‘Dad—’ the girl said reproachfully. 
 
    ‘Well, I have,’ Waverley insisted. 
 
    It was clear there was little to be gained from further talk with the builder. Eric thanked him; the man turned on his heel and trudged back through the showroom door. Eric hesitated, then glanced at the girl. He could find out easily enough, but . . . 
 
    ‘Who were your father’s solicitors?’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘Walker’s. Up at Castle Gate.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The junior partner was careful, but reasonably helpful. He could not go into details, of course, but he was prepared to take a look at the files, if Mr Ward was prepared to wait. Mr Ward was prepared to wait. 
 
    The information, when it came, was scanty enough. Fred Waverley had taken an assignment of the lease from Peter Stonier and Charles Crane; after completion, and when the builder was already in possession and about to carry out certain alterations to the property, there had been raised an issue regarding rights of way. It had been necessary to contact one of the assignors; they had been unable to trace Charles Crane, but had finally managed to track down Peter Stonier with the help of an inquiry agent. He had started a new business, selling cars, in Tiverton, Devon. 
 
    Eric hesitated, and the precise, pinstripe-suited solicitor facing him across the desk raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m afraid there’s little more assistance I can give, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘The lease . . . assigned to Fred Waverley. In whose name was the lease? I had assumed it was in the name of the company that Stonier and Crane ran on the premises.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm. They sold carpets, I understand,’ the junior partner said, and wrinkled his nose. ‘Just let me check again . . . No, here it is: the business they ran was not a limited company, but a partnership.’ 
 
    ‘So the lease was held by them jointly?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct.’ 
 
    ‘Which means both partners will have signed the assignment when it was made over to Fred Waverley.’ 
 
    ‘As a matter of law, that is perfectly correct,’ the junior partner said in a faintly surprised tone. 
 
    ‘And that is what happened?’ Eric persisted. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Both Charles Crane and Peter Stonier signed the assignment of the lease.’ 
 
    The junior partner allowed himself a supercilious smile. ‘Of course. It could not otherwise have taken effect. The later issue of the right of way, that could be dealt with by reference to Mr Stonier alone, since all that was required was an affidavit.’ He steepled his fingers, stared at them with a vaguely bored air. ‘But I don’t see your problem. All I can do is assure you that all that was necessary to be done was done.’ 
 
    ‘Both partners added their signatures to the deed of assignment?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    There seemed little point in pursuing the matter further with the junior partner. The fact remained, nevertheless: Peter Stonier had told Sandra Crane he had no idea where her husband had gone — yet some time afterwards, both he and Charles Crane had put their signatures to a document concerning the business premises in York. It would seem that Peter Stonier had told Sandra Crane something less than the truth. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He had flown in on the Friday afternoon when the southern horizon had seemed to be welded against a sky of the same colour: an azure blue, over which a haze spilled like a soft, shimmering blanket. That evening he had taken a hired car for the drive to La Canebière and late at night, before he reached his hotel, he had been forced to deal with the torrent of noisy cars that poured through the narrow streets. Now, early on the Saturday morning, the sun lanced past the curtains he had forgotten to draw and as he looked out across the old town with its terracotta-coloured houses with red-tile roofs, the breeze was light and fresh. Shutters swung open as the town awoke, laundry being bustled onto sagging lines to dry in the morning air. A cart laden with wine casks trundled past his window, a dog paced across the yard to seek the first morning shade, two black cats preened themselves on the sunlit doorstep. It was a long way from Newcastle. 
 
    The appointment with Halliday Arthur Lansley had been fixed for eleven o’clock; vaguely, it had been suggested that Lansley would arrange for him to be picked up at the hotel: it seemed he had an office in Marseilles, but spent no time there at weekends. So Eric had time in hand to partake of a leisurely breakfast of hot croissants and coffee and stroll in the morning sunshine through the town itself. It had been a mediaeval settlement, and although the old settlement itself had now been submerged in the huddle of modern buildings, there was still the three-hundred-year-old fortress, the yachts lifting quietly in the slow ripple of the harbour in an explosion of colour, and a conglomeration of sail and power rimming the ancient Quayside. 
 
    The girl arrived at his hotel at precisely eleven o’clock. 
 
    She was a surprise. Her hair was long, blonde and untidy; her skin was dark and sun-tanned, her arms and shoulders bare under a ragged shirt, and the faded jeans were patched and worn, cut off below the knee. Her eyes seemed enormous, deep brown in colour, and she was no more than twenty years of age. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward? My name is Jeanne-Marie.’ She had a surprisingly deep voice, slightly husky, and her grip was frank and strong as she shook his hand. 
 
    ‘You’ve come to collect me?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Lansley is at the Alouette, the boat, down at the harbour. He asked that I bring you to him.’ She smiled, proud at the control of language. ‘We can go at once?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, glancing at his clothes. He wore a light jacket and casual slacks, but was hardly dressed for sailing. Jeanne-Marie interpreted his uneasiness. ‘It can be provided,’ she assured him, and, nodding, turned and led the way from the coolness of the hotel lobby into the hard sunshine of the street. 
 
    Eric was already familiar with the walk down to the harbour so was able to concentrate upon the girl leading him, as she walked slightly ahead of him. Her accent betrayed a careful education, and her English was good, but her connection with Lansley would, he guessed, be neither that of a secretarial or blood relationship. She moved sinuously, swinging along in shabby canvas shoes, but he knew that her casual dress was deliberate. There would be occasions when Halliday would dress her In elegant gowns, of that Eric Ward was sure. 
 
    Jeanne-Marie made no attempt to engage him in conversation as she picked her way along the Quayside, past the fishing boats and along the moorings that jutted out into the harbour like long wooden fingers, around which clustered the sleek yachts with their varied coloured pennants. The Alouette was at the far end of the moorings, its powerful body a gleaming white, shark-like in appearance, powerful in its promise. On the foredeck two men stood smoking, casually: they both wore jeans and maroon-coloured shirts, almost a uniform. They were uniform also in their muscularity and the sharpness of their glance: their eyes ignored Jeanne-Marie, a sign of their professionalism as far as Eric was concerned. 
 
    The girl preceded him along the gangplank; when she stepped aboard she stopped, turned, smiled at Eric and made a brief gesture towards the after cockpit, and then turned left herself, to go forward and disappear into the lounge. Eric looked about uncertainly, then proceeded towards the after cockpit. 
 
    ‘You like her?’ 
 
    The speaker was perhaps sixty years of age, sixteen stone in weight, not more than five feet three in height. He was standing under the striped awning that had converted the after cockpit into a shadowed lounge; his belly sagged above a pair of faded denim shorts, the only clothing he wore, if one discounted the gold chain encircling his wrist. His skin was deeply tanned, but dappled in white patches that denoted a skin complaint of some kind and although he was completely bald, vigorous red, and white, hair sprouted from his chest and matted his shoulders. His eyes were small, an innocent china-blue in colour above fat, contented cheeks, and his mouth was generous and charming. There was a Pickwickian air of contentedness about him which Eric found disarming: at the same time he recollected some of the things he had heard about Halliday Arthur Lansley, and he withheld judgment: the charming mouth could, no doubt, set like a steel trap on occasions, and the innocence of the blue eyes could turn to ice. 
 
    ‘She’s . . . very nice.’ 
 
    The blue eyes flickered over him, summing him up, and the fat man smiled. ‘I was talking about the Alouette, of course, but Jeanne-Marie, she also is quite . . . charming.’ 
 
    ‘You’re Mr. Lansley?’ 
 
    ‘I am. And you’re Mr Ward,’ the fat man said with a mocking gravity. ‘Would you like a drink? Some iced lemonade, or barley water?’ 
 
    Eric Ward stared at him. ‘You’ve done some homework on me, Mr Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘Had it done, dear boy. Yes, I know that alcohol doesn’t suit you too much since you’ve had trouble with glaucoma. But I know a lot more than that about you and about your reputation. Perceptive, sensitive, honest . . .’ He grinned, disarmingly. ‘Not exactly the usual qualities one discerns in a lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you consider it necessary to make such inquiries?’ Eric asked, somewhat nettled. 
 
    ‘Know your enemies, know your friends,’ Lansley replied. He turned, moved along the deck, light on his feet as many heavyweight men often seemed to be, and reached into the icebox set under the bulkhead. ‘Lemonade, then?’ 
 
    ‘That’ll do.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Lansley said as he poured two measures of the ice-cold drink into frosted tumblers. ‘As soon as the request came through from Newcastle that I speak to you, give you a statement or even an affidavit, I took the trouble to ask some friends of mine to find out about you. I still have some friends in the UK,’ he added with a mischievous chuckle. 
 
    Eric accepted the lemonade, sipped it, and felt its iciness bring a welcome ache to his forehead. ‘We’re all grateful that you feel able to see me.’ 
 
    ‘In the right surroundings, in the right surroundings,’ Lansley said, waving his glass expansively. ‘There’s no way I’d have come back to England — and let’s be clear, there’s no way you’ll get me to give evidence in your suit against Sheridan Enterprises.’ 
 
    ‘We thought that an unlikely contingency.’ 
 
    Lansley laughed explosively. ‘I like that! In fact, a bloody unlikely contingency!’ He settled down with a grunt into a canvas chair and waved Eric to another, set against the awning. ‘No, I don’t mind talking to you here, under this sky, away from all the troubles that went on back in England. But I’m sixty-three now, not as fit as I was . . . at least, for some things,’ he added with a hint of a leer, ‘and I’ve no desire to experience the cold winds of the North. You had the good sense to take rooms in the old town.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric said, slightly taken aback at the sudden turn in the conversation. 
 
    ‘Sensible. What I expected. I like the Vieille Ville. It’s kept its winding streets, its mediaeval stonework, its tiny shops. You can still get that elusive whiff of cooking from unseen kitchens. The Nazis called the old town a menace to health, and tried to raze it.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘They were really concerned about their health: the old town was actually a centre for the Resistance. Concern for my health brought me out here, and I’ll not go back, except maybe in a pine box. But I still like to moor here in the evenings, see the old men putting in their trawlers at the harbour in La Canebière, see the fishwives putting out the fish for sale in the mornings. I’m sentimental, you see.’ 
 
    Eric didn’t believe it, but said nothing. 
 
    ‘It’s why I’m prepared to see you, talk to you,’ Lansley went on. ‘Echoes of Northumberland. Lovely country.’ 
 
    The sudden, subdued rumble and thunder of the engines startled Eric. White water boiled at the stern as one of the two maroon-shirted men leaped ashore to cast off the mooring lines. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Twin Mercury outboards, powerful enough to keep me ahead of the mistral when it funnels down the Rhone Valley and spills into the Golfe du Lion.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Lansley—’ 
 
    ‘Relax, my friend. Why should we sit in some stuffy office in Marseilles and talk when we can be out at sea, enjoying life as it is meant to be enjoyed? You are aboard the Alouette — enjoy her. We’ll talk in a little while, after lunch maybe. Meanwhile, in the small cabin you’ll find some suitable clothing. Why not change, and settle down with the sun and sea?’ 
 
    The cabin was small but airy; through the bulkhead he could hear the sound of movement in the galley, but in the hanging locker he found a light sports shirt and shorts and swimsuit. The folding table, he discovered on investigation, served not only as a dining table and desk top but also converted into a comfortable berth. When he came back on deck and made his way to the after cockpit, the Alouette was surging serenely across a mirrored blue sea and Halliday Arthur Lansley was now accompanied by three young women. Gravely, but with mischievous eyes, he introduced them: ‘Villette, Catherine, and of course you’ve already met Jeanne-Marie.’ 
 
    They were stereotypes: each blonde, dark-eyed, lissom-figured, and wearing as little as possible. They were not ostentatious, however: Lansley clearly liked elements of control in his girls. 
 
    They were good conversationalists, nevertheless, and Lansley relaxed as the five of them sat under the awning, enjoying the cool breeze in the heat of the day and the Alouette surged past a seacoast that consisted of towering limestone cliffs, bleak and treeless as Norway’s North Cape. The talk was light and inconsequential with Lansley presiding over it all like a paternalistic, considerate uncle, except for the occasional caress of a tanned shoulder, or the odd gleam as he watched Jeanne-Marie or the equally blonde Catherine. The man who had cast off came to the cockpit shortly with some cheese, crusty bread, fruit and rose wine from Provence. In the afternoon the Alouette turned past a headland clustered with pastel-roofed houses and a green fan of vineyards, and slipped into one of the numerous calanques, a drowned valley formed by long vanished streams. Eric swam with Catherine in the cold, clear water, and her body was a slim, lithe, twisting thing in the green underwater twilight. 
 
    In the late afternoon, with a bottle of Chablis before him, Lansley at last seemed inclined to talk of the matters that had brought Eric Ward to him. ‘So what exactly is it that you want from me, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Background information, really — and certain confirmations.’ 
 
    ‘Regarding Sheridan Enterprises, and my dealings with them.’ The owner of the Alouette pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘Well, yes, I think I can do this for you. Where do you want me to start?’ 
 
    ‘The beginning?’ 
 
    ‘A good place,’ Lansley said, smiling, ‘but too far back. Let’s just take that unhappy period of my life when I became . . . shall we say . . . overstretched?’ 
 
    ‘Was that before or after you started your dealing with Morcomb Estates?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s put it like this. The signs were there that the sharks were sharpening their teeth, but I had every confidence that I could outswim them. The dealings with Morcomb Estates, believe me, they were undertaken in all good faith. The countryside of Northumberland is unsurpassable for rough shooting — but I don’t need to tell you that. I had negotiated with Morcomb Estates for a considerable tract of land: the contacts I had made in Saudi made me confident that I could put together a package deal which would bring those flowing-robed gentlemen across to Northumberland in considerable numbers. Even Saudis,’ he added drily, ‘will go for a package deal, if it’s expensive enough.’ 
 
    ‘It never came off.’ 
 
    Lansley scratched at a white patch of skin on his arm thoughtfully. ‘I was . . . unlucky. I had a cash flow problem at that time, and I was also dependent for certain finance on business acquaintances in the Middle East. About that time, you’ll recall, everything went more than a little haywire. The Shah lost his Peacock Throne, all hell boiled up in Iran — well, let’s just say that it was the wrong time, as far as I was concerned, for the Inland Revenue to start pressing buttons they’d conveniently ignored for years.’ 
 
    ‘So cash flow problems caused your withdrawal from the Northumberland deals?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it. Morcomb Estates were sensible: if they’d pressed me really hard they’d have blown the lot and got virtually nothing in the pound. Instead, we compromised.’ 
 
    ‘El Centro.’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ Lansley sipped at his drink and glanced around at the dark sea. ‘The Mexico deal was a sound one, but, well, it was just too early for me. The Inland Revenue were on my back, I was in trouble with Morcomb Estates, so I had to cut back on my futures. I gave your solicitors the details: they had the chance to go into it carefully. The upshot of it all was that they accepted a transfer of my shares in the El Centro deal as the price of my withdrawal from the Northumberland contract.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure they were wise.’ 
 
    Lansley chuckled. ‘Hindsight, boy, hindsight. All I can really tell you is that it was clean when I made the transfer; whatever Sheridan Enterprises are up to now, it’s nothing to do with me.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘There seems to be some . . . confusion about who owns Sheridan.’ 
 
    ‘It sure as hell isn’t me,’ Lansley said. 
 
    ‘And you have no interest in the company?’ 
 
    Lansley watched him for a few moments, amusement registered in his little eyes. ‘Interest. By that you mean a legal interest, I guess, rather than just curiosity. Look, Ward, I like you. If I’ve got an interest in Sheridan, it’s an insignificant one, and unlikely to upturn any Morcomb apple carts.’ 
 
    ‘But if you are a shareholder, and any hint of collusion appears in the legality of the transfer being questioned, the fact that you hold an interest at all could raise issues of fraud.’ 
 
    ‘Fraud?’ Lansley chuckled again. ‘You think I’m fool enough to get caught twice? I know all about fraud. When the Inland Revenue stripped me, or tried to strip me before throwing me inside for a couple of years, I learned all about fraud — I had the legal jargon coming out of my ears. But the fact is they couldn’t nail me hard then, and they can’t do it now. I served my time — albeit shortened by a heart attack that persuaded them I ought to be released on humanitarian grounds — and I came out clean.’ 
 
    Eric glanced around him, at the yacht and the cliffs some half-mile distant. ‘There are some who feel you came out more than simply . . . clean.’ 
 
    Lansley waved his glass in an expansive gesture. ‘A man in his sixties has earned the right to enjoy a few of the comforts. The Government seemed not disposed to strip me of everything. But then, there were people in relatively high places who owed me something. Those days are, alas, now gone.’ 
 
    ‘You will not, as you say, come back to England to give evidence—’ 
 
    ‘My state of health, Mr Ward, forbids such exercise or anxiety,’ Lansley said smoothly. 
 
    ‘But are you prepared to make the necessary affidavits that we might use in the suit?’ 
 
    ‘My dear boy, you dictate them if you wish and I’ll sign them. After you’ve seen the papers and ascertained their legality, of course . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lansley could not have been more helpful. Eric spent the rest of the day, until the light began to fail, sitting in the after cockpit reading and checking the documentation that Lansley provided from the heavy briefcase he brought up on deck. The man himself disappeared below, perhaps for a siesta or possibly something more vigorous, and Eric was happy enough to spend the time dealing with the papers. He drafted some notes, annotated in pencil a few of the documents with queries he would need to raise with Lansley and later, back home, and started a draft of a statement he wanted from Lansley himself. The sun settled like a great orange globe into the darkening horizon and there was the sound of movement forward. Eric packed the papers away as he heard someone come to the after cockpit. It was Catherine, her long blonde hair carefully brushed, elegant in a white sheath dress that set off her tanned skin to perfection. 
 
    ‘Mr Lansley will be expecting you in twenty minutes, for dinner,’ she said. 
 
    An hour later, with several martinis inside a voluble Lansley, and with the three girls seated with them, Eric sat down in the small dining-room of the Alouette. It was a convivial meal; the girls chattered in lively fashion, Catherine paid Eric considerable attention, and Lansley, in white jacket and bow tie, was in high good spirits. 
 
    ‘Ah, Mr Ward, these you must savour — the violets des roches. You have not tasted them? Ah, the first time, it is like this.’ He grimaced, pursing his lips, emphasizing the taste. ‘Later, you come to like them; washed down with white wine they are magnificent. Besides—’ he smiled at Jeanne-Marie as he caressed her brown shoulder — ‘there are other reasons.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Eric asked, aware as he did so he was being led innocently to a trap. 
 
    ‘Because they contain the vital elements of the sea,’ the older man laughed, ‘and you become younger by ten years if you eat them! Ask Jeanne-Marie here — she will tell you I need the years!’ 
 
    Eric was not impressed. He tried the dish: they tasted like rubber tyres soaked in fish oil. With a dash of iodine. Lansley enjoyed the grimace he was unable to control. 
 
    Later, it proved impossible to bring the conversation back to business. The Alouette slipped into a harbour that lay like a pool of mercury under the moon. Beyond a palm-girt rind of sand lazy threads of smoke rose from the tiny fishing village set against a steep hillside that merged with the dark blue sky. From somewhere on the hill Eric could hear the trills and arpeggios of a nightingale, its song as ethereal as the moonlight itself. And Lansley was expansive. 
 
    ‘Ah, rocks red as rust, turquoise coves, pines green as spring, the woods of cork oaks . . . do you understand why I would never wish to return, Mr Ward? And who knows, in another few decades much of what is simple here might be gone. Lord Brougham has much to answer for. Cholera forced him to winter in this area in eighteen thirty-four. He liked it so much he came back for the next thirty-four years. And popularized the area with the English.’ 
 
    The brandy had obviously warmed him, and he had become more obvious in his attentions to the cool Jeanne-Marie. The other two girls had fallen silent, sipping their brandy and enjoying the warm night air and the rhythm of the lifting yacht as it rode at anchor. It was midnight before Eric, who felt relaxed and at ease, finally announced his retirement. Lansley waved a negligent left hand; his right was busy with Jeanne-Marie. 
 
    In his cabin, the air was warm and close. Desultory drifts of conversation came down to him from the dining area; at one point there was the sound of breaking glass. Eric undressed and lay naked on top of the sheets of his bunk, and in a little while as the night breeze lifted he felt cool air touch his skin, and he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    He awoke with a start some time later, not certain what had disturbed him. He lay there for a moment, puzzled, his pulse racing as he tried to focus his mind and his eyes to the unfamiliar surroundings. Then he became aware there was a woman standing at the side of his bunk. 
 
    The long blonde hair drifted about her shoulders; she stood quite still and as he stared at her he could make out the tiny white triangle that was her briefs. It was all she wore; the diffused moonlight touched the curve of her breasts, darkly shadowing them, outlining the line of her hip and thigh. She leaned forward. ‘Mr Ward.’ 
 
    It was Catherine. He remembered the shape of her in the green water and his body moved. 
 
    ‘I thought you might be lonely.’ 
 
    She put out a hand and touched him lightly; her fingers were cool and supple. 
 
    ‘Was this Lansley’s idea?’ 
 
    ‘Mine. But what difference does it make?’ 
 
    ‘He might be displeased, if he knew you were here.’ 
 
    ‘He would not. He is with Jeanne-Marie.’ Her face was near his now, her mouth approaching his and he was aware of the soft curves of her body, the faint hint of perfume in his nostrils. Her hands moved swiftly over him, expertly, and he trembled, then caught at her wrist. 
 
    ‘You do not like this?’ 
 
    ‘Now wait a minute.’ 
 
    ‘I can please. There are other ways.’ 
 
    ‘I think you should stop,’ Eric said thickly. 
 
    ‘The way you looked at me this afternoon,’ she said quietly. ‘I knew what was in your mind.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Eric said, and sat up, held her by the shoulders. 
 
    ‘I do not understand,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘Neither do I. But I don’t think you should stay here.’ She stood there for a little while, looking down at him, cool, controlled and professional. He thought, in the darkness, that she was smiling. She put out a hand again, caressed him, and she knew. 
 
    ‘The night will be long,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I’ve no doubt,’ he replied. 
 
    She left then, and the night was long. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Alouette slipped out of harbour in the early dawn, when Eric had fallen into a disturbed, fitful sleep in which Anne was with him in some deep, green cavern full of shimmering, drifting lights. When he finally woke he lay in his bunk for a while, listening to the rushing sound of the water, and wondering about the evening and the night and Lansley. At last he dressed and went out to the after cockpit. 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley was already there, talking to one of the maroon-jerseyed crewmen. There was no sign of the girls, and Lansley was dressed in a sweater that seemed to emphasize his bulk, canvas trousers and rope soled sandals. As Eric came forward the crewman was dismissed and Lansley looked at Eric, smiling lopsidedly. ‘Good morning,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Good morning.’ Eric looked about him. To the north was a long, brooding headland behind which dark clouds seemed to boil against the bright sunshine. The wind was cold and he shivered suddenly. 
 
    Catching his glance, Lansley explained, ‘North-west gale coming up. The waves will be heaping soon; it’s the mistral, and time we went back to La Canebière. Did you . . . er . . . sleep well?’ 
 
    Eric looked at him carefully. ‘It was your idea, then.’ 
 
    ‘Seemed the courteous thing to do,’ Lansley said affably. 
 
    ‘But unnecessary. As unnecessary as the rest of it.’ 
 
    Lansley’s face was suddenly still, and the innocence had vanished from his blue eyes. Uncertainty touched his mouth, bruising it and wiping away its friendliness. ‘I’m not quite certain what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘You’re certain, all right. And deliberate. I’m just not clear why.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to explain yourself, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric grinned, shook his head. ‘Oh, I’ve enjoyed it, the treatment. We could have done all that was necessary in a few hours in your office, but I’ve appreciated the trip, the swimming, the food . . . and the company, even if I did feel it necessary to reject part of it last night.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you reject it, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘There are a number of reasons,’ Eric said levelly. ‘But just one will do. I don’t want to feel that I owe anyone anything, particularly when I don’t know when the debt will be called in.’ 
 
    ‘That was a mere gift last night,’ Lansley said. 
 
    ‘No. You don’t make gifts. You’re not that sort of man.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of man am I, then?’ 
 
    ‘The sort who would not agree to help Morcomb Estates for nothing; who would not bother to show me such hospitality; who would not go so far as to offer me a woman. Not unless it was all to be some part of a bargain. The question is — what is there that I, or Morcomb Estates, can offer you?’ 
 
    Lansley laughed, but there was a brittleness to the sound. ‘You’re a direct man, Ward, but I appreciate that. I don’t know that I can react to it—’ 
 
    ‘You have to. Or you don’t get what you want.’ Lansley stared at him for a few moments, then turned, dropped his bulk into a canvas chair and glanced towards the brooding headland to the north. ‘I still have friends in the north of England, but not many. I thought you might be . . . recruited.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Recruitment is a crude word. Look, Mr Ward, I admit I have been . . . cultivating you these last two days. You ask why. The answer is simple enough. From Morcomb Estates I expect nothing, and it had not been my intention to help them in any degree. But then I was told you were being briefed to act for them, and I made some local inquiries, and I liked what I heard. So I decided I wanted to meet you, talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘With what purpose in mind?’ 
 
    ‘I understand you have more than a merely professional interest in Morcomb Estates.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Lansley,’ Eric said coldly, ‘I ought to make some thing clear. I don’t mix matrimony with business.’ 
 
    ‘But you are nevertheless interested in the affairs of the company,’ Lansley insisted. ‘All right. I tell you, I have showed you the supporting documentation, I have proved title, and I am prepared to make supporting affidavits. That will help your wife’s company.’ 
 
    ‘And in return?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well . . .’ Lansley was silent for a little while, his eyes lidded, his hands quiescent over his paunch. ‘I’ve no intention of returning to England. I still have some friends there. I also have other . . . acquaintances. Men whose whereabouts and activities I would welcome news of, from time to time.’ 
 
    ‘Is that where I come in?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ 
 
    ‘An inquiry agent—’ 
 
    Lansley held up a plump hand. ‘I do not like inquiry agents. They are untrustworthy. They change sides. Lawyers do not. And I hear you are trustworthy — indeed, endowed with a certain strict honesty and code of ethics, I understand. Strange, for a lawyer.’ He chuckled, heaved himself forward in his seat and groped in the back pocket of his trousers for a wallet. From the leather wallet he withdrew a photograph, and stared at it for a little while. Then he passed it to Eric. 
 
    It was a snapshot of a man standing on a wharf. He wore rough seaman’s clothing, his hair was cut en brosse, and his narrow face had a lean sharpness about it that suggested a cold intensity. There was something familiar about the background of cranes. 
 
    ‘North Shields,’ Lansley said quietly. ‘A photograph taken fairly recently. His name is Bartlett — Donald Bartlett.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘Let us say . . . an acquaintance. Have you ever seen him?’ 
 
    ‘Not to my knowledge.’ 
 
    Lansley was watching Eric carefully. ‘You’re certain of that?’ 
 
    Wordlessly, Eric handed the photograph back. Lansley accepted it with a degree of reluctance, staring at it again briefly, before committing it back to the wallet. ‘All I want you to do, Mr Ward, is to inform me if you see this man in your . . . peregrinations around Tyneside. It would also be helpful to me if you were to tell me what you think he might be doing.’ 
 
    ‘You said you had friends in the North. Why can’t they do it?’ 
 
    ‘They are afraid, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    The menace that hung behind the words seemed to infect the after cockpit. Eric waited, but Lansley said no more for a little while, seemingly sunk in contemplation of the deck. At last, Eric said, ‘I suppose this is in some way tied up with your operations in the narcotics market.’ 
 
    Lansley’s head snapped up, in spite of himself. His mouth opened as though he were about to speak, but he restrained himself with an effort, and when he did speak his tone was level and controlled. ‘That is an interesting observation, Mr Ward. I cannot imagine what prompted it.’ 
 
    ‘Something you said, something I’d heard. Drugs have been a larger problem on Tyneside for the last few years than people are prepared to admit. There is a rumour you were deeply involved in the business, trundling shipments over into Teesside, Manchester and maybe elsewhere. The rumour adds that the fraud charges against you could have been much worse, except that you cooperated with the police, allowed your own links to be destroyed with the smugglers in exchange for . . . leniency?’ 
 
    ‘An interesting thesis, Mr Ward. Please go on.’ 
 
    ‘You told me yesterday that you had a cash flow problem. It arose when the Shah fell. That’s when the hatches were battened down on the normal supply runs. If you were deeply committed financially to cargoes of narcotics, maybe that’s why you had a cash flow problem — and had to do a deal as well. And if you did do a deal, maybe some . . . acquaintances got hurt. Was this man Bartlett one of them?’ 
 
    Some of the tension had gone from Lansley’s body, but he was still careful, his voice tight. ‘Fanciful, Mr Ward, but interesting. I won’t deny I haven’t been involved in certain smuggling activities from time to time. Indeed, there were exciting times in the late ‘sixties, when I ran some very profitable cargo — Pakistanis who were eager to evade our immigration laws. They used to congregate in Amsterdam, and I used to get them ashore on the Cleveland coast, at Robin Hood’s Bay. Romantic, don’t you think? Lorries then, to Leeds. Profitable . . . and exciting. But drugs?’ He looked at Eric lazily. ‘You can hardly expect me to make such a damaging admission.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless, you want this man Bartlett traced.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say traced. No, nothing so formal. I wish to put you to no such trouble, Mr Ward. I will help Morcomb Estates. In return, you will tell me if you ever see Don Bartlett on Tyneside. And if you happen to discover what he’s up to, and why, I’d be grateful for the information. Early.’ 
 
    ‘It seems a small enough task,’ Eric said warily. 
 
    ‘Very small.’ 
 
    As the Alouette fled before the dark clouds to the harbour of La Canebière, Lansley was as good as his word, and completed the affidavits that would be helpful to Morcomb Estates in their action against Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. Eric mulled over what he had been told and concluded there was little harm in complying with Lansley’s request — particularly since he suspected he would never be in a position to give the man the assistance he really needed. The chance of crossing Bartlett’s path, if he were on Tyneside, must surely be slim. 
 
    ‘Do you always get what you want, Lansley?’ 
 
    ‘Not always. Or otherwise why would I be here?’ 
 
    ‘My wife has followed your career. She thinks you’re the kind who could get away with murder.’ 
 
    The coldness of Lansley’s blue eyes belied the easy charm of his smile. ‘Your wife,’ he said, ‘might be described as a most perceptive woman. But then, what woman is not?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    The man in the dock was of middle height, burly, and wore the dark blue suit with an air of discomfort. The hands that gripped the rail in front of him were coarse-haired; the whiteness of the knuckles betrayed a nervousness that was not shown in his face as he glared truculently at Eric Ward. From his seat, Eddie Stevens watched and listened as the solicitor began his questioning of the man who had beaten Eddie Stevens above Rothbury Crags. 
 
    ‘Your name is Frank Penry?’ 
 
    ‘Already said so.’ 
 
    ‘You are the owner of the dog that was used to bait the badger on the hill, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Working,’ Penry said with a scowl. ‘He was working the badger.’ 
 
    ‘The intention either way,’ Ward said quietly, ‘was, presumably, to kill the animal.’ 
 
    Penry shook his head decisively. ‘You got it wrong. We don’t go out to kill the buggers. It’s not like that bloodthirsty fox-huntin’ lot. This is real sport. We set the dogs on, reach the badger, but all we do after that is pull them out, smack their arses and send them on their way.’ 
 
    ‘It seems a bit pointless, Mr Penry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s sport. Thrill of the hunt, you can call it.’ 
 
    ‘And not cruel?’ Ward asked. 
 
    Penry hesitated, then scratched his cheek thoughtfully. His glance strayed towards Eddie Stevens, watching impassively from the well of the magistrates’ courtroom. ‘Cruel? They gas badgers, you know, some of the farmers. That’s worse than what we do. With gas, a badger can have a slow death underground.’ 
 
    ‘Whereas all you do,’ Ward suggested smoothly, ‘is . . . “smack their arses,” I think you said. And there’s no cruelty?’ 
 
    Frank Penry hesitated again, glanced towards the magistrate and shook his head. ‘Be daft, wouldn’t I, to say there was no cruelty. There’s a bit, aye, but the main pain is to the dogs.’ 
 
    The magistrate raised his head and looked at Eric Ward. ‘I’ve no doubt, Mr Ward, that all this is most interesting and would be relevant if we were dealing with the matter of a prosecution under the Wild Life and Countryside Act, but you are acting on the instructions of Mr. Stevens to deal with a matter of common assault and battery, are you not?’ 
 
    ‘That is so, but if you will permit me—’ 
 
    ‘A little more licence, Mr Ward, but only a little more, unless you return soon to the matters in hand.’ 
 
    Silly old sod, Eddie Stevens said to himself under his breath. Hadn’t he seen the photographs Eddie had already published in the Sundays? 
 
    ‘The main pain is to the dogs,’ Ward continued. ‘I understand your own dog was torn rather badly on the side, and the second animal was injured on the muzzle.’ 
 
    ‘That silly bitch was supposed to stand off and bark. Nothing more. Served her right, getting stuck in when we hauled the old badger out.’ 
 
    ‘And your own dog?’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ Penry said forcefully, ‘the dogs love it. If they didn’t, they’d never go down into those tunnels, not after the first time and an early mauling. All right, if you want to know how it is, I’ve lost three dogs over the years with suffocation in the tunnels. They get stuck down there, or the old badger pulls them in and buries them with soil. As a matter of fact there was one point that night when I thought I’d lost my dog, but he came through all right.’ 
 
    ‘Burial,’ Ward said drily, ‘would seem to be an occupational hazard, then, for your dogs?’ 
 
    ‘They enjoy the hunt,’ Penry said defensively. 
 
    ‘You always let the badger go?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I would like to read out to you a newspaper cutting from the Journal, two years ago. We killed one in a sett up near Make-me-Rich last week. Hell of a fight it gave. Its nose and lips got torn right back to the rear of its skull and one of its legs was snapped in half and hanging by the joint. Its sides were just chewed to pieces. Have you ever been on such a hunt?’ 
 
    ‘That was nothing to do with me.’ 
 
    ‘You work the area above Ponteland?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘But this quotation wasn’t given by one of your group?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that.’ 
 
    ‘One of the men out with you the night the assault on Mr Stevens took place was Ian Timothy,’ Ward said quietly. ‘He is quoted in this newspaper report. On that occasion he was fined seventy pounds.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘But if you had been, would you have been concerned?’ 
 
    Truculently, his cheeks beginning to redden, Penry said in a harsh tone, ‘It’s sport, and not nothing different from wearing a red coat and riding about with a whip and a posh accent and getting away with tearing foxes to bits! Look, a badger can take a lot of pain, and give it. I’ve seen one run across a field with a Jack Russell terrier in its teeth. I’ve never been one to bring in the lurchers which can roll a badger over and hold its head so it can’t bite and the smaller dogs can get in. And I’ve seen men match a badger in a trench against a Staffordshire bull terrier, and all right, I’ve killed a badger myself, with an iron bar, but the real sport is not to kill, it’s to find the sow, dig her out, and then let her go.’ 
 
    ‘And the blood, and the pain, and the terror are merely incidentals?’ Ward asked. 
 
    ‘They’re all part of the game, damn it!’ 
 
    ‘And because you’re used to blood and pain, and see it as just part of the game, is that why you felt no compunction about almost beating Mr Stevens to death?’ The courtroom was silent. The magistrate waited, watching Penry carefully as the man glared at Eric Ward, angry, resentful. ‘I didn’t say I did beat him.’ 
 
    ‘But you were up there that night,’ Ward insisted, ‘for the photographs that were taken prove it. And you were expecting blood and pain and excitement, and suddenly much of the excitement was taken away from you. And that’s why you went after him; your blood lust was up—’ 
 
    ‘I was just trying to get the film back,’ Penry interrupted. 
 
    ‘But the photographer had already escaped with the film when you reached Stevens. You could have backed off then, but you wanted blood and pain, you wanted violence and excitement, and, resentful because you’d lost the fun of allowing your dogs to bite a badger to death, you took it into your head to seek revenge on the journalist who had surprised you!’ 
 
    ‘He had a go at me—’ 
 
    ‘He’d run for a mile! He was breathless, exhausted, scared. There were four of you — and you suggest he attacked you?’ 
 
    Penry was silent for a few moments, but his jaw was set hard and a wild light shone in his eyes as pent-up resentments struggled to the surface. ‘You . . . all this, it makes me sick! What’s wrong with a bit of fun at night? The badgers, the dogs . . . ah, the hell with it. What right did that bastard have to interfere? I don’t bother him — why should he stick his newspaper nose into my business,? He got what he deserved, a bloody good hiding, and—’ 
 
    ‘And you’d do the same again, in similar circumstances?’ Eric Ward asked quietly. 
 
    Frank Penry stood staring at him, furiously, but made no further reply. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later, in the sunshine outside the magistrates’ court, Eddie Stevens thanked Eric Ward. ‘You set him up pretty well,’ he said. 
 
    ‘There was little doubt of a conviction,’ Ward replied. ‘I merely wanted to make sure the sentence was sufficient. Penry is a dangerous man and a brutal one.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got bruises enough to prove it,’ Stevens announced feelingly. ‘Yeah, you did a good job, even though I think you went a bit overboard saying I was breathless, exhausted and scared.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you?’ Eric asked, grinning. 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t believe!’ Stevens shook his head. ‘No, I’m glad Penry copped it: that lad’s as dangerous as a cat with the clap, and as mean. We’re safer with him cooling off inside for a bit. Now then, can I give you a lift?’ 
 
    Eric explained he had finished for the day and would be meeting his wife Anne at the flat in Gosforth before they returned together to the house in Northumberland. The journalist clapped him on the shoulder. ‘No problem. I’m going up to Gosforth myself, to call in at the pathology laboratories to see how they’re getting on. I feel I have a kind of proprietary interest in what they’re holding there — you know, the corpse I found up at Rothbury Crags? I need to keep abreast of it as a story, of course, but there’s also the feeling he’s kind of . . . mine, you know?’ 
 
    Eric accepted the offer of a lift since he was aware there was likely to be a dearth of taxis available anywhere other than near Central Station, and when Stevens suggested they call at the forensic laboratories first and for Eric to come in with him, he agreed readily enough since he was forced to admit to a degree of curiosity himself about the find Stevens had made on the Crags. 
 
    The police officer in charge of liaison with the staff at the laboratories was well known to Stevens and Eric himself had come across him from time to time. After a brief chat with him, Stevens led the way to the office of Dr Summers, a small, white-haired, bow-tied individual in a white coat whose office looked as though a violent gust of wind had rearranged his filing for him. There were papers everywhere, and books stacked untidily on the shelves, files perched in unsteady piles on the floor, threatening drunkenly to slide into a heap in the corner. Dr Summers wiped his hand on the backside of his trousers before shaking hands with Eric. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t exactly inspire confidence in the efficacy of our forensic service in Newcastle,’ Stevens admonished, gazing around him. 
 
    ‘What’s important is up here,’ Dr Summers said, tapping his left temple with an air of faded, weary wisdom, ‘and not to be trepanned out by the likes of you.’ 
 
    ‘Now you know I’ve always cooperated,’ Stevens said. ‘The odd bottle of Glenfiddich, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And I’ve never pried.’ 
 
    ‘Not more’n most,’ Dr Summers admitted, and shuffled behind his cluttered desk. ‘But what are you in here for now? Your favourite felony?’ 
 
    ‘It was murder, then?’ 
 
    ‘He hardly tapped himself on the head and then buried himself at Rothbury Crags,’ the pathologist scoffed. ‘Where’s your investigative instincts?’ 
 
    ‘Beaten out of me by one Frank Penry, maybe,’ Stevens said with a grimace. ‘Mr Ward here, he got him put away for a year, this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Nice.’ Dr Summers stared sourly at Eric Ward for several seconds. ‘Police I can take; journalists I suffer; cadavers I almost enjoy. Never quite categorized a lawyer. Don’t care for them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Stevens said with a grin. ‘There’s lawyers and lawyers.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Summers said, and sniffed. ‘There’s just lawyers.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens broke the short silence. ‘So tell me about my favourite corpse.’ 
 
    ‘Not much to tell, really. We’ve worked him over now, pretty thoroughly. This isn’t for printing, by the way. Off the record, or the liaison superintendent will screw me.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, far as we can tell he was about forty or so when he copped it. Death was probably caused by a blow to the head — pretty thin skull, actually. From the state of re arrangement his face seemed to have gone through I guess he was beaten about the head, although there’s a little doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘There’d been rocks placed on him; bit of pressure. Not too likely, but they did move in heavy rains, and then erosion exposed him. Though, funnily enough, it was a pretty amateurish job.’ 
 
    ‘What was?’ 
 
    ‘The interment. The chap who buried him, he was certainly no member of the Gravediggers’ Union. If it wasn’t a stupid suggestion, I’d even testify that he was buried so’s he’d be found.’ 
 
    ‘You’d actually testify to that?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a stupid suggestion.’ 
 
    Eric Ward smiled, aware that the pathologist was baiting the journalist. ‘Was there anything on the body to suggest who he was?’ 
 
    Dr Summers turned and inspected Eric as though surprised he could actually talk. ‘Nothing. Which does away with the theory that he was supposed to have been found. I mean, why place a corpse in such a way that he’ll turn up again in a while, and then remove rings, watch, clothing labels, papers, documents — anything that might be used to identify him? No, I guess the burial was bungled, or maybe the gravedigger was surprised, frightened off before he could do an efficient job. All I can say is that our corpse was fortyish, good teeth, about five-nine in height, pretty healthy until he got clobbered, clean shaven, and fair-haired. And he was laid to rest around about the autumn of nineteen eighty.’ As an after thought, he added, ‘We’re sending information about his teeth around, of course, but it’s a long shot. He had cavities.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So he hadn’t been to a dentist in maybe two years. Now look, gentlemen, I’ve got some filing to do, you know? I mean, had you brought a bottle with you, Stevens, maybe we could have talked longer, but in the circumstances . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eddie Stevens drove the short distance from the forensic laboratories to the Gosforth flat in silence, but when Eric made to leave the car the journalist stopped him, and cut the car engine. ‘I’m grateful for your putting Penry away, like I said. I wouldn’t want to be laid into like that again. But you’ll recall our conversation in hospital?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough.’ 
 
    ‘I just wondered whether you’d managed to come up with anything that might be of interest to me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not.’ 
 
    ‘Lawyers reticence, or truth?’ Stevens asked quizzically. 
 
    ‘I explained to you before—’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay,’ Stevens soothed. ‘Like I said, I’m just really asking for a kind of confirmation, a hardening up of possible leads regarding Halliday Arthur Lansley. It was never my intention to get you involved in any breach of trust as far as your clients are concerned.’ 
 
    ‘Lansley isn’t my client.’ 
 
    ‘No, but I guess he’ll have offered you some kind of deal.’ 
 
    Eric turned to stare at the reporter. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Stevens grinned and shook his head in mock amazement. ‘You’re not going to tell me Lansley has become philanthropic and law-abiding in his old age. He won’t want to come to England, and you can’t make him, just to give evidence in a civil suit, but he’s prepared to talk to you in France? Come on, I didn’t say it before because I was curious about what it might be, but there’s surely some kind of deal between you two!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get stuffy with me, Mr Ward! He denied the story that he might have been involved in drug smuggling, right?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t exactly discuss it—’ 
 
    ‘But you raised it,’ Stevens interposed happily. ‘I had an idea you would, if I mentioned it to you. So you raised it, he denied it. Right?’ 
 
    Reluctantly Eric nodded. ‘But I didn’t press the issue.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t have expected you to. But he did talk to you, and give you some assistance over the Morcomb suit. And he didn’t throw you out when you raised the drug scene with him. So, what was it he was after? What was the deal?’ 
 
    Stevens was fishing, Eric knew. His view of the character of Halliday Arthur Lansley was probably a correct one, but he could not know that Eric had no legal armlock on Lansley that would have forced the man to render assistance to the Morcomb side. Nor could he know there really had been something Lansley wanted in return. Eric had no intention of giving the reporter details of the lengths to which Lansley had been prepared to go to obtain Eric’s assistance, but on the other hand Lansley was not Eric’s client; he had no intention of maintaining the contact or actively promoting Lansley’s interests personally, but there could be no harm in whetting Stevens’s appetite and, indeed, letting him do the work Lansley had asked Eric to do. 
 
    ‘So what was the deal?’ Stevens persisted. 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Have you ever heard of a man called Donald Bartlett?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say that I have,’ Stevens replied immediately, and then paused. ‘Now wait a minute . . . Bartlett . . . give me a clue.’ 
 
    ‘No clue, other than that he’s been tied in with our friend Lansley in the past.’ 
 
    Stevens stared at Eric. ‘You putting me on to something?’ 
 
    ‘I merely asked you a question.’ 
 
    ‘You are putting me on to something,’ Stevens said with conviction. ‘All right, I’ll play along with the tight-lipped bit. Donald Bartlett . . . right, I’ll make some inquiries. You’ll want to know the result, of course.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not particularly curious,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand. You want to know what I find, or not?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s say I might be interested, if it’s . . . pertinent to my dealings with Lansley, and Morcomb Estates. If it’s of more concern to you and your own investigations, I’m really not—’ 
 
    ‘Hell, you really are playing it cool, aren’t you?’ Stevens said, and chuckled. ‘All right, I can play it your way. You don’t want to know unless it’s something you want to know. All the ends against the middle, right? Now I know why Doc Summers don’t like lawyers. He just don’t understand them.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t read more into this than is really there,’ Eric warned. ‘You asked me to pick up any information I could that might be useful. The name I’ve given you—’ 
 
    ‘Bartlett . . . It does tinkle some kind of small bell. I’ll look into it, expecting no miracles. And I won’t ask how you came by the name. All might yet be revealed, though, hey, like the bishop said to the actress!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he entered the flat, Eric realized that Anne had not yet returned from the meeting she had been holding with her fellow directors in Newcastle. She had told him the agenda was likely to be a long and difficult one, but that she would be back in good time so there would be no need to stay at the flat. Eric poured himself a glass of orange juice and stood by the window, staring out over the city. 
 
    He felt vaguely on edge, his nerves stretched, his pulse fluttering in a way it had used to when he was facing an attack of glaucoma. Yet the tell-tale tingling, the sharp scratching at the back of his eyes was missing: he was not due to have another bout of pain. Rather, he was aware of a sense of uneasiness, the cause of which he could not reach. It had nothing to do with his conversation with Stevens: Eric was vaguely dissatisfied with himself over that, because he had really been playing with Stevens, indulging him in a way that was unnecessary, if not unprofessional. Nor had it anything to do with his visit to La Canebière. He had not given the details of the encounter to Anne; there had been no need to do so because nothing had happened that might have caused him to feel guilty. 
 
    It had to do with Sandra. Since she had first come to see him in his office he had been aware of her presence in the background of his life. It was not that old excitements had resurfaced: their love-affair had been over long ago, killed on the day he had found her with her lover. Rather, in some vague, dissatisfying way he found himself saddled with the feeling that he owed her something. He had failed her in the days of their marriage, and indirectly she was giving him the chance to make up for it now. Yet he was reluctant to do so. Not because of Anne’s opposition to his getting involved, but because he himself felt he wanted no close contact with her life, the existence she had followed when they had split up twenty years ago. 
 
    He was ashamed of that reluctance, because he would never rid himself of the feeling that he had failed her. 
 
    In a little while he picked up the phone. Sandra had given him a telephone number; he checked it in his pocket book and then rang the exchange. 
 
    ‘Sandra? It’s Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I wondered when you would ring.’ She seemed tense, a slight nervousness tainting her voice. ‘Have you managed to . . . find out anything?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I’ve been away on business for a few days, and in court today. I’ve not really had time to do much as far as you’re concerned. But I do have some information.’ 
 
    He could understand the silence that followed, the palpable tension that was transmitted blindly over the phone to him. She wanted him to find Charles Crane; equally, there would be something inside her that wanted him not to find the man. ‘It’s . . . Charles?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No, nothing as dramatic as that. I’ve managed to trace his partner, Peter Stonier. He’s got a business in Tiverton. I think I should go down to see him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I simply thought I should let you know . . . tell you that I’m active in the matter.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ The tension was gone; there was a hint of relief in her voice as though she was pleased he was active, and prepared to help her, but Eric was suddenly aware of how far apart they now were. He did not know Sandra Crane, could not know her as he had known Sandra Ward. It was as well to remember that. 
 
    ‘I think I’d like to come down with you,’ she said suddenly. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s necessary.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possibly not even wise.’ 
 
    ‘I knew Peter. He was kind to me when Charles disappeared. He might even have . . . fancied me, then, only he wasn’t bold enough to . . . If I come, maybe he’d be more receptive, more helpful.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘It can do no harm, Eric.’ 
 
    He put the phone down on its receiver just as he heard Anne step into the hall. 
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    Central Station was crowded. The stonework of the vast Victorian edifice had been recently cleaned and restored so that taxis and cars and buses could busily go about their pollution of the warm sandstone from scratch once again, but the crowds that thronged the echoing hall were heedless. The morning trains that pushed out towards Carlisle and York, London and Edinburgh brought in much of the bustle, but the early local commuters also thronged the station in their need to get to work on time. The morning train to Plymouth would be crowded with holidaymakers travelling midweek. 
 
    It would have been easier to fly to Bristol, and then hire a car from there to make the trip to Tiverton. But Eric’s last experience of a flight had been enough to make him wary; it was true he had taken the London flight shortly after the operation for glaucoma, but he was now reluctant to repeat the experience. So it meant the Plymouth train, change at Exeter and a car to make the short, twelve-mile trip to Tiverton. 
 
    He had booked seats for himself and Sandra and had also obtained tickets for them both. She arrived in good time, smiling, in a white dress that set off the tan she seemed to have acquired in the North Shields sun. She looked younger than her years, and a few heads turned as she walked towards him at the station. They made their way to the train and took their seats. She was carrying a small bag, as he was. An overnight stay would be necessary; they had booked rooms at a motel. 
 
    Eric’s greeting was brusque enough for her to ask him, once they were settled in their compartment, ‘Was everything all right? I mean, was there any trouble?’ 
 
    ‘No problem,’ he answered, but there had been. Anne had been furious. He supposed there was cause for her anger, in the sense that he had been unable to explain adequately why he had been persuaded to allow Sandra to accompany him to the West Country. Her presence was not necessary for him to interview Peter Stonier, and it had seemed to Anne that there was something clandestine afoot. 
 
    ‘I mean, dammit, Eric, can’t you see what she’s about?’ 
 
    ‘Anne, you’re exaggerating.’ 
 
    ‘She just walks back into your life and you open your arms and accept her!’ 
 
    ‘Now that’s a stupid thing to say. There’s no question of open arms. What we had was over years ago—’ 
 
    ‘For you, maybe, but think of her and her situation! Her bloody husband goes charging off God knows where, and who does she turn to but you! There’s enough damn lawyers about for her to go to, but she homes in on you, because you’re the best? No, because she’s out to make mischief, or else because she’s still got an itch for you.’ 
 
    Eric had smiled. It hadn’t helped Anne’s temper. ‘You’re overemphasizing my attraction—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t bloody patronize me, Eric Ward.’ She stood waving an angry glass of whisky at him, her eyes flashing in temper, as beautiful as he had ever seen her. ‘I’m not saying you’re God’s gift to women, I’m saying that this woman never wanted you when she had you and it just makes me damn suspicious when suddenly she needs you. She used you before, hurt you; has she changed that much? Maybe she’s still using you; maybe she still wants to hurt you for the years that have gone past. Dammit—’ 
 
    ‘You’re overreacting, Anne. Try to be a bit more—’ 
 
    ‘Mature? Is that what you were going to say? I tell you, you damn fool, this thing about our respective ages is just in your mind, and nobody else’s, and I just hope that one day it isn’t the stupidity that brings everything just crashing about our ears!’ 
 
    She was right, of course. He had tried to deny her the privilege of concern and passion and jealousy. His own reaction had been coloured by the fact that he knew Sandra’s presence with him was not strictly necessary. But when he had tried to explain to Anne, late that night, he hadn’t been able to find the right words. So much for his experience and her immaturity. He wondered now, in the train, which of them was the fool. 
 
    There was still a short period to wait before the train pulled out and Eric realized he had forgotten to buy a newspaper. With a muttered explanation he left the compartment, made his way back over the footbridge and bought a daily paper at the bookstall. He walked back to the train slowly, newspaper tucked under his arm, oddly reluctant now to return to the compartment until the train was due to start. He hesitated on the platform, glancing up and down; small knots of people hurried forward to the train, seeking seats in compartments which were rapidly filling up, but one man, like Eric, seemed reluctant to board the train. He was standing half-hidden by one of the pillars, with his face averted from Eric, gazing towards the front compartments of the train. One hand was braced against the pillar; it was tanned, the fingers crooked, a cigarette dangling. Eric could not explain why his attention was drawn to the stranger except that he was aware, in spite of the casual nature of the stance, of a certain coiled tension in the man, as though he was searching for something, or someone. 
 
    Eric glanced at his watch and decided it was time to return to his seat. He walked past the pillar and the man moved, so that his back was turned to Eric as he drew on his cigarette, dropped it, ground it under his foot. Eric stepped up into the train and turned to close the door behind him, glancing back, and the man was walking towards a door in the next carriage. For one second their eyes met: Eric gained an impression of a cold, grey stare over which there was suddenly a vague confusion, and then the man had clambered aboard and was lost to view. 
 
    Eric had little to say for the first part of the journey; Sandra dozed, after a few desultory attempts to begin a conversation and he read his newspaper. Oddly enough, his mind drifted back from time to time to the man he had seen at Newcastle station; something about him had touched a wisp of memory, as though he had seen him before, but it was nothing on which he could seize. By the time he and Sandra made their way to the restaurant car, he had dismissed it from his mind. 
 
    The latter part of the journey passed quickly enough; Sandra talked, entertainingly, about episodes of her life in the States, reminiscing about some of the more curious encounters she had made as a companion. She was good company, and Eric began to warm to her, the defences Anne had caused him to raise beginning to thaw. Nevertheless, he was confirmed in his understanding that Sandra Crane was not the woman she had been when she was married to him. He was uncertain, even so, exactly how she had changed, except for a greater ease in her manner. 
 
    Much of that ease disappeared as they drew near Exeter. She was silent for the last half-hour of the journey, staring moodily out of the window, and when the train arrived at the station and Eric took hold of her arm to assist her from the carriage, the muscle was rigid with tension, iron under the thin material of her dress. There was a small group of people waiting outside the station at the taxi-rank and it was only after twenty minutes’ delay that Eric and Sandra were able to get a taxi. That others were annoyed by the waiting was obvious as they drew away; Eric looked back through the rear window to note that some kind of altercation had broken out at the taxi-rank. A taxi-driver was getting out of his cab, gesturing towards a young couple and speaking to the man Eric had observed at Newcastle. He seemed angry. He turned, glared after the taxi which was bearing Eric and Sandra away from the station as though he considered the cab should have been his, and he ran his hand through his short, springy black hair in frustration before turning away. Next moment he was lost to sight as the taxi negotiated the statue raised by a grateful Victorian citizenry to Redvers Buller, an incompetent general and veteran of the South African wars. 
 
    Astride his imposing mount, General Sir Redvers Buller showed broad shoulders, a deep chest and a head held proudly; there was no hint of a similar swollen pride in Peter Stonier although, like the Buller statue, he was deep-chested, well built, and about five-ten, rather shorter than Eric Ward. He was in his mid-forties, Eric guessed, fair-haired, greying at the temples, and had the slightly worried look of a nervous insurance salesman who feared he’d be unable to meet his monthly targets. His eyes were of a curiously bleached blue, his face was lean and tanned by the Devon sun and he had strong, certain hands that belied the quick uncertainty of his eyes. He wore a somewhat crumpled suit and a blue tie, slightly awry; his appearance, and rather careless dress, gave him a ruffled charm that Eric guessed would appeal to women. They’d also like the weakness of his mouth: it was something they would want to reach out and touch. 
 
    ‘Sandra?’ His glance was puzzled, then warming, and he held out his hands, took her right hand, held it for a moment, smiling. Eric looked at his ex-wife, watching her carefully: there was a moment’s hesitation, a slight nervousness, and then she smiled, squeezed Stonier’s hand and said she was glad to see him. She introduced Eric. 
 
    ‘A solicitor?’ Vague doubts churned in Stonier’s eyes, and he looked about him. They were standing in the narrow forecourt of a garage and showroom; situated at the far end of the town, it was fronted by a row of small shops, but behind and along to their left was the first sweep of rising moorland, lifting above the slow-moving Exe. The showroom was not well stocked and the business did not seem prosperous. Stonier waved his hand. ‘Maybe we’d better go inside.’ 
 
    Eric had dismissed the taxi; the driver seemed to know Stonier and they had had a brief, cheerful conversation before the man had gone. Now, in the small office at the back of the showroom Peter Stonier settled them into hard-backed, rather uncomfortable chairs, put on an electric kettle to make a cup of coffee for each of them, and then sat down behind a battered, cigarette-scarred desk littered with paper. ‘Well, it’s good to see you, Sandra, but with a solicitor, now that’s a different matter!’ 
 
    It was meant to be jocular, but the statement was edged with nervousness. Eric looked about him. ‘Is business good, Mr Stonier?’ 
 
    ‘It could be better.’ Stonier laughed, and it was a brittle sound. ‘Damn sight better, in fact. Wrong end of town; wrong position.’ 
 
    ‘Not well chosen,’ Eric suggested, ‘like the position you had in York.’ 
 
    There was one brief flash, one moment when something other than nervousness appeared in Stonier’s eyes, but it was gone before it could be evaluated; the man shrugged, glanced at Sandra, and said, ‘It’s all a matter of chance, of luck. You have to take what’s available at the time. Since I took over this place on lease, other, better places have become available but . . .’ He let the words die. ‘But I don’t imagine you’ll have come here to see me to talk about my business prospects.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric replied. ‘We’ve really come to talk to you about Charles Crane.’ 
 
    ‘Charles?’ Peter Stonier stared at Eric for several seconds; curiously, Eric had expected him to look towards Sandra for an explanation, but he did not do so. He touched his lips with his tongue, but his glance was steady, and deliberate. ‘Haven’t had anything to do with Charles for a hell of a time. How do you think I can help?’ 
 
    ‘When did you last see him?’ 
 
    Stonier slitted his eyes, wrinkling his face in thought. ‘The autumn of nineteen eighty, I guess. Around about then.’ 
 
    ‘In York?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Now he did turn his head, glance towards Sandra. ‘Shortly before you came to see me, and we . . . talked.’ He hesitated. ‘What’s this all about?’ 
 
    ‘We’re just trying to trace Charlie,’ Sandra said in a level tone. 
 
    ‘You mean he never came back?’ 
 
    The incredulity in his tone seemed to affect her; her mouth became uncertain. ‘I haven’t heard from him — or about him — since the day he walked out on me at York.’ 
 
    ‘We wondered whether he might have been in contact with you,’ Eric said. 
 
    Stonier shook his head. ‘No. I tell you, when he left the business at York he caused me more than a little embarrassment. I mean, the carpet business was never a booming one where we were concerned, and it was on the point of folding, but lighting out the way he did, it meant I had to settle up and get out fast. I was able to raise a bit of cash — managed to give Sandra a share of some of it, seeing she was left alone like that, but I was pretty strapped.’ He looked about him ruefully. ‘Haven’t managed to haul myself back very high since, have I?’ 
 
    ‘Did you make any attempt to get in touch with Crane then, or later?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Stonier stared at him, and his mouth grew nervous again. ‘Well, no. You got to understand, when Charlie stepped out like that it was pretty obvious to me that he—’ Stonier slipped an apologetic glance towards Sandra ‘—he wanted to get clear. He left behind him some obligations I had to sort out. That was okay. He left behind a . . . a wife. That was his business, not mine. But once I was clear, there was no way I wanted truck with Charlie again. I’m no great shakes as a businessman but Charlie was no better. He did his share, pushing our York operation to the wall.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    Stonier could not meet Eric’s glance for a moment. He shrugged, looked about him with a vaguely desperate air, and then said, ‘Well, somehow he wasn’t around too much. The business didn’t rate too high with him. Why should I get in touch with him again? He’d have nothing to offer me. He’d cut loose; that was fine with me.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, he wasn’t around very much?’ 
 
    Stonier was silent. He glanced towards Sandra almost in apology; she stared at him and then suddenly rose. ‘We have rooms booked at the motel, Peter. Can you arrange to have me driven there, now?’ 
 
    Stonier stood up. ‘Of course. There’s a lad, keeps the cars clean, that sort of thing — he can take you.’ 
 
    She glanced coolly at Eric, gave him a faint, weary smile. ‘I have a feeling,’ she explained, ‘you’ll both be more at ease if I’m not here. I’ll see you back at the motel, Eric.’ 
 
    Stonier left the office with her, and went out into the forecourt. A young lad with a Mohican haircut and blue jeans was introduced, then walked away to one of the cars. Stonier had a brief conversation with Sandra, seemingly assuring her of something, then he shook hands and she left. When he returned to the office Stonier slumped in his chair, opened the deep drawer in his desk and took out a bottle of Scotch. ‘Join me?’ 
 
    ‘Not for me.’ 
 
    ‘Sandra thinks maybe Charlie left her for some other woman.’ 
 
    ‘You think that likely?’ 
 
    Stonier shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know. Doubt it. But that’s why she left us together.’ He poured a stiff level of Scotch into a smeared glass. ‘Fellers together — they can talk about sex things. Her theory, not mine.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not a sex thing you want to talk about, is it?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    With a hint of sudden belligerence, Stonier said, ‘Hold on, I don’t need to talk about anything. You come here asking for help—’ 
 
    ‘I think you do need to talk,’ Eric interrupted. ‘If only to explain about the lease.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘The business at York.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Stonier stared at Eric blankly and then something moved deep in his eyes. His glance slipped away, defensive, alarmed, and he took a long pull at his Scotch, topped the glass again from the half-empty bottle. Eric waited for a little while and then said, ‘You lied when you told Sandra you hadn’t been in contact with Charles Crane after he left that day.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘It had to be a lie. You must have made contact with Crane. Both your signatures appeared on a deed of assignment prepared by York solicitors. That deed was dated after Crane is supposed to have disappeared, no one knew where. You knew where he was.’ 
 
    ‘You told Sandra this?’ Stonier asked. He was playing for time, trying to think. 
 
    ‘Where did he go, Stonier? Where did you make contact with him?’ 
 
    The phone jangled, cutting across the tension that had arisen in the small office. Stonier reached for it like a thirsty man for water, his glance flickering an apology to Eric that was as sincere as a politician’s promise. ‘Yes? Stonier here.’ 
 
    Eric was unable to hear what was said, the speaker’s voice garbled and hollowed by the phone cradled against Stonier’s face. Eric stared at that face, trying to weigh up what he was seeing. There was something wrong about Peter Stonier, something unconvincing, but he could not put his finger on what it was. It was as though the car salesman was trying to distance himself from the questions he was being asked, standing back and weighing them in the balance of advantage. He was an observer, almost; a watcher — of Sandra, Eric, and even of himself. But not now. His face had stiffened, the muscles of his jaw tense, and apart from one swift, flickering glance at Eric, as though to check whether he could hear what was being said, he kept his eyes down to his desk. 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ Stonier asked urgently. There was a brief gabble of sound, and Stonier nodded. ‘I appreciate that . . . Look, would you mind staying out of the way? It could be important . . . We could meet, talk about it this evening . . . That’s right.’ There was again a brief gabbling, then Stonier nodded. ‘I’ll remember. That’s right . . . I owe you, Fred.’ 
 
    He replaced the receiver, stared at it for a moment then looked at Eric. It was possible Eric had been mistaken in his first summary of Peter Stonier: he was a harder man than he had at first realized. 
 
    ‘You were saying?’ Stonier asked. 
 
    ‘You’d seen Crane.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But the deed of assignment—’ 
 
    Peter Stonier waved a hand abruptly, took another drink of Scotch and seemed to come to an abrupt decision. ‘Look, you’d better understand the way it was. Sandra thinks he maybe left her for another woman. That’s not the way I saw it. He was in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of trouble?’ 
 
    ‘You asked me why he wasn’t around too much, at the carpet business in York. The fact was, he was into something else.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘You can do better than that, Stonier.’ 
 
    ‘There are times when you don’t sound like a solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘I have a somewhat different background. It taught me to detect the odour of villainy when it’s in the air.’ Stonier pursed his lips, and raised one shoulder in an affected gesture of defeat. ‘Maybe I can do better, as you say, but you got to understand I don’t know, it’s only guesswork on my part. The fact is, yes, I think Charlie Crane was involved in something that was shady.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘We’d set up a carpet business and it wasn’t doing well, but I had an idea about expansion. Charlie wasn’t interested. For some reason he wanted to stay in York, where he was. It was the first sniff I got that maybe he had reasons to work the business, but not seriously — just to keep him in pocket money or . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘As a front.’ 
 
    Eric took a slow, deep breath. ‘A front for what, Stonier?’ 
 
    ‘That’s where guesswork becomes just that. I’ve no idea. All I can tell you is that Charlie was away on regular trips, once a month. Never said where he was going; told me he wanted to tramp the circuit, seek out carpet buyers, orders, contacts. Never came back with anything substantial, but what business he did pull came in from the same three areas. Manchester, Middlesbrough and Newcastle.’ 
 
    ‘I still can’t see what you are driving at.’ 
 
    ‘The number of orders he brought back were few,’ Stonier explained. ‘The kind of thing a part-time road man might pull. But they gave him a reason to be in these areas, you know what I mean? And a cover, if any questions were asked in due course.’ 
 
    ‘By you?’ 
 
    ‘By anyone.’ Stonier leaned forward, confidentially. ‘Look, Mr Ward, I don’t know the answers. But my guess is Charlie was tied up with something crooked. It took him to those three towns. It got him out on the road. York was a convenient centre to reach all three places; the business was a legitimate cover to travel. But his lifestyle wasn’t paid for by our business. And when he decamped, he really decamped. Like he was scared.’ 
 
    ‘Of whom?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me. But he lit out so fast he didn’t even have time to settle up with me. He took the company car, you know, I put a trace on it, but it never turned up. I think he was scared about something, under pressure, and he just dropped out of sight.’ 
 
    ‘With some efficiency, it would seem,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    ‘That’s the way of it,’ Stonier said, with an air of satisfaction. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you go to the police?’ Eric asked sharply. 
 
    Alarm twisted Stonier’s mouth and he wriggled in his chair. ‘Didn’t seem necessary at the time.’ 
 
    ‘Not good enough, Stonier. You say you think he was scared, under pressure. He disappeared, leaving you to deal with a business in trouble. You’ve never heard from him since. Didn’t you think — if you guessed he’d been involved with something shady — that he might have been murdered?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know—’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you contact the police?’ Eric persisted. 
 
    ‘Because—’ Stonier shook his head in anger, whether simulated or real, Eric could not tell. ‘Because all I had was . . . guesswork. There was nothing really to go on. I didn’t know who he was involved with. And if I’d gone to the police there would have been questions, rooting around — I just didn’t want to be bothered with all that crap. Crane had gone; good riddance to him. I wanted a clean start. I got away from the area, came down here, tried starting up again. All right, I’ve made no great shakes of it, but it’s a living! I couldn’t have done that, maybe, if I’d had the police thundering on my door all hours of the day and night.’ 
 
    ‘It would have come to that? If they’d investigated Charles Crane?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell do I know?’ Truculence stained his tone. ‘I just didn’t want to get involved.’ 
 
    Eric paused, watching Stonier carefully. ‘The deed of assignment, signed by you and Crane. If you had had no contact with Crane after the time he left . . .’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right!’ Stonier said passionately. ‘I didn’t see Charlie. I had no way of contacting him, didn’t know where he was, and the bloody solicitors told me that his signature was required on the deed of assignment. Look, he’d buggered me about, you know? He’d never done his whack in the business; always motoring off somewhere or other; I was left to haul the whole thing in, and I needed the money from the assignment, needed it to come down here, make a fresh start, try to get somewhere! I deserved that cash, and she deserved some of it too, after the way he’d left her high and dry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s really why you didn’t go to the police, isn’t it?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    ‘You work it out,’ Stonier said bitterly. 
 
    ‘If you had, it might have come out that one of the signatures on the deed of assignment had been forged. You’d written in both signatures.’ 
 
    ‘Forgery,’ Stonier said with a sneer in his voice, ‘used to be a hanging offence, didn’t it?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The dining-room in the motel was fairly crowded but the waiter was able to find a table for Eric and Sandra in a quiet corner where they were able to feel relatively private. Eric was not certain whether she had spoken to the man before they came down to dinner; it may have been that their separate rooms and dining together had raised his curiosity. Perhaps he saw himself as a sexual pathfinder, with a large tip as his own objective. The table was certainly intimately situated; Sandra’s knee touched his lightly. 
 
    ‘How well did you know Stonier?’ Eric asked abruptly. 
 
    Her hesitation was brief, but considered. ‘We met a few times socially, with Charles. Stonier was — and it seems still is — a bachelor. No family we ever heard of, bit of a loner really. He was basically a business acquaintance who didn’t make very many social demands.’ 
 
    ‘But he was helpful after Charles left.’ 
 
    ‘He was helpful.’ She smiled a half-secret smile. ‘I told you — I thought he was . . . interested. Still is, I suspect, from the way he said goodbye.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something wrong about him,’ Eric said flatly. ‘What did Charles tell you about him?’ 
 
    ‘Very little. Charles talked very little about his business; in fact I really didn’t know where he made his money. Not from the carpet operation, it would seem. But then, Charles talked very little anyway. I often used to wonder, after we married, what it was he wanted from me. Maybe a decorative companion. The possessiveness would turn to sex from time to time, when the north wind blew, of course. When it blew really cold, inevitably, he blew.’ 
 
    ‘You’re suddenly sounding very cynical about Crane.’ 
 
    ‘He left me.’ 
 
    ‘Not for another woman, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘Stonier told you that?’ She shrugged indifferently. ‘In a way it makes no sense, either way, nor does it matter. Did you get much useful from Peter?’ 
 
    ‘He suggests your husband was in trouble. Involved in something shady.’ 
 
    She was silent for a little while, then she sipped her wine. ‘I wouldn’t know about that. I was an . . . incurious wife.’ 
 
    ‘As he would seem to have been an incurious partner. As I said, there’s something out of key with Stonier. I don’t trust him.’ 
 
    Sandra’s knee brushed against his lightly as she leaned forward. In the dim light her eyes seemed large, deep in colour. ‘If he can’t help, he can’t help.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I’m not certain he’s told me all he really knows. I had a curious feeling about him as he talked. You know those old movies, the ones made in the ‘thirties? They had certain conventions about acting; you could tell how things were going to turn out by the gestures, the patterns of speech, the eyeball rolling.’ Eric hesitated. ‘I got something of that impression with Stonier.’ 
 
    ‘He rolled his eyeballs?’ 
 
    Eric laughed. ‘No, of course not. But he seemed to be . . . standing back. Watching himself, noting my reactions, stage-managing something. Acting, even. It was some kind of a performance, some kind of stage setting.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve now cast him as actor, manager and props man. I think we should just forget him, for tonight, at least.’ 
 
    Eric glanced at her. She had taken several glasses of wine; he had sipped at a martini before dinner but had drunk no other alcohol. The liquor would seem to have warmed her; she was looking at him now with a disturbing directness. ‘I’m still trying to find your husband, Sandra. In some way, I think Stonier has more to tell us—’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather you told me what you have in mind.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘The rest of the evening.’ 
 
    He paused, his glance on the rim of her wineglass. ‘We’d better get something clear—’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever love me, Eric? Why did you marry me? When you caught me that day I know you thought I was a whore. I suppose I was. I’ve changed, somewhat. And now I’ve got someone who cares for me, and who I’ll marry as soon as this sordid business is over and done with. But he’s a long way from here, and there are distant sounds I can hear from way back, things you once said to me, things I made you say—’ 
 
    ‘Sandra—’ 
 
    ‘Will you join me tonight?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Because of that rich little wife of yours?’ 
 
    ‘That’s only one reason.’ 
 
    ‘I have a feeling I won’t enjoy hearing the others.’ She sipped her wine reflectively. ‘You always were, in a funny sort of way, a heartless bastard. Proper, in control, and concerned to do the right thing. Principle, isn’t it? Not like me. Flesh rules, OK? With you, something else rules. Never figured it out. Never did . . .’ 
 
    When she had left him and gone to her room he sat in the darkness of his own room and thought about what she had said. She claimed she did not understand him . . . perhaps that girl on the Alouette did not understand him either, when she had felt his body move and yet he had rejected her. It was odd, that: a butterfly of calculation touched his mind, fluttering away, elusive. Within days he had had two attractive women offering themselves to him, and he had rejected them both. Catherine and Sandra, they had had something in common apart from the rejection, but for the life of him he could not think what it was. 
 
    He was tired. It had been an unsatisfactory trip. Anne had been right. He had been wrong to come; wrong to bring Sandra with him. 
 
    The butterfly flickered in and out of his consciousness as he tried to sleep. When sleep finally came, it had still not alighted. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eddie Stevens had been busy. 
 
    It looked as though his involvement with the badger story and his subsequent discovery of the corpse at Rothbury Crags had persuaded the powers that be that they had an interesting and useful property on their hands: a journalist to whom things happened. It was a valuable commodity, all agreed: newspapermen often made things happen, even manufactured news, but it was far more valuable to have a talent for being at the place where things happened spontaneously. The spark could become a conflagration in the right hands, a journalistic bushfire. So Eddie had been asked down to the London office for a chat about his future plans. 
 
    They had been suitably impressed. He’d suggested it would be useful if he maintained an interest in the Crags body, for he had a feeling it could blow soon, and since he’d been in at the beginning, if one could call death a beginning . . . One could, they gravely assured him, in newspaper terms. 
 
    And then there was the Halliday Arthur Lansley matter. Sage heads nodded, with only a hint of a doubt, as he talked. Lansley was, after all, old hat, yesterday’s news, stale as a petrified Bath bun. But if he thought there was still mileage in it, they were prepared to listen, particularly if he really could link Lansley to the drugsmuggling gangs in the North-East, and point to the smoke signals of police corruption. A byline on a series, maybe, in one of their second-stable Sundays of course, to start, but if he reeled in some really big mackerel . . . 
 
    The key could be this solicitor, Eric Ward. Eddie Stevens had a feeling about him too. Straight, difficult to move off a given line, but he had a contact with Lansley and there was something about him that seemed to have triggered a happy response in the old reprobate at La Canebière. He was willing to talk to Ward, and that was more than the old bastard was prepared to do with the gentlemen of the press. 
 
    So, armed with the chainmail of approval from the Board, Eddie Stevens had sallied forth and pushed his luck with a number of northern editors and reporters. He’d talked to wharf-rats off Newcastle Quay, and pimps at Sunderland Dock. He’d spent two solid days — and nights — in the crowded seedy heartland of Middlesbrough red light areas, and he’d had an Irish Rebel night at the Tyneside Irish club, shamrocks, shillelaghs, Guinness and grimacing. There had been five solid hours talking to an ex-City Leader who still defended his political actions as he sat in the narrow, crowded front room of his semi-detached house in Duke Street, a bottle of Newcastle Brown Ale in his hand, feet encased in worn red slippers and a striped, collar-less shirt shining grubbily in the dim light of his overshadowed windows. 
 
    Eddie had been very busy, but it had all come to nothing. 
 
    Lansley was yesterday’s news. No one was very interested in him now. His contacts in the North-East, men he had been much involved with in business enterprises, hardly seemed to remember him — or at least, affected not to remember him. The Quayside had given him nothing on the drug connection; the Teesside connection would appear to have been broken; it was all a reminiscing about the old days of the late ’seventies, with nothing seeming to move in the present. Crime, it seemed, of the kind Eddie was looking for, was a stagnant pond topped by innocent ducks. No one had anything to say because no one had anything to say. 
 
    The members of the Board in London were displaying no impatience. Yet. Eddie watched his expense account with a little more care and tried to marshal his facts. Both were looking distinctly more meagre as time went on. 
 
    And Eric Ward was no help. Two brief conversations on the phone, each as distant and unhelpful as the other. Ward, it seemed, was busy too, and didn’t have time to talk with Eddie Stevens. It was a time for an oozing away of confidence, the drain of excitement into a sludge of doubt. 
 
    It was then that Superintendent Charnley rang. 
 
    Eddie had not had a great deal to do with the uniformed branch at Superintendent level. They tended to become administrative animals, non-practising policemen in his experience, content to do a PR job, reminisce about their times on the beat, and scare the hell out of their juniors in the office. 
 
    Charnley was something different. 
 
    Eddie had met him several times and remembered him as a big, heavy man who moved like a cat and smiled like one — feline charm, edged with contempt. He was a Tynesider who’d spent twelve years serving his police apprenticeship in the tougher parts of Liverpool; he’d come back, won swift promotion at Newcastle, and somehow seemed to have a finger on the pulse of every criminal activity in the North. He had a face like a sagging pudding, heavy-jowled and ponderous, but his eyes were sharp and expressive, needle points that could dig into a man’s conscience and hidden fears. He had bad skin, mottled as his temper, but his judgment was as fine as the hairs on the back of his huge hands. 
 
    His was not an invitation a journalist worth his salt turned down. Charnley did not waste his time with hacks. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The meeting place was a surprise. The White Swan stood at the edge of the country road, surrounded by fields but subjected to the regular thunder of jets landing at Newcastle Airport just five miles distant. The interior of the pub was almost as sparsely furnished as the car park and its base nowhere near as solid: the floor was timber, its joints sprung and squeaking when a customer of any weight entered. The clientele was of the affected kind and not to Eddie’s taste: denim-suited, gold earrings, condescending tones and accents that were artificial and cracked on occasional flat vowel sounds. Charnley stood out like a sore thumb, cheerful, tweed jacket and cavalry twill a concession to the locals, but his heavy face shining and his thinning red hair horridly bristling on his damp scalp. 
 
    ‘This your local?’ Eddie Stevens asked disbelievingly. 
 
    ‘Got a cottage up the road. Aunt left it to me. Live alone, you know. Like to see how the other half think they’d like to live.’ 
 
    ‘You come here to observe?’ 
 
    ‘Sneer. Pint?’ 
 
    Stevens nodded. ‘Please.’ 
 
    Charnley returned, affably bearing two pints, and sat down in the corner with Stevens. He raised his glass. ‘Cheers.’ 
 
    ‘And you.’ Stevens sipped his beer. ‘This is a surprise. Seeing you in mufti and all.’ 
 
    ‘A privilege available to few. A compliment, from me to you, a gesture to the brave men of the press.’ 
 
    ‘Brave?’ 
 
    ‘Always been an admirer, I have.’ The heavy pudding face leered confidentially at Stevens. ‘I mean, all that prurient sniffing around boudoirs — running the gauntlet of angry husbands and lovers. But more to the point, the war correspondents. William Howard Russell.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Another surprise for you. Didn’t know I was a Crimean War buff did you?’ Charnley took a long pull at his beer. ‘It’s where I first gained my admiration of the press. Thought you were a load of creeps till I realized that Russell — the first of the war correspondents — laid his life on the line in the pursuit of truth. Like you.’ 
 
    ‘Like me?’ Stevens was unable to dampen the dry rasp of alarm in his voice. 
 
    ‘Certainly, Eddie my boy. Rothbury Crags. I mean, you laid it on the line there, didn’t you, in pursuit of truth.’ 
 
    ‘It was only a badger hunt, for God’s sake,’ Eddie mumbled, feeling vaguely aware of being laughed at. 
 
    ‘But you got smashed about a bit, didn’t you?’ The big policeman chuckled. ‘Like you might again, like.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘News not been released yet, but it’ll be on the bulletins at nine o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Careless buggers, those lads at Durham. I mean, letting him jump the van, when they were in transit.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you on about?’ 
 
    Superintendent Charnley smiled complacently, but his button eyes were watchful, and sharp. ‘Frank Penry. They were transferring him to Durham. He jumped it, this afternoon. They never laid a finger on him. I thought you ought to be among the first to know.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens’s throat was dry. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘The things he’s been saying since he was put inside, a week ago. Like if he ever got his hands on you . . . Like I say, I admire you chaps. Put it on the line, you do, in the interests of right and justice.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens scowled at his beer. He was finding the superintendent’s heavy humour rather too much to bear. ‘Is that why you asked me to meet you in this . . . dump?’ 
 
    Charnley smiled expansively, to denote that he took no offence at the implied criticism. ‘Among other things. I thought we in the service owed it to you, to give a warning. Penry sounded serious; we think you ought to lock your doors at night for a while. Until we catch him again. That might take a while. He’s got friends; the badger boys stick together; country folk tend to be a bit independent.’ He paused, eyeing Stevens thoughtfully. ‘On the other hand, you’ve not been spending too much time at that flat of yours recently, have you?’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘You been talking to people, asking questions, like.’ 
 
    ‘That’s my job,’ Stevens replied cautiously. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Putting it on the line, Eddie, putting it on the line.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got your own nightlines, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, come on, boy, it’s not only poachers land the big ones! We’re both in the business of information — you for your purposes, me for mine. It just so happens, when I’ve pulled in a few little wriggling trout recently, they tell me that you’ve been fishing pretty heavy along the banks of Tyne and Wear.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want, Superintendent Charnley?’ Eddie asked directly. 
 
    ‘Just what’s making you tick, Mister Stevens.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a journalist, Charnley.’ 
 
    ‘Interested in yesterday’s news?’ 
 
    ‘Ah . . . Halliday Arthur Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you so curious?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you so curious, Eddie?’ Charnley leaned back in his seat, contemplating the half-empty pint glass in front of him. ‘The pity is, you don’t know enough to talk to the right people. Like the police.’ 
 
    ‘I thought—’ 
 
    ‘That we wouldn’t give you the information you wanted? But we’re public servants! You should have come to us, Eddie, asked us your questions. You might have got answers faster, and more accurate.’ 
 
    ‘Supposing,’ Stevens said cautiously, ‘I started asking now?’ 
 
    ‘Fire away.’ 
 
    ‘Halliday Arthur Lansley . . . was he involved in drug smuggling in the North-East?’ 
 
    ‘We are pretty certain he was. No direct proof, of course. Not enough to send him up for a long stretch anyway — not that it’s important in any case, state of health he’s in.’ 
 
    ‘He’s healthy enough — and rich enough — to enjoy the south of France.’ 
 
    ‘You score a point. What else do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘Was there a police cover-up, a deal — that left him with just a tax evasion charge?’ 
 
    Charnley finished his drink, rose to his feet, and bought himself another pint. He did not bring one for Stevens. The journalist recognized the signs, and waited. When he spoke, Charnley’s affability had become less obvious, a cutting edge entering his tone. ‘Cover-up, deals, that’s the kind of loose journalistic language that doesn’t go down well with . . . public servants. Let’s put it like this, Eddie. We had . . . evidence, of a sort, that tied our friend Lansley in with all sorts of deals. Some of it would stick, the rest . . . Well, in any operation of that kind you have to take the rough with the smooth, let one villain get away with something so you can close down a bigger operation. All right, we reached an arrangement with Lansley, that was mutually beneficial. In return for certain information he supplied to us, we agreed not to press certain charges.’ 
 
    ‘So he copped only the minor offence?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. Of course, we also knew he was a pretty sick man at the time, and wasn’t likely to give us a full pound of flesh anyway. One has,’ he added with conscious irony, ‘to display a certain amount of humanity on these occasions, after all. But you have other questions, about other people.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Donald Bartlett.’ 
 
    ‘How—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Stevens, do you think the police sit in Panda cars playing cards all day? We have men on the beat; they hear things. While you’ve been rabbiting on about getting information concerning Lansley, drugs, police corruption, you’ve also once or twice asked some characters if they can give you information about one Donald Bartlett. Like I said — you should have come to us.’ 
 
    ‘What can you tell me about him?’ 
 
    Charnley smiled with a hint of unpleasantness. ‘You picked a right one to ask questions about. Bartlett is one of your original tearaways. He was in the Army as a boy soldier, and learned a few nasty tricks during his ten years there. Got involved with the hammering of a sergeant in his unit in Germany, was sent home for a period in the glasshouse, then got out. A natural bent for crime and violence put him in with the right characters, and his inability to distinguish between acceptable and dirty crime pushed him into the drug scene.’ 
 
    ‘He worked for Lansley?’ 
 
    ‘An aberration. Lansley, in my view, was never into the kind of strong-arm stuff that Bartlett existed for. But from time to time Lansley, however distasteful it might have been for him, needed muscle — the kind Bartlett could provide. They made uneasy bedfellows, is my guess, but, yes, Lansley employed Bartlett for a while. The pity was, we never managed to nail Bartlett for something heavy. We did get him, of course. But only a three-year stretch, for assault and battery. I had a couple of sessions with him, in fact. He’s a hard man. Character to be avoided. Character not to ask questions about. Particularly just now.’ 
 
    ‘Why now?’ 
 
    Charnley smiled to himself, satisfied. ‘He finished his stretch. No remission. He got out, about two months ago.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens finished his drink and rose shakily to his feet. He gestured towards the half-empty beer glass in front of the police superintendent. Charnley shook his head. ‘No, thanks. I got to be careful who I’m beholden to.’ Stevens ordered a large whisky and took it back to the table where Charnley sat waiting. He sipped his whisky silently for a while. It was Charnley who broke the silence. ‘You see, Eddie, it pays to talk to the coppers. All this charging around on expense accounts: waste of time. Talk to the horse’s mouth.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t always talk back.’ 
 
    ‘There are times, there are times. You got to remember, just as you got plans for your future, so do we. A sort of grand design, you know? Trouble is, how do you start knitting the pattern of it all . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand what—’ 
 
    ‘You must surely be asking yourself why I’ve taken the trouble to talk to you this way, Eddie? I mean, we could have left you fuddling around the whorehouses and fast bars, getting gossip and paying through the nose for it and nothing you could print. Still nothing though, is there? But the information is hard. Penry’s out and gunning for you; Bartlett’s out; Bartlett was tied in with Lansley; Lansley did get a deal with us on the understanding he helped us control the drug supply entries.’ 
 
    ‘So why are you talking to me?’ Eddie asked, nervous and exasperated. 
 
    Almost dreamily, Charnley said, ‘A study of history, man, that’s where it’s all at. You know, I always felt there was a great injustice done regarding the Crimea. Cardigan and his bloody fool action, charging the guns with the Light Brigade, it got all the glory, all the write-ups, when a far greater action had already occurred. Finest charge in the whole of cavalry history: the Heavy Brigade, slicing right through the Russian horde, with Campbell in the lead. It happened only minutes earlier. It got forgotten.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell has Balaclava got to do with me?’ Eddie snarled. 
 
    ‘Lessons of history, man. Don’t get blinded by stupid actions, by noise and thunder and glory. Read behind it; work out why people act as they do! Cardigan had his motives, and one of them was sheer jealousy, sheer frustration at seeing Campbell boiling into the Russians and him, Cardigan, seeing no action!’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So why are you asking about Lansley and Bartlett at this time in particular?’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens stared at him in exasperation. ‘What’s so particular about this time?’ 
 
    ‘I want to know why you’re chasing these names.’ 
 
    ‘You know why!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. Not just now. I think you have information I don’t have, and—’ Charnley’s eyes were cold — ‘I intend to get that information.’ 
 
    ‘This is why you’ve been talking to me — trading information.’ Eddie Stevens nodded. ‘All right. But what the hell is it you want?’ 
 
    Charnley took a long pull at his beer, finishing it. He wiped his hand delicately against his mouth. ‘I want you to tell me everything you know about a man called Charles Edward Crane.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    Mr Justice Stepford’s impatience was legendary. It was an impatience that tended to show in his septuagenarian face: his narrow lips twisted as though he was biting into a fresh lemon and his grey, wispy eyebrows drew closer together in a disapproving line the longer the legal argument went on. Sheridan Enterprises had been ill-advised in their choice of counsel: a flamboyant company lawyer was the wrong man to face the traditionally-minded Stepford, and as the hearing extended into the afternoon session and the old judge began to wriggle in discomfort, Eric knew that things were swinging their way. He had told Anne so at lunchtime, but by four in the afternoon, Stepford had had enough, and said so. 
 
    ‘The subject-matter in dispute is land based in Mexico, the El Centro property. As a result of dealings between Morcomb Estates and one Halliday Arthur Lansley an equitable charge was created over that property. The property was then transferred to Sheridan Enterprises and it is this company which now, as defendants in this hearing, point out that the charge is void by Mexican law, for want of registration.’ 
 
    The grey eyebrows grew even closer together as the judge leaned forward to peer more closely at the affidavits in front of him. ‘Mr Lansley agrees in his statement to this hearing — though I am sorry that Mr Lansley sees fit to refuse to attend the hearing personally — that the transfer to Sheridan Enterprises was “subject to any mortgage, charge or lien now existing”. The Sheridan company argues that this is irrelevant, given the Mexican requirement for registration.’ 
 
    He paused, and the room was silent. The hearing was taking place in judge’s chambers rather than an open courtroom and took the appearance of a business meeting rather than legal proceedings. Nevertheless, the small group of antagonists were aware of the tension that had arisen during the course of the long day, and the light breeze that now filtered in through the open window did nothing to relieve the atmosphere. Eric glanced at Anne, absorbed in what the judge was saying. 
 
    ‘It has been objected, at this hearing to adjudicate on whether the equitable charge in favour of Morcomb Estates can be enforced, that the Sheridan company cannot be so enforced because there was no privity of obligation between the debenture holders of Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. and the directors of Morcomb Estates plc. It was not the Sheridan company who made the charge and under Mexican law they remain the absolute and unfettered owners of the land, subject to no charge. Such is their argument.’ 
 
    In the brief pause that followed, Eric whispered to Anne, ‘Here it comes.’ 
 
    ‘I face no difficulty,’ Mr Justice Stepford said decisively, ‘in disposing of this argument. When Sheridan took the El Centro property they agreed to take it subject to an express obligation in favour of Morcomb Estates. Mexican law, the lex situs, the law of the country in which the land is situated, says the charge is void for want of registration. It is clearly unconscionable, however, that Sheridan should rely exclusively upon the lex situs in this matter. I am persuaded by the precedent quoted in Mercantile Investment v. River Plate Trust, and consequently I find for Morcomb Estates . . .’ 
 
    Counsel for the American company was quickly on his feet. Stepford raised an irritated hand. ‘I know. You will wish to appeal. Mr Ward . . . I wish to see you in chambers in twenty minutes.’ 
 
    Mr Justice Stepford, refreshed by a cup of tea, was a little more relaxed, but not a great deal so when Eric presented himself at chambers twenty minutes later. The judge did not invite him to take a seat, nor did he take one himself; rather, he marched about the room, brushing against the heavy curtains of the windows as he passed, expressing his displeasure. 
 
    ‘This has been a messy business, Mr Ward, and I’m not convinced it has been properly dealt with. There is every possibility that this judgment can be overturned on appeal, and I’m getting too old to enjoy having my judgments reversed.’ 
 
    ‘If I may say so, sir, I thought—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a damn what you think,’ Stepford interrupted testily. ‘Let me tell you what I think. There’s something that smells in this case — and I know this man Lansley’s reputation. All judges aren’t born fools! In an issue such as the one we’ve dealt with today there is always the question of personal obligation. The River Plate Trust case, as you’ll know, arose under the doctrine laid down in Penn v. Baltimore. Exceptional circumstances, Mr Ward; equity arising out of personal obligation. But what about fraud, hey? What about fraud?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t quite follow.’ 
 
    The old man’s little eyes gleamed. ‘Land in Mexico, transfer of shareholdings, the timing of the transfers . . . and this man Lansley. Are you certain it was all above board? Did he have a personal stake, undeclared, in this American company?’ 
 
    ‘I had an assurance—’ 
 
    ‘Assurance my backside! I don’t like having my judgments overturned — and this one could be! But not if there’s fraud involved. Don’t take assurances, Mr Ward check! And do it fast, if you want to avoid heavy costs on your client’s part!’ 
 
    On the steps outside the building, Eric explained to Anne what Stepford had said. It was clear the testy old man had accepted the arguments Eric had raised, but recognized that since there was an equity involved and the case was a finely balanced one, there was a strong possibility of it being overturned. The consequences could be expensive; unless there was an out of court settlement, legal proceedings could drag on with Sheridan Enterprises winning in the end. The clue, as far as Stepford was concerned, lay in the question of possible fraud. 
 
    ‘If we can show that Lansley still has a personal interest in the whole business we can probably persuade Sheridan to drop their defence. But it’ll need some hard checking—’ 
 
    ‘And you’ll need to see Lansley again,’ Anne suggested. 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    She glanced at him curiously. ‘You never did give me much detail about this yacht trip you had with him.’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t a great deal to tell.’ 
 
    ‘Eric?’ 
 
    He turned at the sound of the voice, and something moved in his chest. It was absurd to feel guilty for he had nothing to feel guilty about but when he saw Sandra Crane standing near the pillared entrance to the hallway he was acutely aware of Anne’s presence beside him. 
 
    ‘Sandra? Are you all right?’ 
 
    She was pale, and was obviously disturbed. She came forward, held out her hand as though for support and he took it. Beside him Anne moved slightly. He turned, glanced at her and said, ‘This is Sandra Crane. Sandra, my wife Anne.’ 
 
    She hardly seemed to be aware of what he said; she stared at him blankly, her mouth set. ‘I’d like to talk to you.’ 
 
    Anne was cool, and quite controlled. She smiled slightly, but there was an edge of ice to it. ‘I’ll see you later, Eric. I can make my own way back.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, but Anne was already walking away down the steps. He turned back to Sandra, and asked, ‘What’s the matter?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Charles.’ 
 
    ‘Charles Crane?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘They’ve found him.’ 
 
    ‘To be more precise,’ a man’s voice cut across them, ‘ I found him. That time up at Rothbury Crags.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    They took a taxi down to the Quayside and Eric’s office. Once there, with a cup of coffee in her hands, Sandra seemed more controlled, less shaky, and Eric was able to question Eddie Stevens’s presence. 
 
    ‘It’s two days since,’ the reporter said easily, ‘that I had a long discussion with one Superintendent Charnley. Tough old nut, that one. But quite helpful, really. He told me they had been working on the body up at Rothbury Crags and had got nothing from the clothing, teeth and so on. So they went back and sifted the area again, and at last they came up with a gold ring. It seems the ring was inscribed . . .’ 
 
    Sandra’s head lowered, and she sipped at her coffee. 
 
    Stevens went on. ‘Anyway, it took them a while to get the traces out, but they finally ran down the fact that there was a Charles Edward Crane had been in business in York, and that he’d had a wife and all that. So she was pulled in today for identification purposes.’ 
 
    ‘Were you able to identify him?’ Eric asked. 
 
    She nodded, but said nothing. 
 
    ‘My interest in the case — having found the body in the first instance — meant I was out there when the identification took place. I was talking to one of the coppers — bloke called Jennings, you may recall him. Told me he remembered Mrs Crane from way back. Said she’d once been married to you.’ 
 
    ‘So you detected a human interest story,’ Eric said sarcastically. 
 
    Stevens touched the faint bruise on his face thought fully. ‘Well, you could say that. But there’s a bit more to it than just that. Of course, ex-wife of ex-copper, now solicitor, getting her second husband murdered, makes a story, doesn’t it’ 
 
    ‘Stevens—’ Eric warned. 
 
    ‘No, don’t get me wrong! I’m not that heartless. I want to help.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘Crane was murdered, after all! I guess Mrs Crane here — and you too for that matter — will want to get your hands on the character who killed him!’ 
 
    Sandra Crane put down her cup. She looked up to Eric, ignoring the reporter. ‘I never thought it would be like this, when I came to you. His disappearing the way he did, I just thought . . . I never really questioned it . . . I never thought it would be like this.’ 
 
    Gently Eric touched her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, the police will find out who was responsible.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care.’ 
 
    Eric glanced towards Stevens standing casually near the window, and warned her, ‘Sandra, I don’t think this is the time—’ 
 
    ‘No, let me say it,’ she muttered fiercely. ‘I don’t care! You know perfectly well that things had been breaking up between Charles and me before he walked out. When he left me, it ended, it was over as far as I was concerned. He left me, and I no longer wanted to know — and in the period since, I’ve come to accept I would never see him again. So the fact that he’s dead . . .’ A flash of defiance came over her. ‘That sounds hard, doesn’t it, but it’s the truth! He was murdered — all right, but that makes no difference as far as I’m concerned. I don’t know why he was killed, or where or how, and I don’t want to know. As for who killed him, I don’t give a damn about that either! He had his own, secret existence I knew nothing about, and it’s no time for me to be asking questions now.’ 
 
    ‘Sandra, you’re upset,’ Eric said quietly. ‘Just hold on for a moment while Mr Stevens leaves—’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need,’ she insisted. ‘I’m leaving. All right, I was upset, shaken, and Mr Stevens offered to bring me to you. He clearly has business with you, but I don’t want to know. Charles is dead, but he died for me a long while ago. Now, I have what I need.’ 
 
    ‘You have what you need?’ Eric repeated. 
 
    ‘The proof I asked you to get for me,’ she said in a hard, bitter tone. ‘There’s nothing to stop me making the claim now, Eric, so you can get the papers ready for me. I won’t need to bother you again, once that’s done. I can start all over again, and forget Charles, this whole business — even you.’ She stood up, hesitated, staring at him as though wanting to say something more, but then she nodded, and walked past him to the door. 
 
    ‘Where will I be able to contact you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I’ll be in touch, in a couple of days.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens expelled his breath after she had gone, and perched himself on the edge of Eric’s desk. He nodded in appreciation. ‘Gutsy lady.’ 
 
    ‘What is it you want?’ 
 
    ‘What did she mean, saying she’s got what she needs now her old man’s proved dead?’ 
 
    Eric sat down behind his desk. ‘I don’t think that it’s something she would want me to discuss with you. I ask again, what do you want with me?’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens shrugged. ‘I’m not quite sure, Mr Ward. You’ll recall I asked you to act for me in the assault matter — you heard, by the way that they still haven’t caught that bastard Penry?’ 
 
    ‘I heard he’d escaped from police custody.’ 
 
    ‘He’d been mouthing about getting another crack at me,’ Stevens said with a lopsided grin, ‘but I reckon he’ll be more concerned with keeping low than seeking me out.’ 
 
    ‘You were saying . . .’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Yes, I asked you to act in the assault case, but I had another motive, as you’ll recall. The Lansley story.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you can help yourself much by expecting material from me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so short, Mr Ward! It’s whether I can give you anything. What happened at the hearing today?’ Briefly, a shade reluctantly, Eric explained. The reporter nodded thoughtfully, frowning as he was led through the legal niceties of the judgment. ‘So it’s back to Lansley again,’ he said finally. ‘Well, there you are.’ 
 
    ‘Where are we?’ 
 
    Stevens stood up, walked around the room with his hands locked behind his back, self-important, confident. ‘It’s like this. My finding Crane’s corpse up at Rothbury Crags has given me some clout with my employers. The badger story, I mean, that was really pretty small beer, but they liked the way I rolled over and came up with a cadaver, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Newspapers have curious views of behaviour,’ Eric said grimly. 
 
    ‘The fact is,’ Stevens said positively, ‘I’ve got connections now which I can use, maybe to your benefit.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘You want to check whether Lansley is tied in personally with Sheridan Enterprises. You’ve already had difficulty in making a check: I have sources that may be able to dig deeper.’ 
 
    Eric leaned back in his chair and observed Stevens carefully. ‘All right. So you’ll do some work for me. I imagine it’ll be at a price.’ 
 
    ‘Everything has a price, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘And yours?’ 
 
    ‘Pressure on Halliday Arthur Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of pressure can I bring?’ 
 
    Stevens nodded, considering. ‘I’m not sure. But let’s take this Sheridan case. Lansley was helpful, wasn’t he? Okay, maybe he was keeping something back, but he was helpful. He was prepared to see you. He wanted something from you.’ 
 
    ‘Information about this man Bartlett, whether he’s been seen on Tyneside.’ 
 
    ‘Seems very little. I’d have thought Lansley would have wanted more than that. You sure he’s not using you in some other way?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I can’t imagine how. But you haven’t told me how I can put pressure on the man.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s assume there is something he wants from you; let’s assume he is using you. Maybe he’ll do a trade for further information.’ 
 
    ‘On what?’ 
 
    ‘On his activities a few years back.’ 
 
    Eric smiled and shook his head. ‘You still pursuing the drug-smuggling thing? Lansley is never going to admit to anything that will put further criminal charges over his head.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. But on the assumption he wants something from you . . . Look, the fact is, I think there’s a story in all this that could be big for me. I’m not sure what it is, but there’s something going on I don’t know about and you don’t know about, but there are people around who are more than a little nervous.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Superintendent Charnley.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a moment, then he leaned forward and picked up the phone, calling Frances at reception. ‘Can you make us a couple of cups of tea?’ 
 
    The two men remained silent for several minutes, Eric staring out of the window, Stevens still perched, leg swinging on the edge of his desk. Frances came in, saying hadn’t they been lucky because the kettle was already boiling, and after she’d gone Eric looked thoughtfully at the reporter. ‘Charnley.’ 
 
    Stevens smiled thinly. ‘Funny thing. Lansley is helpful to you; my cynical mind tells me he wants something from you. A senior copper like Charnley, he’s suddenly more than helpful to me. So what does he want?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Information about one Charles Edward Crane.’ 
 
    Eric sipped his tea and was silent. After a little while the reporter went on, ‘You see, it’s all very odd. I find this corpse up at Rothbury Crags. The forensic people finally come up with something that’ll clinch an identity  though I wonder about that ring, you know? I mean, why didn’t they find it on the first sifting? Bloody incompetence is probably the answer. Anyway, they get the identification, they check him out, and they finally pull in Mrs Crane — but only after friend Charnley arranges to meet me, talks openly about Lansley and Bartlett, and having given me the old friendly chat, asks some cagey questions about Crane.’ 
 
    ‘What did he tell you about Bartlett?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Basically that he’s a dangerous animal with a strong criminal tendency and somewhat addicted to violence. And, that he occasionally strong-armed for Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘So why is Lansley interested in his whereabouts?’ 
 
    ‘That,’ Stevens replied, ‘is not something Charnley discussed with me.’ 
 
    ‘And Charles Crane?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the interesting thing. He asked me what I knew about Crane. Now it could have been he already knew you were acting in my corner over the Penry assault, had made the matrimonial connection — both you and Charles Crane had been married to Sandra — and was curious about the . . . coincidental connection? I don’t know.’ He paused. ‘But I don’t think it was that.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think it was?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ Stevens said slowly. ‘But let me put it like this. Coppers don’t offer information to the press — not unless they’re fishing for something. Information, usually. And the kind of information they want, well, it normally becomes apparent, even obvious. With Charnley, I didn’t have the slightest idea what he was after.’ 
 
    Eric frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I. He fished around, tried to find out what I knew about Crane, as though merely finding the bloody corpse gave me some kind of inside information about the man’s background! But he didn’t tell me anything; he was pumping me, but he gave me nothing. And how can you give answers when you don’t really know what the hell the questions are?’ 
 
    ‘It all seems pretty vague.’ 
 
    Stevens picked up the spoon from his saucer and tapped it gently against the rim of the cup. ‘Not entirely. If there was one thing that came across in the conversation, after the earlier cat-and-mouse business with me, it was that our friend Charnley was nervous about something.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say. But it has something to do with Crane, I guess. But not so much as to why he was murdered, or by whom. More, it was to do with Crane’s background.’ 
 
    ‘So what is it you want from me?’ 
 
    Stevens hesitated, watching Eric carefully. ‘When I brought Mrs Crane to you today I had a chance to say a few things, ask a few questions.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve met her husband’s partner.’ 
 
    ‘Peter Stonier.’ 
 
    ‘He reckoned Crane was pretty busy — outside the business.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, considering. There seemed little point in not telling the journalist since he would seem to have prised some information from Sandra already. Briefly, he told Stevens what he had learned from Stonier at Tiverton. 
 
    The reporter pursed his lips. ‘Based in York, wandering around Teesside, Newcastle, Manchester. Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘And shady, it would seem.’ 
 
    ‘Airports.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘International airport at Manchester; links with Europe at both Newcastle and Teesside. And shady business.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Teesside,’ Stevens said slowly, ‘was flushed out in 1979 as a drug centre. Same year, Manchester got hauled over, and a drug connection broken. Just a little while before our friend Lansley was hauled in and put away. The deal? For a tax evasion charge and nothing more, he shopped the drug connections?’ 
 
    Eric considered the situation; it accorded with some of the admissions, hinted though they might have been, from Lansley at La Canebière. ‘All right, but it’s all a bit tenuous. What is it you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s put it like this,’ Stevens said, leaning forward confidentially. ‘You will have the forces of the newspaper syndicate marshalled behind you to find a link between Lansley and Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. And me — I’ll have any admission you can wring out of the old bastard about a possible connection between Crane and Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘But if such a connection is established,’ Eric asked, ‘where will that lead you?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ the reporter replied cheerfully, ‘to the reason why he was murdered — and maybe the name of the killer himself. And believe me, that’s better than a badgerbaiting byline!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thin, low-lying cloud obscured the sun, leaving the narrow alleys shadowed in a pale, luminescent, unreal light. The atmosphere was humid, the traffic badtempered, and although the windows were closed to the noise and the heat and the wide ceiling fan moved regularly with a delicate sussurating sound, the big man sitting behind the desk in the narrow, dim room was sweating profusely. 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley looked different in these surroundings, in complete contrast to the Alouette. His grey suit, lightweight and well cut, removed some of the sagging paunchiness that had been so apparent on the yacht, and the air of Pickwickian contentedness had disappeared, to be replaced by a sharp, business-like attitude in which the charm had gone from his mouth and iron was apparent under the fatness of his cheeks. Lansley was still a man not to be trifled with, Eric thought, but next moment the man glanced up, and smiled, and the insincere warmth was back. 
 
    Lansley tugged out a spotless white handkerchief and applied it — gingerly to his sweating neck. ‘I am surprised you insisted we met here, in my little backroom office, rather than down in the cool of the Alouette, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted this clearly to be understood as a business meeting,’ Eric replied shortly. 
 
    ‘Most positive of you,’ Lansley said and smiled again, injecting a hint of sadness into the grimace. ‘And you have indeed been busy.’ 
 
    ‘The decision of Mr Justice Stepford was communicated to you, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘I heard about it, yes. It did not surprise me. This—’ he tapped the papers on his desk — ‘does take me by surprise. Why have you bothered to be so energetic?’ 
 
    ‘The Sheridan company will appeal.’ 
 
    ‘If they are not persuaded otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘And why, pray, should I even attempt to persuade them?’ 
 
    ‘Because they’ll lose.’ 
 
    Lansley put his head back, gazed thoughtfully at the slow gyrations of the fan above his head, and sighed. ‘I think that is . . . how would you say . . . a moot point?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll lose, Mr Lansley, because I’ll be able to show, on the basis of those papers, that the original transaction, and the defence raised by Sheridan Enterprises, is tainted with fraud.’ 
 
    The innocent, china-blue eyes were fixed on Eric with a sudden sharp intensity. ‘What do you suggest there is, in these papers you’ve brought to me, that indicates fraud?’ 
 
    Eric leaned forward. ‘Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. is an American based company, with American shareholders. One of the major investors in the stock is a company called Sun Station Holdings, Inc.’ 
 
    ‘Such a charming name.’ 
 
    ‘It is active in a small way in automobile repairs, but that’s merely a cosmetic for a much larger operation as a holding company. It has an interlocking directorate with five other companies, in the States and Europe, but the most interesting fact that emerges is that in each case a considerable stock is held by a certain offshore dealing called Antibes International.’ 
 
    ‘It conjures up pleasant vistas, does it not?’ 
 
    ‘You own Antibes International. The papers prove it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Lansley murmured. ‘Just exactly where did you get this information?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s say I’ve recently made connections,’ Eric replied grimly. 
 
    ‘All right, on the assumption that what you say is correct, why are you presuming to suggest that you are, by holding these papers, able to hold the proverbial gun at my head? In the matter of Sheridan Enterprises, of course.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘I think I’ll be able to prove to the satisfaction of the English court that since you effectively hold a significant stake in Sheridan Enterprises, through the intermediate directorships, front men, and holding companies, and that you held such interests at the time of the sale of El Centro to Sheridan Enterprises, you were in effect selling to yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Not entirely true, and you as a lawyer should appreciate that,’ Lansley demurred. ‘The company has a separate legal existence from its shareholders.’ 
 
    ‘Granted, but when you transferred those holdings you already knew about the equity given to Morcomb Estates; the company will be deemed to have known the necessity for registration under Mexican law; your knowledge will be imputed to the company in which you hold shares; and the fact that you are now attempting to deny the validity of those shares equities—’ 
 
    ‘It’s the company denying it, dear boy, not I—’ 
 
    ‘—the whole series of transactions is tainted with fraud, any attempt by Sheridan to overturn the decision of Mr Justice Stepford will be met by such an allegation, and the evidence of fraud will certainly prevent Sheridan from succeeding on the appeal.’ 
 
    ‘Sheridan Enterprises could nevertheless continue,’ Lansley suggested mischievously, ‘bearing in mind the costs that Morcomb Estates might incur.’ 
 
    ‘If I can prove fraud,’ Eric promised, ‘there could even be a criminal prosecution. That would bring you back to England, Mr Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘A consummation devoutly not to be wished,’ Lansley said, with a sigh. He leaned back in his chair, wiped his handkerchief over his pudgy cheeks and stared at Eric. ‘All right, young man, I’ll do what I can. Of all the arguments you’ve raised, the last is perhaps the most cogent. I would have advised the Board to fight, but . . . I will, even so, congratulate you on the efficacy of your contacts. I would never have believed it possible for this information —’ and he placed his hands on the documentation in front of him — ‘to be winkled out in such a quick time.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ll drop the appeal?’ 
 
    ‘I will advise the Board, through my acquaintances among the directors, that persistence would be pointless . . . Ahh . . . quite stimulating, I consider. May I offer you a drink, now that our business is at an end?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, your care for your health. You won’t mind if I, equally, look to mine. Whisky, I find, helps the circulation.’ He produced a glass from the drawer, a bottle of malt whisky from the cupboard behind him, and poured himself a drink. He sipped it appreciatively. ‘Cheers, and continued good health. You . . . ah . . . you have no information to impart to me with regard to the . . . ah . . . matter I discussed with you last time?’ 
 
    ‘The man called Bartlett?’ 
 
    ‘The same.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had no report of his being on Tyneside?’ The china-blue eyes were suddenly hooded. ‘You’ve not heard anything of his . . . activities?’ 
 
    ‘I have made some inquiries,’ Eric replied reluctantly. ‘And I’ve learned the kind of man he is. I’m told that he’s violent and dangerous—’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Lansley breathed. 
 
    ‘ — and that he was recently released from prison. Moreover I am told he had worked for you—’ 
 
    ‘Only intermittently, my dear fellow,’ Lansley protested. 
 
    ‘ — supplying you with muscle.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s say,’ Lansley murmured with a secretive smile, ‘that he was never employable in any intellectual league.’ 
 
    ‘What about Crane?’ 
 
    The china-blue eyes were hooded again. ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Charles Crane.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh.’ Lansley was silent for a little while, staring in owlish fascination at the glass of whisky in his hand. ‘The name,’ he said at last, ‘has a familiar ring. Did I not hear recently from friends in the north of England that the body of a man called Crane has been discovered in some remote spot in Northumberland?’ 
 
    ‘Rothbury Crags.’ 
 
    ‘Beautiful spot.’ 
 
    Eric had the impression that Lansley was teasing him, dangling him on the end of a string. Sharply he asked, ‘Did he work for you?’ 
 
    ‘Crane? Why do you ask?’ Before Eric could reply, the big man went on slyly, ‘Is it because of the marital coincidence?’ 
 
    Eric sat still. ‘How did you know about that?’ 
 
    ‘My dear boy,’ Lansley said soothingly, ‘I’ve told you, I still have some friends in the North-East. Can you imagine the gossip not breaking forth, once it was discovered that Mrs Crane was formerly married to a policeman turned solicitor? I imagine everyone in the North-East knows about it now.’ 
 
    Doggedly Eric said, ‘You didn’t answer my question.’ 
 
    ‘Nor you mine. Why do you want to know whether I employed Crane? What makes you think I might have?’ 
 
    ‘There’s some evidence that Crane was involved in shady dealings. He had a carpet business in York; he travelled more than he needed to; his trips took him to towns which were known to have housed drug connections—’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that old story again!’ 
 
    ‘And if you talk about the coincidence of my ex-wife marrying Crane, what about the other coincidence: that he was chasing around these airports; that the drug rings were exposed; that you took a light gaol sentence; that Crane disappeared and was murdered?’ 
 
    ‘If there is anything coincidental there,’ Lansley said silkily, ‘I fail to see it. And certainly, I see no possible connection, no possible inference you can draw between my activities and the death of Charles Crane.’ 
 
    ‘Did you employ him?’ 
 
    ‘In my heyday,’ Lansley waved his pudgy hand airily, ‘I employed many people, in various capacities, in various activities. But whatever I employed them as, they all had one thing in common.’ 
 
    ‘And that was?’ 
 
    ‘Greed. Was Mr Crane greedy, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘He was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Most greedy people manage to escape that fate,’ Lansley said, smiling wickedly, ‘but I concede the point; some don’t.’ He watched Eric warily for a few moments, summing him up, and then his smile grew broader, charming. He nodded. ‘I tell you, Mr Ward — may I call you Eric? I like you. This matter of Sheridan Enterprises, for instance — I tell you frankly, it’s only rarely that I’ve been bested in business matters like that. True, a few years ago, when I was more active, maybe I’d have taken you apart . . . but only maybe. Because where I’ve always been a wriggler, you’re different. The good guys don’t always win in the end, but I have a feeling about you. I’m old enough to be your father; you’re the kind of son I would like to have had.’ 
 
    Eric grinned. ‘You’re a liar.’ He was amused, in spite of himself. ‘You’d have wanted someone who was twice the rogue you are.’ 
 
    ‘Have been,’ Lansley corrected. ‘All right, you’re probably right. But you must look at my position, here in France. I sit here, alone—’ 
 
    Eric raised his eyebrows. ‘The yacht—?’ 
 
    ‘Intellectually alone,’ Lansley said, conceding the point. ‘No longer active, in the business sense. In the living sense at all, I consider sometimes. But I know what goes on back in England, back in the North, and it interests me. I’m a distant observer of a faraway scene, and I’m aware of the jockeying, the manoeuvring, the wheeling, dealing, the chicanery . . .’ 
 
    ‘You were part of it.’ 
 
    ‘No longer.’ 
 
    ‘But, even from a distance . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I know its heart.’ 
 
    ‘Crane?’ 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley squinted at the ceiling, inspected his whisky glass, scratched at the thin, red, bristling hairs on his head and pretended to look wise; he succeeded in only appearing careful. ‘No. I wouldn’t want to talk about Crane. But I will talk about other things. You have a good contact: the man who got you your information about my holdings. A newspaperman?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then maybe I should give you a piece of advice.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Cultivate him.’ 
 
    ‘For what purpose?’ 
 
    Lansley smiled, and touched the patchy skin on his cheek with a tentative finger. ‘To find buried gold, perhaps? Let me put it like this, Mr Ward: this story of drugs, it is so old hat. Do you really believe the police would have settled for so little with me if they had possessed a case of any consequence against me? Tell your friend, your contact, to forget the drugs angle and look elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘In what direction?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now come, Mr Ward, you don’t expect me to give all my little secrets away for nothing?’ He spread his hands on the desk in front of him and contemplated them, smiling wryly to himself. ‘I have already told you more than I should have done — but that’s because I like you. But more . . . well, I’m not sure. I fear I sound coy, but one has to protect oneself. You do recall, however, that I told you at our last meeting I had been . . . involved with projects equally as exciting, in the old days.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘You mentioned illegal immigrants, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed . . . The populations of Leeds and Bradford owe much to me; I was helpful in creating a multi-racial community there.’ 
 
    ‘At a profit.’ 
 
    ‘A considerable profit.’ Lansley chuckled. ‘Nevertheless, it wasn’t the only bit of smuggling I did.’ 
 
    ‘What else, then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s for your friend, perhaps, to unearth. As I said, there’s buried gold to be discovered, Mr Ward, if only your journalist contact can find the right divining rod.’ 
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    Eric had been left with vague feelings of dissatisfaction after the interview with Lansley. The man had always been regarded as a smooth business operator, and Eric now felt that he recognized, personally, the other side of the man’s character — charm and an easy manipulation of others. The hints the fat man had dangled in front of Eric had been frustrating, but more to the point, Eric had been left with the feeling that he was being used. He had tried to explain it to Eddie Stevens, when they met later that week. 
 
    ‘What I can’t quite put my finger on is why Lansley is behaving the way he is. I get the impression that he’s sitting there safely in the south of France, watching, listening, taking no active part in what is, or has been, going on, and yet in some odd way, he’s pulling strings, making people dance to his tunes, working us all like the conventional puppets, but in a theatre of his choosing.’ 
 
    He had said the same thing to Anne, but she had thought his imaginings fanciful. ‘After all,’ she said, ‘you’ve got more or less what you wanted from him. He’s agreed to tell the Board of Sheridan to back off on the appeal — and I’ve already heard, incidentally, that they want another meeting with our representatives soon, to negotiate, as they put it. So your trips to Marseilles haven’t been wasted, it looks as though our investment is safe and we’ll win the battle against Sheridan Enterprises, Inc. and it seems to me that it doesn’t matter a damn whether Lansley has some nefarious reasons of his own for being so helpful to us.’ 
 
    But it did matter to Eric. He didn’t like the prickly, uneasy feeling that somewhere he was missing something, that Lansley was manipulating him for reasons he did not understand, and that all that had happened was somehow part of a wider, more dubious canvas. But it was not a matter he could talk out with Anne, for if he did so it would mean discussing with her the death of Charles Crane and that was something he knew might cause tensions to arise between them. Anne was still touchy about the reappearance of Sandra in his life; she felt he was wrong to help his ex-wife, and there was no reason why he should pursue the professional relationship with her. And in a sense she was right. His objective now should be merely to undertake the paperwork necessary for her to make the insurance claim with regard to her dead husband. He had that in hand. The insurance company would not prove difficult once the inquest formalities had been completed. Thereafter, Sandra could collect her money and run, establish her new life with her boyfriend, and there was no necessity for Eric to ever see her again. 
 
    And no necessity to get involved with any investigations into the death of Charles Crane. 
 
    Nevertheless, something disturbed him, a slow dragging at the back of his mind, a turgid snake of suspicion that at some point he was missing something that was important. He continued with his work at the office, prepared a few briefs for counsel on tax and conveyancing matters, entered three appearances in court and attended the first negotiations with Sheridan Enterprises in an advisory capacity at Anne’s request. But he remained edgy. He wondered several times how Stevens was getting on with his own inquiries; he thought about Sandra, and how she would establish her new life with the mystery of her husband’s death in the background; and he wondered about what Halliday Arthur Lansley was playing at. 
 
    Late the following week, on an impulse, Eric rang the Tiverton number of Peter Stonier, Charles Crane’s ex-partner. There was no reply — indeed, the tone told him that the phone had been disconnected. During the next two days further inquiries led to a phone call with a businessman from Exeter who had had some dealings with Stonier. 
 
    ‘Packed in.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘He’s packed in. Gawn. Business was never too bright, and if you ask me, old Stonier, he was never too good at the game anyway. Contracts he had with me, I tell you, I did pretty well out of them. He could never have made much profit, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘And now he’s closed down?’ 
 
    ‘Right. Don’t surprise me. There’s talk of converting the place into a hardware store. Crazy. That spot, just no good for business premises. Still, there’s allus fools around, ain’t it the truth?’ 
 
    ‘Where has Stonier gone?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say. Didn’t noise it around. Just hope he makes a better fist of it next time, if there is a next time.’ The businessman paused. ‘People who might be able to tell you are Connolly’s, though: they run a taxi business here in town and they had a maintenance contract with Stonier. They was pretty friendly, too, I think. Try them.’ 
 
    Eric did. It was unproductive, and vaguely unsatisfactory. Connolly was significantly unhelpful; none of the drivers could help; they knew Stonier only vaguely; they were aware his business had closed down, but they had no idea where he had gone. And yet there was a defensiveness about the man’s tone that suggested to Eric he knew more than he was saying. 
 
    It was nothing he could discuss with Anne. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eddie Stevens was enjoying the luxury of being allowed freedom from the normal hack work he was involved in so that he could concentrate on the Halliday Arthur Lansley story. He had found Eric Ward’s account of his conversation with the ex-financier in Marseilles interesting, but had not been entirely convinced by it. Nevertheless, though he still felt there was mileage in the drugs connection, and the police interest through Charnley in Crane’s murder, there was no connecting link he could see, and Lansley’s heavy hints led him to pursue other lines of inquiry. 
 
    Eric’s confided feeling that he felt Lansley was somehow manipulating them cut no ice with Eddie Stevens. ‘No, forget it. You got to understand, Mr Ward, people like Lansley, they get to like the limelight, they get to like the feeling of being regarded as important. All right, he’s got quite a lifestyle, but he’s still missing something — and that’s the fact of being centre stage. He can’t be centre stage any more, but he wants the kind of interest that will make him feel centre stage. You gave it to him. Believe me, the idea he’s playing us is ridiculous. He doesn’t care too much about what I’m digging into — and what’s he told you, after all? Only to do what I’m doing anyway. No, believe me, I’m a good judge of crooked natures — after all, I’ve dealt with more than a few editors in my time! Believe me, he’s no spider in a web: I know it, and I’m rarely wrong.’ 
 
    In a matter of days, he was wondering whether this was an occasion when he had been wrong. 
 
    He had the confidence, when the Fleet Street barons suggested he should come to London, to take the morning flight from Newcastle Airport and charge it to expenses. The conference he had with two senior editors in the newspaper syndicate and one of the directors was a heady experience as far as Eddie was concerned, and they seemed interested in what he had to say. The point he was stressing was that there was still mileage in the Lansley story; the man was still active in fraud as Eric Ward could show; that Lansley and Superintendent Chamley had now as good as admitted a cover-up in the drugs connection; and further probing by Eddie Stevens might yet uncover something sensational. 
 
    The barons seemed inclined to agree, and Eddie was then flattered to hear their suggestion that he should spend the afternoon with Tony Preston. It was a suggestion he quickly acceded to even though he was given no information regarding what the interview might bring about. Preston had a regular byline in one of the prestige Sundays, and was known for his work in London’s greyer areas as far as crime was concerned. There seemed to be a hint behind the suggestion that to work along with Preston might be advantageous. 
 
    Preston met him at the door of his flat in Chelsea. The reporter was tall, thin, with sharp blue eyes and an ascetic face. He had heavy lids that tended to droop casually when he felt himself being observed, like a cat curling in upon itself before the claws emerged and the hairs rose. He invited Eddie into the flat, offered him a gin and tonic, sprawled in a chair with one long, elegant leg draped over the arm, and smiled in friendly fashion. 
 
    ‘I got a call suggesting a meeting between us would be advantageous.’ He paused, choosing his words carefully. ‘I’m not sure how I can help, if at all, but it might be useful if you were to sketch in some background for me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting background on Halliday Arthur Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘Old stuff.’ 
 
    The disparagement raised Eddie’s hackles momentarily. ‘That’s what a lot of people have been saying, but I’ve got the ear of the front office!’ 
 
    The eyes were hooded swiftly, and Preston smiled. ‘Yes, so it would seem. Hence this meeting. All right, what are you digging into?’ 
 
    Eddie explained, telling Preston about the drug connection at the northern cities, the delivery systems through northern airports, and Eric Ward’s account of Lansley’s admissions. It was the last fact that raised Preston’s interest visibly. He leaned forward. ‘Lansley admitted this to Ward?’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder why?’ 
 
    Eddie brushed the remark aside. He rushed on to talk about the fraud he had managed to dig out with the newspaper researchers’ help, and the manner in which Lansley had swiftly capitulated to Eric Ward over the Sheridan situation. Preston regarded him thoughtfully for a while as he continued speaking, then he rose and poured himself another gin and tonic, and freshened Eddie’s own drink. 
 
    ‘But I’m not yet quite clear what additional slants you might be able to give me,’ Eddie said at last. 
 
    ‘Neither am I, dear boy,’ Preston said casually, ‘but it’s always a good idea to have minds meeting, you know what I mean? Before we go any further, however, maybe I ought to suggest that . . . well, if we are to work together, maybe we should reach byline agreement.’ 
 
    ‘A joint article, you mean?’ Eddie was cautious. ‘I’m not sure what you have, so . . .’ 
 
    ‘I’m not quite sure, either,’ Preston said smoothly, ‘but I got the impression from the office that you have something else you’re following up too.’ 
 
    ‘The murder of Charles Crane.’ 
 
    Preston flickered a quick glance over Eddie Stevens. ‘Now that is more interesting than the Lansley stuff you give me so far. Did . . . did this Mr Ward raise Crane’s name with Lansley?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘The result?’ 
 
    ‘Noncommittal. He wouldn’t talk about him. But he did give Ward a hint that he should be asking me to look elsewhere than into drug connections.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Preston breathed. ‘Now that is interesting. What is the old fox up to?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Eddie said uncertainly. 
 
    Tony Preston regarded him thoughtfully for several seconds and gently stroked the arm of the chair in which he was sitting. He smiled thinly, his eyes hooded once more. ‘Well, let’s put it like this. A man like Lansley, he doesn’t give away information unless he gets something out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Ward had him cornered.’ 
 
    ‘Not very tightly.’ 
 
    ‘Even so—’ 
 
    ‘Even so, maybe I should tell you a little more about why the front office think we should talk together. A few years ago I was also chasing a Lansley story.’ 
 
    ‘I never read—’ 
 
    ‘I know, you’ll have followed all published sources, but the fact is, my story was never published, because it was never completed. I don’t like that happening; I feel dissatisfied if I spend months on something and it comes to nothing. The more so when I know there was something really there.’ He put down his glass, rose and apologized for leaving the room for a moment. A few minutes later he was back with a small notebook. ‘Tools of the trade,’ he said, smiling. 
 
    ‘You’ve got information there about your Lansley investigation some time back?’ 
 
    ‘Just let me refresh my memory a moment,’ Preston said, and scanned the pages quickly, nodding to himself. Then he looked up, smiled brilliantly at Eddie and nodded. ‘Not drugs,’ he confided. 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    ‘Lansley told Ward to forget the drugs. He was right.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to explain,’ Eddie said, somewhat surly. He was becoming irritated by Preston’s air of superiority. 
 
    ‘I got interested in Lansley some years ago,’ Preston explained, ‘as a criminal phenomenon. You see, he had his fingers in so many pies. I know it’s common enough for criminals to diversify, but obviously it’s not all that common for a man to range so widely over the field of so many legitimate and illegitimate enterprises. Yes, Lansley was into drugs for a while, but he was also into illegal immigrants, offshore companies, fraudulent trading, banking, travel agencies, you name it, he was there.’ 
 
    ‘But you were interested in one operation In particular?’ 
 
    ‘I was,’ Preston said, nodding. ‘Diamonds.’ 
 
    Eddie stared at him, thinking. ‘Eric Ward told me Lansley talked of buried gold.’ 
 
    Preston smiled thinly. ‘Figurative speech. But I wonder why he’s been so cooperative . . . ? Anyway, the facts were that while I was in Amsterdam in the late ’seventies I was looking into the matter of shipments and thefts of industrial diamonds. It was a well-organized operation: the controller was known as Le Cochon — mainly because of his rather corpulent bulk.’ 
 
    ‘Lansley?’ 
 
    Preston shook his head. ‘No, no, Le Cochon was a Dutchman. He’s dead now. In fact, most of those involved seem to be dead now. Except Bartlett, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Bartlett?’ 
 
    Preston’s glance slid thoughtfully over Eddie. ‘That’s right. You’ve heard of him?’ 
 
    ‘No matter, go on.’ 
 
    Preston hesitated, then went on. ‘Anyway, I was tracing links but as I reached them, so they folded. The West Germans were cracking down at that time; the Sûreté and Interpol were very active, and each time I seemed to be reaching a good story, so the operation closed down. Le Cochon’s empire was dwindling swiftly, he was going out of business, and I guessed all I’d get in the end was a book, maybe, rather than a news series  you know the sort of thing: Inside Story of a Criminal Empire.’ 
 
    ‘And what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I struck lucky. Le Cochon was getting pretty desperate: his avenues were closing and he got less careful about the people he dealt with. And when his British runners fell out, he turned to someone you’re interested in: Halliday Arthur Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘Lansley ran a British diamond connection?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. To my eternal discredit, I kept the information to myself.’ Preston smiled disarmingly. ‘In other words, I kept my head down, needled out information, but told the police nothing. That was a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Politicians, like public servants, can be peculiarly vindictive. It’s something to do with over-enlarged sensitivity glands. You see, I was all set to bring my story to a conclusion when I discovered something interesting. The police were interested, actively, in Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘In regard to the diamond smuggling?’ 
 
    Preston gave a brilliant smile. ‘Not at all. Lansley is a clever man. It’s true he had a hand in drug smuggling, but it was of such a nature that his personal involvement was minimal, and he could never actually have anything proved against him. But he was heavily into an operation which involved a delivery and distribution system for smuggled industrial diamonds. Le Cochon, raised the supplies in Europe; Lansley took them and “laundered” them in England through a network of agents in the North. But the police, they didn’t have a clue he was so operating. They were obsessed with his drugs involvement. I think, now, that Lansley deliberately encouraged that.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he used the drugs thing as a front.’ Eddie asked unbelievingly. 
 
    ‘Not so dangerous as you might suppose,’ Preston said. ‘He could never get nailed for it; but if pressure ever came on him he could bargain his way out with information about drug connections.’ 
 
    ‘Which is precisely what he did, when the axe fell.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Preston extracted a Balkan Sobranie from a gold cigarette case. He lit the cigarette thoughtfully and with care, his hooded eyes squinting slightly against the smoke as it rose. ‘Meanwhile, when the axe did fall I felt I was laughing all the way to the bank. Because I had the makings of another story: not only Lansley’s involvement in the industrial diamonds thing, but of the way he had fooled the police, even to the end. In other words—’ 
 
    ‘Your story would have been about police incompetence.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. That’s why it was never published.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens frowned. ‘Pressure?’ 
 
    ‘Of the highest kind. Fleet Street can be the most able and courageous of animals; it can also be the most cowardly, given the appropriate circumstances. Just at that time two of the syndicate journals had been clobbered by the Press Council and there had been three hefty settlements, out of court, for libel actions. There was also the McReady affair.’ 
 
    ‘The child killer?’ 
 
    ‘That was the man. The Journal was accused of withholding evidence from the police. The DPP was all set to put his heavy boots on. And then in I sail with my story about police incompetence and the way Lansley had fooled them all to get a light sentence.’ 
 
    Eddie grunted. ‘You were told to kill the story.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it, in a nutshell. I protested, of course. But the deal had been made. No more DPP scare, if I held back on Lansley and the innocent boys in blue.’ He shrugged. ‘I too have to make a living.’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens leaned back in his chair, puzzled. ‘What gets me, after what you’ve said, is why I’ve been told to talk to you. Surely, if they wouldn’t print then, why should they do so now?’ 
 
    ‘Police pressure released,’ Preston replied laconically. 
 
    ‘But why?’ 
 
    ‘You already have the answer,’ Preston said, inspecting the end of his cigarette. ‘You told me Superintendent Charnley questioned you about this man Crane.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, but Lansley would say nothing about—’ 
 
    Preston shook his head, interrupting. ‘Crane worked for Lansley, all right. I have his name in my notebook. He ran a distribution system — not terribly efficiently — in the North-East.’ 
 
    ‘That still doesn’t explain why the possibility of the diamond smuggling operation being published now—’ 
 
    ‘Maybe there’s the chance of another trade,’ Preston explained smoothly. ‘Diamond smuggling is one thing; murder is another. I turned the operation run by Lansley inside out, but the police never got the details — after all, they didn’t want to know, even denied its existence. But now they’ve got a murder on their hands, and they are not quite so sensitive. The incompetence story is a dead one anyway, years old; they won’t mind a mild exposure of that, if they learn more about Crane and his activities.’ 
 
    ‘But why haven’t the police come to you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, exactly,’ Preston said thoughtfully. ‘I think it’s because the editors never told them who raised the Lansley information at the time. And when they did approach the newspaper this time, they were given your name. I think that’s probably because the front office think you’re someone to whom things . . . happen.’ 
 
    Eddie knew what he meant, and it made sense. He was involved; he was warm with the story. For Preston it would not have been the same: a dead story, a hundred stories in between. 
 
    ‘I’m still interested, however,’ Preston said, watching him carefully, ‘why Lansley is being so free with his, albeit veiled, information.’ 
 
    Eddie shook his head irritably. ‘I don’t see that matters too much. I can understand how the police might now be wanting urgently to clear up the Crane murder, but Lansley is irrelevant, and I’m more interested—’ 
 
    ‘In Donald Bartlett?’ Preston smiled. ‘You’ll have to excuse me for a moment.’ 
 
    When Preston returned a few minutes later he was carrying a portable tape-recorder, and several tapes. He sat silently for a while, looking through his notes and checking against the tapes. At last he looked up, and nodded. ‘I’ve got the one I wanted.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    Preston slipped the tape into the machine and leaned back. ‘You’re already aware that Bartlett worked for Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘Lansley as good as admitted that. I’m also aware that Bartlett recently got out of gaol, after a couple of years for strong-arm stuff.’ 
 
    ‘In the course of my peregrinations,’ Preston said in a sententious tone, ‘I pick up snippets of information which I store away, for use on a rainy day. I’ve never been really very interested in this man Bartlett: he seems to me to be a mindless thug with not too much upstairs. But violent, and dangerous. The knowledge he’s on the streets again does not fill me with the belief he is a reformed character. Anyway, I was taping interviews with various old lags a year or so back and I got this. We were talking about prison conditions and in the course of conversation, this is what I picked up, and taped . . .’ 
 
    The man had a heavy Birmingham accent, overscored with resignation, the weighted scars of a twenty-year prison career. ‘You think like all the blokes who visit and talk about these things that you can fit ideas, and people, and characters into little boxes. Don’t happen that way. One man, he’ll do his porridge standin’ on his head. Some fellers, they fit in great, like it was ’ome from ’ome, you know what I mean? But there’s the other kind too, the ones who get broody stuck inside. What’s the word . . . if they got an . . . obsession, yeah, that’s it. They can take it hard.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    Eddie Stevens glanced at Preston, recognizing the man’s smooth tone in the question. The tape went on: 
 
    ‘Well, a bloke with an obsession, he gets tied up inside his head; it’s like he can’t think of nuffin’ else. They’re the bad ones; believe me. I remember once, I had to get a move almost as soon as I was twinned up with one feller. You got to realize, I was never muscle, you know? The con was my game.’ There was a pause, a whirring sound as though the tape had been faulty, patched up, and then the man from Birmingham was speaking again. ‘. . . in the Scrubs, and once he found out I was a con man things got definitely ropey. I mean, I wasn’t popular with him, you know? He told me, kind of nasty like, that he’d worked with some of the best, and been conned by them too, and then I used to catch him starin’ at me, like he wanted to take me apart and not bother puttin’ me together again. That’s what I was talkin’ about, see? He had an obsession, and he lived with it all the time. He used to mutter sometimes about getting it worked out, getting things straight, getting even, and it was all goin’ on inside his head, all the time. It began to get me down, so I asked for a move. I got it too, after he had a shout at me one night, over nuthin’ too. He was a real bastard, that one; a real rough bastard . . .’ 
 
    The tape sputtered, let a whining note emerge and Preston leaned over and switched it off. Eddie stared at him, not understanding. ‘So what was that all about?’ 
 
    ‘It was about an obsession.’ 
 
    ‘That, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘More specifically, it was about one man’s obsession. It’s not on the tape, but it’s here in my notes. And now you’ve reawakened my interest in the man, and what I had in my notes.’ 
 
    ‘Which was?’ 
 
    Preston leaned back, considered for a moment. ‘joint byline?’ 
 
    Eddie hesitated. He shrugged. ‘All right.’ 
 
    ‘The man’s violent cellmate was the man who was recently released from prison. His obsession was that he was conned, and that he intended doing something about it.’ 
 
    ‘And his name, of course—’ 
 
    ‘Donald Bartlett. Shall we have another drink?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Confidence tricks could be played upon all sorts of people, and by all sorts of people, even newspapermen. Especially newspapermen, Eddie Stevens thought sourly as he sipped his brandy dry on the return flight to Newcastle. He had the feeling he had been conned by Tony Preston. 
 
    The man had quite a reputation in Fleet Street, but he had done very little by way of investigative reporting during the last two years. And just what had he given Eddie Stevens for a joint byline on this Lansley/Crane business? Very little, Eddie reckoned. A tape that said very little; notes that said very little; a bit of guesswork but no facts of any note. And no real links, dammit, no real links. 
 
    Besides, like so many other people around, maybe including himself, Preston was obsessed with Lansley. Yet where did Lansley fit into anything, nowadays? Ward and Preston were both edgy about his motives, but Eddie knew that was rubbish. The man wanted attention, was playing a little game and nothing more. But Bartlett . . . and his nursing a grievance over a con . . . 
 
    Eddie took a taxi to his flat in Newcastle, paid it off at the door and took the lift up to his floor. He puzzled about what he had heard as the lift whined upwards; he was still puzzling over it when he settled with another brandy in his sitting-room. Eventually he reached for the phone and rang the number Eric Ward had given him. 
 
    ‘Ward? Eddie Stevens here.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve not been in touch for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Busy. Chasing up this Crane thing . . . and Lansley.’ 
 
    There was a short silence as though Eric Ward was unwilling to get dragged further into the affairs of the fraudulent financier and the dead man. At last, reluctantly, Ward said, ‘So what have you got?’ 
 
    ‘Not a great deal that makes much sense — except that I’m told I’ve been barking up wrong trees. It’s diamonds, not drugs.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    Stevens explained the story that Tony Preston had given to him and again there was a short silence. Finally Eric Ward asked, ‘Why are you telling me all this?’ 
 
    Stevens hesitated. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe . . . maybe it’s because I’ve got a particularly suspicious mind, and I don’t like coincidences. There are too many coincidences around in all this, and . . . well, maybe I called you because I wanted to try to talk them out of my head, kick around a few ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Well, dammit, I get the feeling we’re running around in some kind of tight circle, not getting anywhere — or at least not getting anywhere until we’re allowed to. You know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Manipulation,’ Ward said quietly. 
 
    ‘Maybe, maybe, but don’t give me the Lansley thing again. He’s abroad, out of court, not involved. But what Preston was shoving at me was this character Bartlett. You told me Lansley was interested in Bartlett; we know now that Bartlett is nursing some kind of grievance, and he’s out, and Lansley thinks he might be on Tyneside. And it’s to do with a con. But what trick was pulled? Lansley’s the trickster, the diamond smuggler, the drugs cover — if it was something to do with that why was Crane killed, and what’s Bartlett doing, sniffing around Tyneside?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Stevens, I’m not sure I want to know any longer. This kind of thing—’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ Eddie interrupted him thoughtfully. ‘But what’s going on? Crane is a runner for Lansley; he gets knocked off; Lansley’s muscleman sits in prison muttering about what he’s going to do when he gets out; he slips back to Tyneside—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Stevens—’ 
 
    ‘All right, I know it, I’m rambling. I’m sorry to have bothered you. Good night, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eddie put the phone back on its cradle and picked up his brandy. He sipped it, feeling its warmth against his tongue, and he sat there for a while, thinking. Somewhere in the train of events something was missing. People didn’t always behave logically, they often had no pattern to their actions, but he had a feeling there was some kind of pattern in this chain of events, if only he could find the links. What were the isolated items that bothered him, that hummed around inside his skull like drowsy bees? Something Lansley had said: ‘buried gold’ — Preston had laughed that off. Something he himself had said: ‘coincidences’ — what was the biggest coincidence of all? Dammit, you could name them, not it! 
 
    He reached for his brandy again, found the glass empty, rose and spilled a small puddle of the liquid from the bottle into his glass. He put the glass down, stared unseeingly out of the window as he thought about coincidences, and the drowsy bees began to stir, move inside his skull, become more active, more alive as a pattern of thought and a pattern of behaviour began to take shape. 
 
    ‘Hell’s flames!’ Eddie Stevens said, and turned away in a surge of excitement from the window, heading again for the phone. The questions he now had to ask Ward— 
 
    The bell to his flat buzzed briefly, then again, more insistently. Eddie paused, looked at his watch, puzzled as to who might be calling on him, and reached for the phone. It was in his hand when the door bell buzzed again. 
 
    Eddie ignored it. He dialled Eric Ward’s number. There was a short delay, and then Ward’s voice came on. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward? This is Eddie Stevens again—’ 
 
    The buzzer came again, insistently. Eddie swore. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ Ward asked. 
 
    ‘I been thinking hard since I rang you a few minutes ago. About cons, and cover-ups, and manipulations and coincidences. Tell me—’ 
 
    This time the buzzer would not be denied. A long, continuous droning sound filled the room as though the person outside was leaning on the buzzer. Eddie swore again. ‘Look, Mr Ward, I’m sorry about this but I better call you back.’ He slammed down the phone and angrily headed for the door. He flung it wide open. There was a man standing in the corridor. For a moment Eddie failed to recognize him. 
 
    Eddie grabbed for the door, tried to slam it in the man’s face but he was too late. A heavy body blocked the doorway, a muscular shoulder preventing it from shutting. Eddie gasped, thrusting at the door but a vicious swinging kick struck him below the kneecap and he staggered backwards; the door was flung open again and a fist was driven into Eddie’s groin. He collapsed, retching and breathless with pain as the agony reached up from his lower stomach. 
 
    As he lay there he heard the slamming of the door. He was lying on his side, gasping with pain and he saw the man’s shoes, toecaps scuffed and dirty. He heard the voice he had last heard in the courtroom. 
 
    ‘Now, you bastard, time to get what you deserve!’ 
 
    ‘Penry!’ Eddie had time to gasp just the one word before the shoe swung at him, struck him in the armpit and then swung again. And again. 
 
    In a little while the rhythmic thudding in his brain slowed, and there was only a black silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    ‘And where do we now stand in the saga of Mrs Sandra Crane?’ Anne asked. 
 
    She was sitting on the low wall at the back of the house, facing him. Behind her, Eric could see the sweep of the hills, dark in the bright morning sunlight. Anne’s face was shadowed, her voice mocking, but he knew her well enough to realize there was an edge of seriousness in her tone. He smiled. ‘The insurance company have agreed to pay up. I have the necessary papers. It’s just a matter of her calling to collect them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised she hasn’t already done so. She wouldn’t want you to post them, of course — that would lose her the opportunity of seeing you again.’ 
 
    ‘Jealousy never becomes a woman.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just recognizing your tremendous attractiveness, darling.’ She was grinning as she said it, but then she became serious, staring at him thoughtfully. ‘You know she wants something from you, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘My body?’ he teased her. 
 
    ‘Huh! She had that years ago and—’ Anne bit off the words, and then went on, ‘But anyway, there’s something she wants.’ 
 
    ‘Settlement of her insurance claim.’ 
 
    ‘No. She could have got that done by any lawyer in town. No, something else.’ 
 
    ‘What, then?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But I have a feeling . . . woman’s intuition, if you like.’ 
 
    ‘Wife’s intuition,’ he corrected her. ‘Much more deadly.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t take me seriously.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Anne,’ he said patiently, ‘let’s just forget the whole thing. It’s all but over anyway. As soon as she gets in touch with me I’ll get the papers to her, she’ll sign them and that will be that.’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t have ever got involved with her again in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not involved.’ 
 
    ‘You’re worried, nevertheless.’ She watched him carefully, the sunlight striking red-gold tints in her hair. ‘And what about this Stevens thing? He was involved with her, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘You’re drawing threads together where there’s no connection. He was involved with her only in the sense that he was interested in discovering who killed her husband. The beating he took the other night had nothing to do with that. The man who attacked him is Penry, and he’s back in police custody — now facing even more serious charges.’ 
 
    ‘Stevens was badly hurt, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Eddie Stevens will recover,’ Eric said, ‘but not for a while. He’s still under sedation, his jaw is wired, he can’t speak, he has pelvic and chest injuries . . . all in all he’s in a bit of a mess. Penry will really get the book thrown at him now, the stupid—’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell the police that Stevens called you only seconds before the beating?’ Anne asked sharply. ‘Because . . .’ Eric hesitated, groping for the right words. ‘Because it wasn’t relevant.’ 
 
    ‘It was about Sandra Crane, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘How do I know? He didn’t get around to telling me. The earlier call was all about Crane’s death, and a man called Bartlett, and Lansley . . . but it was all so confused, and he was doing little more than thinking aloud.’ 
 
    ‘But when he rang back . . .’ 
 
    When he rang back, Eric thought, he had perhaps done his thinking, maybe wanted a few confirmations, but had probably already reached some tentative conclusions. And they involved Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘Well, you’re well out of it,’ Anne said and went into the house. 
 
    But he wasn’t out of it. He did not want to discuss it with Anne, because she might have become alarmed, and also because anything to do with Sandra Crane was regarded by her with intense suspicion. More than that, there was the puzzle why the journalist had thought it necessary to speak to Eric; it was true that the beating Stevens had taken had nothing to do with the phone call, but Eric now felt an odd debt to the injured man. It was nothing he could explain to himself. But Stevens had had something important to say, and hadn’t had the chance to say it before he was viciously beaten. 
 
    There was something else that had been bothering Eric, in addition. The talk of Bartlett on Tyneside was one thing; the information that Crane had been involved in the smuggling of industrial diamonds was another. But what really bothered Eric in a way he could not explain was the disappearance of Peter Stonier. Eric had put out some feelers through his contacts on Tyneside, and inquiry agents had been active in the West Country, but Stonier seemed to have vanished off the face of the earth. 
 
    Moreover, it was a source of irritation to him that he had not seen Sandra for several days, and when he had last spoken to her on the phone, regarding the insurance claim, she had been somewhat evasive regarding her address. 
 
    ‘I won’t be able to contact you when the papers come through,’ he’d complained. 
 
    ‘That’s all right.’ There had been an edge of nervousness in her voice. ‘I’ll ring in a couple of days. You can tell me then. The fact is, I’m looking for a place to stay: I’m with friends right now, but there’s no point in giving you their address because in a day or so I’ll probably be moving.’ 
 
    ‘Sandra—’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s all right, I’ll be in touch . . .’ 
 
    It was all very unsatisfactory, and vaguely disturbing and now the papers had come through he felt edgy. He was unable to put aside Anne’s comments, either: she wants something from you. Something she would not get from another solicitor. He thought over his meetings with Sandra Crane, and one in particular, and although he was left with a feeling of uneasiness, there was nothing he could really identify, nothing he could seize upon as special in their relationship. 
 
    On the Thursday morning the weather was thundery; as he made his way to the Crown Court Eric felt uncomfortable in the humidity. The air was heavy, shafts of sullen sunlight flickered through menacing cloud and he was aware of the old, familiar prickling behind his eyelids, presaging an uncomfortable period for him unless he took a dose of atropine. He did so in the privacy of the cloakroom, and then attended the hearing at which he was representing a local businessman in a tax matter. The courtroom was stifling, the judge bad-tempered and the proceedings appallingly slow. By the end of the afternoon Eric’s shirt was sticking to his back and he felt irritable and tired. He decided he would not attempt the journey back to Sedleigh Hall and phoned Anne to tell her he would be staying at the flat. He made his way down to the Quayside, to check at the office if there had been any messages. There had been. 
 
    ‘Mrs Crane rang,’ Lizzie explained, scratching at her garish punk locks, ‘and when I told her you had received the papers she said she’d call in to sign them this evening.’ 
 
    ‘What time did she ring?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘About half an hour ago. She said she’d be here before seven, if that was all right. I wasn’t sure . . .’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right, Lizzie. You get off home. I’ll stay here, and wait to see Mrs Crane.’ 
 
    When he was alone in the office he stood in front of his window staring out over the river and the Quayside. A Norwegian freighter was getting ready to catch the tide at Tynemouth but it was the only craft in sight, and the Quayside was quiet, as though all activity had been dulled by the heavy, torpid clouds. He broke one of his rules as he stood there and took a small glass of whisky and water; he felt vaguely troubled, not at the thought that this meeting would probably be the last he would have with Sandra, but aware in some distant way that the attack upon Eddie Stevens had prevented something happening that could have been important to Eric Ward. 
 
    She came shortly after seven o’clock. 
 
    She was wearing a light-coloured dress and an anxious expression; her flecked eyes seemed unwilling to meet his, and there was a tension in her bearing that suggested she would welcome a swift end to the meeting. He motioned her to a chair; she sat on its edge, as though poised for flight, or argument. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘I was staying in Newcastle anyway . . . I’ve got the papers here, and they’re marked for your signature. Don’t date them; I’ll see to that.’ He handed the papers across to her. ‘You’d better read them before you sign.’ 
 
    She scanned the sheets swiftly, her lips moving with the words, and he watched her, feeling the tension that lay between them, puzzlingly. Outside there was a low rumbling sound, distant thunder rolling in the electric air. ‘You’ve managed to find a place to stay permanently now?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘What? Oh . . .’ She frowned, then shrugged dismissively. ‘Yes, that’s right, but not exactly permanent. The cheque—’ 
 
    ‘Is here,’ Eric said. He passed her the envelope. ‘Now you’ve signed the release forms, it’s all yours.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘What’ll you do with it?’ 
 
    She stared at him blankly, and after a moment dropped her head, thrust the envelope into her handbag. ‘Not sure, yet. We’ll . . . we’ll think about it, probably go away—’ 
 
    ‘When you’ve only just found a place?’ Eric asked, surprise straining his tone. 
 
    ‘It’s not . . . permanent,’ she said, and rose to leave. ‘I . . . I ought to thank you now, Eric, for acting for me. It’s been a bad time, and if I seem . . . disorientated, well . . . you must understand.’ She fumbled awkwardly with her handbag, staring about her as though seeking some method of escape. ‘And I’ll need to pay you for your services. I could make out a cheque now—’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send you a bill, in a few days.’ 
 
    Her green-flecked eyes widened slightly at the thought and she licked her lips nervously. ‘No . . . I might be travelling. Better if I paid now.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t prepared the bill.’ 
 
    ‘No matter. I know I can trust you. I’ll give you a blank cheque. After all, a solicitor, an ex-policeman, and an exhusband all rolled up in one, if I can’t trust you, who can I trust?’ She managed a laugh but it had all the conviction of an uncertain witness. 
 
    Eric stared at her as she drew out the cheque-book, signed and dated a blank cheque and ripped it out. It tore at the corner and she glared at it with a helpless desperation before she handed it to him. He took it, wordlessly, and she stood up, held out her hand. ‘Thank you, Eric, and goodbye. I won’t bother you again.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. 
 
    There was a long pause as she stared at him, and then she turned away, releasing his hand. He watched her leave the room, heard her clatter down the stairs and then he stood by his window, watching the Quayside. She emerged from his office, turned left and began to walk towards Dog Leap Stairs. Only then did he decide to follow her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It proved to be easier than he had anticipated, but a longer job than he had expected. As he left the office she was still in sight; he took the precaution of hailing a taxi and with a brief explanation that he was a solicitor making inquiries found that the perspiring taxi-driver was not averse to a little excitement at the prospect ahead of him. So, as Eric walked some distance behind Sandra, up through Grey Street, the taxi managed to maintain a discreet distance behind him. When Sandra stopped at the green car parked at the top of Grey Street and unlocked it Eric waved the taxi forward, and got in. ‘Here’s where it starts, hey?’ the taxi-driver said hopefully. 
 
    ‘Looks like.’ 
 
    They left Newcastle by the North Road and the taxi-driver’s skill was such that they kept well back in the fairly heavy traffic that filtered out of the city northwards. Sandra Crane drove carefully and unflamboyantly; it meant that Eric’s driver was able to make use of caravans and holiday traffic as a screen for much of the way along the North Road. 
 
    At Alnwick, Sandra swung left to skirt the town, heading towards the valley of the Coquet. It was an area familiar to Eric, since he came this way often enough to reach Sedleigh Hall, and as the traffic thinned suddenly, making the chance of Sandra noticing she was being followed more likely, Eric tapped the driver on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘There’s a three-mile run now if she stays on this main road; I know the back roads to the Coquet. If we turn left at the next junction, we can pick her up again in about two and a half miles. That’s right . . . the junction up there.’ 
 
    The driver obediently took the side road at the fork while Sandra drove on; Eric looked back to the fork and there was a dark blue Ford which had stopped at the junction. As he watched, the Ford driver obviously made up his mind and slid back to the main road. Eric suggested his driver speed up since the back roads were rather slower than the one which Sandra had taken. The driver was pleased to display his skill, and by the time they finally came back to the main road Sandra, Eric guessed, would be no more than half a mile ahead. 
 
    He was right. As they topped a rise, and the road fell away below them into a valley edged with hornbeam and flushed by rosebay willow herb, Eric caught sight of the blue Ford, pottering its way down to the valley floor, and on the winding road ahead, cutting into the steep slope below the quarry, he caught the glint of late sunlight on Sandra’s windscreen. Eric told the driver to take it easy, keeping the Ford between them and Sandra, because the road would now lift into the hills above the Coquet, winding up towards Simonside and the Cheviot. As it happened, however, the Ford bumbled its way into a layby just as the road began to rise. Eric glanced at the car as they passed but its solitary occupant was leaning sideways, inspecting something. Next moment they were around the swing of the next bend and climbing. 
 
    The last of the sunshine had now gone and the clouds were heavy again above the Cheviot. The window of the taxi was open, but the breeze was not cool to Eric’s cheek: it was warm and heavy under the threatening skyline. Below them to their left the Coquet wound dully, grey under the thundery sky, and a yellow haze seemed to fill the valley, a drifting summer torpidity, waiting for the storm that it presaged. 
 
    Over the skyline the road twisted and turned, sliding past rocky outcrops and slicing through scarred hillsides; heather thickened on the slopes above, providing cover for black grouse, and high above the hill itself Eric could see a hawk, motionless against the blackening sky. When the fork came up ahead of them the driver slowed, questioningly. Eric hesitated; the road ahead of them to the left would run down into Rothbury and he could see its surface light against the pinewood clump of afforestation. There was no car on that stretch. He waited for perhaps thirty seconds and then, as he heard the vague grumbling of a car behind them he instructed the taxi-driver to take the right fork. 
 
    It ran level for perhaps three hundred yards and then abruptly narrowed, meandering into a track that twisted deep-rutted through a scattering of Scots pine and thick undergrowth. As it began to descend Eric told the taxi-driver to stop. He got out of the taxi and asked the man what he owed him. 
 
    ‘You payin’ me off here?’ the man asked in surprise. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    The man stared about him, perplexed. ‘But how’ll you make it back?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll manage.’ Eric paid the man what he asked, and then watched him reverse into the trees, turn and make his way back to the main road. Eric turned, and walked along the rutted track. In a few minutes his guess was proved right. 
 
    The smallholding would have met its agricultural end some years ago: the yard was overgrown, the stables tumbledown, and where chickens had scratched there was now a muddy expanse of weed, where the drainage had broken down. The house itself retained a defiantly solid appearance, however; its grey, stubborn stone and slated roof held back the elements still, and if its narrow windows seemed suspicious of the outside world the house itself was nevertheless beautifully set in the tiny dell, its back against the slope of the forested hill, and the tiny garden at the rear sheltered, a suntrap on better days. Whoever had tried to scratch a living here at one time had abandoned the idea in favour of holiday lettings, Eric guessed. 
 
    Holiday lettings . . . or short-term stays. 
 
    Some fifty yards away from the cottage, and among the trees above the parked car Sandra had driven here, Eric stood with his back against a tree and waited, watching the cottage. He thought of Eddie Stevens and Halliday Arthur Lansley and Charles Crane. And Sandra Crane. Coincidences, Stevens had said over the phone. Coincidences, and links . . . and logic. Scenes flickered through the mirrors of Eric’s memory, and he puzzled about what exactly Eddie had wanted to ask him, and tell him. Above his head the sky grew darker, heavy storm clouds now obscuring the Cheviot, and the yellowish light crept into the glen, quietening the bird life, until the hush was complete except for the occasional crackling of twigs in the wood behind him. After a while even they stilled, as the storm gathered its strength and reached out for the valley. 
 
    Only when the first heavy drops came pattering through the trees and the wind began to lift, bringing the thrust of the storm through the long grass did Eric move. He had by then thought about the coincidences, and had decided it was time to confront Sandra Crane. He walked down as the first jagged flicker of electricity shattered the sultry air, and he tapped on the door of the grey-stone house in the glen. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Something happened to her face as she stared at him in utter surprise, one hand holding the door ajar, the other leaping involuntarily to her mouth. Her eyes flared, green-flecked, and for one moment, as the incomprehension gave way to a sudden panic, there was a hunted shadow deep in her glance. ‘Eric!’ she said loudly and stepped backward, away from the door, but her tone of voice suggested she was over the initial reaction, and getting control of herself. 
 
    He stepped over the threshold into a dark timbered room, furnished with elderly sagging chairs and settee, and a battered mahogany table in the far corner near the window, serving as a dining area. A fire in the hearth was already ablaze, and the room was warm; a newspaper lay discarded on the floor beside one of the armchairs. Sandra stooped above it, began to fold it in a haphazard manner. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I thought you might ask how I found my way,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘All right, how did you?’ she said with a flash of defiance. ‘I suppose you followed me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘To get the answers to some questions.’ He hesitated. ‘They’re questions I’ve been slow to raise, perhaps because I’ve been reluctant to face them.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of questions?’ 
 
    ‘Why you came to see me to help you; why you’ve recently been so secretive about your address; what you really wanted from me.’ 
 
    She turned to face him; for the first time he noted how years of dissatisfaction had pulled like wires at the corners of her mouth, as though she resented what she had lost. A rocky childhood had made her tough and self-sufficient, that he knew; her selfishness had grown with womanhood but now there was more than that. ‘What did I want?’ she asked, with a hint of mockery edged with nervousness. ‘I wanted your legal help.’ 
 
    ‘More important,’ he said slowly, ‘you wanted my gullibility.’ 
 
    There was a short silence as she stared at him, then she turned away, folding her arms across her chest in an oddly defensive gesture. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘You wanted a lawyer, yes; but you also wanted one who wouldn’t ask too many questions, and one who, if he did begin to question things, could be turned aside, thrown off the track. I was chosen by you because of what we once were to each other, and because you could use the past to deflect me, confuse my thinking.’ 
 
    ‘You’re wrong, I—’ 
 
    ‘First of all there was the coincidence — your arriving on my doorstep almost immediately the body of your husband was discovered, with a relationship already established with me, and then when I found nothing of your husband’s whereabouts, a second discovery by the police, the ring which you were able to identify. Was it you who returned up there to plant it? Or did you put it there right at the beginning, when you buried him?’ 
 
    Shock registered nakedly on her face now and she glared at him, anger and fear stripping away all pretence. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying. I don’t have to—’ 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Stonier.’ 
 
    The silence grew around them. Outside, the wind had begun to rise and the menacing rumble of thunder was less distant, the storm growing closer and gathering above the valley in which Sandra had gone to ground. The yellowish light was reflected into the small room, brightened momentarily by the flicker of lightning. A board creaked in the house, the soft movement of weight, a shifting body. Then the door to Eric’s right opened slowly, and he stepped into the room from the scullery. 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ he asked in a dead voice. 
 
    ‘That you were here?’ Eric gestured about him. ‘The fire, the newspaper—’ 
 
    ‘No. About me and Sandra.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him. Peter Stonier was pale with tension and it robbed his skin of some of its tan. He was dressed in sweater and jeans and it removed some of his ruffled charm, making him seem older and more vulnerable. Anxiety moved deep in his bleached eyes, darkening them, murky fears staining their blueness, and Eric shook his head. ‘I didn’t. It was merely an educated guess. The kind I should have made some time ago, but Sandra used my . . . gullibility. The way you two met when I visited Tiverton; the way she insisted on coming down; the way, when I tried to suggest I was suspicious about you she diverted me, in the easiest manner possible — by playing on an old, dead relationship and suggesting she wanted to go to bed with me.’ 
 
    Stonier glanced at her quickly, moistened his lips. ‘Even so—’ 
 
    ‘She’d already told me she had a lover, a man she wanted to marry. I met you; she never said you were the man though she did tell me you’d fancied her, when Crane “left”. And then, when Crane’s body is identified and I try to get in touch with you, no one seems to know where you are. You disappear as effectively as Charles Crane did. And suddenly, Sandra too is not available, can’t be contacted. Just an educated guess, as I say, but even then I didn’t raise it until someone else began to question the coincidences.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘A journalist called Eddie Stevens. He rang me. I think now he’d begun to wonder about the background to Crane’s murder; had suddenly asked about Sandra’s appearance before me just after the body was found; begun to wonder if she came then to set me on the trail, to establish bona fides with regard to the insurance policy because she knew the body at Rothbury Crags was Crane’s — because she and her lover put it there.’ 
 
    Involuntarily, Sandra Crane moved closer to Peter Stonier. The man himself hesitated, edgy, not knowing what to say. He raised a placatory hand. ‘You’ve got this all wrong, Ward. It just wasn’t—’ 
 
    ‘Explain how it was, then, Stonier,’ Eric demanded. ‘The way I see it, Charles Crane was an absent husband, chasing around on illicit deals for Halliday Arthur Lansley — yes, I know about that side of his activity! His absence gave you time, and Sandra the predilection, for an affair. But what went wrong? Did Crane find out? Or did you cook this plan up between you?’ 
 
    The bleached blue eyes glared at Eric, shadowed by reluctant memories he tried to dispel by an angry shake of the head. ‘I don’t know what plan you’re talking about, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘The business you had going at York with Charles Crane was going bust, largely because he was more concerned with other activity. You must have guessed at the end that there was something odd about his travels; you and Sandra probably didn’t want any involvement with the Lansley business, but there was an insurance policy lying in the background.’ 
 
    Sandra’s hand crept out tentatively, touching Stonier’s arm. Her lips were pale with anxiety. ‘Peter—’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet,’ he said with an authority that lacked conviction. ‘He doesn’t know what he’s talking about — he’s making wild guesses—’ 
 
    ‘You’ll both have thought about that insurance policy,’ Eric continued coldly. ‘If Crane was dead, the business could go to hell, you and Sandra would have a nest egg to start up with again once the money was claimed, and you could start a new life. But there was one problem: you would have to give things time to settle down. If Crane died violently the police would investigate; your relationship with Sandra would have to seem a thing of the past, if it ever came to light at all. You had to avoid suspicion settling on you . . . on either of you. So you hid the body of Charles Crane at Rothbury Crags.’ 
 
    Sandra shivered. Stonier stood squarely, facing Eric, his face impassive, but his eyes shifting as though seeking escape. 
 
    ‘After that,’ Eric went on, ‘you and Sandra stayed apart as much as possible, while you waited for someone to find the corpse at the Crags. It took some time . . . but the moment the body was found, even before it was identified, Sandra came to see me, to ask me to find her husband. And when I asked her the obvious questions, she was frank: if he was dead, she wanted to claim on the insurance policy. I was disarmed by that frankness, but then, my gullibility was an important element in the success of your scheme.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t fix all this—’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘I always felt your story about the signature on the lease was an unlikely one. There was something odd about the whole interview at Tiverton; I felt you were giving some kind of performance. You were frank enough, telling me you’d forged that signature, but you didn’t forge it to pay off the debts; you forged it to maintain the illusion at that time that Crane was still alive! You needed the time — you both needed the time — to set the scene. And you got it.’ 
 
    Sandra Crane gripped Stonier’s arm hard. Her palpable nervousness suddenly seemed to give him strength, and as he turned to glance from her to Eric his confidence seeped back, his mouth tightening with resolve, his fists clenching. ‘This is a load of rubbish, Ward, and we both know it. I’ve got reasons of my own for being here at this cottage; the fact that Sandra and I are lovers is nothing to do with that, or with you. You’ve done all you were required to do for us; you’ll never be able to prove Sandra and I were lovers before Crane disappeared. In fact, what the hell can you prove? All you’re doing is constructing some kind of wild scenario, indulging your own fantasies.’ He paused, eyeing Eric carefully, and nodded. ‘In fact, if you really believed what you’re saying, would you be here at all? Why didn’t you go to the police? Why walk into this crazy confrontation? If you really thought we were murderers would you have come here alone?’ 
 
    Eric paused, looked at Sandra. ‘Maybe it was because I still couldn’t believe that Sandra could be mixed up in something as messy as this. When you’ve known someone, there are things you remember . . . but I guess much of it is wishful thinking, because you can’t really get inside someone’s head, or personality. I came for confirmation. I think—’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Peter Stonier interrupted him, making a chopping gesture with his hand. ‘I know you’ve no proof about anything you’ve been saying, and it’s all just wild guesswork on your part. And that means neither Sandra nor I have any reason to stay here and listen to all this. Sandra’s got what she’s been waiting for. We can leave now.’ 
 
    Sandra Crane glanced at Eric uncertainly. Much of the strength seemed to have drained from her as he had spoken; the confidence she had displayed ever since her return to Newcastle had become eroded, as though she was no longer capable of ordering her life in the manner she had planned. Eric’s words had shaken her, and she needed reassurance. Eric wondered briefly whether she had indeed been involved in her husband’s death at all, but next moment Peter Stonier was reaching out, taking her hand. ‘We’ve got to go, Sandra.’ 
 
    She gathered strength from his touch, sent a flickering glance towards Eric and then remarked, ‘I don’t know where we can—’ 
 
    ‘Sandra. This man followed you. Others could equally do so. We must go, now.’ 
 
    Numbly, uncertain, Eric stood aside as they walked towards the doorway. There was nothing he could do to stop them; Stonier had been right. He had no proof, but more, Sandra had perhaps been right in her own, earlier calculations. He did not have the will to interfere: all this was nothing to do with Eric Ward, it was all part of a life which she had entered and in which he had no place. 
 
    The door opened, and Stonier stood framed there, still holding Sandra’s hand. He looked back, half smiling his growing contempt and confidence, and the thunder growled above him. Next moment he had stepped through the doorway with Sandra and Eric was alone in the house. 
 
    He waited a moment, looked around for a phone, for he would need to call for transport. There was no phone. He paused, walked to the doorway and then stood there, staring dumbly out to the small clearing where the green car was parked. The scene etched into his mind, raising other scenes, other visions in his brain. Peter Stonier stood under a darkening sky with his hand on the handle of the car door, against a backdrop of black woods. Sandra stood beside him, a little to one side, half covered by his body, seeking protection. They were both riveted by the sight of the other figure, standing some twenty yards away from them. 
 
    Stonier had been right: where Eric Ward had followed, so could someone else. 
 
    The man was angular in build, lantern-jawed, tense in his stance. He had black, springy hair, and a heavy body that gave the impression it was built for blind force. His mouth was stiff, announcing a dislike for the world, and his glance proclaimed his resentment of the treatment that world had afforded him. He was a dangerous animal, a man accustomed to reacting to instinct, and his instinct was rooted in violence. The fingers of his left hand were crooked in angry spasm; in his right hand he held a gun. Eric recognized the weapon: a .357 Magnum, the most powerful handgun in the world. 
 
    He stared again at the man’s face. There was no sense of shock in him because recognizing the man, accepting the recognition as a fact, was like the playing again of a familiar worn piece of ancient film, images that were filed in his brain yet which had not been brought forward until now. There was the faint memory of a snapshot to which he had paid little attention when Lansley had shown it to him: a man in rough seaman’s clothing against a background of North Shields cranes. There was the brief, dimly seen vignette of the day Sandra had first visited his office and had walked away on the Quayside, to be followed by a man with black, springy hair. And there had been the day he had taken Sandra to Exeter when he had seen the same man at Central Station, and again in an altercation at the taxi-rank in Exeter. Why had Eric not fitted the images together? Faces out of context, a mind on something else, failure to concentrate and fit an image to another. 
 
    This man had followed Sandra on the Quayside; he had tried to follow her and Eric in Exeter and failed; and now there was another image in Eric’s brain: a blue Ford car bumbling along behind him, then reluctant to be sandwiched between the cars used by Sandra and Eric . . . an uncertainty at a fork in the road . . . Eric stood riveted, vision clouded as he stared at the three people in the frozen tableau in front of him, understanding at last, yet not quite understanding. 
 
    The handgun wavered slightly, then described a slow, menacing arc in Eric’s direction. The stiff mouth twisted, and when he spoke the man’s voice was low, and cold. ‘You . . . you better step over here with these two.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. While he had walked down the track earlier the blue Ford had turned in, been parked, and the man with the gun had followed Eric down the track. He had waited behind him, as Eric stood thinking things out — the crackling twigs in the forest should have warned him — and now, having successfully traced the people he was seeking, the man felt confident, alert and satisfied. Eric stared at the gun, considering: over-confidence could result in over-reaction. 
 
    The man was watching him with hard, calculating eyes. They held a professionalism that Eric recognized: this man had killed in the past, knew what it was like to kill. There would be no compunction in acting. if action was called for. 
 
    ‘I said step over here, where I can see you properly. I won’t say it again.’ 
 
    Eric moved carefully and slowly, saying nothing. He held his hands in a neutral position, slightly raised, palms outwards. 
 
    Stonier and Sandra were rigid, glaring at the man with the gun in stunned fascination. They paid no attention to Eric, as he joined them. 
 
    He took up a position within the range of the gun, slightly to one side of the stiff figures of Peter Stonier and Sandra Crane, and he stared at the man in the dark sweater and black trousers. 
 
    ‘You’re Donald Bartlett,’ he said quietly. 
 
    The man with the gun looked him over coldly, dismissively. ‘And you finally led me where I wanted to be,’ he replied. His grey eyes flickered back to Peter Stonier. ‘Time for a reckoning, friend,’ he grated. 
 
    ‘Bartlett,’ Stonier said quickly, nervously, ‘I got nothing you could want.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ The handgun moved, its deadly muzzle lifting slightly. ‘You got a lot I want, a lot I mean to get. I had plenty of time to think about it while I was inside, and I had it worked out. The trouble was, finding you. But she was careful . . . and this man Ward was in the way . . . but I finally got to you.’ 
 
    Eric cleared his throat and shifted from one foot to another. ‘I heard about your obsession, Bartlett.’ 
 
    The grey eyes were suddenly sharper as they fixed on Eric, but the gun remained trained on Peter Stonier. ‘Is that so? I doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘Diamonds.’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ Bartlett said softly. ‘So you know about what was going on, after all.’ 
 
    ‘I know that Stonier’s partner, Charles Crane, was a courier for Halliday Lansley, and I know that you provided strong-arm assistance when it was needed. But that’s all over, and there’s no need to wave that bloody gun—’ 
 
    ‘There’s every reason, Mister Ward,’ Bartlett snapped, and anger boiled into his tone. ‘I said, I had time to think while I was in prison. You don’t know the bloody story! The shipment—’ 
 
    ‘Bartlett,’ Stonier said with a hint of desperation, ‘I swear—’ 
 
    ‘There was a shipment of industrial diamonds coming in at Manchester. I was working for Lansley, but he was on the slide. He was under all sorts of pressures, his source in Amsterdam was on the skids as well, and I knew it was only a matter of time before Lansley was for the high jump. So I was looking for a way of easing myself out. Then Lansley told me about this shipment; said it was important to him; told me he didn’t trust his courier, Crane. He sent me over to Manchester Airport to make sure the courier did as he was supposed to do. And when he didn’t, I knew my chance had come.’ 
 
    Stonier was sweating in the electric, humid air. He shook his head. ‘Bartlett, you got it wrong. It’s not the way you think it was.’ 
 
    ‘I got it right, believe me,’ Bartlett said sourly. ‘Crane made the pick-up as directed, but instead of driving to Leeds he headed for Newcastle There was a house in Jesmond; he parked the car in the garage, and it’s then that I caught him.’ 
 
    ‘Bartlett—’ 
 
    ‘He squealed like a stuck pig when I hit him in the throat and he swore he didn’t know what I was after, but then when I used the gun butt in his liver he told me where he’d shoved the package. After that, there was no point in letting him live.’ 
 
    Sandra Crane’s terrified eyes turned to Eric Ward, pleadingly. She was now half hidden by Stonier’s body, shaking, but the message was clear to Eric. He shifted his weight again; the man with the gun appeared not to notice. 
 
    ‘Bartlett,’ Stonier began, ‘the reason I was running—’ 
 
    ‘Forget it — I know why you were running! I had time to think about it.’ The gun made an ugly, stabbing motion in the air, just as the first sighing of rain began in the trees on the hillside. ‘You see, when I killed that bastard I got out of there fast; I didn’t check the packets until I was safe in Middlesbrough. But what do I find when I open the packets? Nothing! Nothing of value at all! And I’d killed Crane for it. I was stupid then; I got the hell out of there before the body was discovered, and maybe my tracks got located. But a funny thing happened. Nothing happened. Nobody discovered; no killing reported. Then, a short while later I got picked up for something else, just after Lansley was indicted. I spent time inside; time to think. And I worked it all out. My obsession, as Ward calls it, paid off. I worked it out.’ 
 
    Peter Stonier took a deep breath. ‘Bartlett, I insist you’ve got it all wrong. There was never—’ 
 
    ‘I want to know what you did with the diamonds, my friend,’ Bartlett interrupted menacingly. ‘It had to be you. You were there at the airport with Crane that day: I saw you together, before he walked off to claim the package. I don’t know how you did it, but somehow or other you worked a switch with Crane that day. You picked up the real package, sent Crane to Jesmond with me on his tail — and I ended up with the dummy package. I got very curious when Crane’s killing didn’t come to light, but I worked it out. You couldn’t afford the limelight of police investigations into the death so you hid the body. And that meant she would have been in it with you: otherwise, wouldn’t she have screamed about her husband being missing? Yeah, I worked it out, and when I got my release, though I couldn’t get a trace on you, this darling here, she was back on Tyneside. I guessed she’d lead me to you in the end. Like she did.’ 
 
    Thunder rolled above them, and the rain pattered in the trees. Bartlett hardly seemed to be aware of it as he glared at Stonier, the gun raised menacingly. ‘Now, I want answers,’ he said. ‘What did you do with the diamonds?’ 
 
    Stonier shook his head violently. ‘I did nothing with them.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you hide them, dammit!’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t hide them!’ Bartlett’s insistence seemed suddenly to cause Stonier’s temper and frustration to boil over. ‘Can’t you understand? You say you had time to think, time to work it out — didn’t you get the true picture? There was no question of my hiding the diamonds. There were no bloody diamonds!’ 
 
    Bartlett’s chin lifted, his lantern jaw damp with rain. His cold eyes seemed to glitter in the gathering darkness as the black clouds piled up above the hill and the rain increased in intensity. ‘You better put it straight,’ he warned. ‘or I’ll—’ 
 
    ‘This is the straight truth, dammit! Can’t you see how it was?’ Stonier thudded an angry fist against the side of the car, in frustration. ‘All right, I was at the airport but the package picked up was the correct one and there was no switch. And I agree that instructions weren’t followed — it was common knowledge that Lansley was almost certain to be arrested soon, and this was an opportunity to grab the shipment — likely to be the last shipment — and take cover. Obviously you had the same idea.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Bartlett said menacingly. 
 
    ‘When I got to Jesmond, in a separate car, you’d been and gone,’ Stonier said desperately. ‘I found the body in the garage. I panicked. I didn’t know what had gone wrong. So I called Sandra — and together we worked out the best plan. All right, we did take the body and bury it, up at Rothbury Crags. But we always meant it to be found, in a little while, after things had cooled down, after Lansley was safely away, after you — or whoever had killed for those diamonds — would have lost interest. And it gave us a chance to get a small stake after all — so long as we weren’t shown to be connected in any way with the killing. So I went to ground, and we waited. It took longer than we had expected, but once the corpse was unearthed—’ 
 
    ‘There’s something wrong in all this,’ Bartlett said slowly. ‘You’re conning me.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you there’s no con in all this! If you really think I grabbed those diamonds, worked a switch to throw you off the scent, why haven’t I and Sandra here disappeared with them ages ago? Why did I set up another failing business in Tiverton? Why didn’t I cash in on the haul years ago?’ 
 
    ‘You were running from me—’ 
 
    Stonier shook his head desperately. ‘Ward’s visiting me in Tiverton was expected. I could handle that. But while he was with me I got a phone call from a feller I knew in the taxi business — we did a few things together in the trade. He told me someone had tried to follow Ward at Exeter Station, and was making inquiries about me. It didn’t take too much of an imagination to guess it was you. I’d heard you were out; I could guess you’d be crazy enough to think I’d pulled a fast one at the airport! So I packed in at Tiverton, came back north to meet Sandra, and got hold of this place. We had to wait until the insurance claim from Ward came through: after that we’d have got the hell out of here! Would we have risked doing that, if we really had grabbed that package that day?’ 
 
    Bartlett stood rigidly. Rain was streaming down his face like tears of incomprehension, but his eyes were still angry, unwilling to release the obsession that had scarred his days and nights for more than two years. ‘The diamonds—’ 
 
    ‘I tell you there were no diamonds! And there was no con — at least, not by me! Can’t you understand even now what happened? Lansley knew the vultures would gather when he appeared vulnerable. It was Lansley who set up the whole bloody scenario. He knew there’d be a hijacking of that package, because he knows all about greed. Whoever did take the package would put himself beyond the pale — he’d never be believed if he said there was nothing of value in the package. In the way you don’t believe me! Lansley had it all worked out; he set me up; he set you up; he never sent the diamonds, but salted them away, used them for his own future, and left us to squabble about nothing, now, today, when it’s all over and done with! It was Lansley, I tell you: he set the whole bloody thing up before he was indicted for fraud!’ 
 
    The rain hissed down into the otherwise silent clearing. Ward stood still, balanced on his toes, knowing that any second now Bartlett would reach the truth, accept it, and then the slow processes of his mind would also reach the inevitable conclusion. If it was over, it had to be completely over: for Stonier, Ward and Sandra Crane. 
 
    ‘Lansley . . .’ The word ground out with understanding and hatred. Bartlett’s eyes were glazed momentarily, as he looked inward at himself and saw how he had been made a fool of by the old man who now lived in the south of France, but slowly his glance sharpened again as he returned to considerations of the present. He shifted, planting his feet a little wider apart, and he looked from Stonier to Eric Ward. It was time. ‘Move across,’ he said and the handgun emphasized the order. 
 
    Eric had known how it would now have to be. The fact that Bartlett would get nothing from Peter Stonier was irrelevant: he had admitted to the killing in Jesmond, and three people had heard that admission. Perhaps Stonier had already guessed the outcome too; his hand was on the door-handle of the green car. But for the first time it became clear to Sandra that Stonier’s telling the truth would not affect the outcome: Bartlett meant to kill them all. She made a gasping, sobbing sound and turned to run, swivelling away from Stonier, and the man himself dropped to one knee, dragging open the car door as a shield. 
 
    At precisely the same moment, Eric launched himself at the man holding the gun. 
 
    It was a calculation born of desperation. The sudden, almost simultaneous movement of all three of them caught Bartlett off balance, and the direction of the first shot was wayward. The bullet smashed into the window of the car door, but next second Eric’s shoulder was driving into his chest and the man went over backwards, wildly. But he had not released the gun, and as Eric scrabbled towards him through the muddy grass Bartlett rolled, struggling to raise the Magnum. Eric’s right hand gripped Bartlett’s wrist, forcing the gun towards the ground, and his shoulder was thrust hard under the man’s chin, pressing upon his windpipe as he pinned him to the sodden ground. There was a sharp sound like a whiplash cracking, and for a moment Eric thought Bartlett had loosed off another shot, until the bright, white light flashed across the clearing and the lightning momentarily lit up the gloom under the trees. 
 
    Glaucoma, an operation, a more sedentary life of recent years had taken their toll of Eric’s fitness, but he was still in reasonable shape. Nevertheless, as he felt the hard, bunched muscle of the man straining beneath him, he knew that he would not be able to hold him long. Both men were desperate, but Bartlett was possessed of a burning rage fed by two years of obsessional hatred for the way in which life had treated him. Eric gripped the wrist fiercely, and tried to cut off the man’s air supply, but Bartlett’s left hand was wound into Eric’s collar, dragging his head back, and inexorably the gun was coming up. Desperately, Eric wondered what had happened to Stonier, and he tried to shout, call for help, but the words would not come. He felt the muscles of Bartlett’s upper chest band like steel, knew the thrust was coming and clung fiercely to the gun hand, but then Bartlett’s whole upper body was bucking, Eric was off balance, his grip on Bartlett’s wrist weakening, and next moment the man had broken free. Eric rolled swiftly, trying to avoid the weapon, but Bartlett was too quick; the gun hand whipped across and the heel of Bartlett’s wrist, with the gun butt enclosed, caught Eric across the temple and everything momentarily went black. 
 
    He lay there half stunned in the wet, trampled grass, and the thunder rolled about the glen once more as he waited for the thud of the bullet. Seconds seemed to pass and he opened his eyes as pain lanced through his skull, the same kind of tearing pain which had become so familiar to him over recent years. The woods were dark, the sky black with thunderclouds, and the light in the glen was dim as the rain now tore through the trees, lashing, hissing down the slope. 
 
    He struggled to his knees, not understanding. He looked around him with dazed eyes, and pounding towards the slope, along the rutted track that led to the road, he saw the dim figure of Bartlett. The man had one objective: to stop Stonier and Sandra. The blow that had stretched Eric prostrate had also saved his life: Bartlett considered him helpless, out of the way. There would be time to return when he had dealt with the others. 
 
    They were scrambling through the undergrowth, thrashing their way through the ferns. Groggily Eric rose to his knees and stood, weaving unsteadily, as the gunshot cracked in the gloom and then, breathing hard, he began to follow Bartlett up the track, lurching at first, but then more confidently as his head began to clear and the pounding in his skull diminished. 
 
    He began to run along the rutted track, the breath whistling painfully in his chest. He was unable to make out much up ahead, for darkness had fallen swiftly under the thunderclouds, and above the roar of the rain Eric could hear nothing of Bartlett’s progress, or of Sandra and Peter Stonier. When he finally reached the top of the slope and started along the track it was only a matter of thirty yards or so before he stumbled across the blue Ford, reversed under the trees, slightly off the track itself. Bartlett had followed him here when he had seen the taxi-driver emerge; he had parked, come down to the house . . . but where was he now? 
 
    Still half-dazed, Eric glared around him, rain dripping down his neck, shirt, trousers soaked and muddy. If they had come this far, surely Bartlett would have taken the car, made up the distance on the fugitive couple. But if Sandra and Stonier had taken to the woods, knowing Bartlett was coming, and trying to hide . . . Cursing, Eric went back along the track, to the top of the hill, and then plunged into the trees. 
 
    He moved carelessly, hurriedly, aware that the sound of his thrashing movements would be drowned by the thunder of the rain in the trees. He could see no more than twenty feet ahead of him as he pushed his way through tall rank fern and felt brambles catch at his legs and hands; his shoes were sodden, his body cold. He pressed on, and then was suddenly aware that the lashing of the rain had lessened, and he paused, waited, then moved on more carefully. He stared up at the sky and fancied he saw a lightening of the gloom; a sliver of light crackled away on a distant horizon, and he realized the storm was passing. He moved on, parallel to the top of the hill, pressing forward through the undergrowth, and the hissing slowed in the pines, the noise of the rain became irregular, and at last there was only the heavy patter of large drops disturbed by the wind which still whipped through the high branches. 
 
    He stood still then, watchful, listening, and the rain-broken silence grew around him. The dimness remained, but his line of vision was extended; he waited, and listened, and at last heard the first faint, alien sounds in the dripping forest. Slowly he turned his head, peering through the shaking forms of the trees, still shuddering against the wind, and at last he picked out the dark shape that did not move. The man stood some twenty yards below him, under the lee of the hill. He had his back to Eric, and he was staring across to his left. 
 
    Eric stood motionless, as the thundering in his chest grew louder and he tried desperately to think what his best course of action might be. He had no idea where Sandra and Stonier were, but from Bartlett’s frozen stance the man did know their whereabouts, and was waiting for them to move. As he stood there, indeterminate, there was a sudden last flurry from the storm. A woman’s voice cried out, there was a panicked scrabbling in the undergrowth and then Eric saw them too. They had realized Bartlett was above them; they broke cover and as Bartlett raised his hand, Eric ran down the slope towards him. 
 
    Bartlett heard the noise, and half-turned; then, committing himself, he turned back to send two swift shots after the couple below him. He timed it badly. As he swung to face Eric he had two seconds only and it was not enough. For the second time Eric ploughed into him, and this time Bartlett went over backwards, his head snapping back as he went, and careered helplessly through the undergrowth until he came to a shuddering stop against a tree bole. Eric scrambled his way down to the man; he lay on his side, head back, his breathing jagged. Briefly Eric cast around for the gun, but it had been lost somewhere on the slope. Groggily he made his way back up the slope. He could hear Sandra crying, calling. 
 
    They were against the foot of a tree, just under the lee of the hill. The pines dripped miserably about them, and Peter Stonier was lying on his back. Sandra knelt over him, keening, her hair plastered to her face, dress clinging wetly to her body. She was rocking, holding him by the shoulders, calling his name, agonized by terror and the fear of loss. She called his name, but nothing registered with Eric except the wound. 
 
    A .45 could kill, but it left a small exit wound by comparison with that made by a .357 Magnum; that could leave a hole in a man’s skull the size of a fist. Once, when he was in the police force Eric had seen a man with half of the back of his head blown away. He stood dumbly now, staring down at them as the woman cried. 
 
    ‘Ah, Charlie, Charlie . . . .’ She turned her head, glared desperately at Eric as the black blood jetted over her hands. ‘Do something, damn you! Can’t you see he’s dying?’ 
 
    The bullet had not entered the skull; it had torn into the side of the throat, slashing through the jugular, and the steady dark pumping meant that the man was not merely dying, he was already as good as dead. Eric’s glance moved from the regular, rhythmic spurting to the woman’s passionate face, twisting with anger as she stared at him, demanding, pleading. He wanted to tell her there was nothing he could do. The man lying there was already finished. Then, slowly, the words she had used drilled into his sluggish brain. 
 
    Charlie. Charlie. 
 
    He stared at the man in Sandra Crane’s arms, and understood. 
 
    Dying just once . . . but twice dead. 
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    The fat man laughed, his Pickwickian features creasing into a mass of good-humoured wrinkles and flabby flesh. The laughter grew until his whole body was shaking with it, and then it turned to coughing that brought him leaning forward in a bout of asthmatic wheezing. He shook his head, squinted up against the sunshine to look at Eric, his broad, blotchy shoulders gleaming with suntan oil. He thought of laughing again, then thought better of it. ‘A sense of humour can be as deadly as a passionate whore, to a man in my condition,’ he said, and leaned back on his chair in the after cockpit of the Alouette. He waved to the blonde Catherine; she came forward and poured him a glass of chilled Chablis. He shook his head, massaged his chest with thick fingers. ‘I’m pleased you came out to bring me these papers to sign. If you hadn’t, I might never have got the full story.’ 
 
    ‘You almost wrote the story,’ Eric said coldly. 
 
    Lansley wriggled, giggling at the thought. ‘Not the bit about Crane switching identities with Stonier,’ he demurred. ‘I never would have thought the little creep would have had it in him . . . As for writing the story, I don’t know where you got that idea. I’m a simple man, Mr Ward; I have an allergy to all things of the mind; in matters intellectual I am one of nature’s original cavemen.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a liar, Lansley,’ Eric stared at him dispassionately. ‘You started the whole thing by sending the false package and then telling Bartlett to follow it, saying you didn’t trust Crane as courier. You knew both of them had itchy fingers.’ 
 
    Lansley smiled wickedly. ‘I told you . . . men can be so greedy.’ 
 
    ‘It was bait for Bartlett; it gave him the chance to steal the package and blame Crane. Instead . . .’ 
 
    ‘I protest,’ Lansley said, sidling a calculating glance at Eric. ‘I didn’t even know about the killing of Stonier.’ 
 
    Eric shook his head doubtfully. ‘Peter Stonier had become suspicious of his partner’s activities. It seems he discovered what Crane was up to on his trips around the North. He wanted to be cut in on it. Unfortunately, his first involvement proved to be his last.’ 
 
    ‘I never even knew of his involvement,’ Lansley insisted. He sipped his chilled wine, and contemplated the frosted glass. ‘Indeed, I never even bothered to describe Crane to Bartlett: I just told him to check that the courier followed instructions.’ 
 
    ‘It cost Stonier his life,’ Eric said. ‘Like Bartlett, Charles Crane had seen your end in sight. He was hoping to make off with that last shipment. But he must have been edgy, expecting some kind of trickery from you—’ 
 
    ‘Quite right, too,’ Lansley murmured and smiled maliciously. 
 
    ‘So he arranged for Stonier to pick up the package. The poor bastard didn’t stand a chance, once Bartlett caught up with him. Then Crane discovered the body and knew he could be in trouble from your muscleman: once Bartlett learned he had killed the wrong man he could come looking for the real courier. So Crane took the body of Stonier and buried it, and Sandra let it be known her husband had left her, disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘All for a mere thirty-five thousand pounds.’ 
 
    ‘And safety. Crane didn’t know about the false package, though when he’d had time to think things through he guessed maybe he’d been set up by you. Besides, it was all they had left. And they stood a good chance of getting away with it. Stonier had no family. He and Crane were similar in build, both fair-haired, much the same height. So Crane took Stonier’s identity and moved away three hundred miles to establish it.’ 
 
    ‘After which it was merely a matter of time,’ Lansley mused. ‘When the body was discovered, the wife would come forward, identify it as Crane, claim the insurance money and vanish again. With the man already declared dead. It has . . . a certain style, I admit.’ 
 
    ‘And my part was to smooth the legal path, give all the proceedings an air of verisimilitude, and not ask any awkward questions.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘I was diverted.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘The same way you tried to divert me.’ 
 
    ‘Ahhh.’ Lansley turned his head to caress with his eyes the tanned limbs of the girl beside him. ‘Yes, the Cranes might well have got away with it.’ 
 
    ‘No. Not while you were playing spider in the web.’ 
 
    ‘My dear chap, I cannot imagine what you mean!’ 
 
    ‘You know precisely what I mean. What I don’t understand is why you behaved the way you did: dropping hints; gently leading me in certain directions.’ 
 
    Lansley looked at him for a moment, thoughtfully, then sipped his wine again. His glance moved past Eric to the harbour of La Canebière, his eyes glazing with memory and introspection. ‘Spider in the web, you say, Mr Ward. Not quite that. Just an old, fat, tired man who can become, from time to time, a little frightened.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe that.’ 
 
    Lansley’s tone sharpened. ‘Believe it or not, it’s true. You talk of my . . . manipulation of events. Yes, I suppose you’re right. I did set up both Crane and Bartlett: I had seen greed in them, and predicted how they would react. And it happened. But I was never sure it had happened. You see, I heard nothing and there should have been some noise. But there was no fuss about the false package; no news of Crane; no rushing back to me by Bartlett whom the police shortly afterwards picked up, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘On information received?’ 
 
    There was a hint of a smile on Lansley’s features. ‘It is one’s duty to help the police, from time to time . . .’ 
 
    ‘But why did you get involved again, when you had got out of prison and were living here?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Can’t you understand? There had been no hue and cry, my boy, and I was puzzled. I did my own short, rather unpleasant term, then came out here to live out my last days. Then the Sheridan thing came up, I made inquiries about you, and decided to use you as a . . . er . . . protective device.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Bartlett. He was due out of prison. If he brooded on his part in the diamonds fiasco. If he found Crane, if he got involved with Mrs Crane—’ 
 
    ‘The track could lead back to you.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. The coincidental relationships — you, Mrs Crane, the Sheridan suit — they made you the perfect, innocent agent provocateur. The moment there was any danger of our friend Bartlett heading in my direction I’d have diverted him through you.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you simply tell the police about the diamond smuggling in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘And admit my own involvement?’ Lansley waved his wineglass negligently. ‘Not my style, dear boy. For all that I was worried Bartlett might reach me, I quite enjoyed playing the cards gently, nudging you in the directions I wanted you to take, getting information from Tyneside, and determining how the game should be played.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a cold-blooded bastard, Lansley.’ 
 
    The fat man raised his hands in protest. ‘Not so, Mr Ward. I enjoy life here on the Alouette. I have no desire to have my time shortened by more than it needs to be. Time becomes more precious as you get older.’ He glanced at the girl beside him. ‘And more pleasurable even if the pleasure might kill you.’ 
 
    ‘You could have stopped it; Crane needn’t have died.’ 
 
    ‘We all die, in the end, Mr Ward. Though few of us twice, like Charles Crane.’ 
 
    Eric rose, picked up the signed papers that ended the Sheridan — Morcomb dispute and packed them in his brief case. He looked around him at the harbour: the sun was low in the sky and the waters were streaked with blood-red reflections. As he walked to the gangplank he heard Halliday Arthur Lansley chuckle behind him. 
 
    ‘I like you, Mr Ward. I hope this is not the last time we shall meet.’ 
 
    It was not a sentiment Eric felt able to reciprocate. He said so. Lansley chuckled again, the chuckle turned into a laugh and as Eric stepped ashore the asthmatic coughing and wheezing began again, between gasps of amused pleasure. At the wharfside Eric turned and looked back. The Alouette was being made ready for sea. The girl Catherine stood aft, watching Eric on the wharf. 
 
    She was still standing, watching, as the yacht slipped out into the gathering gloom beyond the bar. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The big gleaming black stallion paced through the dappled sunlight of the woods above Sedleigh Hall and raised his head, snickering softly at the sight of Anne’s mare, waiting at the low stone wall above the scarp slope that dipped down to the river. Eric reined in; he had only recently started to ride again and had come to enjoy these mornings with Anne, although he was still unable to match her skills. He moved the stallion beside her mount and together they looked out over the slopes. She turned in the saddle and smiled at him. 
 
    ‘You feeling all right?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been looking better these last few days.’ She paused, and the smile faded a little as she watched him. ‘Do you think you’ll be up to representing Sandra?’ 
 
    Eric looked about him in the morning sunshine. The river glinted warmly below them, sending up shafts of light to contrast with the brown-green of the hill, rising to the sharply etched skyline. ‘I don’t know. I think so. On the other hand, I’m not sure that I should.’ 
 
    ‘Because she made a fool of you?’ 
 
    It was difficult to say. His emotions were mixed. The shock of realizing it was Charles Crane who lay dying in the woods that evening, rather than Peter Stonier had been one thing; there was also the realization he should have guessed the truth sooner. Sandra had fooled him by showing him a photograph of the real Stonier and indicating it was Charles Crane. But the tension of the Tiverton meeting, the nervousness she had displayed after insisting she should come to Devon with him, these should have told him something. The two of them, they had seen that meeting as a kind of test: Crane had been submerged in his new identity for three years but they had now been facing the hurdle of his emergence and convincing Eric that he was talking to Crane’s ex-partner, Peter Stonier. 
 
    ‘What was Charles Crane like?’ Anne asked quietly. Eric shrugged. ‘A bit weak; a poor businessman; not too efficient as a villain.’ 
 
    ‘But she loved him; was committed to him.’ 
 
    Perhaps, if Eric was completely honest with himself, that was the thing he found most difficult to accept. For the first time in her life Sandra had been really committed to a man, in a way she had never been committed to her first marriage. And that commitment had ended in the worst possible way. 
 
    ‘What will happen to her?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘A short sentence, I guess. The only real offence she’s committed is assisting in the hiding of the body of Peter Stonier. The insurance company will take no action on the claim: she never even cashed the cheque I’d given her. That, and fooling me, constitutes no criminal offence.’ 
 
    ‘She did rather more than that to you, I believe.’ 
 
    Eric knew she was right. To be gulled by someone he had once loved; to realize she could give a commitment to a weak man like Crane; to have been used by her the way he had been . . . there were scars but they would heal quickly enough because they were based upon self-pity. He glanced at Anne, and smiled wryly. 
 
    She caught the smile and understood. She leaned across, touched his arm. ‘It seems everyone who’s been involved in this has been hurt in some way. Even me.’ 
 
    ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I have to admit to the knife wounds of jealousy during these last weeks. A woman from your past . . . a woman you loved before you met me. It was a . . . challenge.’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘Never a serious one. But as for everyone being hurt, well, that may be so. Eddie Stevens is getting his byline with Preston but he’s also had a pretty severe second battering. Charles Crane was killed; Sandra will be in gaol, with the man she loved lost to her. Bartlett will go back to where he belongs, for a long term . . . even Penry will have a longer sentence imposed for that stupid second attack on Eddie Stevens.’ 
 
    ‘There’s only one person, it seems, who hasn’t been hurt at all,’ Anne said quietly. 
 
    The fat spider in the centre of the web. 
 
    And yet, as Eric caught a brief mental image of the yacht slipping out of La Canebière in the fading light, with the girl at the stern, there came also the memory of the echoing, asthmatic cough across the dark, red-streaked water. It was unlikely that Lansley would have long to enjoy the immunity he had schemed and manipulated for. But that was a world away from Anne and Sedleigh Hall. 
 
    ‘Breakfast?’ she said. 
 
    ‘Breakfast.’ 
 
    He followed her then out of the woods and down the smooth, gleaming sward to Sedleigh Hall. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Two men sat quietly in the dark blue car and waited. 
 
    In front of them the hill slipped away, the streets lurching raggedly down towards the river, grey roofs gleaming dully after the light rain that had fallen. Across the river, on the north bank of the Tyne, a stray gleam of late-afternoon sunshine picked out a bright reflection from the windows of the old flour mill at Dunston, while near the Redheugh jetty a small tanker manoeuvred, sliding away from the coal staiths where barges had once tied up for loading. 
 
    ‘High tide,’ said the man with the scarred nose. 
 
    His companion grunted and lit a cigarette, shielding the match’s flare against the light breeze that fluttered in through the open window. He drew on the cigarette reflectively, narrowing his eyes against the smoke. The knot of people along the roadway fifty yards ahead was thinning. 
 
    The man with the scarred nose shifted his bulk impatiently, eager to end the inactivity of the last fifteen minutes. He was not used to sitting still for long, and his heavy, broken-knuckled hands kneaded at his thighs as his glance moved over the collection of women milling near the school gates. Some of them were walking away now, clutching small children by the hand; others were in small groups, talking, children waiting beside them as the grown-ups used the late-afternoon opportunity to socialize. 
 
    The senior school was beginning to spill out, older youngsters emerging from the red-brick building to walk past the Victorian tarmacadam yard of the junior school and make their way into the road. A few cars, elderly and battered in the main, stood waiting to swallow some of them; others wandered in little groups up the hill, down the other side and across the road into the streets that fanned out from the school. 
 
    The minutes ticked by and the heavy hands kneaded away. The school children were thinning, the noise they made lessening, and some of the cars parked near the school had gone, the others now preparing to go. The man with the scarred nose cleared his throat. ‘Any sign yet?’ 
 
    The man behind the wheel ground out his cigarette stub in the ashtray and nodded. ‘Just there.’ As his companion craned forward he added impatiently, ‘Take it easy. Look, just behind that youngster with the red anorak.’ 
 
    She was about thirteen years old. She was dressed neatly in formal school uniform: white blouse, navy blue jacket, dark blue skirt. Her hair was fair, cut short, curling, and her face seemed pale as she stood with her back against the wall beside the school entrance. She remained quite still, talking to no one, her hands in front of her, fingers interlaced. She glanced down the hill every few seconds, as though watching for someone to come; otherwise, she kept her gaze lowered, staring blankly at the roadway in front of her. 
 
    An older girl came strolling through the school gates. 
 
    Taller, more confident, she had dispensed with school formality and wore a patterned skirt slightly too small for her, a light-coloured sweater that emphasized her early maturity. She carried an anorak slung carelessly over one shoulder and she said something to the waiting thirteen-year-old. There was only a brief reply; it caused the older girl to push the younger in annoyance. Then she walked away, pausing uncertainly at the kerb before she glanced up the hill towards the waiting car. She hesitated for a few seconds more and then, casually, began to walk up the hill. 
 
    The man with the scarred nose grunted deep in his throat. The shaft of sunlight broadened, warming the Newcastle bank and changing the colour of the dark river. The last of the cars outside the school made their turns, chugged away home and the girl at the gates waited patiently, fingers laced, still contemplating the roadway. The older girl neared the blue car in which the two men sat. The broken-knuckled hands tensed, stubby fingers slightly bent. The guttural throat noise came again, half-pleasure, half-warning. 
 
    The girl came on, her stride slowing but lengthening to change the swing of her hip, introduce a deliberate sensuality into her walk. She raised her hand to adjust the anorak on her shoulder and held the pose, elbow lifted, raising the line of her sweater, tightening against the breast. She had blue eyes, wide, deliberately innocent yet deep with knowledge. She came forward, touched the bonnet of the car, slid slim, soft fingers along the radio aerial, and smiled. ‘Hi.’ 
 
    The man behind the wheel ignored her. His companion tensed momentarily but then relaxed his stubby fingers. The girl’s smile widened and she slid forward slightly, her fingers still holding the aerial. ‘You are looking for someone?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    It was the man behind the wheel who spoke, a hint of impatience already staining his tone. 
 
    ‘Maybe waiting for someone, then.’ She released the aerial and came to stand beside the open window of the car. Her fingers rested on the car door; the man with the scarred nose looked at them, then raised his eyes to the girl’s. ‘I mean,’ she said tentatively, ‘why wait?’ 
 
    There was a car chugging its way up the hill. It was a ten-year-old green Morris, its bulbous body rust-scarred, its elderly engine wheezing a complaint against the steepness of the slope. It held three people: a woman, and two children. Gears clashed as the woman failed to gauge the slope correctly; the vehicle lurched, then gathered speed again as it pulled towards the school gates. 
 
    The young girl at the entrance unlaced her fingers. 
 
    In the dark blue car the man behind the wheel grunted and looked at his watch, checking the time carefully. His companion in the passenger seat shifted, his eyes level with the breasts of the girl at the car door, his fingers tensing again. 
 
    The girl in the light-coloured sweater tossed her head, dark hair swirling past her mouth, pale-lipsticked, a hasty addition as she had left the school buildings. ‘I can show you a good time. Good as any in the West End.’ She leaned forward, her dark head close to the window, and the man with the scarred nose could see the coarseness of her young skin, a pitting along the cheek, marks of youthful acne around her camouflaged mouth. ‘Believe me,’ she whispered gutturally, in a near-parody of sexual invitation. 
 
    Down at the school gates the green Morris had turned in the roadway, pulled up at the entrance and the car door was opening. The thirteen-year-old was getting into the Morris. Above them, on the hill, the man behind the wheel of the dark blue car started the engine. 
 
    ‘Where you going?’ the girl in the light sweater said quickly. ‘I’m in no hurry. You want to take me along? I can show you—’ 
 
    ‘Go away, little girl,’ the man behind the wheel said shortly. 
 
    ‘Ho, you got it wrong, mister,’ the girl said confidently. 
 
    Her fingers fastened on the car door. ‘There’s nothing little about me, you know what I mean? I’m experienced, and if you treat me right, I’m not fussy, you know what I mean, pet?’ Her tone took on a whining, pleading note. ‘Come on, what’s your hurry? I know a place up at High Team where you can—’ 
 
    The car engine roared. The man with the scarred nose lifted a hand, fastened on the girl’s fingers, pinning them to the door. She yelped with pain as the grip intensified, bruising her fingers against the metal. The car began to inch forward and she was forced to stagger beside it, all sexuality suddenly gone as the car picked up speed; she was forced to run, and fear scored across her sagging mouth. 
 
    ‘For God’s sake—’ 
 
    The man with the scarred nose gripped hard, digging his fingers into the bone of the wrist, making sure the bruise would remind her for days. He spoke, for the first time. ‘Now bugger off, you little whore!’ 
 
    He released her hand and she lurched back as the car gained speed, thrusting away from the kerb. She screamed a wild obscenity at them, waving an ineffectual arm, then turned and stamped away across the road. 
 
    Two hundred yards ahead, nearing the bottom of the hill, the green Morris paused at the lights and the dark blue car slowed, cruising in behind. A pale face crowned with fair hair glanced back, without interest, and then the Morris turned left, accelerating wheezingly into the side street. 
 
    The man in the passenger seat fingered the scar on his nose thoughtfully. ‘Is that it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ said the man behind the wheel and drove straight ahead, down towards the river and along Rabbit Banks until he reached the Sunderland Road. 
 
    In a little while it began to rain again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The offices of the Department of Health and Social Security at Longbenton had the reputation of a prison factory. Among the Newcastle people who needed to drive past its security-conscious gates there was an air of desperation as the afternoon drew to a close, because the vast numbers of civil servants who emerged hurriedly from the dark-fronted buildings would block the roadways for almost an hour. The surroundings were bleak, the offices soulless, the size of the whole building intimidating. Yet it was, Eric Ward considered with a wry smile, the place where caring people worked, where support was given to the needy, and the unemployed, and the hopeless. 
 
    It was not a building he cared to visit, but it was convenient enough to call in there after his visit to the forensic laboratories in Gosforth, where he had been consulting an acquaintance of his in the police force about matters of evidence that had been bothering him in a case he was currently dealing with. He was, inevitably, kept waiting by an imperious official at the gatehouse who demanded to know his business at Longbenton. 
 
    ‘Mr Hawthorne? Ah yes, one moment, please, while I check.’ 
 
    He checked, and seemed vaguely displeased that Eric was telling the truth and was expected by Mr Hawthorne. He gave Eric unnecessary arid somewhat inaccurate directions and told him where to park. His Cerberus role completed, he stepped back importantly into his glass cage, uniform buttons glinting in the weak sunshine. 
 
    Eric parked his car carefully. It was only recently that he had started to drive again, and he was still uncertain about driving any great distances. Since the operation on his eyes he had been in no great discomfort, but he was due for another check-up with the specialist in a day or so and was reluctant to take too many risks until then. So he used the car only for short-distance work in and around the city: his returns to Sedleigh Hall were accomplished by taxi, unless Anne was available to pick him up, when she was attending board meetings in Newcastle. 
 
    He entered the forbidding hallway, took the lift to the third floor and walked along the rabbit warren of corridors until he reached the offices used by Nick Hawthorne and his staff. The girl at the desk smiled brightly, recognizing him, and told him he was expected so could go straight in. 
 
    There were two men in the meagrely furnished office. Nick Hawthorne, rising to his feet behind his desk, was unlike the typical idea of the natty-suited civil servant. He was six feet two inches in height, shaggy-haired and awkward. His brown suit was baggy at the knees and hung uncomfortably on his massive frame as though it wished it were still in the department store and safe from ill-use and tea stains. His hands were massive, fingers marked with nicotine, but his brown eyes were friendly and his spreading, coarse features were warmed by his smile as he welcomed Eric and introduced the other man in the room. 
 
    ‘Eric, this is Jack Fraser. He works for OFT.’ 
 
    The Office of Fair Trading, Eric translated automatically in his mind, still not used to the penchant civil servants seemed to have for speaking in capital letters. He smiled at Fraser, shook hands. The man was nearer to the civil servant image: like Eric, above medium height; slim, young, with an eager mouth and careful eyes, the sort of combination that would serve him well in his career, where a certain commitment was required, but blended with a capacity to avoid mistakes. ‘He’s been advising me on the possibilities in the Sam Turriff business,’ Nick Hawthorne explained. 
 
    Fraser sat down, and Eric followed suit. Nick Hawthorne tilted back in his own chair and drew heavy eyebrows together as he nodded towards Eric. ‘Mr Ward here, he’s been acting for the Department in the prosecution of Turriff, but he’s already told me the evidence is a bit thin. Now you say, Fraser . . .’ 
 
    ‘You know this man Turriff, then?’ Fraser asked. 
 
    Eric nodded. He knew Sam Turriff. He’d been around Tyneside grubbing a living for years. At one time, when Eric was still in the police force, Turriff had been known to have a hand in small-time prostitution in the Scotswood area. When the council moved in and dragged down most of the houses to replace them with neater terraces Turriff had turned his attention elsewhere, taking a slice of the one-arm-bandit boom in the working men’s clubs in Durham. It hadn’t lasted long as an enterprise because some of the London mob had moved north, set up local operations that squeezed out the small men, and then moved back south with local thugs installed. Turriff had drifted lower. A big, sack-shaped man with a meaty face and confident air, he had dropped out of sight for a few years and it was only recently, now that Eric was in practice as a solicitor on his own account, that he had re-emerged into Eric’s professional life. 
 
    ‘I know him,’ Eric replied, ‘and his business. Personal loans arranged; anything from £10 to £100 without security. And I’ve advised Mr Hawthorne that the Department can’t touch him at the moment: not without harder evidence of wrongdoing.’ 
 
    Hawthorne grunted and caressed his lower lip with a gentle finger and thumb. He shook his head. ‘It just beats me, Fraser, how the hell the OFT came to license him in the first instance.’ 
 
    Fraser’s mouth developed a primness that made Eric think of elderly ladies twitching curtains at their neighbours. ‘I don’t think you appreciate the OFT’s position,’ Fraser said. ‘You’ll recall the legislation of 1974 demanded consultation over licensing between local authority trading standard officers and the OFT—’ 
 
    ‘And it was scrapped to save money,’ Hawthorne growled. 
 
    ‘It became . . . negated,’ Fraser amended to his satisfaction. ‘It meant that when Turriff put in his application for a licence we didn’t know about Turriff’s criminal background, nor that three years ago he was prosecuted for a number of offences contravening the terms of his precious licence.’ 
 
    ‘If the OFT had troubled to ask,’ Hawthorne said bitterly, ‘we could have told you that his charges regularly amount to an equivalent annual rate of interest well into four figures. The OFT was set up partly to stop that kind of abuse. Damn it, there’s been one case where the rate worked out at 6,742 per cent!’ 
 
    ‘Mr Hawthorne, you really must understand! I could talk to you about staff shortages, flaws in the Consumer Credit Act itself, erosion of our powers by a government committed to saving money. I could add also that there’s been an explosion in the growth of moneylending and public demand for credit and loans. But the fact is, almost anyone with £80, an address and a postage stamp can become a licensed moneylender!’ 
 
    ‘It’s crazy!’ Hawthorne expostulated. 
 
    ‘You don’t need reputable referees, a proven financial track record, or even evidence of your own credit-worthiness,’ Fraser emphasized; ‘The Act doesn’t even demand a clean police record. Just two simple forms and an application fee and you’re in.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re happy with that state of affairs?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not!’ 
 
    Eric listened as the edge of missionary zeal that had been lacking in Fraser’s defensive tones now crept back, unbidden, but sharpened by Hawthorne’s implied criticism. ‘Look, we’ve got twenty staff in London to vet the fitness of about 16,000 applicants for licences which cover banking, insurance broking, debt collection and credit reference agencies. Licence demands are rising rapidly. There’s no way we can do the job. And the system—’ 
 
    ‘What system!’ Hawthorne scoffed. 
 
    ‘A hamstrung system, but that’s not the fault of the OFT people! Look, we vet the applicants, but our powers are limited! We have no right to search police records to check previous convictions. That’s one.’ He flicked up one elegant finger. ‘We have no right to check bank accounts or other personal financial information. Two. Three: we have no right to notification of prosecutions by police or by the DHSS. And four . . .’ He paused, flicking up a fourth finger dramatically. ‘There is, as you know, no automatic liaison with trading standards officers, those local officers with whom we’re jointly responsible for enforcing the licensing law. We didn’t even know Turriff has already had convictions. How could we be expected to know, when processing 16,000 applications?’ 
 
    There was a discreet tap on the door; it opened and the young girl from the outer office peered in nervously. She explained that the tea trolley had arrived and could she bring in three cups? She could, it was decided, and the charged atmosphere grew less tense as a plump, middle-aged woman in a white coat bustled in with the tea. Hawthorne peered gloomily into his cup as though expecting the worst; his mouth twisted as his expectations were confirmed. He sipped discontentedly at the tea, and then set the cup aside. He shrugged. 
 
    ‘All right, so we’ve heard your problems, Fraser. Now, you’d better hear mine.’ 
 
    It was not new to Eric. Since he had accepted a few cases from Hawthorne he had heard the argument several times. The region was stumbling into critical depression: the whole of the North-East was dying. The mines had gone, the shipyards had followed. There were 500 young unemployed for every job vacancy. Young men believed they would never find work; middle-aged redundant workers were resigned to the scrapheap. And social security benefits were not enough to live on. 
 
    ‘It’s all very well,’ Hawthorne was insisting indignantly, ‘for successive Chancellors of the Exchequer to lift their noble brows and contemplate what is to be done about the over-subsidized unemployed. The fact is, there are no jobs and the money isn’t enough. It’s against this background that men like Sam Turriff have crawled out of the woodwork. Whatever his past life was like, he’s sitting pretty now he’s got a bloody house in Gosforth, among lawyers and bankers!’ 
 
    ‘I understand that, but—’ 
 
    ‘Understand, hell! I don’t! The moneylenders are a curse. Their interest rates are catastrophically high, but there are few poor households that can resist the temptation of a fistful of ready money-however cruel the economic wheel they’re strapping themselves to! They’re being desperately exploited, but when the ticket-men come to the door, offer ready cash without the security a bank would demand, they grab at it. They borrow £100 and pay back £150. And that’s just the start. When they really get grabbed they’ll end up paying thousands to make men like Turriff fat — or they’ll end up broken in the Tyne. I want it stopped, dammit, I want it stopped!’ 
 
    ‘There is a provision under the Act—’ 
 
    Eric leaned forward and shook his head. ‘The safeguard against extortion doesn’t work, Mr Fraser,’ he said quietly. ‘I know these people who borrow have the right to challenge the terms of the loans through the county courts-but they won’t do it. It’s foreign to their background: they abhor involvement with the law, because to them the law is suspect. It also means that they’ll never get support from a moneylender again; they’ll be blacklisted; worse, they may get beaten, robbed, burgled. It’s a vicious spiral, and they can’t get out of it.’ 
 
    Fraser was silent for a short while and then, stiffly, he said, ‘I feel as though the OFT is on trial here. That’s not fair. Now we’ve been furnished with the facts we can take action. We shall now inform this Mr Turriff that we intend to take his licence away.’ 
 
    He did not add what Eric already knew, that the procedure was complex and lengthy, that there were no provisions for suspension or the imposition of temporary restrictions, and it could well be that it would be a year or more before Turriff could be called upon to cease trading. And even that was not inevitable. 
 
    After Mr Fraser had left them, slightly huffed, and with the militant zeal in his eyes still burning but now overlaid with the hurt of criticism, Nick Hawthorne leaned back in his chair and looked at Eric. ‘I know what you’re going to say.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘The man can’t help it. He’s stuck in an impossible position.’ 
 
    ‘Like all those poor bastards north and south of the Tyne who’ve got hooked by Turriff and his ilk. Eric, I’d love to nail Turriff, make an example of the sod, maybe put a shiver among the rest of them, slow them down a bit.’ 
 
    ‘They’d argue they provide a social service.’ 
 
    Hawthorne managed a grin after a moment. ‘Aye, they’re thick-skinned bastards and can turn an argument. And in a sense they’ve got the protection of their clients, who can’t raise ready cash any other way.’ He paused, gloomy again, and contemplated his littered desk. ‘But you’ll be giving me bad news.’ 
 
    ‘You know it already. I’ve been over the papers. You’ve not got enough to catch Turriff with. Harder evidence; someone to talk — that’s what we need.’ 
 
    ‘Evidence . . . like what?’ 
 
    Eric thought for a moment. ‘One of the abuses the OFT was intended to combat was the illegal possession of welfare payments as security against loans.’ 
 
    Hawthorne grunted. ‘Aye, I know about that. Turriff claims he’ll lend cash without security, but I’ve heard well enough that his ticket-men insist on taking welfare payment books as security.’ 
 
    ‘That,’ Eric said, ‘is a criminal offence. And so is the direct soliciting of custom.’ 
 
    Hawthorne nodded. ‘I’m aware of that. But evidence — hard evidence — of that kind isn’t easy to come by.’ 
 
    ‘Without it Turriff will stay unmolested as a loan shark.’ 
 
    Hawthorne was silent for a little while. Eric waited. He knew what doubts would be churning in the official’s mind. There was only one way to get the evidence they required, but it meant breaking the rules of the game as far as Hawthorne was concerned. The DHSS man had done all he could: Eric was sure that Hawthorne would have done his utmost to persuade individuals to utter truths, issue complaints, but had been unsuccessful. But it would go against the grain to ask an outsider — even a solicitor — for help. 
 
    ‘You know what you’re asking me to do,’ Hawthorne said at last in a doubtful, growling tone. 
 
    ‘I’m not asking you to do anything.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to break confidences. You want me to open up confidential files.’ 
 
    ‘We both want Turriff brought to book,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Hawthorne replied uncertainly, but he rose and walked across the room to stand beside the grey steel filing cabinet. He pulled out the top drawer, riffled vaguely through a number of files, clucking his tongue anxiously. ‘I don’t know,’ he repeated, but when he came back to his desk he was carrying several manila folders. He placed them, unopened, in front of him and stared at them. He shook his head. ‘Do you know any of Turriff’s runners?’ 
 
    ‘I used to know a number of his associates in the old days, but I guess this business he’s into now is rather more specialized — and rather smaller beef as far as his henchmen are concerned. They’ll be little men.’ 
 
    ‘Sprung out of all kinds of rotten Scotswood woodwork,’ Hawthorne agreed mournfully. ‘There’s one or two swum into our reckoning. I could give you a couple of names.’ 
 
    ‘They’re unlikely to respond to anything I might ask,’ Eric said, ‘unless there’s some other kind of trouble hanging over them.’ 
 
    Hawthorne opened his eyes wide and stared at Eric in mock protest. ‘Do I detect suggestions of blackmail in that remark?’ 
 
    Eric grinned. ‘Friendly warnings never come amiss.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm.’ Hawthorne hesitated. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got anything on a character called Ferdy Newton?’ 
 
    The name meant nothing to Eric. He shook his head. ‘Is he one of Turriff’s ticket-men?’ 
 
    ‘He is. He works the Gateshead bank, it seems. I’ve come across him once or twice. Evil little character. But not helpful. Now if you could get something on him . . .’ 
 
    ‘I could put some people on to it,’ Eric said. ‘But it still skirts around the real problem.’ 
 
    Hawthorne eyed him unhappily. He put out a hand and gingerly touched the manila folder on top of the small pile. ‘You want names.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no other way. It’s unlikely I’ll get anything tough enough on this man Newton to make him shop Sam Turriff. After all, quite a few villains have got their feet wet in the Tyne when they’ve grassed on their comrades. No, I need names of people who might be persuaded to testify against Turriff, or Newton, or whoever. They don’t even need to make a statement, or put in a court appearance. All they have to be prepared to do is tell us whether they’ve actually handed over a welfare book. After that, I’ll do the rest.’ 
 
    Hawthorne shook his head. ‘It means opening up confidential files,’ he said again, ‘and I don’t like doing that.’ 
 
    ‘All I need is a few names.’ 
 
    Hawthorne sighed, and nodded. But he did not open the manila folders. Instead, he just said, ‘There’s a family in Byker: husband, pregnant wife, two small children. Name of Corey. The flats along the Sunderland Road in Gateshead — there’s an unemployed steelworker called Lawson. An ex-Shotton man called Carter was employed for a while in the Leisure Department, he’s badly down on his luck, got a drink problem.’ Hawthorne glowered gloomily. ‘They’ve all got some sort of problem, or are inadequate, or feckless, or have a criminal record. Some of them have just had bad luck, like Tony Cullen, but the names I’ve given you, they’re people who certainly have one thing in common. Or maybe two.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘The one thing is they’re all getting pretty desperate; near the end of their tether. One or two of them might turn to crime, do a bit of burglary. But they’re all on the damned edge of a precipice, and they have that in common.’ 
 
    ‘The second thing they all have?’ 
 
    ‘Turriff,’ Hawthorne said shortly. 
 
    ‘They’ve all borrowed money from him?’ 
 
    ‘In varying amounts,’ Hawthorne said. ‘And my guess is they’re having one hell of a job trying to pay back the loans. You might try them: if we could only get anyone of them to bring an action for extortion . . .’ 
 
    ‘Can you let me have the addresses?’ 
 
    Hawthorne put his head back, stared at the ceiling and slowly gave the addresses to Eric. When they were all written down he looked at Eric sharply. ‘You’ll interview them?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, then shook his head. ‘Not necessarily. I’ll make some . . . inquiries first. There’s a man I know, a character who’s well-known and trusted on Tyneside. It may be he could make the approach better than I. But I’ll see what can be done;’ He rose, extended his hand to Hawthorne. ‘With a bit of luck we’ll get Turriff where even the OFT can nail him, hard.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so.’ Hawthorne shook hands, and saw Eric to the door. Before opening it, he paused and glanced back towards his desk. ‘Let’s be clear,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t open my files to you.’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Hawthorne, you didn’t open your files.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Every house in the tightly packed terraces of the west side of the city seemed to own at least one mongrel guard dog. Jackie Parton had seen them cringing up and down the steep streets of Old Benwell and Scotswood during the day in ragged packs; the price of pet food to keep them alive was a necessary cost to their owners, as was the price of low-cost insurance, mortice locks and household alarms. The crime rate in the West End was still rising steeply, petty burglaries and muggings heading the list. The dogs could keep an intruder from the door at night. 
 
    The assignment Eric Ward had given was hardly a productive one. Jackie Parton was well-known along the banks of the Tyne and beyond: he had been a successful and popular local jockey who had made the Newcastle Races his own stamping ground. Injury, the northern mobs, the suspicion of bribery and a bad beating had ended his career but his reputation was still sound among the pubs and clubs from Scotswood to Walker Gate. And people were usually ready to talk to him. 
 
    But not now, not about the loan sharks. He had known, vaguely, the first man Eric had mentioned to him, and felt able to question him directly. The reply had been direct. 
 
    ‘I’m unemployed, man, and I got a hundred-pound loan, yeh. It’s The Debt, you knaa? I get my dole each week, and I hand over twenty-five quid to the ticket-man. You don’t need to know who he is. The Debt’s to buy things for the kids. I canna go to the bank; and the wife’s got her Catalogue, she buys things on credit from it and we pay back in bits, two quid a week for clothes and that. And then there’s the house: door’s been kicked in twice in a month. I know the lad who done it, but he’s a big massive feller. I tell you, wor Jackie, I wouldn’t try to stop him if he broke in . . . So don’t talk to me about loan sharks, man, I got enough troubles already, you knaa?’ 
 
    He got a similar story along Arthur’s Hill and beyond the river bend in Byker, below the towering shadow of the Wall. They needed the money; they knew they were paying extortionate rates of interest; they were aware that Sam Turriff and others like him were getting fat and rich. But where was their choice? 
 
    It was a depressing business, and hopeless. He told Eric so when he met him outside the Nelson Street Job Centre in central Newcastle. 
 
    ‘They’re caught in a trap, Mr Ward, even if it is partly of their own making. They’re redundant, unemployed, got responsibilities and outgoings they see as commitments. They’re taking their dole money but it’s not enough, and in a little while they lose their pride too, and go to the likes of Turriff. Once hooked, they see no escape route. If they go to court, they can get the rate cut down, aye, but doors close to them. And they got an inborn distrust of the law anyway. Lawyers isn’t for working folk.’ 
 
    A steady crowd of people, mainly young men, a few with punk haircuts but others dressed in a standard uniform of sweatshirt and jeans, was passing through the Job Centre. Things had changed in the last twenty years, Eric thought: the old Labour Exchanges had been dour, uninviting buildings with a stale, hostile atmosphere. The new Job Centres had fresh lighting, bright cheerful colours inside and young receptionists who looked as though they cared. The general appearance was ‘Closer to an art gallery than a place where the desperate might come to look for work, but the display was a series of cards, pitifully few in number, that announced the day’s total of available jobs. A rough count would suggest some four hundred. A considerable number of them were located in the South and South-West. 
 
    ‘Geordies think two miles away from their mam is two miles too far,’ Jackie Parton said, almost reading Eric’s thoughts. 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘Local jobs are few and far between.’ 
 
    ‘Rare as a raised lavatory seat in a nunnery,’ Parton agreed. 
 
    ‘And just the climate for a loan shark like Turriff. So, you’ve had no success so far. How many names have you got left?’ 
 
    ‘Just one. Tony Cullen. He lives up in a high rise flat in Stepney, near Byker Bank. I can make the call this afternoon, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, glancing at his watch. He had arranged to meet Anne back at their own flat in Gosforth at six, there was nothing pressing back at the office except for his appointment with a man called Heckles at four-thirty, and he was curious to discover just what problem was facing Jackie Parton. ‘I think I’ll come along with you, Jackie.’ 
 
    ‘Fine with me, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    The little ex-jockey had parked his car in a side street. 
 
    He ambled along on his bowed legs, chattering to Eric as they made their way across Grey Street, once described as the finest street in Europe, and down past High Bridge until they neared the old Assize Courts. Jackie had parked boldly but illegally; he had also been fortunate in that no traffic warden had marked his car. It was possible it was known, and deliberately ignored: the ex-jockey had acquaintances everywhere. Eric waited while the little man manoeuvred the battered Ford out of its tight space, then got in beside him as they followed the one-way system past the sheer drop of Tyne Bank and the sixteenth-century cottages that still clung to its sides. They turned north again and then drove along City Road towards the high rise area near Byker Bank. 
 
    The blocks of flats reared starkly out of the dreary streets that surrounded them. They had been painted in colours that had once been described as gay: now those colours had taken on the drabness of their surroundings and had peeled irregularly, while the concrete itself had blackened and weathered badly. Eric knew the interiors would be as badly maintained: the high rise areas generated little pride of ownership; they had become refuges for the desperate. 
 
    Jackie parked the car and locked it in a litter-scattered yard in front of the block. Uneasily, he eyed some youngsters playing a desultory game of handball against the line of brick garages, then he shrugged. ‘Nothing they can cop in my bloody car, anyway.’ 
 
    He led Eric into the block of flats. The lift, predictably, was out of order. The graffiti on the walls of the staircase were amusing, crude and equally predictable in their sexual messages. 
 
    Tony Cullen lived on the seventh floor. 
 
    He answered the doorbell after a short wait. He was about thirty-five years old, of medium height, with tight, curly hair and a freckled face. His light blue eyes were friendly, if overshadowed now by a doubt his surroundings would have fostered. His face should have been rounder and probably would have been, but something had thinned his cheeks, pared down his jawline, the razor of experience slimming away some of his good looks. He had shaved, but carelessly, and there was a shadowed blue on his upper lip. He wore a hand-knitted sweater of some antiquity, and blue jeans with casual shoes. There was a certain wariness in his tone as he asked them who they were and what they wanted. It was clear that strangers in the flats were not normally received with open arms. 
 
    ‘I’m Jackie Parton, and this is Mr Ward. He’s a solicitor.’ Something happened to Tony Cullen’s mouth. Its edges hardened, stubbornness setting its line. He looked directly at Eric, and the doubt left his eyes. He knew all about lawyers. 
 
    ‘I’d like to have a talk with you,’ Eric said reassuringly. ‘About your circumstances . . . but nothing official. We’re merely seeking some information. And maybe we’re here to offer some help.’ 
 
    ‘This . . . this about Kate?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton glanced at Eric quickly, and then shook his head. ‘Kate your wife?’ 
 
    ‘Daughter,’ Cullen corrected him. Some of the doubt crept back into his eyes. ‘If it’s not about her . . .’ 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, eyeing them both, then he shrugged. ‘You better come inside.’ 
 
    He led the way along a short passageway, past a closed bedroom door, and into a cramped sitting-room. The furniture it contained was elderly but well cared for; the room itself was tidy, if lacking the touches that a woman might bring. Eric gained the impression that the room itself displayed a dogged, independent pride; an insistence by its occupier that he could look after himself. And perhaps after Kate, too. 
 
    ‘So what is it you want?’ Cullen asked, leaning against the window-frame with his back to the river slopes and his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Jackie Parton hesitated, glanced at Eric. ‘It’s about Sam Turriff.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. ‘What about him?’ Cullen asked warily. 
 
    ‘We understand you’ve borrowed money from him.’ 
 
    The arms tightened across Cullen’s chest, and an edge of truculence entered his tone. ‘Now, wait a minute. If you’re from Turriff himself, or from that little bastard Ferdy Newton, you can back off. I slipped a few payments, sure, but I’m up to date again now and there’s no screws you can put on me, so—’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Cullen, you’ve got it wrong,’ Eric intervened. 
 
    ‘We’re not here on Turriff’s behalf. We’re trying to do something about him, and his kind.’ 
 
    Cullen stared at him uncomprehendingly. ‘I don’t get this. Do something about him?’ 
 
    ‘He breaks the law. He uses extortionate rates. He’s a loan shark who trades illegally and the DHSS want to nail him. I’m acting for the DHSS at the moment, trying to get information.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Whether he — or his ticket-men — are using direct approaches to possible clients. Whether he takes “security” from his clients by demanding their welfare books, signed in advance, and holds them against repayment of the cash due to him.’ 
 
    ‘So who told you I was into Turriff for money?’ 
 
    The silence grew around them as neither Eric nor the ex-jockey explained. At last Cullen moved away from the window and sat down in a lumpy easy chair. He did not invite his visitors to take a seat. He glared at them and anger seeped into his voice. ‘The bloody DHSS officers . . . My affairs are my own, confidential. If they pick up any information, they’re supposed to keep it to themselves, you know that? You know it, you’re a bloody lawyer! But someone up there at Longbenton’s been talking, about things they don’t even know about!’ 
 
    There was a vague prickling at the back of Eric Ward’s eyeballs, the first signs of tension, a reminder he resented — of glaucoma, and pain, and limited vision. ‘Mr Cullen, we’re just trying to help.’ 
 
    ‘Oh aye, I’m aware of that,’ Cullen said bitterly. ‘But what kind of help is it, when the bloke you’re trying to help ends up worse off than before? You just don’t know what it’s like, man, you and the rest of your bloody kind! You’re all so quick to talk about laws and rights and all that, and you can spout about it when you’re in court, but once the rest of us, the ones you’re supposed to be helping, are out of the front door you couldn’t give a damn. Except to chase us for your bloody fees! Help? You’re only out to help yourself in the long run!’ 
 
    Eric gained the impression the man was talking about something other than Sam Turriff; his bitterness was directed towards other, more tangible contacts with the legal profession. ‘All we want is some information,’ he said. ‘There’s no real reason for you to be involved—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t intend to be!’ 
 
    ‘But if you can merely tell us what methods Turriff or his ticket-man has used—’ 
 
    ‘And then you’d haul me into court to give evidence, isn’t that it?’ When Eric hesitated, Cullen said triumphantly, ‘Go on, tell us! My talking here means damn-all, you’d still want us in court to testify!’ 
 
    ‘Mr Cullen—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, howway, man!’ Cullen said in disgust. ‘Haven’t I told you I’m not going to be involved? Look, the fact is I got a life to live. It’s not easy. I got no job, though I look every day, chase everything I can since I was laid off at Swan Hunter’s. I got no great lifestyle, but I built it and I don’t owe anything to anyone-except a bit to the ticket-man as the bloody DHSS have told you. But that’s because I got a bairn. She’s a bonny lass, and I’m not going to see her short. But it’s my business and no one else’s. I’ll look after her, and I’ll not have anyone else nosing in to interfere.’ 
 
    There were undercurrents of dogged antagonism in his words that Eric could not identify or explain. Jackie Parton, familiar with the fierce pride that northern men could develop and responsive to that independence that thrust through Cullen’s outburst, shuffled uneasily, aware that they were on shaky ground. Eric too felt edgy, knowing he was losing control, unable to get through to Cullen, make him understand there was no real threat in what he was trying to do. ‘It’s not our intention to interfere—’ 
 
    ‘Intention’s worth nothing. I’ll not have my behaviour or my needs or my way of dealing with my problems called into question.’ 
 
    ‘So you won’t help us, over Turriff or his ticket-men?’ 
 
    ‘I got nothing to say.’ 
 
    There was a short, awkward silence. Cullen sat staring at his shoes, sprawled awkwardly in his chair, resentment scarring his mouth, seemingly delving into levels of disillusionment and anger that had nothing to do with Eric and his companion. Only after several silent seconds had passed did he drag himself back to their presence. He looked up at them, his brows dark. ‘You got anything else to ask?’ 
 
    ‘Not if you can’t help us on Turriff.’ 
 
    ‘Then you better go. Kate’ll be back soon, anyway. I don’t want you here when she comes in.’ 
 
    There was a photograph on the sideboard. The child looked about five years old. The field was sunny and she was smiling. She wore a print dress. ‘Is this your daughter?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘You’d better go.’ 
 
    It was clear that Cullen held deeply possessive feelings towards his daughter, even to the extent of not wishing to discuss her with strangers. Possessiveness mixed with fierce pride in her, for that had come through also. An odd combination, in Eric’s experience. A man with pride in his daughter was usually only too happy to talk about her. 
 
    At the door, a certain change came over Cullen. He relaxed somewhat, seemed to lose some of the aggressiveness that had overtaken him in the sitting-room. He seemed uneasy, a little upset. ‘Hey . . . Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I’m sorry for that, back there. I mean . . . well, I got a bit annoyed, because I got to thinking about other things, nothing to do with you. There was no call for that. You’re doing your job.’ The doubts were back in his eyes again, as he glanced towards Jackie Parton and back to Eric. ‘Fact is, I’ve had my problems, and it’s no joke bringing up a kid without a mother, you know? As for Turriff, well, you’re right in a way to go chasing after him, but there’s fifty Turriffs on Tyneside, and if you get in a tight spot there’s no one else to turn to. You understand?’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to help, but . . .’ 
 
    His eyes drifted past Eric across the city. Across the river, in Salt Meadows, the towers of the power station were dark against the skyline, but Cullen’s glance seemed to be searching beyond, to the haze above the Durham hills, blue in the distance. Perhaps he was looking back rather than into the future; or maybe he was unseeing, looking inwards for something that was lost, or irrecoverable, like yesterday’s confidence. 
 
    He was still standing in the doorway when Eric and Jackie Parton made their way along the barriered landing and down the stairs to the car park. 
 
    Someone had deflated one of the car tyres. No one was now playing handball against the garage walls. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric got back to the Quayside at four-thirty in the afternoon. He parked on the Quayside itself, in the shadow of a Norwegian freighter moored in the river, and walked the short distance to the Victorian building that had served the mercantile community for a century but which now held his office, among others. He was the only lawyer in the tall stone building: companies drifted in and out of the premises, some staying only a matter of weeks. 
 
    It was hardly the centre of business activity in Newcastle, tucked away at the foot of the bank, but it suited Eric: he enjoyed the echoing stone of the old, sweeping stairway, the high-ceilinged rooms, the splendour of the oak banisters. From the narrow window of his office he could see the quiet Quayside and imagine its ancient bustle where the Tyne un coiled its slow curve to the sea. He could still see freighters, cutters and corvettes nosing their way along its dark waters, and naval vessels and foreign hulls still frequented the quay. But what he enjoyed most was the atmosphere of the place, the Victorian dignity, stolid and secure, that gave him a feeling of belonging, even if it must deny him from time to time the kind of lucrative contracts other, better situated solicitors enjoyed. 
 
    He accepted the kind of business he wanted to accept. The Heckles affair was something else: he had doubts about it. Now, as he returned to the Quayside and asked at reception whether Heckles had arrived, he felt a certain sense of relief that he had not. 
 
    ‘Has he phoned in?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘No message otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    Eric went up the stairs to his office and dealt with a few outstanding files. Half an hour passed and there was no sign of Heckles. He rang down to reception, knowing they would be leaving the office soon. ‘If Heckles does call in the next ten minutes, okay, I’ll see him. After that, before you go, if he rings in then fix an appointment for early Tuesday.’ 
 
    He did not ring in. 
 
    Eric had felt a certain sense of relief at the non-appearance of his client, but it was overlaid with a sense of guilt. He tried to explain it to Anne, when they sat down that evening to a quick dinner at the Gosforth flat. She had done some whirlwind shopping at Eldon Square. She sipped a good Medoc now, and shook her head. 
 
    ‘I just don’t see why you feel guilty any more than I understand why you have to take on such doubtful cases.’ 
 
    ‘It all came about somewhat accidentally. And,’ he added somewhat shamefacedly, ‘I suppose it was also due to the fact I’ve never liked Mason much.’ 
 
    ‘Mason?’ 
 
    ‘Detective Superintendent Mason. I’ve known him quite a while. There was a period when we were on the beat in the city. He always was a bully and his methods were crude. They were based on putting in the boot first, asking questions later. His phrase was “getting in his retaliation first”.’ 
 
    ‘Charming.’ 
 
    ‘It raised trouble unnecessarily. All right, we went into some tough areas, and the city centre on a Saturday night was never a picnic, even when the dogs went in. But Mason seemed to attract problems, if you know what I mean. His methods were well known and people reacted badly to them.’ 
 
    ‘Unlike your smooth approach.’ 
 
    ‘You’re laughing at me,’ Eric said severely. 
 
    Anne grinned. ‘Not really. But this Mason character — what’s the connection with your client Heckles?’ 
 
    ‘I just happened to be in the Crown Court when Heckles was remanded. The lad had no legal representation. Mason was demanding police custody, opposing bail. It seemed . . . the youngster needed help.’ 
 
    ‘So you offered your services?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that.’ 
 
    ‘A youngster, you said?’ 
 
    ‘Well, in his twenties, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I do know. I’m in my twenties! Youngster, indeed!’ She pulled a face at him, and it was Eric’s turn to smile. 
 
    ‘Youngster or not, according to your lights, I got him out of Mason’s clutches.’ 
 
    ‘It was a drug charge,’ Anne said doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Suspicion of illegal possession,’ Eric corrected. ‘And certainly not proven.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, you don’t see yourself as a criminal lawyer dealing with the gutter life of Tyneside. At least, I don’t see you in that light. You know well enough there’s a job to be done with Morcomb Estates, and it would more than fill your time. As it is, I’ve had to engage Mark Fenham now, and though he’s well enough qualified, and bright—’ 
 
    ‘And has good connections,’ Eric said, grinning. ‘Come on, you know well enough young Fenham can do a far better job than I can; a first class lawyer, and a landed background!’ 
 
    ‘Young Fenham is my age,’ Anne said crisply. 
 
    It was good enough; it had sidetracked her from the battle she was always eager to wage with him, the insistence that he should work for the company her father Lord Morcomb had left her. It was not what Eric wanted: he valued his independence. More; he needed it. 
 
    ‘Young as he is, Heckles is younger, and with none of Mark Fenham’s advantages. I don’t know very much about his background, and he’s certainly been addicted, but my guess is he’s kicked the habit now. Unfortunately, his name’s still on police books, and when Mason’s keen to get a quick resolution to a case he can be somewhat precipitate in his judgments.’ 
 
    ‘All right, and you’ve shown him up, with the case against this Heckles man dropped for lack of evidence. But I see no need for you to pursue the issues any further.’ 
 
    It was difficult for Eric to explain it to himself. He had spent long enough on the beat during his years with the police force to see the thuggery that could incur in the West End, to appreciate the squalor that many lived in and to understand how crime could spread like a cancer through whole families and generations. Understanding was one thing; condonation was another. The step from fighting crime, from running in thugs with knives and bricks, from uncovering city corruption, to creating evidence to put people away had been too large for him. But there were men on the force, like Mason, who had never been above that kind of activity. It would have happened, possibly, with Heckles, had Eric not taken his defence, won him bail. And now that the charges had been dropped, in some obscure way Eric felt his involvement should not yet cease. He was not keen to tarnish the image of the police for he had been one of them; but perhaps because he had been one of them he felt it necessary to make sure that men like Mason did not get away with doubtful practices. 
 
    ‘So, although Heckles didn’t turn up this afternoon, I don’t think I can let it drop. I’ll have to try to get to see him, explain things to him, try to get him to take action. I’ll probably have to go to him, rather than have him come to my office, though. These people just don’t trust lawyers—’ 
 
    ‘And I’m beginning to have the same feeling myself,’ Anne said. She sipped her wine, her eyes smiling at him over the rim of the glass. ‘Among others. Do you know I haven’t seen you for three days . . . and nights?’ 
 
    ‘If you will go to London on business . . .’ 
 
    ‘I thought maybe we could have had a leisurely morning tomorrow, relax like we used to, and then drive to Sedleigh Hall—’ 
 
    ‘After I’ve seen Heckles.’ 
 
    Anne sighed theatrically. ‘You know, I’m beginning to think you were right. You’re too old for me.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me that later.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll just go to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t count on it.’ 
 
    Some hours later, as a shaft of moonlight picked out the patterns in the duvet that lay crumpled about them, Anne stirred, flung an arm heavy with lassitude across his chest and whispered, ‘Do you really need to chase this Heckles thing tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    She sighed. He felt her breast warm against his arm. He half turned towards her. ‘It shouldn’t take long.’ 
 
    ‘Make sure it doesn’t. I’d like to get away north as early as possible. You haven’t forgotten the shooting party?’ 
 
    Eric hadn’t forgotten. It was something he had not been looking forward to, but he had not forgotten it. 
 
    In a little while, Anne slept. Eric remained awake, considering the contrasts in his life: this flat, Sedleigh Hall, and shooting parties on the moors; a drug addict, a loan shark, and an appointment in the morning he hadn’t told Anne about. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The room was small, but dark and cool. The ophthalmic surgeon sat facing Eric, his right knee lightly touching Eric’s left as the light probed deep into the eye. It was a curious sensation and one Eric had still not come to terms with: it was as though he were floating in a sea of darkness with one, isolated point of light lancing into his skull. It was unreal and it was draining of thought and feeling. 
 
    ‘It’s been quite useful,’ the surgeon said chattily, ‘this recent trend for opticians to record intra-ocular pressures as a matter of course, when they fit people up for glasses. Of course, like other physiological data, intra-ocular pressure varies over a wide range . . .’ He switched off the light and adjusted his position to probe the left eye. ‘You driving now?’ 
 
    ‘Recently started.’ 
 
    ‘Not going too far?’ 
 
    ‘Just local.’ 
 
    ‘You getting much halo effect at night?’ 
 
    ‘A certain amount.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. Can’t be much, though . . . The rainbow halo, you see, arises because the fluid droplets and corneal cedema, produced by raised intra-ocular pressure, produce a diffraction effect. The light gets broken up into spectral colours.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Eric said drily. 
 
    ‘Yes. Headaches still occurring?’ 
 
    ‘Much reduced.’ 
 
    ‘Nocturnal vomiting?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ 
 
    The light snapped off, and the surgeon slid his chair back, rose and went across to his desk. The diffused, restful light soothed Eric’s nerves as the surgeon made some notes, his back to his patient, and then he turned and smiled. ‘Simple peripheral iridectomy can cure acute closure glaucoma forever, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘So I’ve been led to believe.’ 
 
    ‘That assumes it’s treated in time, of course. Most people who have severe ocular pain and blurred vision hightail it to the nearest doctor and get it treated. The more stubborn don’t. You were . . . stubborn, I believe.’ 
 
    It had been a time of pressure; a refusal to recognize a physiological weakness. Eric made no reply. 
 
    ‘However,’ the surgeon went on cheerfully, ‘I don’t say the condition in your case wasn’t caught in time. Drainage operations, iridectomy . . . did you know that trabeculectomy has proved itself to be the best operation in the English-speaking world?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘The point I’m making is, you seem to be OK. Whatever traumas you may have suffered seem to be over. You’ll still get occasional discomfort, particularly at times of tension; there’ll be the odd headache and so on, but most of the symptoms you’ll have suffered in the past shouldn’t recur. There are, naturally, some prices to be paid for your . . . reluctance to face the issues in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Prices?’ 
 
    The surgeon cleared his throat. ‘One of them is obvious enough. In chronic glaucoma there’s a cupped optic disc and a varying degree of visual field loss — an enlarged blind spot, arcuate scotoma above and below the point of fixation, gradually getting worse to give rise to tunnel vision. You’ve been spared most of that, now, as a result of the iridectomy. But you’ve had acute closure glaucoma and in such condition visual acuity can be quickly and seriously impaired — even down to 6/60. I’ve checked your visual field: it’s impaired, as we’d expect. But not seriously, of course. It simply means your angle of vision is limited.’ 
 
    ‘I was aware of that,’ Eric said quietly. ‘You mentioned more than one price.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The surgeon paused for a moment. ‘Restriction of the visual fields is physiological. The other price that I’ve observed — without any clinical testing, I hasten to add — is psychological.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    The surgeon fluttered his hands vaguely. ‘Well, let’s put it like this. The blind — the truly blind — they come to terms with reality: they accept their condition, attune to it, develop a combative attitude towards it. Those who have faced blindness and who have been pulled back from the brink of that condition — people like you — sometimes seem to react in a different way.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of reaction?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Life has suddenly changed for them in a manner difficult to define. Pain, sickness, blindness, an acceptance of a fate . . . and suddenly they can see again, properly, somewhat impaired perhaps. It’s then that, psychologically, they never accept absolutes again. Not just physical absolutes whether something is hard or soft — but emotional or personal absolutes — friends, enemies, lovers. They seem reluctant to accept reality any more. No . . .’ He paused, thoughtfully. ‘No, that’s not it. It’s not that they don’t accept reality . . . rather, their sense of reality is blurred. Yes, that’s right.’ He smiled, aware of the apposite nature of the phrase. ‘That’s it. A blurred reality.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a remark that drifted muddily in Eric’s mind as he drove across Newcastle that morning on his way to the address where Phil Heckles lived. The surgeon had been indulging himself, of course; the only information he should have given Eric was the clinical summary, that the glaucoma was arrested, and that there should be a return to normality as far as his eyesight was concerned, other than the inevitable, irreversible, limited field of vision. The psychological comments had been mere speculation, not backed by research. Yet they scratched away at Eric’s mind to score lines of doubt about his own reaction to life as it was now: his attitude to Anne and Morcomb Estates; his stubborn insistence on a Quayside practice; even his need now to go talk to Philip Heckles. 
 
    When he found the address it was not unlike the area in which he had found Tony Cullen on the north shore, though that was perhaps to be expected. The car park was littered with pieces of rusting iron lying half-concealed in long grass at the edge of the park. Weeds grew dankly between brick garages whose doors hung crazily, broken from their hinges. The tower blocks on the skyline rose starkly above a wasteland of Victorian terraces that proclaimed their time and their heroes: Baden-Powell, Kitchener, Hartington and Northbourne. 
 
    It was among the double-fronted houses of one of those streets, commemorating a Radical who had not been above making bombs from metal as well as from words, that Eric found the client he was seeking. No. 5 Jacob Holyoake Street was a decayed Victorian building with a tiny, weed-infested front garden. Designed as a late-century terraced ‘villa’, it had faced the demands of the twentieth century by submitting to conversion into flats, but the ground-floor windows gaped starkly, the basement flat had been ripped open to the elements by vandals and the first floor was heading towards the same state of decrepitude. 
 
    The landing was dark, littered and pungent. Eric hammered on the door. There was a long silence. 
 
    ‘Heckles? Phil Heckles?’ 
 
    There was no reply. Eric hammered again. ‘This is Eric Ward. The solicitor. I was with you in court.’ 
 
    There was the sound of reluctant movement behind the door. Eric waited while the shuffling movements came nearer; finally the door opened. Phil Heckles peered out, recognized Eric and turned away, leaving the door ajar. 
 
    Eric entered, followed the man into a littered, grubbily furnished room. The curtains that hung at the window were ancient and dirty. The arms of the single deep chair were black with ancient grease. There was a stale smell in the air . . . food and unwashed bodies. There was no heating, and the room was cold. Somewhere he could hear a tapping sound, a broken curtain rod against a window-frame. 
 
    Phil Heckles stood listlessly, facing Eric. He was dressed in a thin sweater, ragged jeans and the trainers on his feet were worn and stained. His body was as thin as winter, and his face had a blue coffin look, eyes deep set as though retreating from the realities they perceived. His skin was drawn over sharp cheekbones, fragile, paper-thin, and he seemed to display an edgy indifference to Eric’s presence in his room and in his life. 
 
    ‘I expected you at the office yesterday.’ 
 
    Heckles made a slight shrug and looked at the worn carpet. 
 
    ‘You didn’t turn up, so I thought it best I came to see you, to try to explain what I would have explained had you come to the Quayside.’ Eric paused, but there was no response from Heckles. ‘Look, you got arrested by the police. You were held for three days. You were questioned. You had a rough time. You were hauled up before the court for a remand in custody.’ 
 
    ‘Yeh.’ Heckles almost whispered the word. 
 
    ‘If you had been so remanded, I believe pressure would have been applied — real pressure. I know the man in charge: he would have got a conviction.’ 
 
    Heckles looked up, something flaring yellowly in his eyes for a moment. Indifference returned. 
 
    ‘I got you off,’ Eric went on, ‘got you out on your own recognizances. And now the possession charge has been dropped. In other words, Detective Superintendent Mason was aiming for an easy conviction, and with your record he could have got it. Given time. But once you were on the street again, it was too difficult.’ 
 
    ‘I know all this, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘So now I’m trying to advise you. Tell you it’s possible to take action in retaliation. Against the police.’ 
 
    ‘I got a record.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve also got rights. You can charge Mason with false arrest, assault, battery—’ 
 
    ‘Now hold on!’ Heckles raised a weary, warning hand. 
 
    His fingers were heavily stained with nicotine. Eric had heard of addicts who, once they were off heroin, took to heavy smoking but would use only half a cigarette, allowing the rest to burn down to the fingers, oblivious of the pain. They would shrug off that pain as they shrugged off the rest of life: a mute acceptance of situations they did not want to discuss. Heckles was like that: a doomed, hopeless man of twenty-five, hair neatly cut for his court appearance, but hollow-eyed, nervous and quick in gesture, and depressed in spirit. 
 
    ‘You just want to leave it, then?’ Eric asked. ‘You don’t want to bring charges—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, do you know about me?’ Heckles asked, with a surge of bitterness in his voice. ‘Look, six years ago I got attracted to work on the rigs. It was a rough life, but we lived it up . . . Amsterdam, Berlin, Paris . . . But when I came back three years ago I had five thousand quid in my pocket, couple of ounces of heroin, and the habit. Everyone I knew on Tyneside was into smack, dikes, morphine. It was a real scene, man! But of course, I got nailed.’ 
 
    ‘Heckles—’ 
 
    ‘Fines in the end took most of my cash, that what I didn’t spend on the street. I was living in Byker. Friend of mine kicked down the door, threatened me with an axe, took my TV and sold it. It was wild . . . In the end I was broke, and I got registered only because I was sick of scoring in the street. Police hassling you . . . would-be gangsters trying to rip you off but nothing changes. You get registered, and doctors rip you off. And the police don’t change. Once they know you, they’re ready to nail you. For anything.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I think you should bring charges against Mason.’ 
 
    Heckles shook his head. His hair was greasy and flecked with dandruff. The fire that had burned briefly in his eyes had died and he stared at his hands. Slowly, almost mechanically he rolled up one sleeve. ‘See this, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Where the surface veins had once been visible along the inside of his arm there were now long, continuous lines of scar tissue, extending from the crook of his elbow to his wrists. When he turned over his hands their backs were in the same state. He shrugged. ‘Tracks. Most junkies have them but I got worse because I shot Diconal.’ 
 
    Eric knew what he meant. The chalk in the substance clogged the veins; inevitably, the veins collapsed, in time. There seemed little he could say. He stood in front of the young man and waited. There would still be days when Heckles would come alive, course with energy again, maybe even return to some of the wildness he had known as a youth on the rigs. But there was only one way in which that would happen: if he took a dose of heroin again. And even then the effect would be short-lived. 
 
    It was as though the thought itself suddenly penetrated Heckles’s woolly mind. The dullness of his glance was lost; there was a bitterness in his eyes as he looked up at Eric. ‘I’m off the skag. I get methadone twice a week. There’s pills, and linctus to keep me goin’. But there’s no pleasure in it, you knaa? I used to get methadone injections, but with the veins gone . . .’ His narrow mouth twisted, displaying discoloured teeth. ‘And I’m the guy who gets the pain. There’s other cats, they got it made. There’s bastards out there on the streets with big cars, flashy houses, money to burn. No one knows them, or admits to it. The coppers is punk, they’ll do nothin’ or maybe they’re getting paid to do nothin’. But at least they could stop the dealers, the bloody middlemen who make sure the stuff hits the streets. They’re the bastards I’d like to take!’ 
 
    He grinned, wolfishly. ‘One of these days I’ll do it. If some bastard like Mason doesn’t fix me up first. There’s ways to skin cats, and when I pull a job it isn’t going to be riskin’ just a possession kick. When I go, I’ll go in style, believe it.’ 
 
    His mood changed again, chameleon-like. He bared his stained teeth to Eric, looking up at him wickedly . ‘You ever hear that junkie joke?’ 
 
    ‘Phil—’ 
 
    ‘No, you ever hear it, Mr Ward? They say, you go for the needle, you inject, and in the end there’ll be just one vein left. You know what they call that vein?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘They call it Custer’s Vein.’ Heckles cackled to himself at the macabre joke. ‘You get it? Custer’s Vein. Inject that one, and you’ve had your last stand . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric was glad to get back out into the street. There was a light drizzle in the air and he turned up his collar as he made his way back towards his car. 
 
    He wondered briefly what the old demagogue Jacob Holyoake would have made of the society he had so passionately set out to make free in the nineteenth century. But then he thrust away thoughts of Holyoake and Heckles from his mind: the one man was long since dead, and the other would hardly have long ahead of him. 
 
    There was nothing Eric Ward could do about either. His steps echoed in the street, and he was hardly aware of other steps, hardly aware of the man who had slipped out of the doorway across the street behind him. The man walked in parallel, making for the same destination. It was only when Eric reached his car and began to unlock it that he realized he had been followed. There were some quick, short steps and Eric turned, looked around. 
 
    The steps slowed, the man stopped and Eric stared at him questioningly. The man simply stood there for several seconds, glaring at Eric aggressively. 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘You want something?’ The man made no reply, but just stared. 
 
    He was perhaps forty years of age. His bulky body was clothed in a shabby blue suit. He had a heavy, red face with a questing, curved nose in which wide nostrils quivered suspiciously. His pinhead eyes were cold with malice; he had mutton fists which clenched and unclenched in a display of nervous anger that was somehow stained with anxiety. His stance was aggressive and stiff, edgy as a spitting cat ready to strike or flee. His thinning sandy hair seemed to bristle as he stood glaring at Eric, shorter by perhaps six inches and aware of his lack of height as Eric faced him. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I know about you.’ The words struggled out painfully as though the man was short of breath, unable to force out what he wanted to say. 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘Solicitor. Ward.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘What you been to see Phil about?’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric turned back to his car. 
 
    The demand crackled angrily from the man again. ‘I asked you a question! What you got to do with Phil Heckles?’ 
 
    Eric turned back, warily. ‘I think that’s my business and his. It certainly isn’t yours.’ 
 
    ‘Phil Heckles isn’t any of your business. But then, that’s your bloody problem, isn’t it, Mister Ward! You keep going around sticking your long nose into all sorts of affairs that got nothing to do with you.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric stared at the angry man. 
 
    Calmly he said, ‘There’s clearly something you want to get off your chest.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right there is. I’m telling you, friend. In the old days when you were in the fuzz, maybe you rated some protection. Uniform to hide behind. But those days is gone. All you got now to protect you is good sense. And you’re not showing too much of that, at present.’ 
 
    ‘Get to the point.’ 
 
    ‘Stop nosing around here, and stop nosing around me!’ 
 
    ‘You?’ Eric frowned. ‘I don’t even know who you are.’ 
 
    ‘So why did you put Jackie Parton on to me, then? I’m telling you, it’s a big mistake. You can’t go around putting someone on Ferdy Newton and think you can get away scot free, my friend. I’m telling you, Ward, you’re meddling in things that could see you down a sewer.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine those surroundings would not be unknown to you,’ Eric said coolly. 
 
    The other man almost danced with rage, but Eric noted that he came no closer. The anger was real and solid enough, but it was still tempered with caution. ‘You listen to me, Ward! Your best bet is to find some business up north with that high lady of yours and stay out of the West End and stay away from the south shore. Life can be fat for you as a bloody lawyer if you stay with the business that pays. The business you’re nosing into won’t pay — not for you it won’t, not unless you think a hammering in an alley is good payment.’ 
 
    Eric stared at the man thoughtfully. Names stirred sluggishly in his mind, out of context, but now beginning to fit. Slowly, he said, ‘You’re one of Turriff’s ticket-men. Ferdy Newton . . .’ 
 
    ‘And someone you’d better not cross.’ Newton hissed out the words and squeezed the muscles around his eyes, trying to inject menace into them. It was a failure: they remained quick and nervous, unresponsive to his theatre. 
 
    Eric shook his head contemptuously as he stared at Ferdy Newton. ‘I knew Sam Turriff in the old days,’ he said. ‘I knew him when I was on the beat in the West End and he was trying to make his way along the river. He never rated with me, because he was always a small man, in his objectives, and in his methods. And he never did make it, not the way he wanted to. And now—’ 
 
    ‘You listen to me—’ 
 
    ‘And now he’s descended to the loan shark game. Not much further to fall. But I hadn’t realized he’s started to use scum like you. Rubbish from the litter-bins of Walker.’ 
 
    Ferdy Newton was shaking in his rage. His pinhead eyes glared apoplectically and he raised his clenched hands in an impotent surge of anger. ‘Scum! You call me that! I warn you, Ward, I got more friends on Tyneside than you realize, and when you mess with me you mess with—’ 
 
    ‘Turriff?’ Eric leaned against the car door and folded his arms. Coldly he said, ‘I don’t rate Sam Turriff now, the way I didn’t rate him in the old days. You won’t scare me off by using his name, or any of the loan sharks along the river. You’re small time, Newton; you feed off helpless people and if I can put you out of business I’ll do it. And all the puffed-up prancing threats in the world won’t stop me.’ 
 
    The bulky little man’s nostrils quivered in fury, but he was regaining control of himself as he remained some six feet away from Eric. He glanced about him with a quick, ferrety movement of his head, as though to be certain they were alone in the dingy street. Then he rubbed one meaty hand against his lips. ‘All right, Ward, so you think you’re too big to worry about little men like me, and about Sam. But don’t make the mistake of underestimating us. You’ve got too uppity; you forget what life was really like, the days when you were on the beat. You’ve gone up in the world, become a bloody solicitor, got married to a piece with a mansion in the country, but you’ve lost touch too. Lost touch with Tyneside. You don’t know any more what life is like down by the river. Don’t mess about with me. Don’t go chasing up people like Phil Heckles, and stay well away from me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not chasing Heckles, I’m trying to help him. What’s that got to do with you?’ 
 
    ‘Just leave him alone. And stay away from me. You don’t know the muscle that’s around to knock you flat. That’s all I’m saying.’ 
 
    ‘Newton—’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know nothing, man. You don’t even see Tyneside the way it was. You can’t see the way it is. So back off.’ 
 
    The bulky little man turned away, walked back up the street and paused at the corner just to look back briefly at Eric before he disappeared. Eric got into his car and sat there for a little while, thinking. It hadn’t taken Newton long to realize that Jackie Parton had been making inquiries about him and Sam Turriff. It could mean the word would now go out quickly from Turriff to the ticket-men — and to the punters. It would take very few screws to make helpless people in these back streets who had already been lent money by Turriff to keep their lips tightly closed. The chances of getting any information on Turriff’s methods would now be slim. 
 
    Something else bothered Eric. Ferdy Newton was a little man in every way, but his belligerence had been unexpected. It was possibly coincidental that he had met Eric here in Jacob Holyoake Street; on the other hand he might have been following him. Either way, he knew Eric had visited the junkie called Phil Heckles, so he must be well placed as far as Tyneside rumour and information was concerned. There was something more, again. The man’s anger had something greater than Eric’s inquiries to fuel it; maybe he was more vulnerable in some sense than Eric realized. 
 
    But it was none of these considerations that kept Eric sitting quietly in the car. Ferdy Newton’s words had not been the same as the surgeon’s: they had been concerned with an understanding of Tyneside, a knowledge that he claimed had deserted Eric since his embarking upon a new career as a lawyer. Eric wondered whether he was right. The surgeon had spoken of a blurred reality. There were many ways of defining that phrase. 
 
    Maybe it could be linked to what Ferdy Newton had said. Such thoughts were fanciful. Eric Ward started the car and eased away from the kerb to swing into the main road and make his way back the two miles to the Swing Bridge. Once back at the flat he would leave the car and Anne would then drive them north, to Sedleigh Hall, to a dinner party, and tomorrow to the shoot on the moors below the Cheviot. That was a reality far divorced from Tyneside, but he was part of both. Still part of the city he knew so well, in spite of his involvement with landed gentry and businessmen in the Northumberland social scene. 
 
    He was vaguely aware that the fierce insistence of the thought held something of the defensive in it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As usual, Davinia took her time in leaving the school buildings. She was almost always late arriving, but this was her last few months at the school and the teachers bothered her little: they were aware of the contempt she felt for them with their narrow, bitter lives. She was far superior to them, in knowledge, in ability to enjoy herself, and in her understanding of human nature. 
 
    Especially men. 
 
    Money was the problem. Her father had been a drunken Irish labourer who had fallen into the river and drowned when she was only six years old: she barely remembered him. Her mother was a slattern from Birmingham who never ceased to bewail the fate that had brought her north with her husband and left her high and dry on social security for all these years, trapped in the high rise blocks, living from day to day, and misused by a series of ‘gentlemen friends’ who never stayed longer than a couple of months and inevitably walked out owing money in the area. 
 
    She had one brother, six years older than she, but he’d left home at sixteen and was working somewhere in the south as a lorry-driver. Once she was sixteen Davinia would be heading south too — not to look for her brother but to get a slice of the richer life available in London. She couldn’t wait to get rid of Tyneside mud. 
 
    But meanwhile, there were things to learn, pleasures to enjoy, and they required money. And recently it had become a problem. 
 
    It was the bloody coppers, of course: they were to blame. 
 
    As she dawdled her way out of the cloakroom, licking the fresh lipstick she had just applied, she muttered to herself almost automatically, ‘All coppers is bastards!’ She believed it. If they just left things alone, she’d be all right. 
 
    The first time had been for free, but she’d learned better than that. He’d been a lad from Hebburn; she’d met him on a Saturday afternoon at the bus station, and a week later he’d had her in Leazes Park. She’d still been thinking of romance then, but she was only thirteen, and she hadn’t seen his dust thereafter. Then there was the soldier up on the Town Moor; then the Dutchman from the freighter. It was only when the character who lived in the next street approached her that the message got through. He was fifty if he was a day. She’d seen the way he looked at her, and on that wet, drizzling night he’d suggested she went up the lane with him behind the terraces. 
 
    God, she’d been green then! Half a quid! 
 
    But she’d got the message and he’d given it to her. They’d pay, the older men. And with the money, she could reach for real pleasures. 
 
    Trouble was, the bloody coppers. Saturday nights they were out with the dogs in the city centre; they could hustle underage drinkers out of the pubs; and the Panda cars were always nosing around Elswick and Cruddas Park. 
 
    They hadn’t yet latched on to the school, though, she thought, and a scornful smile touched her mouth. She caught her swift reflection in the panelled glass of the door as she went through into the school yard and the smile widened in self-satisfaction. She knew more than the bloody coppers! They hadn’t twigged there was at least three of them, running the game fifty yards from the school gates. 
 
    And she was one of the sharpest. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The street was disappointingly empty. There were three punters who had been with her, from time to time, during the last month, and she knew their cars. Not one of them was in sight, and Friday was usually a good day, money in pockets, tension eased before a night out with the lads. 
 
    They’d passed the word, of course. It was what she wanted them to do. Some of the big men, the older men, they liked young girls. She could handle that, though she despised them, their beery whistling breath, the horny-skinned hands, and the mindless thrusting. She could stare at the sky or the darkness and think of other things, the way it would be south in the clubs, the highs she could reach. So she wanted them to pass the word, so she could while away the months before she escaped south. 
 
    But the street was all but empty. 
 
    Davinia hesitated, dawdled at the school gates, holding the rough iron in one hand, pulling at it, swinging on it, watching the road. That stupid kid was standing there as always, little Miss Prim, eyes down, staring at her feet, waiting to be picked up. 
 
    But the only car in the street, parked, was one she’d seen before. The dark blue one. Her mouth twisted. It was the bastard who’d given her a rough time earlier in the week. It would be her turn this time, Davinia O’Hara’s turn. She could walk up there, give them a mouthful, and she could be away before they could get out, lay a hand on her . . . She released her grip on the gate and began to walk purposefully towards the car. 
 
    As she walked, her temper cooled. All right, they’d given her a bad time, bruised wrist and knuckles to show for it. But they could still be punters. No reason for her to jump to conclusions. Maybe she hadn’t made it obvious enough. Maybe they’d got the shivers, thinking there was a copper nearby and they got scared, shoved off before she could make it clear she was no scruffy amateur. She straightened, slowed her walk, put more swing into her stride and the secret, knowing smile came back to her lips. 
 
    She walked towards the dark blue car. 
 
    There were two men, again. They were the same characters who’d been there early in the week. One of them was vaguely familiar, apart from that earlier meeting. They were looking past her, ignoring her. She was fifteen feet from the vehicle when the engine started up. 
 
    She stopped. She wasn’t getting caught a second time. 
 
    The man in the passenger seat was staring at her now, and there was a blind tension in his face that frightened her. The car began to edge forward, the engine tone rising, and Davinia made a decision. She stepped back, away from the kerb, pressing herself back against the low school wall. She wanted nothing to do with these men. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The man with the scarred nose gripped the edge of his seat, fingers curled in tension. The car swung out from the kerb, past the girl standing against the wall, and his eyes flicked past her, down towards the school gates. 
 
    They had timed it carefully. The driver had said, moments ago, ‘Clear now. We’ve got maybe two minutes. Let’s do it cleanly.’ 
 
    It would be clean. There could be no trouble, no opposition, no muscle to fear. 
 
    The car nosed down the road, dipping into the slope, nearing the school gates. The girl standing there, somewhat forlorn, still had her hands laced together, her head down. She seemed hardly aware of the approach of the car. 
 
    The man with the scarred nose gripped the door-handle. 
 
    The car slowed, came to a stop just six feet from the school gates. The door opened. The girl looked up. 
 
    She could not have known, could not have expected it. 
 
    Even so, some intuition electrified her, made her eyes widen in sudden panic, made her drop the purse she was carrying. Her mind told her to run, the tension held her rigid, unmoving, and the man with the scarred nose stepped from the car, strode swiftly towards her, and only then did she turn to run back into the school yard. 
 
    He caught her before she had gone five yards. His fingers clamped on one arm, she was yanked to a stop and then his powerful hands swept her up, cradling her roughly as she kicked in wild terror and at last found her voice. She screamed, once, as she struggled, but the man was turning, dragging open the door of the car, bundling her inside. 
 
    Someone shouted above them on the hill. In the rear mirror the driver caught sight of an overalled man waving an arm, ineffectually. Down the hill, to their right as the car pulled away, tyres screeching, a middle-aged couple looked about them vaguely, hardly aware of what was happening. In the passenger seat the man with the scarred nose gripped the girl tightly. She was trembling, but made no sound. Her slim body was rigid, her eyes wide and staring. The driver was sweating. He tried to say something, but his mouth was dry and the car picked up speed, roaring down the hill, gears crashing as he made a clumsy change with a shaking left hand. 
 
    The lights ahead of them were red. Waiting there was a battered green Morris. It held a woman and two children. 
 
    The blue car swung right into a side street, fifty yards from the lights. By the time the lights had changed, and the green Morris began to cough its way into the steep slope of the hill, the blue car had disappeared. 
 
    Outside the school gates there was an overalled man, talking earnestly with a puzzled, middle-aged couple. When the green Morris stopped they stared at it hesitantly until the woman got out, spoke to them. After a short, increasingly agitated discussion, the woman got back into the car and reversed into the school gates, crunching a bumper against the wall, and then clattered her way down the hill. 
 
    Fifty yards above the gates Davinia turned away. They hadn’t been punters, after all. Either way, it was none of her business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    The spectacular thunderstorm that had provided the backdrop to their conversation the previous evening, during dinner, was over. The deep cracking sound of thunder and the brilliant flashes of light that had edged the hills against the blue-black sky had now given way to high bird song and bright morning sunshine above the fell. There was a light breeze from the north-east and it brought a hint of salt with it though they were miles from the sea. The Land-Rovers were a mile below them huddled together like grey and blue beetles at the foot of the track; ahead of him Eric could see the marching lines of conifers swathing the northern rises with heavy, solid green, but to his left the moors rolled, dipping and rising, crossed by boggy streams, grey-green and open, and perfect shooting country. 
 
    The first of the hunters was already making his way back. 
 
    Eric was surprised to see it was Liam Geraghty. Of the eight-strong party, which comprised, apart from himself, Anne, Mark Fenham the young solicitor, Geraghty, Lord Finborne, Dennison, Paul Morris and John Helstone, the last person Eric would have expected to return early was Geraghty. He had a greedy eye, for business and for anything else, and it seemed uncharacteristic for him to make his way back towards Eric, sitting alone on the grey crag, observing proceedings. Equally surprisingly, Geraghty came alone: his financial adviser Dennison, who had barely left his shoulder last night, was still some two hundred yards out on the moor. 
 
    Anne had chosen the shooting party with care. Eric had taken no part in the discussions she had held with young Fenham, letting them get their heads together on the planning of it without interference, but he noted with wry amusement the names of the people who had been discarded. The Lord Lieutenant, for instance: if it was to be largely social, the weekend would certainly include him. Lord Finborne’s presence, of course, gave the occasion a certain appeal to the snobbish, but Finborne was no landed clod: he had spent a period in London in a merchant bank, held a considerable overseas portfolio, and was a member of the board of Anne’s company, Morcomb Estates, Ltd. Paul Morris was an accountant with a large practice in Newcastle and a stake, through his mother’s family, in a chain of food stores in the North-East; John Helstone was a banker of some presence and reputation who had been responsible for the far-sighted financing of the Newlink enterprise in Cumbria. 
 
    The shooting was incidental. 
 
    Eric had played little part in the conversation the previous evening. He knew Finborne fairly well, and Morris and Helstone slightly, but apart from desultory conversation with them he had maintained the discreetly polite role of host while Anne dominated the discussion, first with her warmth which on such occasions could light up the room, and secondly with her keenness of mind in the business discussions that followed dinner. He had, however, observed Liam Geraghty and his man Dennison. The financial adviser was sharp, a small, slight man with an accountant’s eyes, probing remarks, peeling away defences, questioning comments instinctively. Yet for all his sharpness he seemed to shrink beside Geraghty. 
 
    It was not merely that Liam Geraghty had an awesome physical presence. He was well over six feet tall, weighed some sixteen stone, and had hands like hams. His voice was deep, silky on occasion but positive and determined when he wished to thrust home a point. His beefy features were marked by a high, ridged nose that jutted arrogantly from his face, but his eyes were narrow and watchful. Yet it was not the physical things that Eric recalled about him after last evening’s first acquaintance. Rather it was the lust that flickered behind his dark eyes, the greed that touched his fleshy mouth in unguarded moments: the impression of a lust for power and a greed for success. Money he had already, in plenty: he had built up a successful dairy operation in Ireland years ago, had translated that success to a West Coast company in the States, and diversified into light engineering with a panache that had surprised even his friends. Not that he would have many, Eric guessed, unless he found them useful. He was a committed man with tunnel vision: his objective was clear-self-aggrandisement in business terms-but the rest of the world would remain unobserved. Perhaps even his personal life intruded but little. Eric wondered what kind of family life he had ever enjoyed in his clawing to the top of a business empire of international proportions. 
 
    ‘Had enough, Geraghty?’ 
 
    The big man slowed at Eric’s question, and glanced up to him, seated on the crag. His eyes were narrowed to slits against the glare of the sunlight, but he smiled. It gave his features a certain charm, the kind that could fool opponents. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ll tell you,’ he said, breathing heavily from the exertion of the climb up from the moor. ‘They talk in Ireland about the Irish football referee who suggests the players should play extra time now, in case the weather gets bad later. I’ve never subscribed to that philosophy. I do something for as long as I find it enjoyable. Then I stop whatever the weather. There’s never a question of extra time.’ 
 
    For Geraghty, enjoyable would mean profitable. Eric wondered vaguely what would be profitable in the Irish businessman’s joining him on the crag. 
 
    Liam Geraghty laid down his shotgun, broken open, on the springy turf and sought a place to sit down near Eric. The breeze ruffled his greying, curly hair and he exuded self-satisfaction as he beamed around him, the businessman at play on the northern moors. ‘Grand country,’ he said. ‘I can understand why you’d live out here. But you don’t shoot, hey?’ 
 
    ‘Hand guns. I’ve never taken much to the shotgun or rifle.’ 
 
    ‘Hand guns,’ Geraghty said thoughtfully. He squinted up to the blue, cloud-flecked sky. ‘That would be something you learned when you were in the police.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘But not something you carried on with. No obsession.’ Liam Geraghty paused for a moment, broodingly. ‘Obsessions is bad things. They can take over your life completely. My father now: he had a youthful obsession that he could drink any man under the table. He became the traditional, jacket-off, stage Irishman in the end, ready to take on any corners. It killed him, of course . . .’ His voice trailed away and silence fell. Then he shook himself, throwing off memories that had no place on a bright Northumberland moor, and he glanced towards Eric, grinning suddenly. ‘You know what my old man said to me once when I asked him why he drank so much? He said it whiled away the time until he got drunk.’ 
 
    Eric smiled vaguely. He was still waiting to learn why Geraghty had sought out his company. ‘They’ll be following you in, soon.’ 
 
    The desultory crackle of the gunfire had all but ceased now. Dennison had turned, was walking back towards them. Across to the left Morris, Helstone and Lord Finborne were breaking their guns, ready to turn back. On the right, Anne and Mark Fenham were standing together, the solicitor still firing. 
 
    ‘Well set-up young feller,’ Geraghty observed. 
 
    ‘He is,’ Eric replied, guessing what was coming. Geraghty would always be a man interested in seeking out chinks in armour. 
 
    ‘They seem to get on well together. Much of an age, they are.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be a great deal older than Anne,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    ‘They seemed to get their heads together a lot, last evening.’ 
 
    ‘Fenham’s employed by Morcomb Estates. He’s a bright young lawyer. He’ll make a name for himself. They’ll have had business to discuss.’ 
 
    Geraghty glanced at him, almost contemptuously. ‘Why don’t you do something about it?’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘I was divorced ten years ago. Kicked her out. Got back from Florida and caught her at it. Bloody Waterford man.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been divorced too,’ Eric said coolly. ‘It’s not the prerogative of the Irish.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean . . .’ Geraghty scowled, hesitating. ‘You’re a cold fish, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I prefer to call it control.’ 
 
    ‘Either way, you’re a fool. This chap Fenham, he’s good. He’ll set himself up with a seat on the board of that company of hers. You should watch him — in the company and outside it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear your suggestions in mind.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, you’re a cold fish and a fool. The company doesn’t need Fenham: you could do what he’s doing easily enough. Probably better than he can. And a seat on the board is there for the taking. What holds you back? It can’t be that scruffy practice of yours down on the Quayside.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a few seconds. Geraghty’s tone held a certain impatience that seemed out of character. He was leading up to something, waiting for something, and it stained his tone, sharpened his conversation in a manner that puzzled Eric, as much as the man’s returning early from the shoot puzzled him. He glanced sideways at the big Irishman. ‘What do you know of my practice?’ 
 
    Geraghty snorted. ‘I know it isn’t worth a damn! Let’s be clear about something. If I go into a business deal I never go in with my eyes shut. I always get to know the other feller’s strength and weakness. I thought in the case of Morcomb Estates you’d be one of the strengths. Turns out you’re nothing. You’re not even involved! Oh, inquiries on Tyneside tell me you got qualities that are often lacking in lawyers — guts, integrity, all that crap. But they also told me you’re a fool. A rich wife, a big business, and you stay out of it.’ 
 
    ‘It suits me.’ 
 
    ‘To deal with small-time stuff, hippies and drunks, petty crime and the odd taxation job thrown in? I don’t understand you, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I understood you, Geraghty.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ The big Irishman’s back suddenly stiffened and his head snapped around to stare directly at Eric. His eyes were hooded and his lips hard-edged. He spread thick fingers on the granite, gripping away the sudden tension that seemed to have arisen in him. ‘Thought you understood me? What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, then shrugged slightly. ‘Just as you’ve run a check on me and my business, so I’ve summed you up as much as I can in our short acquaintance. I’d heard about your business interests, of course, and formed some kind of opinion from them. And I watched, and listened to you, last night. It gave me a general picture.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘The picture is somewhat fuzzy this morning. Clouded by your behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘What about my behaviour?’ Geraghty asked harshly. 
 
    ‘It’s out of character. You’ve walked over here, ahead of the rest. Now you’re here, you seem unsettled, edgy. And you’ve gone out of your way to be boorish and unpleasant. Yet you’ve nothing to gain by that. I’m unimportant to you; I’m not involved in your business deals. And even if I were, it’s unlikely I’d be affected by your boorishness into giving you the favourable terms you hope to get.’ 
 
    Geraghty hardly seemed to be listening. Eyes narrowed, he scanned the moor, and yet he seemed to be taking nothing in. Tension still raised ridges in the backs of his hands, and he glanced quickly at his watch. Then, as some of Eric’s words sank in, he looked across again. 
 
    ‘You didn’t say much last night.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You let young Fenham talk. You didn’t put your oar in.’ 
 
    ‘But I could have.’ 
 
    ‘On motives?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Eric said quietly. 
 
    Geraghty nodded, biting at his lips. ‘I thought as much.’ But he seemed unworried, nevertheless, about the prospect of Eric’s intervention. The tension that lay within him was occasioned by something else, as he sat glaring out across the moor to where his financial adviser, Dennison, was striding back towards the crag. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The business conversation during the previous evening had largely involved Geraghty, Fenham, Anne and Lord Finborne. Finborne owned estates on the northern border, just south of Berwick, and extending inland in a swathe of moorland that enclosed several small villages. Morcomb Estates had grown since Lord Morcomb had died: within a short period of time Anne had expanded her landed interests, partly as a hedge against inflation, and partly to take advantage of tax concessions regarding forestry holdings. She had proved she was developing into an astute businesswoman, and though she still occasionally harped on about Eric’s taking a more positive role in Morcomb Estates, they were both aware that her own business acumen was increasing to the extent that she needed no husband to lean on, lawyer or otherwise. 
 
    Geraghty’s plans were vague, though positive enough in concept. He had set up several meetings to negotiate the purchase of land from Finborne and from Morcomb Estates, and these had culminated in the shooting weekend. The insistence that the weekend was necessary had been his: three weeks earlier he had phoned to suggest a meeting in Northumberland and Anne had agreed to arrange it. It would be an opportunity to get Geraghty over from Ireland and on her home ground. 
 
    They had not, nevertheless, been able to get much out of Geraghty with regard to his business plans. He talked vaguely of expanding fishing processes along the north Northumberland coast, largely as a tax device; he was interested in the mining potential in the southern slice of Finborne’s holdings; he had discussed European funding possibilities for the development of rural areas, notably two of the villages that lay athwart Finborne and Morcomb Estates land, and he had expressed an interest in purchasing one stretch that presently was open, untouched and unplanned for. 
 
    Mark Fenham was quite convinced what Geraghty’s intentions were. At one point in the evening, as Eric had been checking that the supply of cognac was enough to see the evening through, he had caught part of the young lawyer’s conversation with Anne. Geraghty had moved away to light an enormous cigar and had been buttonholed by Morris and Helstone, each with their own interests to pursue. Finborne had made his way to the cloakroom, and Anne and Mark Fenham were standing to one side as Eric came up to them. Fenham had looked about him conspiratorially. ‘I’ve got it sussed out, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘You have? Good. Your brandy glass is looking rather light.’ 
 
    Anne shot him a furious glance, part annoyance, part mockery. 
 
    ‘Tax dodge,’ Fenham said simply. ‘I’ll certainly take a little more brandy.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be across in a moment,’ Eric said and moved away. 
 
    As he did so, he heard Fenham remark, ‘Geraghty’s on to the most recent swindle. He’ll buy up the land, announce he wants to use it for agricultural purposes, drain the boggy area south of Beacon Crag, and then take advantage of the subsidy the Government will pay to stop him turning over the use. Which he’ll never have intended doing anyway because of the prohibitive cost of the drainage. I’m convinced of it, Anne . . .’ 
 
    It was a possibility, Eric had admitted to himself, but not a likely one. There were other reasons, and quite simple ones, for Geraghty’s interest in Morcomb and Finborne holdings, but they would be rather more ambitious than the plans the young lawyer was so confident about. 
 
    But that still didn’t explain Geraghty’s behaviour this morning, on the sunny crag. And even in the weekend shoot itself, there was something odd, something Eric had not yet been able to puzzle out, but which lay disturbingly, fluttering at the back of his mind. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They were all gathering at the crag now, beaters, dogs, hunters. Finborne looked elegant and at ease with his broken gun over his right arm, leather-padded shoulders lean, slim-hipped, the measure of an English gentleman. Morris’s lack of fitness was showing in dampened hair streaked across his brow and Helstone was breathing hard too, but well satisfied with his kill. He was known to have a keen eye with a gun as well as in business. 
 
    Anne came in last, with Mark Fenham. The young lawyer was casually dressed, and for the first time Eric looked at him with completely objective eyes, beside Anne. He was as tall as Eric, leaner, younger, and there was an enthusiasm about him Eric had not noticed before. The moors had stripped away his normal carefulness and he was relaxed. Anne was holding his arm almost possessively, and she was slightly flushed, warm and happy, with red-gold glints in her hair. Eric remembered seeing her like that once, right at the beginning, pacing down on her mount through the woods above Sedleigh Hall . . . He was suddenly aware of Liam Geraghty’s eyes on him and he glanced at the Irishman. There was a sardonic smile on the big man’s face. A sour edge of resentment suddenly slivered through Eric’s veins. 
 
    He held Geraghty’s glance for a moment, then said, ‘Shall we go down?’ 
 
    The Irishman smiled, then fell into step beside Eric as he turned towards the track. In desultory fashion the others began to follow, down to the Land-Rovers at the bottom of the fell, and a lunch of chicken and champagne. 
 
    Sandy soil crunched under Eric’s boots. The resentment was still with him, compounded of dislike of the Irishman’s boorishness and perhaps his own fears. ‘This deal you’re working at with Morcomb Estates. You’ve not said much about your plans if it goes through.’ 
 
    Geraghty grunted as his heel turned on a stone and he almost stumbled. ‘Damn . . . No, not said much, but that’s because there’s a lot of thinking to do about it.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish.’ 
 
    Slowly the Irishman swung his heavy head to stare at Eric. Something moved deep in his narrow eyes, too deep and too vague to be recognized. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve no intention of doing anything with the property you buy.’ 
 
    ‘And why should you think that?’ 
 
    ‘I know it. Just as you know there’s no great business advantage in buying up the designated areas from Finborne and Morcomb Estates.’ 
 
    Geraghty crunched along beside Eric silently for a short while. ‘If I haven’t told you what I intend doing with the land, how can you suggest there’s no business advantage?’ 
 
    ‘Because I know what other holdings you have, Geraghty.’ The Irishman almost stopped, then recovered himself. 
 
    ‘What holdings?’ 
 
    ‘France and Germany. I read the financial press. Closely. And I’m familiar with your subsidiaries.’ 
 
    Somewhere high above them a lark was singing; below, as the heat of the day began to increase, the distant Cheviot seemed to shimmer in a slow dance. 
 
    ‘You’ve been doing some odd homework for a man who won’t play in his wife’s company, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘The fact I’m not involved doesn’t mean I’m not interested, Geraghty.’ 
 
    The big man was silent for a little while. The rest of the group had fallen some distance behind them as Geraghty asked cautiously, ‘All right, so what’s your deductions regarding my interest in Northumberland?’ 
 
    ‘Your power base has moved from Ireland of recent years, even though you still retain the quaint Irish image for your products. Your company is now effectively, and certainly for tax purposes, US based.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘The USA has a tax treaty with the UK. American-based companies distributing profits from the UK subject to mainstream corporation tax will, in the next year or so, set the rate they pay fall from over forty per cent to around twenty-five per cent.’ 
 
    Geraghty was breathing heavily. ‘And that’s a good reason to buy land in Northumberland?’ 
 
    ‘It is if you buy cheap, do nothing with the land but value it highly in your returns. The US operates a worldwide tax credit system. It means that US subsidiaries can average income from a low tax country, such as the UK is now becoming, with income from high tax countries-like France and Germany. You need the land in Northumberland to take advantage of disappearing tax allowances and roll your tax liabilities forward until they become taxable at future lower rates. You could have done better with an investment in manufacturing industry in Britain, or high technology companies, but maybe that’s in your plans too. At the moment, land in the north will do for a start. Buy cheaply, value highly in your returns.’ 
 
    The lark song had faded, and the silence of the moors had returned. Geraghty clumped along beside Eric, saying nothing, but his head was up, his arrogant nose questing, almost sniffing at the wind. ‘It’s a theory,’ he said at last. ‘But only that. I . . . I gather you haven’t confided in your wife.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘This kind of . . . theory, it could cause her to raise her price.’ 
 
    ‘It could.’ 
 
    ‘So why haven’t you told her?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t been asked.’ 
 
    Geraghty’s smile was twisted. ‘Still staying out of her business affairs, is that it? Or is it something different? Maybe you just want to show her that her legal adviser, the young and handsome Mark Fenham, is just a snotty-nosed kid when it comes to big business, hey?’ 
 
    The resentment was sour in Eric’s throat now. He held it in check. He had brought this on himself, in his attempt to score over Geraghty for the man’s ill-humour and boorishness. If he descended now to the Irishman’s level, he was lost. In more ways than one, for it could create sores that might not heal. 
 
    ‘No, nothing like that, Geraghty. I simply wanted to know whether I was right — and I think I am, in view of your reaction. And there was something else I wanted to know.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s something that’s been puzzling me. About last night. About today. About the whole weekend. I’m just surprised that you—’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    Below them the track levelled out to the open, flat area flanked with gorse where the Land-Rovers were parked. To the right the land dropped into a steep gully crossed by a small wooden bridge which drove the track into a belt of trees, silver birch and alder. Ferns grew on the slope in profusion and on the far side of the slope the track dipped among heather-clad hills. Along the track a Land-Rover swung its way. On its roof a blue light flashed. 
 
    ‘Police,’ Eric said in surprise. 
 
    ‘What do they want up here?’ Geraghty’s voice was thick, edgy with a sudden tension and his breathing seemed constrained. He quickened his step as the police vehicle bounced and lurched over the tussocky grass towards the parked cars of Eric’s party. It came to a stop and the passenger door opened. A police officer stepped out, in the familiar black and white peaked cap. He raised a hand. 
 
    ‘Mr Geraghty?’ 
 
    Liam Geraghty stopped. Eric glanced at him; the Irishman seemed to be shaking slightly as he stared down the hillside to the questioning policeman. At last he raised his own hand. ‘That’s me. I’m Liam Geraghty.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think we could have a word, sir?’ 
 
    The big man hesitated for a moment, looked quickly at Eric and then hurried down the slope. Eric made no attempt to follow him; instead, he waited until Anne and Fenham joined him. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    Geraghty had reached the police Land-Rover. The policeman was leaning forward, one hand on Geraghty’s arm, talking earnestly. The Irishman stiffened, his arm jerking away from the restraining hand suddenly, and the policeman stepped back, motioning towards the door of the vehicle. Geraghty almost blundered forward, dropping his shotgun, and clambered into the police car. 
 
    Eric glanced swiftly at Anne and then began to move down the slope. The Land-Rover’s engine roared, the vehicle was thrust into reverse and then straightened, swung in a sharp arc to head back down the hillside. 
 
    ‘Mr Geraghty!’ It was the financial adviser, Dennison. 
 
    He seemed anxious, nervous at being left alone with the shooting party. He was hurrying down the hillside, pushing past Eric, but he was already too late. Whatever it was that had drawn Geraghty into the police car, it was important enough for him to lose all interest in his companions on the moor. As the Land-Rover accelerated towards the bridge he cast no glance backwards. 
 
    His departure left Dennison disconsolate, making public the businessman’s indifference towards his financial adviser. The man’s voice drifted shrilly. ‘Mr Geraghty . . .’ 
 
    The thin, reedy tone was lost on the spreading, sunlit hillside. The thunder of the Land-Rover’s engine faded towards the distant road to Newcastle. In a little while the birdsong returned to the fell. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was several days before the news broke about Liam Geraghty. For Eric it had been an uneventful few days. He and Anne had been surprised and concerned at the abrupt departure of the Irish businessman, and the shooting party had inevitably discussed it, though not at great length. Dennison had not stayed: he had taken his leave immediately they returned to Sedleigh Hall. His departure loosened tongues a little but there was an odd reluctance to spend much time in discussing Geraghty. It was as though embarrassment at the appearance of the police on the moor had stifled normal reactions. 
 
    In the privacy of their bedroom, Anne was less inhibited. 
 
    Eric was not sure whether the mystery of the Irishman’s departure had spiced Anne’s weekend, or whether she was somewhat piqued by the occurrence. What was certain was that she was intrigued. 
 
    ‘What on earth do you think it could have been about?’ she asked as she snuggled into Eric. 
 
    ‘I’ve really no idea.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t suppose it’ll be anything to do with the IRA, do you?’ 
 
    ‘The IRA?’ Eric unwound his arm from about her shoulders and laughed. ‘That’s a bit fanciful.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he is a sort of expatriate Irishman, isn’t he, living in the States much of the time, and many of those people tend to be pretty hot about the old country and that sort of thing, and maybe he’s been gun-running, or something.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe he was arrested for something else.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you consider arrest?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘You don’t get dragged off a moorland shooting party for nothing,’ Anne said, sniffing. ‘I mean, it must be for something serious. I think he’s been arrested for some nefarious business deal or other.’ 
 
    Eric made no reply. He wondered whether she was closer to the truth than she realized. Geraghty was a ruthless businessman; he would have sailed close to the legal wind on more than one occasion. 
 
    ‘Anyway, it’s extremely rude,’ she insisted, ‘dashing off like that.’ 
 
    ‘Dashing off so mysteriously, you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Same thing.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    At the beginning of the week Eric was in the Crown Court with Eldon Samuels, a young barrister who displayed ability and a loose tongue: the latter would probably, in time, restrict the flowering of the former. But he was a useful source of information and gossip. Eric took coffee with him at the interval for the adjournment, making no attempt to raise the incident on the fell, but wondering at the same time what Samuels might have heard about the matter. 
 
    It seemed he had not. Instead, he was bubbling about a different matter entirely. 
 
    ‘It’ll be breaking in the newspapers tomorrow, maybe this evening, you mark my words! Unless the police try to put a muzzle on it, of course, and I can quite understand if they do.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘An immense cock-up, of course! I mean, there are occasions when the boys in blue really do make fools of themselves. You know as much about that as any, Ward: you were one of them. Don’t tell me you never heard of cover-ups, or restrictions upon embarrassing stories.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s this one about?’ 
 
    Eldon Samuels had a thin, pinched face and reddish curly hair which seemed reluctant to crawl up his skull: he was prematurely balding. He also had the habit of tugging at his side burns when he was enjoying himself, as though he thought the action might stimulate the growth. He tugged now, enthusiastically. ‘Well, it seems it was all set up. You’ll know there’s been concern for some time about the use being made of provincial airports for the drug traffic in the North. Less crowded, less sophisticated in surveillance, the northern air terminals have been a better bet for the smugglers than Heathrow.’ 
 
    ‘I’d heard.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there’s been no crackdown at Teesside — small terminal, bit isolated, easy place to seal off if you really wanted to nail the boards down. But nothing’s been done because, I’m told, the police have been gearing themselves up to a strike against the dealers. They’ve had an informer for some time, working in Newcastle and Sunderland, and it was only a matter of waiting for the shipment to come in so they could pounce and take not only the shippers but also the dealers.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘It only just blew up in their faces, didn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Eric asked, a trifle impatient at Samuels’s stretching out the tale. 
 
    ‘Well, it seems the nark had told the boys in blue about the safe house. Chester-le-Street, of all places. Down behind the church there. Anyway, they didn’t dare put any surveillance on the place . . . no point anyway, since it was clean until the Teesside shipment came in with the courier. So, they played it cool, waited until the shipment came in, noted the courier, saw him head up the A1 and congratulated themselves. All they had to do was wait until the dealers showed up, and then the cat could pounce.’ Samuels smiled, tugged at his reddish side burns again. ‘Trouble is, it didn’t happen that way.’ 
 
    ‘What did happen?’ 
 
    ‘Unbelievable, really, unless you know our friends in blue! First of all, a tanker overturned on the A1 and the lads trailing the courier got delayed. Delayed, mind you, for a traffic accident! Then, inconceivably, the back-up didn’t arrive before the courier did, wasn’t sure whether the man had gone into the safe house or not, wandered down the road towards the traffic accident . . . I tell you, it makes you wonder . . .’ 
 
    ‘The outcome, I imagine, is that they didn’t catch the dealers,’ Eric said drily. 
 
    ‘Nor the courier, dear boy! He’d wandered away after dropping the stuff, to mind his own business, very sensibly. But more than that, when our friends the fuzz finally arrived at the Chester-le-Street house they were even too late to deal with the next bit of nefarious activity.’ 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    Samuels grinned: his teeth were yellowish, one of them chipped at the front. ‘This is the enjoyable bit. Someone had confounded everyone. Not only was the courier gone and the dealer not arrived, but the package was gone too! While everyone was doing their Keystone bit on the side of the goodies, and the baddies hadn’t woken up to what was happening and were still doing their nervous, walk-sideways bit, some character nipped into the safe house, lifted the material and shot off, rapid as they say.’ 
 
    ‘And the police—’ 
 
    ‘Have no idea who did it. So, they have nothing on the courier, can’t nail the dealers, everyone’s accusing everyone else, and there’s a chunk of heroin swilling around Tyneside uncontrolled. I mean, it’s cheap enough at the moment with the dealers selling at just five quid a packet, but when this skag hits the streets, with the purveyor keen to make a quick profit and get out before the heavies get to him, the kids will be high on pennies.’ 
 
    Samuels drained his coffee and set down the cup. He picked up his brief papers and nodded towards the door. ‘They’ll be back in soon; better make a move. Thing is, you know, whenever I get one of your erstwhile colleagues on the stand I admire their stolid, perfect commitment to duty and consider they do a grand job. Am I impressionable? Must be. Because when I learn of a cock-up like this one, I begin to worry about the efficiency of British justice. Or the police arm, at least. Mustn’t knock our own contribution, hey, Ward?’ 
 
    He winked and began to make his way towards the door. ‘Grab the papers tonight, anyway. See how they try to cover up this story. The editors will never let them bury it, believe me.’ 
 
    But in the event, they were never forced to face the embarrassment. The headlines, and press attention, were taken up by a bigger, human interest story. One that explained why Liam Geraghty had hurried away from the fell on Saturday morning. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anne met Eric in the drawing-room at Sedleigh Hall when he arrived home from the Crown Court. She held a copy of the evening paper. Silently she handed it to him. The headline was splashed heavily across the front page: GERAGHTY HEIRESS KIDNAPPED. 
 
    ‘Had you heard about it?’ Anne asked breathlessly. 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘I came straight from court, and didn’t stop to pick up a paper.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been on the six o’clock news. But it happened last Friday, Eric! Why on earth have they waited until now to break the news? That poor Mr Geraghty!’ 
 
    Poor. Hardly the word to apply to Liam Geraghty, the Irish tycoon. Guiltily, Eric thrust aside the thought as unworthy. ‘They’ll have held the news back maybe to deal with the kidnappers, maybe to try to stop them before they realized the whistle was blown. I don’t know. Anyway, let me read the account . . . and I could do with a drink.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been a hard day?’ 
 
    ‘It has. So I’ll settle for whisky for once.’ 
 
    Eric sat down and re-read the headlines. 
 
    ‘A police spokesman today broke the news that the granddaughter of Liam Geraghty, the well-known Irish businessman, was kidnapped from Newcastle last Friday. The exact circumstances of the kidnapping are still undisclosed and some mystery also surrounds the reason why the thirteen-year-old girl was living in Newcastle, but the delay in announcing the crime remains equally unexplained. 
 
    ‘To date no contact with the kidnappers has been made by the police and Mr Geraghty was unavailable for comment. It is understood that Mr Geraghty was informed of the kidnapping on Saturday morning and since then has been in constant touch with the police. 
 
    ‘Liam Geraghty holds extensive dairy produce interests in Ireland but of recent years has extended his business to take up holdings in America, France and Germany. He was divorced from his wife ten years ago and has one daughter, Ruth, who is the mother of the kidnapped child.’ 
 
    ‘Whisky . . . and a dash of dry,’ Anne said, interrupting his reading. ‘I’ve kept the hard stuff in short supply.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. It’s been a rough day. Stuffy court, and stuffier judge. And Eldon Samuels.’ 
 
    Anne grimaced and sat down, perching herself on the arm of his easy chair. She was wearing a light perfume: he caught a trace of it as she leaned back and gestured towards the newspaper he was holding. ‘Funny business, entirely. I mean, not for the things that are said, but for what’s not said.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t finished it yet,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘It is understood that Ruth Geraghty is now living in the United States, but attempts to contact her for comment have failed. The police spokesman was unable to confirm that Mr Geraghty has arranged for his daughter to fly to Newcastle. 
 
    ‘Liam Geraghty was in England when the kidnapping took place. Our sources inform us that he was entering into certain business transactions with Morcomb Estates, Ltd and was being entertained at the home of Mrs Anne Ward when the kidnapping of his granddaughter took place. 
 
    ‘Fame at last,’ Eric murmured, and tossed the paper on one side as he sipped the whisky Anne had poured for him. He grimaced. He had cut out alcohol apart from the occasional drink; when he took it now he was always vaguely surprised that he bothered. He had largely lost the taste for it, and yet it seemed the appropriate thing to reach for when he was tired, and tense at the end of the day. 
 
    ‘So what do you think?’ Anne asked, slipping her arm across his shoulders. Eric glanced up to her and shook his head. 
 
    ‘Don’t you think it’s odd?’ she insisted. 
 
    ‘There are some . . . curiosities about the account.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    Eric glanced at the newspaper again. ‘In the first instance it’s a rather constrained account. It’s not been sensationalized in the way one would normally expect. It’s not often we get a kidnapping on Tyneside, and certainly not the granddaughter of an Irish tycoon. I would have expected them to have made more of it.’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking of rather more practical things.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘All right, you be the advocate.’ 
 
    She slid forward slightly so that her hip was pressing against him. ‘Well,’ she began in a self-satisfied tone, ‘you may see nothing odd in it but have you noticed that the account speaks of Ruth Geraghty?’ 
 
    ‘Presumably that’s her name.’ 
 
    ‘But not her married name!’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she’s not married.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got a daughter!’ Anne said indignantly. 
 
    ‘And we slept together before we were married.’ Eric grinned at her. ‘Has the married state erased such irregularities from your mind?’ 
 
    ‘You’re being difficult,’ she remonstrated, but was unable to suppress a smile. ‘The fact is, if Ruth Geraghty had a child I hardly think her father would have allowed her to remain unmarried. And even if she held out against him, what’s she doing in the States with the daughter over here in Newcastle? I mean, what the hell’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘If you’d finished the article, which you obviously haven’t, you’d have seen there’s quite a bit about the transactions with Morcomb Estates. You get a mention-look, here is it: prominent local solicitor—’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ 
 
    ‘And there’s quite a bit about Sedleigh Hall and my father and the estate before he died . . . I mean, what’s all that got to do with the kidnapping of that poor child?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘Nothing, but they clearly want to pad out the article when the news content is so thin. It accounts for Geraghty’s presence in England, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure I like our names being thrown in the ring in this way. Besides, they could have got some of this information only from Geraghty, or his advisers. I mean, the meeting and the shooting party at Sedleigh Hall, they weren’t exactly known all over the North-East, were they?’ 
 
    ‘Some judicious ferreting—’ 
 
    ‘Liam Geraghty,’ Anne said firmly, ‘did not strike me as the kind of man who talked easily about his own business. So why has he been so free with it now?’ 
 
    ‘Upset, distraught . . .’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm.’ Anne wriggled, slipping her left leg across his, nestling down into the chair with him. ‘I still think there’s something odd about the report.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve a suspicious mind,’ Eric said and put down his drink. He kissed her lightly on the forearm, and then more positively on her throat. 
 
    She murmured in deep satisfaction, ‘I do have a suspicious mind. About what you have on your mind.’ 
 
    ‘Entirely innocent.’ 
 
    ‘Your hands aren’t . . . We’ll be called in to dinner soon. It’s duck.’ 
 
    ‘It can wait.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t. Besides, I thought an old man like you only did this sort of thing in bed.’ 
 
    Eric leaned back and glared at her in mock anger. ‘You’re determined to have me analyse this newspaper story, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘If it keeps your mind off disgraceful behaviour before dinner!’ 
 
    ‘All right, I agree with you, it’s odd, but maybe Ruth Geraghty uses her father’s name because she prefers it to the name of the child’s father. And maybe you’re exaggerating the whole thing just because you’ve met Geraghty, and like him—’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s smashing,’ she giggled. ‘So manly!’ 
 
    ‘In which case,’ Eric said coolly, sliding away from her, ‘I’ll tell you what’s really odd. How come the newspaper hasn’t stated whether she was married or not? There are registers of births, deaths and marriages. So why aren’t they more specific?’ 
 
    ‘There! You are intrigued! Why can’t you be more honest with me?’ 
 
    ‘I was going to be. You insisted on dinner first.’ 
 
    It was a curious situation, nevertheless. As Anne had said, it was the things that were missing from the account that were intriguing. It would have been a relatively simple matter for the journalist who wrote the piece to make a quick check to discover not only whether Ruth Geraghty had married, but also the identity of the husband. Equally, the lack of explanation regarding the girl’s presence on Tyneside pointed to repression on someone’s part: journalists rarely failed to follow up issues like that. Particularly if they were issued. 
 
    There was something else that lurked at the back of Eric’s mind during the next few days. He had the feeling he was missing something. He was not centrally concerned with the Geraghty business but it kept returning to his mind. It might have been something he himself had said, or maybe it was something to do with a look, an impression, an attitude which was out of character. He could not pin it down and he felt irritated when it intruded upon his thoughts in the office, when he should have been concentrating upon other things, like the Turriff prosecution. After all, the kidnapping was none of his business. 
 
    But then, on the Friday morning it became his business. He had hoped to have a couple of hours to himself to wrestle with some of the new tax legislation that had emerged. It was easy to get rusty on such matters, and he had at least three files for counsel briefing on tax matters, largely won as a result of his success some years earlier with the affairs of Lord Morcomb. Tax files could be lucrative, and he was insistent upon his independence from Anne’s money. It was with a feeling of suppressed irritation, therefore, that he picked up the phone in response to the call from reception. 
 
    ‘Yes, Frances?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you, Mr Ward, but there’s a gentleman here in the office who wants to make an appointment.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you fix one for him?’ 
 
    There was a brief hesitation. ‘He says it’s urgent, and he really would like to see you immediately.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his name?’ 
 
    For a moment Eric thought it might be Phil Heckles, changing his mind over prosecuting Detective Superintendent Mason. But he was wrong. ‘It’s a Mr Cullen.’ 
 
    Cullen . . . Cullen . . . The man in the flat, one of the group who were in with the loan shark Sam Turriff. He’d refused to help, got angry. Now he would have changed his mind for some reason. 
 
    Eric hesitated, glanced at the papers in front of him and then sighed. ‘All right. Ask him to come up in about five minutes.’ 
 
    The papers had been cleared away and the desk top was tidy when, five minutes later, Tony Cullen entered the room. He had obviously been sleeping badly. His light blue eyes were dark-shadowed, a mingling of anger, frustration and despair. His mouth had been stubborn when first Eric had met him; now it was marked with doubt and his edginess was apparent from the way in which he refused the offer of a chair but remained standing, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his cheap leather jacket, shifting his weight from one foot to another, a runner ready to sprint if only he knew where the finishing line was. 
 
    ‘Mr Cullen. You said you needed to see me urgently.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Turriff’s been putting pressure on you?’ 
 
    ‘Turriff?’ His glance became glazed with incomprehension at a time when perhaps he comprehended nothing. He half turned, stared down at the busy Quayside, and then turned back to face Eric, his brow furrowed and anxious. ‘I didn’t come to talk about Turriff. To hell with that. I’ll let you have what you want . . . No, it’s not Turriff.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you wish to see me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my daughter.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Something cold touched the back of Eric’s neck. ‘What about your daughter?’ 
 
    ‘Kate.’ 
 
    Eric recognized the pain and panic in Tony Cullen’s eyes, and instinctively he knew. ‘You’d better sit down.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand. I’m getting nowhere! They won’t talk to me, they won’t help me — but it’s my daughter who’s been snatched!’ 
 
    Eric rose. Puppet-like, Cullen reached out for the chair back, pulled it sideways towards him, and sat down helplessly. Eric stared at him for several seconds. The man’s face seemed to have crumpled, creased with uncertainty, unmade by the pressure of events he could not explain. Eric sat down again. ‘Liam Geraghty—’ 
 
    ‘He’s my bloody father-in-law.’ 
 
    Cullen’s tone was fierce; it was clear there was little love lost between him and Geraghty. 
 
    ‘The name of Cullen wasn’t mentioned in the newspaper reports,’ Eric said slowly. 
 
    ‘That’s Geraghty’s doing.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘He hates me. Took his precious daughter from him.’ 
 
    Eric frowned, leaned back in his chair and observed Cullen thoughtfully. Emotionally, the man seemed to be falling apart. He was unable to keep his hands still, and his glance flickered around the room restlessly, unable to settle. On the other hand, the reaction was hardly surprising: his daughter Kate had been kidnapped. But Eric was unable to understand the relationship with Geraghty. 
 
    ‘I’m not quite clear what you want,’ Eric said slowly. ‘Your daughter has been kidnapped, and I imagine the police will be doing all they can to get her back. Liam Geraghty too — he’ll be anxious to get Kate back. So what do you want from me?’ 
 
    Cullen’s glance settled on Eric; it held elements of desperation. ‘But that’s the point. Geraghty will have got at the police. They’ll be looking for Kate, oh aye, but will they find her? And me, I’m her father but I’m shoved in the background, and no one is talking to me and I’m not being told what’s going on. Hysterical they say, don’t get hysterical! But she’s my kid!’ 
 
    Eric thought for a moment. Cullen’s words were wild, but perhaps he should not dismiss them too lightly. The man would have good reason for seeking a solicitor, at a time when his efforts should have been directed towards working with the local police to recover his daughter. ‘You say Liam Geraghty . . . hates you. I think maybe you should tell me all about it, why you think that way. Let’s go right back to the beginning. You married Geraghty’s daughter. How did you get to meet her?’ 
 
    Cullen looked at his hands, fingers twisting together. ‘I was brought up in Sunderland. Got a job on the Tyne, in the shipyards. Before they closed down, that was. I was twenty then, like. One day I was coming out of the yard, been working a late shift, and I saw this girl. She was sitting up on the bank, sketching. Looking out across the Tyne, and the sun was low in the sky, which gave a sort of reddish glow to her hair.’ 
 
    There was more than nostalgia in his tone as it dropped, more than loss. Whatever had driven the couple apart, it would have been something Cullen would have resisted. 
 
    ‘She had come over from Ireland. Geraghty, he wasn’t too pleased about it but she was always a strong-willed girl, and she didn’t want to get tied up in the business world he’d developed. That got up his nose, you knaa? But he had to give in, though he wouldn’t have liked her settlin’ for a course in Fashion Design at Newcastle Polytechnic. He’d wanted her to go to university. But she knew what she wanted.’ 
 
    He turned his head, glanced briefly out of the window as though the words had drifted there, and among them was something he wished to recall. ‘Knew what she wanted, aye, she knew that. It became me, after a little while. Didn’t understand it, at first; I thought maybe it was just the summer, and the fell — we used to go walking weekends, up above Otterburn, there. But it got serious, certainly for me, and when she talked about her old man I got worried. Then she asked us to marry her. Just like that. So we got married. Geraghty played hell. But there was nothing he could do.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t go back to Ireland?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Cullen shook his head. ‘He wanted us to. I’d have gone. Let’s be honest, Mr Ward: I was working in the yards, but I knew from the rumours it wouldn’t be long before I was sent up the road. And Geraghty, though he didn’t like the idea of Ruth marrying like that, once it was done he’d have made the best of it. Given me a job in his company, something like that.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t suit Ruth?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. She was dead against going back to Ireland. Said it would be a kind of failure, and now she was free of her old man there was no way she wanted to be beholden to him again. I didn’t quite follow that, but it if was what she wanted, that was fair enough with me. So we got a small place up near the Leazes and things were okay for a while. Then she got pregnant.’ 
 
    ‘Kate?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Cullen wrinkled his nose in self-doubt, grimacing as he sought out old reasons for past actions. 
 
    ‘Geraghty rang me, gave me a right bollocking. He was mad as hell, thought I’d forced the child on her. But that wasn’t the way of it. Ruth wanted a kid, it was her idea, and me, well, I just went along with it, you knaa? I was still working then, there seemed to be no problem. But then, afterwards, it all changed.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘She got restless during the time she was pregnant. She didn’t finish the course at the Poly and she seemed at a loose end. Maybe the flat got her down; maybe she began to hanker after Ireland. I don’t know. All I do know is that once the baby was born there was a few weeks when everything was great and then she began to change.’ 
 
    ‘She became restless?’ 
 
    Cullen shook his head. ‘Not just that. Bitter, like. Took to swearing about Geraghty, arguing he should have done better by her. Then she calmed down again, and we rubbed along well enough for a year or so, and she went back to finish her course at the Poly. Took her longer than I’d expected. I was at work during the day. She got someone in to look after Kate. She was out, friends at the college, and there was parties . . .’ 
 
    His voice died away, and he stared at his hands again. 
 
    They were shaking slightly. He was saying things, but there were things that were not being said. Eric could guess at the situation. Young girl, affluent background, marrying a young shipyard worker in a glow of romantic love. Even the pregnancy would have been sought as an excitement, a fulfilment. The aftermath removed the romanticism. A restrictive life, claustrophobic premises, a crying child, opportunities for self-fulfilment lost. She would have money of her own, and would perhaps be contemptuous of the amount her husband brought home. She could afford to pay for someone to look after Kate, and she could seize the chance to pick up again the possibilities she had discarded. But the return to college life hardly eased things: old friends, new friends, and none of them like Tony Cullen, most of them carefree, bound into the world of fashion, edging her into student life again, free from restrictions. And all the time comparing Tony Cullen, a shipyard worker with no future, with the heady excitements of the expensive, unreal world of fashion. 
 
    ‘When did you get divorced?’ Eric asked gently. 
 
    Cullen shrugged. ‘About five, six years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Did Ruth get custody of Kate?’ 
 
    Something flared in Tony Cullen’s face. He sat up in the chair, glared briefly at Eric and shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. That wasn’t the way it was. She didn’t want Kate.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘She got the divorce in the States. She hadn’t seen Kate for maybe three years then. There was never any question at that time of her wanting her daughter. I was bringing up Kate, the way I’ve always brought her up.’ 
 
    ‘So when did she go to the States?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, it was about two years after she finished at the college. Things were bad between us. I never saw much of her and there was this woman who came in during the day, and I got fed up with it all and there was blazin’ rows. Then she got this offer down in London, working with some department store and she wanted us to move but there was no way I was leavin’ the North-East, you knaa? She didn’t put up much fight when I insisted Kate stayed with me, and she was earning good money, used to send us a bit, like.’ Cullen turned his face away, shamed by his own admission, a northern man being supported by his wife. ‘I was out of work then, and the bairn needed the money.’ 
 
    ‘And after London?’ . 
 
    ‘She never really came back to us. Went her own way. Used to drop in couple of times a year, like a bloody cyclone, kiss the kid and be gone. Kate never really knew who the hell she was, believe me. Then she was off to the States, and we didn’t see her at all for three years.’ 
 
    ‘What about Liam Geraghty all this time?’ 
 
    Cullen frowned, trying to think back, understand motives and events. ‘Difficult. He came over a few times, saw the bairn, but never seemed much interested. If it had been a boy now . . . he wanted a boy, I reckon. He used to stand off in the flat, nostrils curled up, you knaa? Like he didn’t want to be there, but duty called. He got rid of the duty by shoving a regular fifty quid a month to us. I didn’t want it, but I was out of work . . .’ The words hurt him, and his mouth grew rigid, angry with an anger directed at himself as well as at Liam Geraghty. ‘He was never really interested, not properly. They were a pair, Ruth and her old man. Cold. The bairn meant nothing. And then suddenly she came back and things got bad.’ 
 
    ‘She returned to the North-East?’ 
 
    Cullen nodded. ‘London first, then Edinburgh, and then Manchester. The company down there had interests in the North-East and she took to visiting Tyneside. And suddenly she was all over us. It was suffocating. Kate was just ten years old and I think maybe Ruth saw her dressed up, an accessory to her own personality, you knaa? She wanted her, and now that most of the messy, difficult business of growing up was over she could use her.’ 
 
    ‘I hardly think—’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you, Mr Ward,’ Cullen insisted fiercely. ‘She was talking about using her in fashion displays and all that sort of crap. She’d have ruined the kid!’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. If Cullen was right in his statements he was inclined to agree. But there would be another viewpoint: father out of work, child benefiting from a different lifestyle. ‘Did Ruth make any formal attempt to get custody of Kate?’ 
 
    ‘She did,’ Cullen said grimly. ‘She went back to the States that summer, got a lawyer to set up a hearing. They told her it would have to be done here, in England. We’d been divorced about two years then. So she came back, took out proceedings.’ 
 
    ‘Wardship proceedings, I presume, since no custody decision had been ordered on divorce.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, something like that, I never did get the hang of it all,’ Cullen said. ‘Anyway, they said some hard things in court, her and her lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘But you got custody.’ 
 
    ‘I told the truth!’ Cullen’s tone was bitter, hard-edged with malice. ‘I told them exactly what had happened and why. I didn’t owe her anything any more, and if Liam Geraghty didn’t like me telling the court what a whore his daughter was, that was his problem! She’d never married again but she’d had men before and since our divorce, and the way she moved around the country, here and in the States, it would have been no life for a child! Yes, I got custody and I got something else too, and it really stuck in Geraghty’s gullet!’ 
 
    ‘What was that?’ Eric asked, but already guessing. 
 
    ‘I got a court order, making her pay us a monthly allowance.’ 
 
    There was a short silence, broken only by the rasping sound of Cullen’s breathing. Eric had expected the decision of the court: unemployed, with a wife making considerable sums of money and with a wealthy background in addition, Cullen had a good case for maintenance once it was agreed that the child was better off with him. Custody usually went to the mother, and maintenance was usually paid to her by the father, but the court was not averse to reversing the situation where the facts demanded it. The primary consideration was always the welfare of the child. 
 
    ‘When was all this finalized?’ 
 
    ‘About two years ago. She appealed, of course. It cost her. She lost. Kate stayed with me.’ 
 
    ‘What about Kate?’ 
 
    Cullen knew what he meant. His eyes were hooded momentarily, concealing his own defensiveness, the doubts that would always lie inside his head about whether he had done what was right. ‘She . . . she’s taken it all well. She always wanted to stay with me. Ruth never fooled her, coming back out of nowhere, making all sorts of promises. Kate’s got her head screwed on the right way. She knew she was best off with me.’ He paused, shook his head slightly as though admitting to himself that nothing was black and white and simple. ‘That’s not to say she wasn’t tempted. Best thing for her would have been me and Ruth back together again, but that’ll never happen. And when Ruth spoke to her, her eyes used to shine, she’d light up . . . Ah, man, it was wrong, Ruth should never have come back. Kate got . . . quiet, you knaa? Reserved, when it was all over.’ 
 
    The room fell silent. Outside, above the Quayside, gulls wheeled noisily in the sunlit air, dipping beneath the steel frame of the Tyne Bridge, sliding down in long planings to the freighters moored at Pandon. In Eric’s office Tony Cullen had reviewed his past and was hurting as he considered his own weaknesses, his own wrongs, reflected in the submissiveness of his daughter’s personality. His words had blamed Ruth Geraghty, but inside he would be blaming himself, just as much. 
 
    Gently Eric Ward said, ‘None of this explains why your daughter has now disappeared.’ 
 
    Cullen’s head came up. ‘It does. Ruth’s got her.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated for a few moments, then, carefully, he said, ‘If you said this to the police, they would have certainly investigated the possibility.’ 
 
    ‘No. Geraghty.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he’s persuaded them otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘I mean the whole damn thing is a fix! I told you, Mr Ward, I’m entitled to custody of Kate. I got no money of my own. Some time ago, it must have been eight months ago, the money from the States dried up. Ruth stopped paying. That was all right with me: I never wanted the damned money anyway! It was just a way of my getting at her, I admit that now. But the money stopped, I was still out of work apart from the odd bit of casual labour, and I had to take a loan from Sam Turriff and his ticket-man. School clothes . . . the bairn needed them. But the silence from the States, and then, when Ruth came over six months ago and didn’t even get in touch, I was puzzled, wondered what was going on in her head. Now I know! Now I know what she was up to, She was planning to steal Kate away from me!’ 
 
    ‘Mr Cullen—’ 
 
    ‘No, believe me! Look, she’s got a boyfriend over here. Name of Maxwell. They may even be thinking of getting wed I don’t know. She wants Kate. She’s been mad as hell at the result of the custody hearings. And Geraghty — that bastard never likes losing anything, and now Ruth has made her own way, built up her own business, she’s the apple of his eye again, and they’re close as they ever were. There’s just the one thing been spoiling things for them.’ 
 
    Eric could understand. Ruth and her father would want Tony Cullen erased from their sensibilities, but that could never happen while Kate was still on Tyneside. 
 
    ‘Do you have any proof of what you suspect?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Proof? That’s police business, not mine.’ Cullen clenched and unclenched his fist in a gesture of angry despair. ‘Look, man, when I heard that Kate had disappeared I went straight around to the coppers and they reacted. I mean, they got skates on, and took statements, sent a couple of Pandas out and went whizzin’ around the city, making all sorts of inquiries. I mean, they acted as though they cared. But over the weekend it changed. They got in touch with Geraghty and he came charging in and suddenly they didn’t want to know me no more. I been around there, but all I get is soft words, they’re making inquiries, they’re doing all that’s possible — but they haven’t found Kate! And time’s slipping past. There was no announcement, no newspaper story because the first thing they said was they wanted to wait, not scare anyone into stupid actions, wait for a contact but after they talk to Geraghty there is an announcement and I’m not even mentioned!’ 
 
    Carefully Eric asked, ‘What do you think the reason for that might be?’ 
 
    Tony Cullen glared at him with glazed eyes. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? The whole emphasis upon the thing in the newspaper is that it’s Geraghty’s granddaughter who’s been kidnapped, not my daughter! The stress is on money, Geraghty’s money. It screams out at you, man. Kate’s been kidnapped because Geraghty can pay to have her brought back.’ 
 
    ‘Which you can’t. It’s a natural supposition, and a natural bias for a news story.’ 
 
    ‘You’re missing the point, Mr Ward! It’s really just a con, an attempt to divert attention away from the truth. There’s not going to be any ransom demand on Geraghty. He’s saying he expects one to be made, and that’s how the story is coming out and that’s why the police are playing quiet with me. But there’ll be no demand because it’s Ruth who’s snatched Kate, and Geraghty knows it, and all he’s doing is playing for time until Kate can be shipped off to the States where I can’t get hold of her. I mean, dammit, once she’s there, what will I be able to do? I got no money; there’s no bloody way I could afford a fight to bring her back!’ 
 
    The man was bleeding inside, emotionally panic-stricken, scared that he had lost his daughter for ever. Eric sat back, thinking. There was logic in what Cullen had had to say, sense in some of his suppositions. In many ways, additionally, it was to be hoped that he was right and that Geraghty was involved. That way, at least, there could be no doubts about the girl’s safety and general well-being. Eric leaned forward across his desk. ‘What is it you want me to do, Mr Cullen?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I came to you because we met the other day . . . I’m not used to lawyers, you seemed . . . different. I want my daughter back, Mr Ward; I don’t want to lose her. I want you to help, stop Geraghty and Ruth taking her to the States. And then I’ll help you any way I can over the Turriff business—’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need for a bargain, Mr Cullen,’ Eric said. ‘And I’ll do all I can to help you get Kate back — from whoever’s got her.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    There were details to be obtained. Eric got most of them from Tony Cullen during the course of the next hour. Cullen had no car, had wanted Kate to go to a school with a rather better reputation than the one in his own locality, so had reached an arrangement with a Mrs Chaddha, whose own young children attended a school nearby. Each morning, Kate had been picked up by Mrs Chaddha and dropped off at the school; each evening, after picking up her own children Mrs Chaddha had gone on to collect Kate, and bring her to the end of the road in which the estate was located. Cullen was always there, waiting for her when she got home, as he had been the day Eric had called to see him. 
 
    On the Friday, when she had not returned, he had made his way into the street to see Mrs Chaddha driving towards him. She was in a state of hysterical panic. She gave him a garbled story of a car, someone picking up Kate and bundling her into the vehicle, minutes before her own arrival. They had gone straight to the police. A search had been started, immediately. 
 
    Cullen had no idea if Ruth was in England. She had been on Tyneside some months previously. His belief now was that she had been present then to plan the kidnapping of her daughter. Her boyfriend was a man called Peter Maxwell. He was a Tyneside businessman, who was involved with the development of computer software in some way. He occasionally visited the States; Cullen thought that the man had probably met Kate when Ruth had been over to England and taken the girl out with her for a treat. Cullen had never objected to such excursions: he had never expected recent events. 
 
    The attitude of the police seemed to have changed on Saturday afternoon. Cullen had seen Geraghty arrive but they had not spoken. Since then there had been what Cullen described as a wall of silence between him and the police. They had been sympathetic, but unhelpful. 
 
    Eric promised to be in touch with him as quickly as he could, after he had made certain inquiries. 
 
    Once Tony Cullen had left the office the taxation files, inevitably, remained disregarded. Unsettled, Eric turned to the statute book to refresh his memory. If Cullen was right, Geraghty would be guilty of an offence — that of child stealing-under an old Act: the Offences Against the Person Act 1861. And Ruth, as mother of the child? If she was directly involved, or for that matter indirectly, she too could be committing an offence. He read the dry, stilted language of the Act. ‘Unlawfully . . . by force . . . take away . . . any child under the age of fourteen years, with intent to deprive any parent of possession of such child.’ 
 
    An unlawful act. The stark words covered much more than the act itself: they concerned human passions, emotions, some of the most basic of human feelings. 
 
    Eric snapped the volume closed. He walked to the window and stood staring out, unseeingly, at the river winding its way eastwards, a black, glinting snake. He did not normally touch matrimonial matters in his business. They were too painful and too messy. Moreover, they struck chords perhaps too close to home. He could still remember the sight of his first wife’s contorted face, her body pinned by that of her lover’s . . . And unbidden, another scene stole into his mind: Anne, on the fells, holding on possessively to a young lawyer’s arm. Mark Fenham, much the same age as Anne . . . 
 
    Irritably, Eric turned away. He was aware of a familiar prickling behind his eyes, signs of an old, returning tension. Suspicion could breed such tension, and suspicion could damage irretrievably. 
 
    He had Cullen to concentrate on, and a small girl called Kate, pushed into a reserved shyness by an environment she could not understand, a glossy, exciting mother and a father who cared for her, deeply, and to whom she owed all the loyalties of her childhood. 
 
    In the morning, Eric decided, he would make a start. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    An early morning call brought Jackie Parton to the Quayside office where Eric was able to explain what he wanted. Parton knew the back streets of Newcastle and was accepted as a local celebrity: he would be able to act more effectively than Eric in terms of making inquiries about what actually happened when Kate Cullen had been kidnapped. As for Eric, he had two calls to make. The first was to the police. 
 
    Once he had cleared his desk and told Lizzie that he would not be available for the rest of the day Eric made his first contact, a man he had rated as a friend in the past. The greeting he received, once he made known the reason for his call, was muted, but he received a name nevertheless: 
 
    Detective Inspector Bannon. An appointment was fixed for eleven-thirty that morning. 
 
    Eric arrived in good time. He was shown to a small waiting-room and some twenty minutes later he was asked to step into the office across the corridor. He had not met Bannon previously: the detective inspector turned out to be a lean, poker-faced man with thinning hair and an occupational caution when questioned. He agreed he was in charge of the investigation into the kidnapping of Kate Cullen, but was reluctant to discuss it, even when told that Eric was acting on behalf of the child’s father. 
 
    Eric was beginning to feel angry with frustration after some ten minutes verbal fencing with Bannon when the door behind him opened. He turned his head. Framed in the doorway was a man he recognized, and one whom he disliked actively. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mason.’ 
 
    ‘Mind if I sit in?’ Mason asked Bannon. ‘Got an interest in this case, Bob.’ 
 
    Bannon seemed relieved that his superior officer was prepared to give his time. Eric stared at Detective Superintendent Mason for several seconds, puzzled why the man should wish to be present. Mason twisted his fleshy mouth into a semblance of a smile but it held neither warmth nor humour. He settled himself comfortably in a chair to Eric’s right, slightly out of line of sight but able to watch Eric closely. ‘Carry on, Bob,’ he said graciously. 
 
    ‘It was Mr Ward who was talking,’ Bannon said in a cautious tone. 
 
    ‘And I was saying that I found it odd that rather less than cooperation is presently being granted to the legal representative of the child’s father.’ 
 
    ‘Cullen?’ Mason said. ‘What cooperation are you asking for? We’ve got a number of officers on the case, haven’t we, Bob?’ 
 
    ‘Three,’ Bannon muttered. 
 
    ‘Not very much seems to have been achieved,’ Eric said coldly. 
 
    ‘Not much to go on,’ Bannon replied. 
 
    ‘There’s been no ransom demand, you see,’ Mason interrupted. ‘We’ve talked to people at the scene, made the usual inquiries—’ 
 
    ‘There are no usual inquiries in a case like this,’ Eric snapped. 
 
    ‘—but so far we’ve come up with nothing. We’re keeping our ears to the ground, but until we get a positive lead—’ 
 
    ‘You’re doing nothing.’ 
 
    Mason was a big man. His hair was greying at the temples but was thick and black elsewhere and he sported a thin moustache. His eyes were heavily pouched, almost sleepy in appearance, and his face was fleshy. His skin was becoming blotchy now, as he tried to contain a slow irritation. It might have arisen as a result of Eric’s sharp comment, but it was likely there were other, older reasons, both for his shortness of temper and his presence at this interview. 
 
    ‘Now look, Ward, just because you were a copper years ago it doesn’t give you the right to march in here and query the tactics we’re using. We’re playing things carefully, because this is a delicate case: young kid snatched, possibly lot of money involved—’ 
 
    ‘Liam Geraghty’s money?’ 
 
    ‘It’s his granddaughter.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ve received no ransom call. Geraghty’s working closely with you, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally.’ 
 
    ‘And he thinks there will be a ransom call?’ 
 
    Mason’s sleepy eyes moved over Eric thoughtfully. Behind his desk Detective Inspector Bannon sat stiffly, accepting the role Mason was assuming in the discussion. Mason nodded at last. ‘He does. And so do we.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve considered no other possibilities?’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘You are aware,’ Eric said coldly, ‘that Ruth Cullen and the father of the child are divorced?’ 
 
    ‘Ruth Geraghty. Yes, we’re aware.’ 
 
    ‘And that the father obtained custody of Kate.’ 
 
    ‘What are you getting at, Ward?’ , 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Mason, don’t tell me you haven’t considered the possibility that the kidnapping was undertaken by the mother, in an attempt to get the child back with her to the States?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no evidence—’ 
 
    ‘I’m talking about investigative possibilities. It seems to me you’re blinding yourself, because Liam Geraghty is involved, to the fact there may never be a ransom note because ransom was never in the wind.’ 
 
    ‘Ward—’ 
 
    ‘Why, for instance, have you virtually ignored the existence of my client, Cullen? Why has he not been mentioned in newspaper statements? Why is the emphasis maintained upon an investigation that may be based on a false premise? Why am I being faced by a non-cooperative attitude, as my client has been these last few days?’ 
 
    Mason straightened in his chair. His breathing had quickened and the mottling of his face was now more evident. He glanced quickly towards the passive Bannon behind his desk. ‘Bob,’ he said thickly, ‘I think I can handle this from now on. You can leave us.’ 
 
    Bannon rose to his feet without a word. He barely glanced at Eric before he left the room. After he had gone Mason rose and prowled heavily around the room for a few moments, hands locked behind his back, before he made his way behind the desk, and took the chair Bannon had vacated. He faced Eric, one hand on his chin, fingers caressing his dark moustache. ‘You’re out of line, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I’m stating situations as I see them.’ 
 
    ‘You know how the force works. There are lines we follow, routines we have—’ 
 
    ‘This case isn’t routine.’ 
 
    The fleshy mouth moved angrily. ‘You got no say in what is or isn’t routine, and you got no reason to suggest we’re not doing things that need to be done. You think you can charge in here and make accusations—’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t answered my questions, Mason.’ 
 
    ‘Nor do I bloody well intend to, Ward!’ Mason’s eyes were hard, anger moving in their depths as he glared at Eric. ‘The fact is, I got better things to do than to come in here and listen to your complaints and answer your thinly veiled accusations. We’ve got two major cases on our hands right now: this kidnapping, with Geraghty breathing down our necks, and a drug-smuggling business in from Teesside. Two major cases, and I’m sure we’ll get the kid back, in time, same as we’ll nail the bastards who brought the heroin in and the bastard who stole the stuff from under our noses.’ 
 
    ‘I heard about the drug business. Let’s hope you get better luck — or more efficient — with the kidnapping.’ Mason stood up abruptly, losing control of an anger that would have been simmering inside him long before he even entered the room. ‘I don’t have to take that kind of sneer from you, Ward! I’m well aware of what you think of me — you hate my guts, the way I hate yours! I always thought you were rubbish when you were on the beat with me; you never had the guts to stand up and be counted, put the yobboes against the wall and show them who was in charge, the only way the bastards understand. You were soft then, and you’re still soft! Trouble is, you’re in a position now to cause trouble of a different kind with your softness. That Heckles business — you know that bastard’s a junkie who’s been on skag for years. If I’d had a few more hours with him . . . Instead, you make a fool of me in court, and get him out—’ 
 
    ‘If he took my advice he’d bring charges—’ 
 
    ‘Listen, Mister Solicitor Ward,’ Mason growled, raising one admonitory finger and prodding it in Eric’s direction, ‘you want to be careful! I’m up to the gills with you right now, you and your bloody pussyfooting ways! I’ll have your blood if you cross my path again over Heckles, and first chance I get to pull him in I’ll spread his nose all over his face. Stay off my back, Ward! And stay out of this kidnapping business. It’s none of your affair!’ 
 
    ‘My client—’ 
 
    ‘Client,’ Mason sneered. ‘What’re you talking about? A broken-down good-for-nothing, no job, no bloody sense — how’s he going to pay you? What can he — or you — do to get the kid back? Geraghty’s the grandfather: he wants the kid back, and we’ll do it for him. So stay out of the way, don’t muddy waters, don’t hinder the investigation, and tell Cullen that if he’s not careful maybe we can pull him inside on something or other, too.’ 
 
    Mason had suddenly gone too far, and he knew it. He glared at Eric, his face suffused with anger, and sat down abruptly. Eric stared at him. ‘You’re not concerned about this case,’ he said quietly. ‘You’re just concerned about staying the right side of Liam Geraghty.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had your time, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘You came in here to have a go at me, and also to get Bannon off the hook. You’re doing nothing over Kate Cullen’s kidnapping!’ 
 
    ‘I said, you’ve had all the time you’re entitled to. If you or your client, don’t like the way we’re handling things with Mr Geraghty . . . sue us!’ 
 
    The sneering confidence with which Detective Superintendent Mason had dismissed him was disturbing. Eric could understand the anger the man felt about the Heckles affair, possibly sharpened by the failure of the police to prevent the fiasco that had developed over the Teeside drug-smuggling episode — although, Eric guessed, that had been exacerbated by the fact that three different Forces had been involved. The co-ordination of the Northumbria, Durham and Teeside Forces could have led to problems. 
 
    Even so, the fact that Mason seemed unworried at any possible repercussions over the Kate Cullen kidnapping and the treatment of Tony Cullen was surprising. It suggested to Eric that maybe officers senior to Mason had been brought into the matter. That would give Mason the confidence to beat away criticism. 
 
    Eric made his way across town and parked in the multi-storey car park. It was only a short walk from there to Grey Street and the offices of Maxwell Computer Services Ltd Eric could have parked at the Quayside near the office and walked up the hill, but since he’d be driving north after his interview with Maxwell there seemed to be little point. 
 
    The offices were high-ceilinged, central, well-groomed and air-conditioned. The secretary in the outer office was equally well-groomed and equally cool. When she finally allowed him in to see her employer it was with a level of trained condescension that put him in the role of suppliant. 
 
    The handshake in the other room could not have been warmer. 
 
    Peter Maxwell was six feet tall and built like an athlete. His hair was dark and wavy, cut to a fashionable length. 
 
    He had perfect planes to his face and a trick of holding himself so that it was apparent. He moved with the elegant grace of a model in a television advertisement, and he had chosen his clothing to make the most of his light blue eyes: blue shirt, dark blue tie emblazoned with a cricket club motif, dark blue suit. His teeth were white, expensive capped perfection. ‘Mr Ward . . . What can I do to help you?’ He had a deep voice, rich with the sincerity of a man who wants to help. He had a likeable smile. Eric didn’t like him. 
 
    ‘I represent a Mr Antony Cullen,’ Eric said bluntly. 
 
    ‘Ah . . .’ The smile hardly wavered. Maxwell turned, waved Eric to the expensive leather chair by the glass-topped coffee table and sat down beside him, one long, elegant leg crossed over the other. ‘Cullen . . . I’d assumed you’d come on business.’ 
 
    ‘What exactly is your business, Mr Maxwell?’ 
 
    ‘Computer software mainly,’ Maxwell replied eagerly. ‘I’ve come in on the back of the boom, if you like. Not talent; not even hard work.’ The modesty of his smile belied the statement. 
 
    ‘You’ve been in business long?’ 
 
    ‘Seven years. We’ve done well. Made a name for ourselves in the North-East, and picked up some good international contracts through our London agency, too. But nothing stands still . . .’ He continued for a little while, explaining to Eric the ramifications of international computer contracts, the rapidly developing demand for software, and how the British were now regarded as the leaders in software development, even if their chances of leading in computer hardware were now remote. ‘So, as far as we’re concerned, the world’s our oyster and it’s time we expanded overseas.’ 
 
    ‘Where, precisely?’ Eric asked. 
 
    The blue eyes fixed calmly on his. 
 
    ‘America. The land of opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of operation will you open up there?’ 
 
    ‘The same.’ 
 
    ‘And this company?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll probably close down. Might hold on for a while. But the . . . opportunities in the States are much more promising. 
 
    ‘I understand you know Ruth Geraghty.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Peter Maxwell swung his elegant leg thoughtfully, contemplating the pale blue socks he wore as though they could answer his problem. Not that he was admitting to a problem. ‘Ruth . . . Yes, I’m a friend of Ruth Geraghty . . . and I’m aware she was married to Cullen.’ 
 
    ‘You’re also aware her daughter’s been kidnapped?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Has Ruth been in touch with you about it?’ 
 
    The hesitation was brief. ‘I last spoke to Ruth — on the phone — about ten days ago.’ 
 
    ‘Before the kidnapping. And you’ve not been in touch since? I find that surprising.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘In view of the closeness of your relationship.’ 
 
    Some of the charm left Maxwell’s eyes. His voice took on a harder edge. ‘I don’t think the nature of my relationship is a matter for discussion between us, Mr Ward. Nor the question of what she and I might discuss on the phone.’ His natural control reasserted itself. ‘On the other hand, I can add that Ruth is a businesswoman. She travels a great deal. This . . . business will have been a shock to her. She would not naturally turn to me . . . rather, I would guess, to Liam Geraghty.’ 
 
    ‘She travels . . . Is she in England now?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen her.’ 
 
    ‘Is she with her father?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen him for two months.’ 
 
    ‘You answer questions like a politician, Mr Maxwell.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a simple businessman, not a politician.’ Maxwell smiled lazily, enjoying himself. ‘And I really don’t see how I can help you, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure how you can either,’ Eric conceded, ‘unless you can tell me anything about the reason for the kidnapping of Kate Cullen.’ 
 
    ‘Why should I be able to tell you anything about that?’ 
 
    ‘Because her father is certain that the kidnapping was done by Ruth.’ 
 
    ‘That’s preposterous.’ 
 
    ‘Cullen doesn’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Cullen is an impecunious oaf.’ 
 
    Maxwell had made no attempt to disguise the contempt in his voice. For perhaps the first time the real man was shining through. Eric stared at him dispassionately, weighing up how he could make him expose himself further. ‘When do you intend to go to the States?’ 
 
    ‘End of the month. There are certain deals to tie up. Then, I’ll be able to—’ 
 
    ‘Go out and marry Ruth Geraghty?’ 
 
    Maxwell paused. He uncrossed his legs, leaned back in his chair. ‘My personal business—’ 
 
    ‘Might become affected. Your plans might be curtailed.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘I can’t be specific, because I don’t know the facts, not all of them. But the hypothesis that Mr Cullen has put to me is that Ruth’s kidnapped Kate to get her back to the States. You’ve met the child, I gather. Would you be happy having her in your family?’ 
 
    Slightly nettled, Maxwell said, ‘I’ve not admitted that Ruth and I—’ 
 
    ‘But let’s assume,’ Eric interrupted affably, ‘that you and Ruth are going to get married. I’ve no doubt Liam Geraghty will be prepared to put money into your business venture in the States — you’d be his son-in-law, after all, and one of whom he’d approve rather more than he did Tony Cullen. And it would be nice under such circumstances to have Kate with you both. You could give her a much better upbringing. California, isn’t it? Isn’t that where there are such great opportunities for software development?’ 
 
    ‘You’re making too many assumptions, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Hypothesis only, I assure you. But let’s assume for a moment that Mr Cullen is right, and Ruth has kidnapped her own daughter. It’s pretty clear Liam Geraghty would give her support. But wouldn’t you, too?’ 
 
    Maxwell was silent. He stared at Eric, slightly baffled by the veiled attack. He was not ready, nor built for this kind of tension, and he was ruffled. 
 
    ‘Circumstances such as these,’ Eric went on, ‘could cause you a problem. Because, hypothetically speaking, if you are involved in the snatching of Kate Cullen, you ought to be quite clear about the possible consequences.’ 
 
    ‘Now look here—’ 
 
    ‘You see, there’s a sort of myth prevalent that if it’s the parent who snatches the child, there can be no criminal prosecution. It’s the result of the proviso to Section 56 of the Offences Against the Person Act 1861. Forgive me for sounding so legalistic. But the proviso says that a parent claiming possession of the child will be immune from prosecution. Oh, there might be a citation for contempt of a court order, but there’ll be no prosecution. Is that what they told you, Mr Maxwell?’ 
 
    ‘No one’s told me anything, Mr Ward. I’ve not been involved.’ But the man’s eyes were wary, all hint of friendliness gone. 
 
    ‘Well, no matter, I’m telling you now. I said the immunity was mythological. It’s so. You see, the Court of Appeal has ruled that for a parent to use force to take the child from the other parent is an offence unless there is lawful excuse. Was there a lawful excuse for the snatch, Mr Maxwell?’ 
 
    ‘This has nothing to do with me,’ Maxwell muttered. 
 
    ‘For if there was no lawful excuse, and I see no sign of one in this instance — a loving, if penurious father — then a prosecution can follow. Not only of the parent. A prosecution will lie also against the accessories or agents of the parent. Do you know what that means?’ 
 
    There was a slightly glazed look about Maxwell; he seemed to be thinking of other things. 
 
    ‘It means,’ Eric continued softly, ‘that if you have been involved with Ruth Geraghty in the kidnapping of her daughter you could be sent to prison. I’m, not sure how that would affect the business interests you’re considering expanding. I’m pretty sure how the American immigration officials would react. They don’t care to have people coming in who’ve served terms of imprisonment. For activities involving violence.’ 
 
    ‘There was no real . . .’ Maxwell’s voice died away, shakily. He stared at his hands for a few moments, then looked up. His voice was harsh now, all pretence at friendliness gone. ‘I don’t quite know what purpose you think has been served in coming here to see me this morning, Mr Ward. I know Cullen; I can guess he’ll be distressed at losing his daughter. But he has no right to suggest I’m involved. He has no right to send you here to question me. He stood up abruptly, towering over Eric. ‘And he has no right to go around making accusations. I can afford to take him to court—’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Eric asked quietly. ‘Financially, yes, but if other things came out . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Other things?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows?’ Eric paused thoughtfully. ‘You see, when you take someone to court you lose control over proceedings. Matters come to light that are often unexpected. For instance, you tell me you’ve had no contact with Ruth or with Geraghty for some time. But what if it came out that it wasn’t true? Are you certain that it wouldn’t? And your planned move to the States . . . do you already have any sort of deal with Geraghty? Then there’s the actual kidnapping. What if—’ 
 
    ‘Listen!’ Maxwell’s face was pale as he leaned over Eric and his shoulders were tense, muscle bunched as though prepared for physical struggle. ‘I’ve had enough of this. I’ve already told you I can’t help you in these enquiries. You’ve already taken up time, and I can’t afford to waste any more with you. Moreover, If you take my advice—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mr Maxwell,’ Eric said softly. 
 
    ‘You’ll stop bothering with all this. Drop Cullen: he’s bad news. He never amounted to anything and never will. You have a practice on Tyneside. You’ll never make it pay if you act for scum like Cullen.’ 
 
    ‘Whereas if I acted for big people like Liam Geraghty . . .’ 
 
    Maxwell was silent for a moment, glaring angrily at Eric. Then he turned abruptly, walked stiff-legged to the door and held it open. ‘Important people can damage a career.’ 
 
    ‘A threat?’ 
 
    ‘A statement.’ 
 
    Eric rose. He smiled coldly. ‘It’s odd how people feel they can get what they want by giving advice that’s blindingly obvious . . . and productive of the very effect they don’t want.’ 
 
    ‘Ward—’ 
 
    ‘I think we’ll probably meet again, Mr Maxwell. And possibly in circumstances where you’ll find it more difficult to avoid answering awkward questions . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mrs Chaddha had proved very helpful. A small, dark woman with three young children and a Pakistani husband who worked as a driver on the Metro, she had eyes that were veiled with mistrust and experience of prejudice, but she held her own prejudices too, and one of them was a fear of the police. She had seen too much violence in the West End to want to help anyone in a uniform, but she was prepared to talk to Jackie Parton more freely concerning the day Kate Cullen had been kidnapped. 
 
    ‘Well, yeh, I had a funny feeling something was goin’ to happen, pet. Hindsight, mebbe, but I don’t know, it was a funny day, you knaa? To start with, I always had to pick up my own kids before Patel got home from work and it was a bit of a rush, but I had this arrangement with Mr Cullen — nice lad, always felt sorry for him — and I had the car and it was no great bother for me. And Kate was no problem, she just used to sit in the back seat, not say very much, kept herself to herself, like. But that day, when she wasn’t there, and there was this couple a bit hysterical, gabbling away without really explaining anything, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘What had they actually seen?’ 
 
    ‘Bit of a fracas, like. There was this car. A big feller got out of it, chased the kid, and she tried to run away but he grabbed her, bundled her into the car, and they was away even before I got there. But by seconds, you knaa? I mean, that old couple they was talking there like it had happened only moments before. I must have just missed it. But I didn’t see no car coming down the hill, pet, I swear it.’ 
 
    ‘They could have turned off before the lights.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, they could’ve done that. Anyway, the police then come and they spoke to me, and they went into the school next day . . . but they don’t know about anythin’ do they?’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean, Mrs Chaddha?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the teachers will help, like, but what do they know either? Some of us, possibly, but who wants to talk too much to the police?’ 
 
    ‘You can talk to me.’ 
 
    ‘Aye wor Jackie, I can talk to you . . .’ 
 
    Not that there had been a great deal to go on. Gossip among neighbours and parents coming to the school suggested there had been a car hanging about on previous days but none could describe it. The reason given was that there were so many others cars, picking up children . . . Something about Mrs Chaddha’s remarks and a hint of evasion in her replies caused Jackie to press her. Finally, she came out with the information. 
 
    ‘Fact is, there’s some of those cars prowl, you know what I mean? They’re not there to pick up their own kids, but someone else’s. No, not like me and Kate. They pick up some of the older girls, and there’s always men in the cars. Friday nights, specially.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Jackie had asked, already knowing the answer. ‘They’re skaggies, aren’t they? The girls, I mean. They do it to get the money so they can buy on the streets. We all know about it, but what can we do? Get a fifteen-year-old kid put inside? We turn our backs on it and make sure our own kids don’t get caught up in it.’ 
 
    Too many people had turned their backs on the problem. 
 
    Jackie had seen how it had burgeoned in Newcastle. The massive influx of heroin into Britain from Pakistan had caused the street price to fall from £350 a gram to less than £120. It was possible to get a ‘fix’ for £5, and with that kind of price word had quickly spread through the network of housing estates on Tyneside. Hundreds of young people began experimenting, the older youths agreed to become mini-dealers to support their own habit and rings were quickly established on the estates themselves and in the ‘squats’ set up among the decaying, abandoned houses scheduled for redevelopment. 
 
    ‘So none of you could describe the car that may have snatched Kate Cullen because there were always cars prowling the school gates? Come on, hinny, you can do better than that!’ 
 
    A little suddenly, Mrs Chaddha had admitted that there might have been someone who could help, someone who was well enough known as a skaggie, up to talking to any car-driver in the vicinity. ‘I’m not sure of her name. There’s three of those kids, they give the school and the area a bad name, and we don’t have nothin’ to do with them. But there’s one in particular, she swishes up to any car that looks likely. I’m not sure of her name . . . I think she’s called Davinia.’ 
 
    ‘You tell this to the police?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, pet, you must be jokin’!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was Danny who had put her on to it. She looked at him now and she could see that his weight was down to about six stone, his face was covered in scars from the constant scratching, and she tried to keep well away from him as much as possible, because he was always a target for the police. And Davinia didn’t want too much to do with the police. She had a life to live until she set out for the South. 
 
    She was under no illusions about Danny. He was a liar, he’d do anything for money, and he needed five or six ching bags just to keep the withdrawal symptoms at bay. When he couldn’t raise the £200 a week to satisfy his needs the pains would come back and his eyes would start dribbling. He didn’t even get a buzz from the habit any more: he had started injecting a year back, though he’d been too scared to do it at first and had gone to a dealer in the next street to do it for him. That was a dirty needle too, Davinia reckoned. There was no way she was going to get caught on that kind of hook. 
 
    But she still saw Danny occasionally. He’d got her started and he was still a useful contact. If she hadn’t been able to raise any punters on a Friday night, there was always the chance that Danny — half stoned — could be persuaded to let her have a part ching bag if she let him play with her. It never got much further than that: Danny was as good as dead, she used to sneer to herself. 
 
    And there was no way she was going to go that way. No mainline stuff for her: she was no fool who was going to end up screaming in a hospital. A year and she’d be out of Tyneside, living high in the South. Till then, it was just a matter of deadening the boredom, keeping high enough to be sane, using the pawing and the thrusting to get the money and then getting a trip to forget the rest of the week. 
 
    Everyone knew chasing the dragon wasn’t dangerous. You kept the menace out of the drug that way, and still enjoyed the high. You just bought a box of foil from the corner shop — and some of the bastards had already started displaying the stuff with upped prices now they knew what the teenagers bought it for. You opened up the ching bag and laid a trail of skag on the tinfoil. All it took then was a lighted match, to heat the foil from underneath. It always fascinated Davinia the way the powder changed, turning into a bead of black, glistening liquid. You tilted the foil and the black liquid would run, this way and that, a live, twisting, glinting black thing and you took the tube and you followed it, inhaling the pungent fumes through the tube, chasing the black dragon until it was spent, and you were high, and nothing much mattered any more, not even the little man who had come into the pad and pushed Danny away, thrust him to one side while he started asking her questions. 
 
    Not that Davinia had told him anything. He wasn’t a cop, but he asked questions and she didn’t like answering questions. She told him, in the end, about the car and the bastard who’d bruised her arm and hand. She even told him about what had happened, those two characters grabbing that snotty Cullen kid. And she’d admitted she’d seen that bruising bastard before and since. He wasn’t a cop, just a little feller with warm eyes and a battered face like a horse had rolled on it. 
 
    She hadn’t told him anything important. Not about the clouds, and the drifting, and the winged, spreading delights that came from chasing the dragon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nick Hawthorne was a little late for his appointment at Eric’s office, and when the big, shaggy-haired civil servant entered he dropped into a chair with a weary sigh. ‘What a bloody day.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘You look as though you need a drink. Would a whisky help?’ 
 
    ‘Anything would help.’ Hawthorne squinted suspiciously up at Eric. ‘But will I be drinking alone?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take an orange juice.’ 
 
    ‘And I’ll feel vaguely guilty.’ 
 
    ‘And more relaxed.’ Eric walked across to the cupboard and poured the drinks for himself and Hawthorne. ‘So what’s been the problem today?’ 
 
    Hawthorne took the drink, sipped at it reflectively. ‘Glenfiddich. You know how to look after people. Problem? Ahh, the general one, I suppose. Circulars from the centre saying we have to instigate procedures to crack down on job-dodgers. Job-dodgers! Where the hell’s the jobs to dodge? And then there’s the real frustration . . . I mean, before 1974 there was a statutory forty-eight per cent ceiling for annual interest. The ’74 Act cut that out — to bring in flexibility. But it was at least some safeguard against extortion. Now, the safeguard is supposed to be that the Act gives people the right to challenge the terms of a loan through the courts. But can I get any of my clients who are hooked on the debts to start a county court action? Can I hell! I’ve had three people in today, and I just can’t get them to move.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘I think we might have a chink of light at the end of your tunnel.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got someone who’ll stand up in court against Sam Turriff?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. It’s a bit . . . delicate, and I don’t want to push the issue, not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ Hawthorne asked curiously. 
 
    ‘Tony Cullen.’ 
 
    Hawthorne sipped his whisky reflectively, then nodded. ‘That’s the lad whose daughter’s disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why the time is hardly opportune to ask him to take proceedings against Turriff. The fact is, I’m acting for him in the matter of the kidnapping — though God knows with a marked lack of success so far — and he’s intimated that in return he’s prepared to do what we want and lay a complaint against Turriff.’ 
 
    Hawthorne bared his teeth in a grimace of satisfaction. ‘If only I can get that bastard into court . . .’ 
 
    ‘But we can’t use Cullen yet. Not in the present circumstances.’ 
 
    ‘I see that. I can wait. Anyway, you have something else for me?’ 
 
    ‘A few names, and a few questions.’ Eric handed the civil servant a sheet of paper. ‘I’ve had Jackie Parton asking around. He’s come up with these. They’re runners for Turriff. You can add them to your own list. Maybe there’ll be contracts you can pick up from them, so we don’t need to use Cullen eventually.’ 
 
    Hawthorne shrugged and scratched his heavy jaw. ‘Possible. But only that. Fine, I’ll add the names. What about the questions?’ 
 
    ‘Have you heard anything about, or from, Heckles?’ 
 
    Hawthorne frowned. ‘That’s the young addict you hauled out from under Mason, isn’t it? He’s on our books, but I don’t keep track of everybody, and I haven’t had his case brought to my attention. What’s your interest in him?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I’ve just had another brush with Detective Superintendent Mason. He’s not a man to give up on grudges. He’s got one as far as I’m concerned, and Heckles is certainly a target for him. Anyway, if you do pick up any information on Heckles — particularly if he’s been hauled into court again — let me know. I wouldn’t want Mason to get his fists on the man.’ 
 
    ‘You’re building your clientele on inadequates, Eric.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘Everyone seems to be telling me that these days.’ He sipped at his orange juice. ‘Anyway, the other thing I wanted to ask you is whether you can tell me anything about Ferdy Newton.’ 
 
    ‘Newton? He’s on the list — one of Sam Turriff’s runners. What’s your interest in him?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to find out what his interest is in me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had contact with him?’ 
 
    ‘Of a threatening nature. I got the impression he was less than pleased I was seeking information about the ticket-men.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he wouldn’t be happy, would he?’ Hawthorne said, grinning. ‘Still, what can I tell you about him . . . No great shakes even as a villain. Comes from a large Byker family; about eight kids, as I recall, and they got moved into the Wall some ten years ago when the houses were getting pulled down towards Wallsend. His father, Lyall Newton, didn’t keep his activity sexually confined to his wife: he was a notorious womanizer with a burglarious reputation.’ 
 
    ‘I saw little lovable in the son.’ 
 
    Hawthorne laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t think the old man was anything to write home about as far as looks were concerned. But he got around. Fathered more than a few bastards, the gossip says, and Ferdy will have more than his share of half-brothers and -sisters around the east terraces. But you say he threatened you?’ 
 
    ‘Bit vague. He’d got wind of the fact that I’d set Jackie Parton on to investigating the ticket-men and their activities. He warned me off. But he seemed . . . particularly angry about my intervention. I got the impression there was more to it than just pressure on his livelihood. Anyway, he warned me, told me I was fishing in deep waters.’ 
 
    Hawthorne frowned thoughtfully into his whisky glass. ‘Mmmm. His old man disappeared, of course. There was some story about a fight down at Pandon, and someone was stabbed. Lyall Newton certainly had a temper, and was not averse to violence. Never heard that Ferdy followed his father in that respect. But the old man disappeared after that killing. Never came back. Ferdy took over really, as head of the household.’ 
 
    ‘He took the responsibilities seriously?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. A small man in so many ways, but while the family was growing up he hung around, kept things together. You can say that about so many of these petty crooks around the river that they’d sell their own grandmothers. Not Ferdy. Till his mother died he kept pretty close, looked after things. Shows not everyone’s completely bad. Mind you, the family lived in something akin to a rookery. Swindlers all.’ 
 
    ‘And after his mother died?’ 
 
    ‘The family split up. There was a younger brother who went on the rigs, I recall, and there was his sister, Eileen Flannery. Remember her?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, she did a bit of singing around the working men’s clubs and then got talent-spotted, had a short series on radio and a couple of appearances on television. Career sort of faded once she moved south, but you must remember her . . . bonny lass. Of course, she was the black sheep in a sense, either that or she got too uppity for the family.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean, black sheep? In that family?’ Hawthorne grinned. ‘She made good for a while in a legitimate activity. The Newtons found that a bit hard to live with, in their neighbourhood. No, Eileen Flannery — was that her stage name or was she one of the half-sisters? She never came back north and it was no loss as far as Ferdy was concerned. He’d look after his ilk, maybe even fiercely, but she could get lost. She wasn’t his kind.’ He squinted up at Eric. ‘What I will say is, watch him. He is small but he can be vicious. So go canny.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t anticipate trouble. Anyway, have you got anything new on Turriff’s activities?’ 
 
    ‘Not a lot. I’ve got the dossier prepared against the time someone like Cullen stands up and does his thing. But we still need more information about methods, evidence of direct soliciting—’ 
 
    ‘I have a feeling Cullen will come through on that one.’ 
 
    ‘—and possession of welfare payment books,’ Hawthorne continued. ‘Until then . . .’ 
 
    ‘I still hope that Jackie Parton will come up with the information we need.’ 
 
    Hawthorne finished his whisky with a flourish. ‘So we wait. Thanks for the whisky. You know, I feel better already.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jackie Parton was prepared to use telephones but unwilling to say very much over them. Consequently, when the little ex-jockey phoned in shortly before five o’clock Eric readily agreed to meet him at the foot of Pudding Chare in a few minutes’ time. His head was beginning to ache in any case, in the confines of the office poring over taxation papers, and a stroll along the Quayside would clear his head of the ache and the prickling of the sensitive nerve-ends behind his eyes. 
 
    He saw Parton coming down Dog Leap Stairs and waited at the chare until the little man raised his hand and grinned, apologizing for being a little late. They turned and began to walk away from the shadow of the Tyne Bridge. Downriver a tug hooted, warning the traffic of its intention to proceed beyond the bar, to escort the Norwegian ferry into the swing of the river. A Customs launch was boiling stern water, slipping moorings to follow the tug, and gulls squalled above the riggings of a fishing-boat eager to escape the repair yards and return to Tynemouth and the open sea. 
 
    ‘I’ve just had Nick Hawthorne in to see me,’ Eric said. ‘Anything more on Turriff?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton shook his head. ‘Doors are closing. I was getting names, as you know, Mr Ward, from the pubs and clubs. The word’s out now, though, and people don’t want to know. I think Turriff’s getting hard-nosed — that or his ticket-men are. It wasn’t that I wanted to talk to you about, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Cullen?’ 
 
    ‘His kid, yeh.’ Parton screwed his narrow features up towards the bright sky, blinking at the wheeling greybacks. ‘I talked to that Mrs Chaddha, and then made some inquiries about this girl Davinia. Wasn’t all that difficult, and I found her eventually in a pad with a sad twenty-year-old called Danny who looks like a wrinkled old monkey. He can’t have long ahead of him. You ever seen this stuff, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    He extended his hand, gnarled fingers opening. Eric saw a few strips of scorched tinfoil and burned matches. He glanced at Parton in surprise. ‘Are they important?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the only kind of evidence you can get, I suppose. Funny, I seen enough of this stuff in the lifts of the tower blocks this last year or so, but never knew what it signified. I mean, I ain’t into the drug scene, it’s kids, and my contacts are older and certainly not involved with this kind of rubbish.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s it mean?’ Eric asked, aware of an undercurrent of disgust and frustration in the little man. 
 
    ‘Hah, there’s this myth among the kids that if they inhale the burned skag it isn’t going to hurt them. Chasing the dragon, they call it, and it avoids dirty needles and bad addiction. They’re kidding themselves, of course: once they find they’re unsatisfied with inhaling, they’ll turn to the needle all right. But Mr Ward, they’re just kids, you knaa? And that’s worse, it’s kids dealing with kids. It’s not like it could be stamped out by nailing a Mister Big somewhere: the estates in the West End, and scattered through Denton and Byker, they’re saddled with peddlers who are still in their teens. And I mean young teens. The bloody polis—’ 
 
    ‘Jackie,’ Eric interrupted, ‘they’ve got their problems too. Most dealers on the streets carry no more than about £500 worth — the size of a lump of sugar. That’s difficult enough to control. If you’re suggesting the kids themselves have got to be taken—’ 
 
    ‘All I can say, Mr Ward, is that things have changed,’ the ex-jockey insisted stubbornly. ‘When I grew up in the West End there was plenty of crime, but it wasna like this. I tell you, this . . . is hopeless, man!’ 
 
    ‘So what’s happened?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    The ex-jockey slowed, turned, walked towards the guard rail and leaned on it, staring down into the black waters below him. He opened his hand, let the foil and the matches fall, and watched the glint of the scorched foil as it bobbed away on the current. ‘I followed the leads, I came across this kid — not a bad-looking youngster but heading bad, believe me. This Danny character was very high; he tried to stop me talking to her but one push and he collapsed in a corner. I didn’t like that, Mr Ward. And I didn’t like talking to her.’ 
 
    ‘She was there when Kate Cullen was kidnapped?’ 
 
    ‘She saw it. I questioned her, and it wasn’t easy. She wouldn’t concentrate, kept drifting around in her mind, smiling sometimes, content. She reached out for me, Mr Ward, tried to get me to use her — dammit, I’m old enough to be her father, and older!’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Eric said grimly. 
 
    ‘It’s dirty work, Mr Ward, and I’m not happy about it.’ 
 
    Eric could understand the revulsion, and the hint of rebellion also. Parton had been asked to do an investigative job and he had done it, but the circumstances had soured him, raised the bile in his throat. He felt resentful, and if his anger was vague and undirected it could be turned against himself. It was what was happening. 
 
    Eric Ward took a deep breath. ‘Jackie, listen to me. I ask you from time to time to do a job for me. There’s no compulsion. Equally, there’s no compulsion for me to do my job. You know my wife’s a rich woman; you know I could work for Morcomb Estates; you know I don’t need to work down here on the Quayside. So why do I do it? Not because it’s glamorous. The law isn’t glamorous, not the lower reaches, anyway. Court work is all about people’s mistakes and weaknesses and sadnesses. I don’t see myself as a Galahad; I don’t see myself as saving people from themselves, or the consequences of their own folly. Most of my work is dirty, small and unpleasant. But sometimes I have cases where someone innocent needs help. A child has been kidnapped, Jackie. That’s bad in anybody’s book. And what you’re doing — unpleasant though it may be, is necessary, if we are to find Tony Cullen’s daughter.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton shrugged and stared at his broken-knuckled hands. ‘I know it,’ he half-whispered, ‘but even so . . . Aye, you’re right. I know it. This kid, dammit she’s little better than a whore already and on the habit as well; she got to tell me eventually. She saw the snatch; she saw the car; she saw the men inside.’ 
 
    ‘She can identify them?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not sure about the driver. But she had approached them a few days earlier, tried to get them to pick her up.’ 
 
    ‘They were watching the school?’ 
 
    ‘Checking times and movements, is my guess. Finding out how long they’d normally have to grab the kid before Mrs Chaddha arrived to collect her.’ 
 
    ‘And she thinks she would recognize the passenger in the car?’ 
 
    A seagull mewed plaintively above their heads. Jackie nodded reflectively. ‘He gave her a rough time, it seems. She’d recognize him again. Better than that, she can tell us who he is.’ 
 
    ‘She knows him?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. He’s called Lister. Eddie Lister. A big man with a scar on his nose.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The unnaturally bright fields of rape were like yellow scars along the rising hills, glistening in the late-afternoon sunlight as Eric drove north from Newcastle to Sedleigh Hall. A sullen thundercloud menaced Coquetdale, darkening the river, but the Cheviots were sharp and clear against a bright sky and Eric drove carefully, not hurrying, savouring the evening and the rolling hills and the peacefulness of the quiet winding road once he had left the A1. 
 
    Eddie Lister. 
 
    The name was not known to Jackie Parton, but the ex-jockey had little doubt that he would be able to trace the man by some judicious questioning in the West End. Scotswood did not forget its sons nor turn its back on them and Parton was well-known: Davinia knew Lister so he must have some connection with the north bank. Parton was confident. He would be getting in touch quickly, he hoped, and then perhaps it would be time to call in the police. Not before. Eric Ward did not want Detective Superintendent Mason muddying waters before time: if there was any sort of cover-up for Liam Geraghty, Eric wanted to give Mason and his ilk the minimum time and opportunity to swing it into action. 
 
    The rhododendrons had faded in the long driveway but the copper beech was magnificent, the ornamental lake thick with water-lilies, and the bell tower encrusted with dark green ivy. 
 
    In front of the Hall itself, parked in the circular driveway, was a Rolls-Royce, white, with a distinctive registration mark. Eric recognized it and something inside him went cold. He parked his own car near the stables, and walked around to the terrace at the back of the hall. They were there, with drinks: Anne looking cool, elegant and welcoming in a shantung silk dress, Liam Geraghty in open-necked shirt, cavalry twill trousers, highly polished brown shoes. His eyes were confident as he watched Eric approach, but his body was tense as he rose with Anne to greet Eric. 
 
    Anne kissed Eric lightly on the cheek, took his arm, and he could feel tension in her fingers too. ‘A drink, darling?’ 
 
    ‘I feel I need one. A small Scotch, please, Anne.’ 
 
    Geraghty waved his glass negligently. ‘The odd one doesn’t do any harm.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised to see you here, Geraghty,’ Eric said calmly. Behind him he heard the chink of ice in the glass. 
 
    ‘I was in the vicinity. Had a chat with that young lawyer of Anne’s, Mark Fenham. Sharp. I’m not sure I can put one over on him. So I thought I’d come out, explain to your wife.’ 
 
    ‘That you’re unlikely to do business with Morcomb Estates after all?’ 
 
    Liam Geraghty had been about to sip his whisky. The movement of his arm was arrested, almost imperceptibly, but the hesitation was there. He sipped, his eyes watching Eric, and then he nodded thoughtfully. ‘Something like that. You . . . er . . . don’t seem surprised.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I was,’ Anne remarked firmly as she joined them, offering Eric the glass. ‘I thought the negotiations were well on the way. Mark had told me—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think Mr Geraghty was ever particularly interested in the land,’ Eric said. ‘The likelihood of a deal was always remote.’ 
 
    Geraghty laughed, a short barking sound. ‘You’re wrong there, Ward. Your attitude explains to me why indeed you haven’t joined Morcomb Estates to help your wife. Business plans change, new priorities arise, shareholdings differ in value as market shifts occur. I was explaining to Mrs Ward—’ 
 
    ‘Save me the explanation. I’ve had time to think, Geraghty. The deal was never on.’ 
 
    The beefy face of the Irishman began to take on a different colour. He raised his head, his arrogant nose jutting out menacingly. ‘You sound very confident. Very sure of yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I told you. I’ve had time to think.’ 
 
    ‘And . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Things slip into place.’ 
 
    ‘What things?’ 
 
    Eric glanced at Anne standing silently beside him. She was watching him warily, not understanding, but feeling the strained atmosphere between the two men, aware of the hostility that lay curbed beneath the surface politeness, a veneer already cracking with the edges of sharpness in their tones. He smiled at her, coolly, but reassuringly. ‘A number of things. There was a conversation I walked into, between Anne and Mark Fenham. They were discussing your motives in setting up negotiations with Morcomb Estates. I thought they were wrong; I thought there were other reasons. I told you, on the fell.’ 
 
    ‘I remember,’ Geraghty said coldly. 
 
    ‘But I was wrong too, wasn’t I? I was still thinking along business tracks. But it was never about business at all.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Anne said in a tight little voice. 
 
    ‘There was something else that bothered me at the time,’ Eric continued, ‘but I couldn’t understand what it was that was making me uneasy. Mr Geraghty here, he can act like the original stage Irishman at times: tell jokes, charm birds from trees, use his background to get what he wants. If he was really interested in setting up a deal with Morcomb Estates he would surely have found it necessary to be, at the least, affable towards me — the husband of the owner of the company. Quite the reverse: on the fell, he was actually unpleasant.’ 
 
    Anne glanced at Geraghty, unsure. ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Eric said quickly, and a flicker of malice touched Liam Geraghty’s fleshy mouth. ‘The point is, why did he behave like that? I’ve thought about it; now I think I know why. He simply didn’t care.’ 
 
    ‘Care about the negotiations?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘About the negotiations, certainly, because they weren’t serious. But not about his surroundings, either. The people he was with. The morning; the shoot. None of it. His mind was elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Eric, you’re talking in riddles!’ 
 
    ‘He’s talking rubbish, Mrs Ward.’ But Geraghty’s glance was still watchful and he was still listening. 
 
    ‘The fact is Anne he didn’t care, he wasn’t bothered even to be pleasant because he had no interest in what was happening about him. He was waiting for something, and the tension of that wait came out in the way he behaved. It isn’t characteristic of Mr Geraghty to be boorish in business company, of that I’m sure, but it seems he loses a little control when he’s worried, or maybe scared.’ 
 
    ‘Scared?’ Geraghty scoffed at the thought. ‘What did I have to be scared of?’ 
 
    ‘That events on the south bank of the Tyne might not have gone as planned the previous afternoon.’ 
 
    The silence between the three of them lengthened as the big Irishman stared at the golden liquid in his glass. Across the meadow, among the tall trees, a family of rooks rose in a black cloud, cawing complaint at the disturbance of a tractor in the field; on the purpling hills rising to the Cheviot the late sun was warm and gentle. Geraghty cleared his throat and looked up at Eric under beetling brows. ‘We need to talk, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘We are talking.’ 
 
    ‘I detect an edge of belligerence in your tone. I’m not used to having lawyers speak to me that way.’ 
 
    ‘I’m indifferent to what you’re used to, Geraghty. I certainly resent my family and my home being used by a man such as you, for such a purpose.’ 
 
    Anne stared at him in surprise. ‘Used?’ 
 
    ‘Geraghty used Morcomb Estates and used our hospitality; the one to have a good reason to be in England, close to the scene of operations at the important time, and the other to have a solid alibi — no presence, no contact, no knowledge of events — when the crime was committed.’ 
 
    ‘Crime?’ 
 
    Anne’s bewilderment was not matched in Geraghty’s purring tone as he repeated the word. ‘Crime . . . a harsh word, Ward. And you talk of home and family. What about my home, my family?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never made a home. You rarely saw your granddaughter. You had had little contact with your daughter over the years.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to take this,’ Geraghty rumbled menacingly. 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask you here.’ 
 
    For a moment Eric thought the big man was about to lose his temper. A fist clenched, colour grew high in the man’s face, but he controlled himself, finished his whisky and set the glass down. ‘I’m not here to defend my lifestyle or that of my daughter. I just want to make sure you understand a few things.’ 
 
    ‘I understand all I need to. And I hope to prove that you were involved in the snatching of your granddaughter from the father who holds the right to her custody!’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,’ Geraghty sneered. ‘You can’t bluff me—’ 
 
    ‘I know you’ve put on pressure, you’ve been in touch with the Lord Lieutenant, you’ve had conversations with the Chief Constable. You persuaded them that the kidnapping could leave your granddaughter’s life in danger, that they need to play it down, wait for the ransom demand, a matter of days. But when it comes out, do you think they won’t be running for cover? You’ve connived at your own daughter’s snatching of Kate — and God knows what effect that violence will have on the child! But you don’t really give a damn, just as long as you and your daughter get back your possessions! But if I track down the man who carried out that kidnapping you’ll find yourself inside with him and the notables in this county will hardly be your friends then! You’ll end up in prison, Geraghty, and your bloody money won’t save you then!’ 
 
    ‘Are you finished?’ Geraghty was still controlling his temper, but with difficulty. He glared at Eric furiously, and his mouth was like iron. But though his tone was bitter, it was level, tight. ‘What the hell do you know about any of it? I deny absolutely what you’re saying. You’ll never prove I had a hand in Kate’s kidnapping. All that’s happened is that you’ve been listening to the obsessed ravings of a piece of Gateshead scum that was never anything but garbage and never will be! Haven’t you got the picture yet? The things he told you — can you really believe them? I love my daughter. I indulged her, gave her everything she needed. I went along with it when she decided to strike out on her own, even coming north to this godforsaken county! But my worst fears were realized. She wanted to kick over a few traces but that bum Cullen took advantage of her. She didn’t know much, she’d had a protected life in Ireland, and he seduced her, got her pregnant, fed her a load of romantic hogwash about living in a rose-ridden cottage! And then what? He loses his job, can’t support her, refuses to work for me, accepts my charity when it suits him and when Ruth decides to come to her senses, pick up the career she started, he calls her a whore! I tell you, Ward, when she made a success of her life, moved into the business world, showed that she was my daughter, it was the worst pill he had to swallow. She was a success; he would always be a failure!’ 
 
    ‘And what about Kate?’ Eric snapped back, stemming the tirade. ‘What about the daughter she abandoned?’ 
 
    ‘Abandoned? What the hell choice did she have? She had to express her personality — other men stay home and look after the kid in similar situations where the woman can be the breadwinner! But it stuck in his gullet; his northern pride couldn’t accept that, and he threw her out, barred the door to her, effectively! What’s better — to stay away or fight a tug-of-war over the child?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that what happened anyway? A return, an upsetting of the girl, a court hearing, and after a defeat, a kidnapping of the child? Hell’s flames, man, can you hear yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Eric—’ Anne was touching his arm, warningly. He was going too far, overreacting, becoming emotionally involved and the prickling behind his eyes told him the tensions were getting to him, raising his demand for an easing drug. 
 
    ‘Can I hear myself!’ Geraghty rasped. ‘What about you? Why are you taking this so personally? You see yourself as some kind of white knight riding to rescue that bastard Cullen and his claims on my granddaughter? Look at the reality of the situation, for one moment. What the hell will Cullen ever give the child but hopelessness? He can’t support her, he has to borrow money. He can’t look after her properly, he keeps her in a squalid slum—’ 
 
    ‘It seems to me you could have helped more positively there,’ Eric interrupted. ‘Neither you nor your daughter broke your backs to do anything for the child.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head angrily. ‘Cullen told me that he got a court order—’ 
 
    ‘Which was never bloody well necessary!’ 
 
    ‘He got a court order for maintenance of Kate, but although payments were made initially, once Ruth was back in the States for a while the payments dried up, and Cullen was left to fend for his daughter — your granddaughter — for himself.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bloody lie!’ Geraghty’s eyes glittered fiercely as he glared at Eric. ‘That little bastard Cullen doesn’t know the truth when he sees it. The court order he got, that was just malice on his part. I’d have given him the money, I had been giving him money, The fact was, his pride wouldn’t let him accept it in the end. And even the court order, it was a way of getting at Ruth, and when she pays it, what does he do? He drops out!’ 
 
    ‘That’s a fanciful excuse—’ 
 
    ‘I tell you, the address we had for Cullen kept changing, and in the end we just lost trace of him and the cheques came back with no forwarding address. What was Ruth supposed to do, set a private detective on him, get the police to force him to take the money?’ Geraghty snorted in contempt. ‘I tell you, he kept moving, getting into slummier addresses, and all the while the kid had nothing to look forward to, not even the love and affection of her mother! If he had stayed put, he’d have got the money. As it was, I had a hell of a job tracing him—’ 
 
    ‘So you could kidnap Kate?’ Eric asked softly. 
 
    For a moment Geraghty’s features went rigid, his mouth stiff as iron, a shadow flickering over his eyes. Then he uttered an obscenity. ‘Ward, I deny any involvement in the kidnapping of my granddaughter. Damn it, there’s not even any proof yet that there’s been a snatch! You can’t trap me with cracks like that — and you’re getting stuck into stuff that could break your back! I came here to reason with you, suggest you back off quietly, drop Cullen, stop listening to his lies even do some lucrative work for me in its stead. But you can forget that now. You’re a crazy bastard who’s heading for a cliff and I’m not about to try to stop you. What I am saying is this: you keep pushing against me and someone could get killed. Layoff; stay away from me, my business and my family, and get back to your bloody inadequates on the Quayside. I’m dealing in realities, not romance.’ 
 
    ‘You’re dealing in illegality and violence!’ 
 
    ‘The reality is Kate will be better off with her mother,’ Geraghty almost shouted, ‘and that’s all I got to say about it. And I warn you again: back off, or there could be blood over all sorts of carpets!’ 
 
    He needed the atropine for the first time in a long while. The whisky hadn’t helped; anger, alcohol and his irritation at finding Geraghty in his home had tipped the balance. When the man had stormed from the hall Anne had been strangely subdued. Eric had been disinclined to talk further of the matter so her silence had been welcome to that extent. On the other hand it also suggested that perhaps in something he was wrong. The thought twisted in his mind, forcing him to go over the story Cullen had told him, hearing again Geraghty’s impassioned, angry tones. Where did the truth ever lie in personal relationships? In conflict, with wild words flying between man and wife and with a scared child in between, whatever was justifiable? 
 
    As the sensitivity behind his eyes gentled he thought about what was driving him. A sense of justice: it was as simple as that. Geraghty’s arguments held a degree of logic, but logic was not law. 
 
    And yet what was it that damned ophthalmic surgeon had said to him about those who had faced blindness and had been pulled back from the brink? It’s not that they don’t accept reality . . . rather, their sense of reality is blurred. 
 
    Geraghty claimed to be the realist in this matter. Eric Ward clung to law, and justice. Did that constitute a blurred reality? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jackie Parton waited. 
 
    A fine mist lay along the river banks, a sea fret that had ghosted in late that afternoon against the echo of distant ship sirens from Tynemouth, eight miles away. The mist dampened the city sounds so that on the hillside he had the impression it was a Sunday, the town sleeping off the carousals of the city centre on Saturday night. 
 
    He waited and still the prickling feeling along his back suggested to him that this was a mistake. Something was wrong, something out of phase. He glanced at his watch: Eric Ward should be along in a little while as they’d arranged, to be picked up at the station on the Carlisle line. Jackie frowned and thought back to a crowded two days. 
 
    It was ironic, of course, that it had been at The Hydraulic Engine he had found the answers. He’d tramped the city, talked to people in the pubs, out at the racecourse, down on the Quayside. He’d worked the market and the night-clubs, talked to squatters in Denton and vagrants in Pandon. At four in the morning he’d had to explain himself to an unfriendly copper in a Panda car and at five to a disbelieving widow with whom he’d been living for the last six months. Neither had entirely accepted his explanations; both had turned their backs eventually and stopped their questioning. 
 
    But it was at lunch-time, when he’d more or less given up and decided to have a refresher in his own local, that Jackie had heard what he wanted to hear. The informant was an old acquaintance, a heavy, pot-bellied man with grizzled eyebrows, little hair and a sagging, defeated face. He had played for Newcastle Reserves as a young man, when Jackie Milburn was firing the terraces with his sharpshooting. That was a long time ago. He still clung to the name ‘Goalie’ Edwards as a reminder of past glories that might have been, but the years had left him with a rime of suspicion about his mouth. 
 
    ‘Glass o’ broon? Aye, I could take that, Jackie.’ When Jackie had returned to the table in the dark corner of the pub Goalie Edwards had sipped the beer reflectively, then squinted across to the ex-jockey. ‘So, what’s all this I hear aboot you askin’ questions along the river, hey? You wanta watch yoursel’, Jackie.’ 
 
    ‘I can take care of myself.’ 
 
    ‘Not with heavies, you canna. That business down at Gateshead, now; you don’t wanta get messed aboot with that. All very well for the polis to start runnin’ around screaming: they get paid to do that. But you stay away from this skag scene, laddie. Dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Goalie.’ 
 
    ‘You been askin’ after Eddie Lister, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Not in connection with drugs.’ 
 
    Goalie Edwards had scowled thoughtfully into his beer ‘Is that so? I hear he gets into all sorts of heavy stuff but what with that chap lifting the skag from that safe house and the coppers runnin’ around fit to bust, I thought . . . So what you want Lister for, then?’ 
 
    ‘You know him?’ 
 
    ‘Why aye.’ 
 
    ‘And how I can reach him?’ 
 
    ‘If I knew what you wanted to talk to him about.’ 
 
    Jackie had hesitated for a while before he spoke. Men like Goalie Edwards could have tough exteriors but could be touched; their loyalties on the other hand were strong, and there was the chance Goalie would still say nothing, if Jackie prevaricated. He had taken the decision. ‘You’ve heard about the kidnapping of that young girl?’ 
 
    Goalie’s eyes had widened. ‘The Cullen kid? Why aye, I heard she got snatched. Are you saying . . .’ 
 
    ‘My information is Lister was involved. I want to talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘With the polis?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton knew better than that. ‘No. I’m working with a solicitor. Just want to contact Lister, have a chat with him, find out who’s behind the kidnapping. He’ll talk; he’ll have a lot to lose.’ 
 
    ‘The bastard. Never did like him; loud-mouthed, hard, bit of a psycho, you knaa? And he was in on that snatch?’ Goalie Edwards lumbered to his feet. ‘Lemme get you a drink, Jackie.’ 
 
    He had remained reluctant to end the conversation, tell Jackie how he could get in touch with Lister. He had waxed angry about football hooliganism on the modern terraces, about the way the gangs along the river seemed to get away with violence with impunity, and he had argued at length that the only remedy was vigilantism. ‘Gotta do wor own thing, Jackie. Eye for an eye, that sort of thing. No good goin’ to the polis, or them soft judges. If any bastard touched one of my family, I’d have his guts.’ 
 
    Goalie Edwards was unmarried and, as far as Jackie knew, without family. But as the afternoon advanced and it grew near closing time, Edwards became even more effusive as the beer fuddled his brain. ‘Thass the only way, Jackie. Kick the buggers back. Do it to them, like they done it to you. I feel sorry for that Cullen lad. Know him, a bit; seen him around. His mam used to live up in Cullercoats, you knaa. He didn’t deserve to get his kid snatched by a bastard like Lister . . .’ 
 
    It was three o’clock before Goalie Edwards finally gave Jackie the information he required. At three-thirty Jackie learned that Eric Ward would not be back in the office until five. At four-thirty the bronze Scirocco, with Eddie Lister at the wheel, pulled out of Edgecumbe Road and drove west. 
 
    It was seven o’clock before Eric Ward arrived at the station. 
 
    Jackie explained, as he hurriedly drove through the narrow streets and headed for the south shore. 
 
    ‘I thought it best to go to the address Goalie Edwards gave me. I hadn’t been there half an hour before Lister arrived, in a bronze VW. I tried to contact you but you were in court. I waited, then about four-thirty Lister left his place and drove west, crossed the Redheugh Bridge and went to that scruffy area down by the staiths.’ 
 
    There had been another car in the area one that was vaguely familiar. It had picked up the bronze Scirocco, certainly not a great distance from Edgecumbe Road. It had bothered Jackie, made his task of trailing Lister more difficult. 
 
    ‘At times it was like a bloody procession. Anyway, in the end I parked and did the last bit on foot. There’s only one road out of that estate. I found the Scirocco parked on some waste ground. Couldn’t be seen from the main road. And the other car — a Morris — it was in the next street. I waited, but nothing seemed to be happening. I phoned in again, arranged to pick you up, but having to come to fetch you means we might have missed the bastard.’ 
 
    Eric Ward said nothing. They drove down the bank and into the estate. The sea fret blanked out the upper storeys of the blocks of flats. The area was like fifty others in the North-East but dirtier, decrepit, run-down, a legacy of mindless building in the Fifties, crumbling into decay now and largely uninhabited, a ghost town for the homeless and the drifting. The Scirocco was still there. 
 
    ‘Where’s the other car parked?’ Ward asked. 
 
    Jackie showed him the place. The car had gone. ‘So what do we do now?’ Jackie asked. 
 
    ‘Watch the Scirocco. When Lister gets back to it we’ll have a little chat.’ 
 
    They parked some distance away, where they could maintain a watch upon the car parked on the wasteland. An hour went by and the darkness gathered greyly and wetly about them. 
 
    At eight-thirty the first of the police cars entered the estate, noisily, and with blue light flashing. Two others arrived within twenty minutes. At that point, with the Scirocco still unattended, Eric decided they should leave. Jackie nosed his car out towards the main road. 
 
    The police car waved them down. The constable was polite, but firm. He asked for their names; he used his walkie-talkie. Then he gestured for them to pull in to the side. 
 
    Ten minutes later a detective superintendent in plain clothes approached the car. He stood at the passenger door, stared grimly in at Eric. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I might ask the same of you, Mason,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘Don’t play silly buggers with me, I’m on business here! What’s your business in this midden?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, glanced at Jackie, and decided there was nothing served by a refusal to explain. Mason would have them both down at headquarters with an obstruction charge: the man was obviously in the mood for it. 
 
    ‘I want to interview a man caned Lister. He drove here; we followed him. With all this activity—’ 
 
    ‘Get out.’ 
 
    Mason opened the door and Eric got out, Jackie Parton following reluctantly. The burly detective glared at them both for a moment, an odd glint of malicious satisfaction in his eyes and then turned abruptly, waving to them to follow him. 
 
    They crossed a littered yard, entered a crumbling building in which damp had peeled long strips of plaster from the walls and vandals had smashed everything capable of being broken. A black cat glared at them from the darkness of the stairwell, poised to flee. Mason ignored it, and clumped his way up to the first storey. A litter of empty bottles and the smell of methylated spirits greeted them in the small room. It opened out into two larger rooms and what had once passed for a bathroom. 
 
    Two police constables made way for them to pass through and into the next corridor. Doors had been removed to allow a rookery of passageways for the vagrants who used these buildings. Mason stopped, half turned and pointed. Lying against the wall was a dark, crumpled shape. 
 
    He was lying huddled, a big, heavy man clasping his stomach, bent over in agony. The life, drawn out of him by the knife, would have left him slowly and painfully. Outside in the street a siren approached, wailing through the sea fret. The forensic unit was on its way. Mason bared his teeth unpleasantly. 
 
    ‘Eddie Lister, you said? You wanted to interview him? You won’t find it easy now, Ward! But be my guest!’ 
 
    His laughter had a macabre, malicious tone that was echoed from the dark stairwell below their feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    ‘So what on earth happened?’ 
 
    The early gold of the morning sky had given way to a warm flush spreading above the hills to the west. The sunlight tipped the ridge, bringing it to green life while the hollows of the valley below remained purple, the colour fading reluctantly against the invasion of the morning. Unshaven, haggard from the long night, Eric sipped the welcoming coffee and gazed about him while Anne waited in her dressing-gown for a reply. 
 
    When the sun glinted on the river across the meadows Eric finished his coffee, turned and managed a smile. ‘I’m sorry. I need to wind down for a few minutes. You got the phone call?’ 
 
    ‘Only to say you were at police headquarters at Morpeth. It wasn’t very explicit. I assumed at first you were there with a client.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite like that, I’m afraid.’ Eric stretched, and looked at his watch. ‘I can’t say it wasn’t an eye-opening experience, being on the other side of the fence, so to speak. I’ve done enough interrogating in my time, and I’ve seen enough villains in the police cells. It’s an odd experience, being taken for one.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened?’ 
 
    Eric held out a hand to take hers. She looked very young this morning; there was a defencelessness about her that brought an ache to his throat. It was odd how it could strike him on occasions, when he’d been so reluctant to marry her, the thought that without her now he would be lost. Perhaps that was why he had avoided the commitment, because it would make him vulnerable. Yet now it was she who was looking vulnerable. 
 
    ‘Jackie Parton got information from a young girl called Davinia. She was able to identify one of the men who had kidnapped Kate Cullen. His name was Eddie Lister. It took Jackie two days to trace Lister: he found him at a Newcastle address, got in touch with me, and then followed Llster when he left home and drove to the West End, and then Gateshead.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he going, or why?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘That’s a question the police got around to asking us, but we’ve no answers. You see, it’s fairly clear he was going to the flats above the staiths to meet someone but we don’t know who.’ Eric paused. ‘I’ve got a feeling Jackie knows something else which he hasn’t even told me, something about who Lister was due to meet, but I’m not sure. Anyway, he came to pick me up, we drove back to the staiths, and then waited for Lister to return to his car. There was no way we could know which building he’d entered. Then the police came.’ 
 
    Anne walked across to the terrace wall and stood with her back to it. The red-gold tints in her hair were highlighted in the soft morning sun. ‘The police just happened to come along?’ 
 
    ‘No, that couldn’t be it. A patrol car, obviously, responding to a call, I would guess. Maybe somebody in the flats had heard a struggle and called it in. I don’t know. Anyway, the first car must have radioed in, and then Mason—’ 
 
    ‘He’s involved?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, yes. He was not displeased to see me there. They arrived, found Lister, and then found me and Jackie. We had some explaining to do, and we had to do it at Morpeth.’ 
 
    ‘And Lister?’ 
 
    ‘Knifed. Nasty.’ 
 
    ‘But why?’ 
 
    Eric yawned. ‘That’s the question. Look, do you mind if I get to bed? I’m almost falling apart.’ 
 
    She lay beside him in the soft light. He told her, in a drowsy voice, of the verbal battering Mason had given them, and of the persistent questioning to which they had been individually subjected. It had been no time to stand on rights, to raise legal technicalities. He had tried to cooperate, knowing that If Mason could get any mud to stick it could mean the end of Eric Ward’s legal career. But he had been able to provide very little information that was of any consequence. He had repeated, time and again, that he had never met Lister, had wanted to talk to him about the kidnapping, and never had the chance to do so. His story had tied in with Jackie Parton’s. 
 
    Anne’s fingers were cool on his forehead and his eyes were heavy. In spite of his weariness, he was aware of the silkiness of her skin and in a little while he turned, to lie closer to her. Her touch lingered on his mouth, and then moved to recognize the responses of his body. In a little while, softly and gently, they explored each other and made love and the morning slipped away in drowsy, relieved sensation. 
 
    Later, when the sun was slanting in brightly through the windows and Anne had brought him some breakfast of rolls and orange juice, she asked him who he thought Lister had gone to meet. 
 
    ‘If I knew that, I might know who killed him.’ 
 
    ‘But who do you think?’ 
 
    Eric looked at her quizzically. ‘You were rather taken with Liam Geraghty, weren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that.’ She grinned self-consciously. ‘He’s a very . . . positive person. There’s a strength — a very male strength about him. I don’t know . . . what he had to say to you had a ring about it. I know it doesn’t match what Tony Cullen had to say about his relationship with Ruth Geraghty but at the same time . . . On the other hand, maybe I find him attractive because I like older men!’ 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ Eric said, and smiled. 
 
    Anne herself sobered. She stared at him, weighing something in her mind. ‘Why are we talking about Liam Geraghty?’ 
 
    ‘To get you off an unpleasant subject. 
 
    ‘Or because you think it was he who had a rendezvous at the staiths with this man Lister.’ 
 
    ‘Darling, I really don’t know. The fact is, the police were not in the slightest bit interested last night in any theories about a connection between the killing of Eddie Lister and the kidnapping of Kate Cullen. They were quite dismissive of it: they were sure there was no connection.’ 
 
    He finished his orange juice and swung his legs out of bed. ‘So what do you make of that?’ 
 
    ‘Your legs?’ 
 
    ‘The dismissiveness.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ she said slowly. ‘But I’ve always liked your legs.’ 
 
    He laughed, and began to dress. 
 
    ‘Liam Geraghty,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he couldn’t have had anything to do with Lister’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘I’m less certain than you. Look, why are the police so dismissive?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not certain I understand.’ 
 
    ‘They are so positive there’s no connection between the murder and the kidnapping because they’re no longer interested in the kidnapping — if they’ve ever been! It means only one thing: our suspicions have been right from the start and Tony Cullen had it worked out. Ruth Geraghty wanted her daughter back, and Liam Geraghty set it up.’ 
 
    ‘But where could Kate be now?’ 
 
    Eric chose a fresh shirt and slipped it on. ‘My guess is she’s on her way to the States already, if she hasn’t met her mother in Ireland. You see, it’s so easy. Geraghty sets up the kidnapping, spirits the girl safely away to Ireland via Newcastle Airport, or the shuttle from Manchester and makes sure that the police are persuaded this is a family matter and nothing else. All right, maybe he held them off with the ransom demand in the first instance but my guess is he’ll have come clean by now, and they’ll be too embarrassed to do much about it. That, and the donations he’s no doubt made to various police charities.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve become cynical.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe so.’ 
 
    ‘So you think Ruth Geraghty and Kate will be together in Ireland?’ 
 
    ‘Or the States. Either way, Geraghty set it up. And that brings us back to Lister. Suppose he got greedy, or nervous?’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he thought he wasn’t being paid enough. Or maybe he heard that Jackie Parton was asking questions around Tyneside. Perhaps, for one of these reasons, he put pressure on Geraghty. It could be Geraghty arranged to meet him. Not personally, of course: that bloody Irishman would never do his own physical dirty work, of that I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he could have sent someone to kill Lister?’ Anne asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    ‘Not necessarily kill him. Maybe persuade him. On occasions like that, however, things can get out of hand.’ 
 
    ‘And in a struggle—’ 
 
    ‘Lister gets knifed.’ 
 
    Eric reached into the wardrobe and slipped on a jacket. 
 
    He turned to face Anne; she was staring at him soberly. ‘Where are you going? You’re not letting this go, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Anne, I can’t. Not now. I’m still acting for Tony Cullen and I’ll get his daughter back — or I’ll see the bastards who did it in court. That includes Geraghty. It doesn’t now include Eddie Lister. But Lister wasn’t alone in that car. We know Geraghty wasn’t there because he was at Sedleigh with us. I want to find out just who was in the car with Lister when Kate was kidnapped.’ 
 
    ‘And if you find him?’ 
 
    ‘I think I might also have found the man who knifed Eddie Lister.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he arrived at his office on the Quayside Eric learned that Lizzie, the punk-styled legal executive who ran an efficient office for him in spite of her appearance, had arranged an appointment for him later that afternoon. ‘There were a few people who phoned in,’ she explained, ‘but I put them off since you hadn’t said what time you were likely to be coming in. This one I thought you’d like to keep.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Cullen.’ 
 
    She looked at him rather oddly as she spoke and he wondered for a moment whether Lizzie had heard about his interrogation the previous evening at Morpeth. Or maybe she was beginning to know him as all close employees got to know their employers: too well. Maybe she guessed that he was getting closely involved with the Cullen case, and perhaps too closely involved. Blurring realities. 
 
    He had time to deal with several files and a letter inviting him to undertake work for a shipping company on Tyneside, dealing with freight contracts. It would mean he’d have to brush up on his maritime law, but a stronger commercial practice would be a good thing as far as he was concerned so he replied affirmatively. After that, he had a little while to sit back and think. 
 
    His conversation with Anne that morning had helped clear his own thoughts somewhat, and what he had told her certainly matched the facts at his disposal. He still felt he was missing something. Perhaps Tony Cullen would be able to supply some missing threads. 
 
    Cullen arrived some ten minutes late. He was dressed in a windbreaker and jeans and he looked like Eric had felt the previous night. Clearly, the loss of his daughter and his failure to find out anything about the circumstances had affected him badly. His curly hair was dishevelled and there was a pallor about his freckled face that Eric had not seen before. His light blue eyes held a haunted, anxious look and he was unshaven. He sat down in the chair Eric offered with a listlessness that was uncharacteristic, and the stubbornness of his mouth seemed to have disappeared. Defeat had marked him, and weariness. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, Cullen?’ 
 
    Tony Cullen failed to meet his glance. He shrugged and stared at the carpet. ‘I come in to talk to you about Sam Turriff I owe it to you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    Cullen glanced briefly up to Eric and frowned. ‘You been pretty good with me. I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did at the beginning. I know since then you been working pretty hard, asking questions and all that. It won’t have done you much good with the police, helping me. And it’s my problem: no need for them to get the needle at you. But they will. I know the bastards. Geraghty’s got them sewed up, and you’ll just get your business knocked about.’ 
 
    ‘That’s my worry, not yours,’ Eric said firmly. 
 
    ‘Now about Turriff. What do you want from me?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Well, if you’re sure you want to help . . . The fact is, we can nail him in court if we can disclose illegal activity on his part, or by ticket-men acting on his instructions.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a system,’ Cullen said wearily. ‘He worked it with me, certainly, first time I went to him. He claims — boasts is a better word — that he doesn’t act for security. But as the ticket-man explains first time around, while they don’t call for security, there is the fact that Turriff’s got a lot of cash floating on Tyneside and he’s got to be sure he can haul it in. So you hand over to the ticket-man your welfare book. You just sign the forms in advance and the ticket-man holds them. He takes them along, cashes them as they fall due, collects the supplementary benefits or unemployment pay, deducts the money due to Turriff and hands over the rest to the punter. That’s how it’s done.’ 
 
    ‘How did you make contact with Turriff.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. His ticket-men prowl the Job Centre, and they also got manors of their own. They approach you.’ 
 
    ‘Are you prepared,’ Eric said slowly, ‘to make a statement along these lines?’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘And appear in court, if necessary?’ 
 
    Cullen hesitated, then shrugged indifferently. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Eric reached for the phone and called Frances. The young girl arrived a few minutes later, armed with notebook and pencil. For the next twenty minutes she took a shorthand transcript of the conversation between Eric and Cullen as they spoke of systems, times, dates and names. When it was finished Eric told Frances she could leave; the statements could be transcribed the following day. 
 
    When the door had closed behind her, Eric said to Cullen, ‘You look as though you could use a drink.’ 
 
    ‘I can that, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric poured a glass of whisky for him; Cullen seemed not to notice that Eric himself was not drinking. ‘You seem troubled,’ Eric said. 
 
    Tony Cullen nodded. His head was lowered and he stared unseeingly at the glass in his hand. His shoulders were hunched unhappily, his hands uneasy, trembling slightly. He looked as though he had barely slept for days. ‘I been thinking, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘About Kate.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I been wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    Cullen shrugged unhappily. ‘Not wrong about her being snatched by Geraghty and Ruth: I’m still convinced that’s what happened. But maybe wrong about the way I reacted to it.’ 
 
    ‘In what way? I would have said your reaction was completely normal.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe so. But who’s to say I haven’t been wrong all along, trying to keep Kate with me? Mr Ward, I love my kid, but maybe I’ve been selfish too. It’s possible I got mad at the kidnapping — not just because I love Kate and was worried, but because I hated to see Ruth and that bastard Geraghty winning.’ 
 
    ‘Kidnapping,’ Eric said slowly, ‘is a criminal offence whichever way you look at it.’ 
 
    ‘All right, I know that, Mr Ward, but what I’m trying to say is, that apart, what’s to be done? You know as well as I do that Kate could well be in Ireland by now, or maybe even on her way to the States. Ruth has got her own money as well as her father’s behind her: they could shuttle around over there so much I wouldn’t even know where they were. I got no money to chase them. I got no money to pay for expensive lawyers in the States—’ 
 
    ‘I think you ought to realize,’ Eric interrupted, ‘the English courts will take a serious view of what has happened. If we can prove Kate was kidnapped by Ruth Geraghty, mother or not, we can get an extradition order—’ 
 
    ‘But that’s what I’m really talking about,’ Cullen protested, his mouth twisting unhappily, marked with uncertainty. ‘Would I be doing right in getting one of them extradition orders? I mean, what would Kate be coming back to? A scruffy flat, a father who can’t get a job, indifferent schooling; no prospects for her on Tyneside when she grows up because every other person’s out of work. Do you see what I mean? In the States there’d be Ruth’s business, and Geraghty’s financial support if things went wrong in that. All right, they’d be winning but—’ 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Eric said carefully, ‘is that why you refused financial support from Ruth Geraghty before? Because by allowing Ruth to support Kate, you were losing something?’ As Cullen’s head came up Eric went on, ‘You told me she had stopped sending you money for Kate. Geraghty tells a different story. Your constant moving caused them to lose trace for a while, and the cheques were returned. You made no attempt to recover that money.’ 
 
    Cullen shrugged despondently. ‘Aye, I suppose I misled you there, Mr Ward. Didn’t want to admit it, like. Fact is, I had to move a couple of times, and I never liked getting the cheques, even though I needed them. Pride, it was. But things are changing now. I canna afford pride. I got to think what’s best for the bairn. Out there she’d have the best schooling, there’d be wealthy friends, everything she’d be likely to need. In the long run, maybe what’s happened is all to the good. It could be for her benefit, like.’ 
 
    ‘But what would she be losing?’ Eric questioned. ‘You and Kate are close. Surely she’d be losing the love of a father?’ 
 
    Cullen looked at Eric directly. There was a dull film of pain in his eyes. He shrugged. ‘Aye, but even there . . . Look, Mr Ward, I don’t like that bastard Maxwell, and if you ask me my guess would be he had a big hand in the kidnapping of Kate, but the fact is I think Maxwell and Ruth’ll maybe get together. Now if that happens, there’d be a man around for Kate then—’ 
 
    ‘Not her father . . .’ 
 
    ‘Maybe in the long run I wouldn’t be missed.’ 
 
    There was a long silence. Cullen was being a realist and it was hurting him badly. Eric felt a vast sympathy for the man. He could appreciate the feeling of helplessness Cullen must be experiencing. It was matched in some degree by Eric’s own feelings. Quietly he said, ‘What do you want me to do?’ 
 
    Cullen hesitated. The words needed to be forced out. When they came, his voice was ragged and shaky with emotion. ‘I think . . . I think we’d better pack the whole thing in.’ 
 
    ‘Pack what in?’ 
 
    ‘The search for Kate.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a little while. As Cullen took a sip of his whisky Eric watched him: the doggedness and the anger had gone out of the man; his sense of commitment had left h.im. Eric was puzzled. Something must have happened since last they met, something serious enough to have caused Cullen to review his behaviour, weigh again his emotions against Kate’s future well-being. Just why have you suddenly changed your mind about taking action against Geraghty and Ruth?’ Eric asked. 
 
    The telephone buzzed. 
 
    Eric ignored the sound: Cullen seemed about to speak but the buzz came again, insistently. A trifle irritated Eric picked up the phone. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Parton is on the line. He says he wants to speak to you, urgently.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, glanced at Cullen. ‘All right, put him on.’ 
 
    There was a pause, a click. ‘Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Jackie, I’m in conference with a client. Is this important?’ 
 
    ‘It is, Mr Ward. It’s about the killing of Eddie Lister.’ 
 
    Eric’s glance flickered to Cullen. The man was studying his whisky intently, unable to pick up the gist of the conversation. ‘All right, go on.’ 
 
    ‘There’s been a lot of police activity. Seems they’ve got a witness to the killing.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘I been doing my own checking, Mr Ward. You remember I told you there was another car following Lister? That I had trouble keeping a low profile, that it was almost like a bloody procession across Redheugh? Well, I knew there was something familiar about that car.’ 
 
    ‘You recognized it? You said nothing to me at the time.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I wasn’t certain. I wanted to make sure.’ 
 
    Eric recalled the ex-jockey’s reticence. He had guessed Parton had been keeping something back from him. ‘And now you are sure?’ 
 
    There was a short pause. ‘It was a Morris, Mr Ward, a green Morris. It was the one that belongs to Patel Chaddha. I’d spoken to his wife . . . she was the woman who used to pick up Kate Cullen.’ 
 
    Something cold affected Eric Ward’s spine. Perhaps the emotion warned Cullen: his head came up, and he stared at Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘I went to see Mrs Chaddha,’ Parton was saying. ‘I asked her about the car. She told me the day Lister died she had lent it to a friend.’ 
 
    ‘The friend’s name?’ 
 
    ‘Tony Cullen.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Then Eric said, ‘Thanks, Jackie, I’ll be in touch.’ He replaced the phone and looked at the man facing him. Cullen sat frozen, staring at Eric dumbly. Eric hesitated, not knowing what to say, how to start. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    He had a vague impression of a disturbed Lizzie, punk hair standing on end, trying to explain. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Ward, you were on the phone, and I couldn’t reach you and he insisted on . . .’ 
 
    The girl was being pushed aside. The big frame of Detective Superintendent Mason was thrusting into the room. His pouched eyes held a glint of malicious pleasure and he was smiling broadly, confidently. ‘Well, well, well, the bad birds all together!’ 
 
    ‘Mason, I wasn’t aware we had an appointment . . .’ 
 
    ‘Appointments, forget ’em! Now, your friend Cullen here, he’s got an appointment. With me. And believe me, it’ll take precedence over any chat he wants to have with you.’ The malicious smile widened. ‘Unless you’re going to represent him, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Represent him? In what?’ 
 
    Mason’s tone held an edge of triumph. ‘Cullen and I need to have a little chat. It could take some time, because he’s got some explaining to do. About his involvement in the murder of Eddie Lister. And,’ he added, glaring at Eric, ‘I think I’ve already got enough to bring a charge.’ 
 
    Eric looked at Tony Cullen. The man’s face had paled and he sat immobile for several seconds. Then he set down his glass, his hand beginning to shake. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Mason said belligerently to Cullen. ‘You coming to Morpeth with me and the constable downstairs?’ 
 
    Cullen looked at Eric; the message in his eyes was plain. ‘We’re both coming,’ Eric Ward said firmly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    From the top of the bank Eric could see the Wear looping in a glinting curve past the centre of Sunderland, gleaming away from the Wearmouth Colliery on its right bank and swinging past a shipbuilding yard as it turned south-west to the sea. From this height the moraine of the town’s industrial history was exposed: a dependence on shipbuilding and coal-mining — the one industry in decline and the second demanding diminishing manpower resources — had left the predominantly working-class town unable to attract new large-scale employers. 
 
    It had also left Jack Cullen high and dry. 
 
    Eric watched the old man as he stood at the top of the bank, calling to his racing pigeons. They circled, wary of Eric standing nearby, but as their nervousness faded they swooped in to land at Jack Cullen’s feet, flurrying, hopping towards the coop. ‘I lose some of the young ’uns,’ Cullen said, gesturing towards the mineral railway running below the bank. ‘They get frightened off by the whistles of the engines as they pass by.’ 
 
    Eric had already tried asking him directly about his son, but Cullen’s response had been to walk out of the terrace house and climb up the bank to the coop. Now, Eric waited: 
 
    Jack Cullen was an independent man who would speak when he was ready. 
 
    ‘You spend a lot of time up here?’ Eric asked, guessing the old man would talk easily enough about his passion. 
 
    ‘Let the cock birds out, first thing in the morning,’ Cullen said and glanced skywards, his seamed old eyes narrowed against the sunlight. He was a short, deep-chested man with an aged skin tanned by sun and wind, and his hands were gnarled and arthritic. He wore a blue suit shiny with wear, and the collar of his shirt, closed by a pearly button, was scuffed and loose-threaded. ‘Do a bit of fishing too, though. You can get a codling down there sometimes. In the afternoons I let the hen birds out. And there’s the market.’ He glanced sideways at Eric, cunningly. ‘There’s the pension, but I make a bit as well, from selling the birds I breed. Sold a blue cock the other day — hundred and thirty quid.’ 
 
    He frowned, seeming to regret the confidence suddenly and turned his back on Eric, calling to his birds. Eric began to regret the visit. It was unlikely he would learn anything. 
 
    It had been an act almost of desperation, seeking out Tony Cullen’s father. The interview at Morpeth had been difficult to handle: Eric had warned Cullen to say little, but Detective Superintendent Mason had been full of confidence, thrusting and careless in his questioning because, he implied, he already knew the answers. Eric’s private interview with Cullen had been less than helpful: the man seemed to be stunned, unable to say very much at all. He seemed careless, unwilling even to consider what his fate might be. And Mason was clear in his own mind: he had a witness who would swear to having seen Cullen at the scene of the crime, and he had been confident enough, later that evening, to charge Tony Cullen with the murder of Eddie Lister. 
 
    Jackie Parton was already out on the streets, trying to find out who the witness to the killing might be; he was of the opinion he could turn up the name in time. For Eric, it was a different matter: there were no leads he could follow. There was only the opportunity to try to find out more about Tony Cullen himself. The neighbours barely knew him; the family had moved several times, from Cullercoats on the coast, fifteen miles into Newcastle, then across the river to Gateshead. His mother was dead; his father lived in Sunderland. It was a thin thread. 
 
    ‘I do other things with my time too,’ the old man said abruptly. ‘I read. Newspapers, and books. Public library. History books.’ He sat down awkwardly on the bank, fondling the hen bird lovingly in his gnarled hands, cooing at her in a soft voice, ruffling her feathers in a gentle motion. ‘Monkwearmouth, for instance, just a mile away over there on the north bank. The Venerable Bede lived there most of his life. And St Michael’s Church just there, it was built nine hundred years ago: one of its vicars was the Duke of Wellington’s brother. Did you know that? Hey? You’re a solicitor and I was a miner who took home thirty shillin’s a week, a toolmaker, a shipwright . . . but I know more than you, I bet.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll know more about your son than I do,’ Eric said, trying again. 
 
    The old man grunted, kissed the hen bird gently. ‘More’n likely, but it won’t be much.’ 
 
    ‘Did he live here with you in Sunderland?’ 
 
    ‘Never. We moved from Cullercoats when his mam died; then it were the West End for a while, then Gateshead when I got a job in the yards at Jarrow. That’s when the little bugger got ideas above his station. I came down here after he got mixed up with that Irish chit.’ 
 
    ‘Ruth Geraghty?’ 
 
    Jack Cullen did not deign to answer. He rose, took the bird across to the coop and stood calling at the top of the bank, waiting for the last few birds to swoop home. After a while he said, ‘You can trust birds, you knaa. They’ll fly far away, but they’ll be back. Not like kids. They grow up, think they’re their own masters, won’t take advice. I washed my hands of my lad when he took up with that girl. I said no good would come of it. Nor did it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just trying to make sense of it all.’ 
 
    ‘The kidnapping? Oh aye, I know all about that. I read the papers. It’ll have been that old bastard Geraghty, sure as I’m standing here. But there’s no point in going on about it. No chance of getting her back. Why bother?’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever see her? Kate, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Whaffor?’ The old man stared at Eric blankly. ‘I told you, the lad went his own way. Stand on his own feet. Nothing to do with me.’ 
 
    ‘But she’s your granddaughter!’ 
 
    Jack Cullen seemed baffled by the remark. ‘But I told you! Look, it’s twelve year and more since I was sent up the road. No more work for me in the yards. I wasn’t wanted then, and I’ll not be wanted now. I got my house here, and my pension, and my birds and I live on my own. I watch, I know what’s going on, but I’m not involved in any of it. I haven’t seen the lad in ten years, so you think I’m going to cry now because the kid’s been taken to America?’ 
 
    ‘And what about the charge that’s been made against your son?’ 
 
    Jack Cullen turned and stared uncomprehendingly at Eric. He scratched a cheek with gnarled fingers; his gaze was clouded as though he was seeking to recall something, the emotions of thirty years, images of a past he had half-forgotten. He had been a man who had once held strong emotions; he had allowed them to atrophy in the reality of old age. ‘Murder-aye, now that’s something . . . When Tony was born, aye, I think mebbe I was proud. Maybe I’d even have killed for him then. But people change, don’t they? Grow up . . . Perhaps there was too much of me in him for us ever to get on.’ He grinned in self-awareness. ‘I’m an independent, crotchety old bastard. I’m told so, down at the dole. But I’ve earned the right, you knaa what I mean? At my age I’ve earned the right.’ 
 
    ‘So there’s nothing you can tell me about Tony that might help?’ 
 
    ‘What’s there to tell? Your own kith and kin, they’re the last you know. Why do they say he killed Eddie Lister, anyway?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘The motive claimed is that he knew Lister had taken part in Kate’s kidnapping. I’ve yet to determine how, but—’ 
 
    ‘Well, that wild bastard needed killing, you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘Lister? You knew him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh aye. Knew of him, leastways.’ The old man wrinkled his brow. ‘He’s a Sunderland man. Lot of talk about him down at the club. Old folks, you know, when they get together down at the club, it’s all gossip. Prize chrysanthemums, leeks, fishing, racing pigeons, looking for driftwood and seacoal. Talk all the time. And about the tearaways. Say how it was different when we were kids. But it wasn’t. No, it wasn’t any different.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s been the gossip about Lister?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ll tell yer. He always was a yobbo, but recently he tried to show respectable, moved out of Sunderland, up to Newcastle, but he hadn’t changed, and he still worked back here in the town. Story is he was in with Ted Mansell, knocking over that garage six months back, but there was nothing the polis could lay on him.’ 
 
    ‘You say he worked here in Sunderland?’ 
 
    The old man stared at him thoughtfully. ‘That’s right. Worked for Chad Cowell, he did, on and off.’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘You name it; I can’t. Windmill Leisure Centre. Run by Chad Cowell. That’s a laugh! Council need their heads seeing to . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The music was loud and strident in the half-darkened room; the spotlight on the stage was erratic and badly positioned so that occasional howls of protest rose from the more vociferous of the audience when the girl inadvertently stepped out of the circle of light. Her gyrations were obvious and owed little to art but now that she had stripped to a G-string the audience cared little for that. She was in her late thirties and had dyed blonde hair; her waistline was beginning to thicken but the lunch-time drinkers were well aware that the afternoon club strippers were far from professional: most of them were married women whose husbands were unemployed and who were seeking another source of income. The husbands didn’t seem to mind after the first few occasions, Jackie Parton had heard, and the women themselves seemed to enjoy the independence it gave them in their male-dominated society. 
 
    The man seated beside Jackie finished his pint of Newcastle Brown as the act ended, the blonde woman sliding off crabwise with a scattering of clothes draped modestly against her body. There were a few catcalls, and Jackie’s companion grinned. ‘The boys never get too rough. I tell you, Jackie, you want to go to one of the hen nights, when the male strippers are in. Why, man, they all but tear him to pieces! No inhibitions, none at all, and cackling like crazy! Decent women, I tell you, but all together with a male stripper . . .’ 
 
    ‘Has he come in yet?’ 
 
    For a moment the man’s gaze was glazed with incomprehension. ‘Oh, sorry, man. I hadna been watchin’ — concentratin’ on the show, like. Hold on . . .’ He looked about him, scanning the bar at the back of the room. He nodded. ‘Aye, he’s in. Look, over there, the feller with the blue and white shirt.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I owe you,’ Jackie said. 
 
    ‘Anything for a mate. But watch yourself, hey?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that.’ 
 
    He rose and walked towards the bar. The music had started again, a Beatles number, and the next girl had come out on the stage to do vaguely obscene things with an uninterested snake. A few suggestions called to her proposed even more impossible gyrations: she took them with a fixed smile and a firm grip on the dazed serpent. 
 
    The man in the blue and white shirt was leaning against the bar facing the stage, little eyes shining, red face sweating. He barely glanced at Jackie as he approached; his attention was riveted upon the girl. Jackie ordered two pints of beer and then turned to the man at the bar. 
 
    ‘One of these is for you,’ Jackie said. 
 
    ‘Hey?’ 
 
    ‘You’re Ferdy Newton, aren’t you? One of these is for you.’ 
 
    The bulky, middle-aged man turned around slowly to stare Jackie up and down. ‘What the hell should you be buying a beer for and giving it to me? I don’t know you.’ 
 
    ‘Jackie Parton.’ 
 
    The piggy little eyes widened in momentary surprise, and then took on a malicious gleam of satisfaction. ‘Oh aye, Jackie Parton, is it? Well I’ll certainly take a drink off you, you little bugger. Come to tell me you been warned off, is that it? Making amends, as they say.’ 
 
    ‘Warned off? How do you mean?’ 
 
    Ferdy Newton took a long drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Aw, come on, friend! I know you been making inquiries about me, sniffin’ around some of the punters, trying to nail me with something, working for Sam Turriff. You finally got the message, did you? I warned that solicitor chap, Ward, when he was poking his nose around Phil Heckles, told him if he didn’t get off my back, there’d be trouble. He’s taken the hint, hey? Pulled you off, and you’re trying to square things. Well, I don’t bear grudges and—’ 
 
    ‘You got it wrong, Ferdy,’ Parton said, placing his elbows on the bar. ‘I just bought you the drink because I hear you’ve become a public-spirited man.’ 
 
    The music thundered to a crescendo and Ferdy Newton’s glance was dragged towards the stage by the roar of applause at the snake’s attempts to avoid unnatural entanglements. His glance slid back, unwillingly. ‘Public-spirited? What the hell you talking about?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton smiled. ‘Well, I’ll tell you. I hear a local roughneck by the name of Eddie Lister was knifed the other day. They charged a feller called Tony Cullen with the murder. Confident, the coppers are. Because they got someone who could identify the killer, someone who says it was Tony Cullen. So I been asking around, trying to find out who blew the whistle on Cullen and put the coppers on his back. Surprise, surprise, a little bird hops up and tells me it was one of Sam Turriff’s ticket-men. Name of Ferdy Newton. So I thought I’d buy him a drink.’ 
 
    Something had happened to Ferdy Newton’s face. His sandy, thinning hair seemed to bristle as he stared at Parton, but uncertainty moved deep in his eyes and his questing nose was raised, as though sniffing for danger. He frowned, calculating situations, weighing them, probing his own mind for reasons, and then just as suddenly as his tension had risen, so it was gone and he relaxed. He reached for the pint Jackie had bought and took a stiff drink, then laughed, shaking his head. ‘O’course. I got it now. You been workin’ for that solicitor Ward, sussing out Sam Turriff’s operation, but Ward’s got a new client now, is that it? Cullen’s taken him on to defend him on a murder charge! Well, lemme give you a piece of good advice that you can pass on to that bastard Ward. He doesn’t stand a chance. Cullen did Eddie Lister in and that’s all there is to it. He had the motive. The coppers told me that Cullen blamed Lister for snatching his kid — he was there at the time of the murder, and I seen him leaving. Ward hasna got a chance, I’m telling you!’ 
 
    ‘What were you doing in the area, Ferdy?’ 
 
    Newton laughed again. ‘Don’t think you can try to put one of those on me, Parton. I was around there on my legitimate business.’ He laughed again, but it lacked some of the confidence of a few moments ago. ‘I was on Sam Turriff’s business down among the flats. I’d parked my car in the main street because it’s easier to cross the wasteland to some of the pads, to get to my clients. And that’s how I came to see it.’ 
 
    ‘See what?’ 
 
    ‘Cullen, running out of the block like a pack of cats was after him. I didn’t pay too much attention to it at the time. I mean, people runnin’ around there, that’s nothing new. I always keep a sharp eye open myself, though there’s not many stupid enough to try to mug one of Sam’s ticket-men. I mean, it’d be the river, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Did you know Cullen, then?’ Parton asked. 
 
    Newton shook his head. ‘Naw, didn’t know him. Just saw him runnin’ and wouldn’t have paid no mind to it, like I say, except that the crazy bastard, when I was walking down to my own car he comes driving around the corner like a maniac. He nearly had me down; I had to leap for the wall, and I was mad as hell, shouting at him. He didn’t give a damn. But I saw the car and I got his number.’ 
 
    ‘That was quick thinking, Ferdy.’ 
 
    Newton scowled. ‘That’s the way it happened.’ 
 
    ‘The car came from behind you, scared the pants off you, but you had the presence of mind to recognize the driver as the man you’d seen running shortly before, you noted the make of the car and its number plate?’ Jackie shook his head. ‘Sounds like you’re romanticizing, lad.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the way it happened,’ Newton said slowly, his narrow eyes fixed thoughtfully on Jackie Parton’s face. ‘You trying to make something out?’ 
 
    ‘The police believe you?’ 
 
    ‘They charged Cullen.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll never stick in court.’ 
 
    ‘That’s their problem, not mine. I got nothing to do with all that.’ He hesitated, peering at the ex-jockey. ‘Fact is, I’m what the fuzz calls a disinterested witness. I didn’t know this character Cullen; I never had anything to do with him; he was there, I fingered him, and that’s all there is to it.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton sipped his beer. ‘Tell me,’ he said softly, ‘how did the police happen to find you, with this story.’ 
 
    Ferdy Newton turned half away. He seemed a little unsure of himself again, hesitating as he considered the words he was about to utter, weighing them for danger. ‘I phoned in.’ 
 
    ‘You phoned the police? You mean you knew Eddie Lister was dead? You’d seen the body?’ 
 
    A line of perspiration had gathered on Newton’s upper lip. ‘Naw. You got it wrong. I phoned in to make a complaint about that crazy bastard’s driving. I tell you, he nearly killed me! I wasn’t standing for that. So I phoned the local nick hour or so later, and then next day they all bloody descended on me like an avalanche. I didn’t know what the hell it was all about, not then. Once I told them I could identify the car they was over the moon. But I hadn’t seen no body, and I didn’t know he’d snuffed anybody. I was just reporting a mad dog driver.’ He turned his face to Jackie Parton. ‘And you can make what the hell you like of that, but that’s the way it was.’ 
 
    Next moment he had shouldered his way past Jackie and was stalking out of the club as the midday drinkers gave one final roar of applause for the girl and the surprised yellow-and-green snake. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sign proclaimed the availability of classes in art, photography and embroidery, music appreciation, languages and discussion groups. Yoga, music and movement and swimming tuition was also available, with special classes for the over-sixties. The building itself was stark concrete, blocks surmounted by glass slotted windows; at the far end the windows were longer and tinted blue, and there was the noise of swimmers, but here at the entrance the grey forbidding appearance of the leisure centre was lightened by bright carpets and green fern. 
 
    Eric had left Jackie in the car outside, parked where he had a view of the entrance. There was a receptionist on duty, explaining to an elderly couple that the entrance fee of 25p also gave you tea and biscuits and the craze of the moment was for this dansants. ‘It’s great fun,’ she was explaining, ‘elegant, lots of turns, and hand-clapping. You’ll enjoy it.’ 
 
    She didn’t add that it might help them forget the grim Victorian terraces that formed the approach to the oddly sited leisure centre, Eric thought. 
 
    When she had persuaded the couple to enrol, the young receptionist turned to Eric. ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to see Mr Cowell.’ 
 
    She wasn’t sure she liked that. She pondered the matter for a moment, teasing her lower lip with her teeth and then she smiled uncertainly. ‘I’ll see if he’s in.’ 
 
    ‘My name is Ward,’ Eric supplied. ‘I’m a solicitor — and I want to talk to him about Eddie Lister.’ 
 
    Something flared in her widening eyes for a moment, then she turned away to the phone. There was a brief conversation. She replaced the receiver, managed a nervous smile and rose, adjusting her skirt self-consciously. ‘Perhaps you’d like to follow me, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    She led the way across the foyer towards the staircase at the far end. On the second floor the corridor was carpeted discreetly in pale fawn colours: from the window there was an uninspiring view of wasteland and car parks. She tapped on the door at the end of the corridor, announced his name, and withdrew. 
 
    Chad Cowell was standing in front of his desk, thighs supporting his weight as he leaned carelessly back against the desk edge. He was about thirty-five years old, deep-chested, the short-sleeved shirt emphasizing the muscular development of his upper arms. His legs were chunky and powerful, his hair cut short. He gave the impression of an athlete who was now careful that he did not run to seed, but there was a fleshiness about his jaw which suggested he was perhaps not being careful enough. His smile was friendly as he greeted Ward, but it was a fixed smile that had not arrived naturally. Perhaps he had had to face too many local authority committees to get this job. A physical background, and now a desk job in some comfort. Not very well paid, but welcome. There was no welcome in his eyes: they were slate-grey and cool, appraising, but with a sharp suspicion lurking in their depths. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, Mr Ward? Not often we get lawyers around the leisure centre.’ 
 
    ‘You must get some who come in to get fit, surely?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘But I gather you’re not here to talk about what we have to offer.’ 
 
    There was a short silence as Eric stared at the man. Chad Cowell was nervous and knew he had made an immediate mistake. ‘You know why I’m here?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ Cowell struggled. ‘I merely meant . . . well, you’re clearly not dressed to be active at the centre, eh . . . ?’ He decided to make no further attempt to cover his confusion. He turned, walked behind his desk for the psychological protection it gave him. ‘I don’t have a great deal of time, I’m afraid, Mr Ward. I have other appointments . . .’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘I won’t waste your time, then.’ He glanced around the room, noting the filing cabinets, the desk-top computer. ‘You’re clearly a busy man. I just wanted to ask you a few questions.’ 
 
    ‘About?’ 
 
    ‘Eddie Lister.’ 
 
    Chad Cowell had been expecting it. He leaned back in his chair, confidently, and shrugged, spread his hands wide. ‘What about Lister?’ 
 
    ‘You know he’s been murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I read the papers.’ 
 
    ‘And he was employed by you.’ 
 
    ‘There’s about sixty people employed here.’ 
 
    ‘What do I gather from that?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Just that I don’t know very much about half of them — cleaners, office staff, caretakers, swimming instructors—’ 
 
    ‘And in that half you include Eddie Lister?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Cowell said with a gleam of malicious satisfaction in his eyes. ‘I don’t think there’s anything I can usefully tell you about Lister.’ 
 
    ‘You knew he had something of a . . . wild background?’ 
 
    ‘People who get murdered often do.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a rumour he was involved recently in an attempt to rob a garage.’ 
 
    ‘Rumours run around; garages get robbed; this is a leisure centre, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘That employs some odd people.’ 
 
    Chad Cowell pursed his lips thoughtfully and stared at Eric. He shook his head. ‘Your next question is going to be why I employed Eddie Lister. All right, let me spell it out to you. Sunderland is no country town. It’s a raw city with a hell of a lot of frustration and a hell of a lot of unemployment. Some of the frustration gets worked off on a Saturday night: one of the reasons I got this job three years ago was because I convinced people that I could get a lot of the frustration among young people worked off in this place.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a reason to employ a man like Lister?’ 
 
    Cowell bridled. ‘You’re out of touch, Ward! I told you this is no pussyfooting area! We want to pull the community in here — from this dansants to water polo. But inevitably, with that kind of policy, you’re going to get an element that’ll cause trouble. We’re committed here to serving a dying community, to giving that community a new lease of life, some excitement, some pleasure, some healthy activity. We don’t want that spoiled by yobboes. So we need a few people who can cope with trouble, as and when it arises.’ 
 
    ‘From middle-aged couples?’ 
 
    ‘From teenagers who want to take the place apart, dammit!’ 
 
    The anger that suddenly spilled through had removed some of the carefully rehearsed sincerity from Cowell’s tone. He had convinced a committee somewhere he had the commitment to social care that was needed in this job; he had not convinced Eric Ward. Slowly, Eric said, ‘So you employed Lister as a bouncer?’ 
 
    Cowell hesitated. ‘I suppose . . . well, something like that.’ 
 
    ‘And Mansell?’ 
 
    The hesitation was fractionally longer. ‘What about Mansell?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t he also employed by you? In a similar capacity?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘It was Mansell who Lister is supposed to have been involved with in that attempted garage robbery.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is this? Lister, Mansell, garage robbery all this has nothing to do with me. Rumour, suggestions—’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point,’ Eric insisted. ‘Rumour, whispers. There’s more than one would expect about a place concerned with community service, Mr Cowell. You employ two people who have criminal records; they have vaguely defined jobs; one of them has recently been murdered — and I’m pretty certain that same person was involved in the kidnapping of a young girl in Newcastle. The thing is, there were two people in the car when she was snatched. I just wonder who the other man was?’ 
 
    Chad Cowell stared at Eric, silent for several seconds. His eyes were flinty and he clenched his fists, the muscles in his upper arm tensing. ‘I think you’re unwise, Mr Ward, trying to tie me in with anything Eddie Lister might have been up to.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ Eric said innocently. ‘I’m simply trying to discover what you know about Lister. And his activities. You say you know nothing. I find that hard to credit.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward—’ 
 
    ‘You half expected me today, didn’t you? You knew why I’d be coming. I wonder who warned you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!’ 
 
    Eric nodded slowly, eyeing Chad Cowell. The tension was still apparent in the man’s upper body, but there was a wariness there too, a cautious waiting. ‘Oh yes,’ Eric said softly, ‘I think you were warned I might be paying a call that would be less than social. Because you know a lot of people around the Tyne and Wear, don’t you? The wrong sort of people, some might say.’ 
 
    ‘I run a leisure centre, nothing more.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what people say. Rumour — persistent rumour — suggests that there’s more to this club than meets the eye. The odd thing is the police don’t seem to have done much about it. Perhaps the rumours haven’t reached their ears. Or perhaps there’s one or two who’ve had their ears stuffed with paper money. Old age pensioners, now, they don’t get their ears stuffed. And they hear things. Gossip. Old people love it, indulge in it. And they use this centre, see people come here, young kids, shaky, nervous, in a state. But sometimes those kids go away again more settled, high even.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you trying to say?’ 
 
    ‘Say? I’m just repeating what I’ve heard. That there’s more to this leisure centre than the council would believe. That there’s a certain amount of drug-peddling goes on here. That it’s a known centre where youngsters can make a score. That maybe you know all about it — even encourage it. After all, you do employ roughnecks like Lister—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have to listen to this!’ 
 
    ‘No, but you haven’t thrown me out yet.’ 
 
    ‘All this talk about drugs, it’s crazy, gossip. I can’t be held responsible for what kids get up to.’ 
 
    ‘Knowing is enough, Mr Cowell. Responsibility, ah well, if it can be shown . . .’ Eric stared at Cowell, smiling coldly, ‘Odd, isn’t it, that you haven’t thrown me out yet? But maybe it’s because you knew I didn’t come here to talk about drugs. Perhaps you want to know how close I am to identifying those involved with Kate Cullen’s kidnapping. Because maybe you were involved; maybe you’ll even know something more than you care to admit about the murder of Eddie Lister.’ 
 
    ‘Now look here!’ Chad Cowell’s mask had slipped now as he rose menacingly to his feet. He was shorter than Eric but he was a powerful man and his belligerence was thrusting through the control he had exercised so far. ‘This is my club. I don’t give a damn about rumours. You come up with something you can prove, then prove it. But there’s no way you can, and there’s no way you can tie me in with Lister’s death. I got nothing to do with that, and there’s no way I’m going to stay here listening to you any more. I can’t help you with this business. I just employed Lister and that was that. This interview is over.’ 
 
    Eric smiled slightly and turned away. He glanced around the room as though admiring it. He nodded towards the desk-top computer. ‘Modern.’ 
 
    ‘Useful,’ Cowell growled. ‘We can timetable on it, and keep our accounts straight.’ 
 
    ‘The software you use . . . I imagine it will be customized.’ 
 
    ‘We use special programs.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me, when you get a machine in like this and develop software, the first thing you do is to get a firm in to do an analysis for you, isn’t it? I mean, to determine your systems, advise you, develop the software for you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Cowell said warily. ‘Now, if you don’t mind –’ 
 
    ‘Takes some time to sort that out, I imagine. A fair number of consultations, I would expect. Who . . . ah . . . who did you get to do your systems analysis, and develop the software?’ 
 
    Cowell was silent. 
 
    Eric walked across to the machine. There was a package containing a floppy disk lying on the desk top. He picked it up, read the inscription and logo, and smiled. ‘Ah, a Newcastle firm, I see.’ 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Mr Ward,’ Cowell said harshly. 
 
    The girl at reception was busy advising an elderly couple on the excitements of this dansants again as Eric left. 
 
    He walked out into the street. Jackie Parton was sitting in the car, waiting. Eric slid in beside him. He felt vaguely depressed. The interview had not been very productive, partly because of his own distrust of Cowell and the feeling that the man had known he was likely to call. It added to puzzles already buzzing in his mind. There were links he could not perceive. 
 
    ‘You get anything?’ Parton asked. 
 
    ‘Not a lot. He simply claims he employed Lister as a bouncer. Didn’t know anything about him. But . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. It’s a bit tenuous but . . . Cowell’s got a desk-top computer. The software is produced by a Newcastle firm, Maxwell Computer Services, Ltd.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘The company is owned by Ruth Geraghty’s boyfriend, Peter Maxwell.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton screwed up his eyes, peering at the street. 
 
    He was silent for a little while. ‘That’s a bit of a long shot, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘It could be just coincidence. But Maxwell is Ruth’s boyfriend; there has clearly been contact between Maxwell and Chad Cowell; and Cowell employed Lister, who’s been identified as the man who snatched Kate Cullen. As I say, it could be coincidence . . .’ 
 
    Jackie Parton sighed. ‘I know what you mean. Fact is, I can add to the coincidences.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘A little while ago, while you were still inside with Chad Cowell, I saw someone I know leaving the leisure centre. It explained to me how Lister was fingered.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Lister was identified as being in the kidnap car. Now I get the connection. A little while ago I saw a young friend of mine leaving the club. She was in a hurry, but she looked happy. Drug-happy. On a recent high.’ 
 
    Eric thought for a few moments, then stared at Jackie Parton. ‘The girl . . . Davinia?’ 
 
    ‘The very same, Mr Ward, the very same.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    It was outside Durham Gaol, in 1865, that Matthew Atkinson had been ‘turned off’. It had caused quite a sensation. When the executioner slipped the bolt Atkinson fell — but the rope snapped. Atkinson fell heavily, and ‘some concern was expressed that he might have hurt himself’. He rose after a little while, ‘to a ragged cheer’ from the crowd, unscathed apart from a red mark on his neck. They had to wait twenty minutes while a new rope was obtained. The nervous hangman had decided to use a short drop this time; his inexperience led to Atkinson strangling to death, slowly kicking his heels. Twenty thousand people watched the performance. 
 
    Times had changed. No public hangings now, and no large crowds outside the gaol, just cars parked in the heat of the summer afternoon and a shimmering haze above the solid tower of the cathedral. The arrest of Tony Cullen for the murder of Eddie Lister had caused no sensation large enough to draw crowds. 
 
    Eric Ward had protested against the holding of Cullen at Durham: it was an over-reaction on the part of Superintendent Mason in his view. Morpeth Gaol would have been sound enough, but Mason had seemed to want to extract maximum satisfaction from the arrest — and publicity. Durham Gaol was well enough known for its notorious D Wing for violent prisoners: perhaps there would be some guilt by association for Tony Cullen. 
 
    Eric drove the twenty miles from Newcastle in the early afternoon, taking the road through Pity Me and Framwellgate Moor to avoid the city centre and was at the gaol in good time for the appointment with Cullen. His client greeted him in subdued fashion. Prison experience had obviously sobered him and deepened the depression he had seemed to be suffering from when Eric had left him at Morpeth. But it was time for Eric to get some answers. 
 
    ‘All right, Tony, first of all, the obvious question, and one I’ve not put to you before. Did you stick that knife in Eddie Lister?’ 
 
    Cullen’s eyes were shadowed and his mouth unhappy, but he shook his head slowly and determinedly. ‘Mr Ward, I swear to you that I didn’t kill him.’ 
 
    ‘But you were there?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I went there. I followed him. But when I found him he was already kicking his life out. He was all but dead. Mr Ward, I swear—’ 
 
    ‘Let’s start at the beginning, Tony.’ Eric took a deep breath. ‘Did you know that Eddie Lister had been involved in the kidnapping of your daughter?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know, Mr Ward. . .’ Cullen shook his head again, as though trying to clear it and clarify the emotions that had affected him then, and now. ‘I got a phone call—’ 
 
    ‘From whom?’ 
 
    Cullen shrugged. ‘An old man . . . I knew him from way back but there’s been no contact for some years. He knew my old man. He was called Goalie Edwards.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He was drunk. Maudlin. He was all but cryin’ down the phone. He was babbling about families and how if he’d been a father he’d have killed anyone who tried to snatch his kid. I didn’t understand at first, was goin’ to cut it short, like, and then he told me he’d been talkin’ to Jackie Parton. I began to listen then.’ 
 
    ‘So this was after Parton met Edwards at the pub?’ 
 
    ‘Aye. About half past three in the afternoon. It soon got through to me. Goalie Edwards had sussed out that Jackie Parton was asking after this character Lister because of Kate’s kidnapping. Edwards had told Jackie where Lister lived. He gave me the same information over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    Tony Cullen looked up. His eyes were hollow, anxiety-ridden, as he thought back over the reasons for his own behaviour. ‘Mr Ward, what was I to do? I was desperate about Kate. I heard Goalie Edwards out and he was talking wild, drink-fuddled, but some of what he said made sense. If you’d had a kid, what would you have done? The police wouldn’t help, I felt on my own, and Goalie’s drunken suggestions—’ 
 
    ‘You should have contacted me, Tony.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. Well.’ 
 
    ‘So what did you do?’ 
 
    Cullen shrugged aimlessly. ‘I was in a stupor for a while. And then I got angry, yeah, even murderous at the time. I went out, called on Mrs Chaddha, asked her if I could borrow the car. She agreed. I drove out to the address Goalie Edwards had given me. Then I sat there, frozen, not knowing what to do. I was still there, uncertain, when I saw this man come from Lister’s place. Damn it, I didn’t even know it was Lister, I’d never seen him, but when he got in the VW I followed him.’ 
 
    ‘And so did Jackie Parton,’ Eric said grimly. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know that at the time.’ 
 
    ‘You caused him problems.’ 
 
    ‘Yeh . . . I wasn’t thinking straight, Mr Ward, and I was getting more and more angry. Anyway, when Lister pulled up near the flats I went into the side street and parked and then got out looking for him. Most of these blocks are deserted. It was the noise that finally brought me to him.’ 
 
    ‘Noise?’ 
 
    ‘There was shouting, a stamping, then running feet, somebody arguing, high voices. I went up the stairs careful. Then I heard the groaning.’ 
 
    ‘Lister?’ 
 
    ‘He was in the corner. On his side. The blood looked black, like, you know. His eyes was closed, face twisted. He was hurting.’ 
 
    ‘Did you go near him?’ 
 
    ‘Had to, didn’t I? Got some blood on my shoe as well. But he was hurtin’, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    And there would be forensic evidence to link Cullen with the scene apart from Ferdy Newton’s testimony Eric thought grimly. ‘So what happened then?’ 
 
    Tony Cullen looked around at the grey walls of the narrow room. He grimaced, as though he were seeing them for the first, time. There was a line, of perspiration along his upper lip. I . . . I got scared, didn’t I? Panicked, more like. Maybe I could have done something for him—’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. That was a mortal wound, Tony.’ 
 
    ‘I was panicked, even so. I just run out of there, like a kid. Down the steps, charging across the waste land dived into the car, shakin’, like. I couldn’t move then, maybe five, ten minutes I was shakin’ so bad. Then I could see him again and I was scared and I got the hell out of there.’ 
 
    Eric waited for a few moments, and then said gently, ‘You drove away and returned the car to Mrs Chaddha but said nothing to her or anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘I was scared, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘You said nothing to me.’ 
 
    ‘In your office?’ Cullen shook his head in desperation. ‘It all seemed so . . . hopeless. I mean, the man who helped steal Kate, he was dead and I didn’t understand and Geraghty’s got all the money in the world and all the power — I just wanted to give up, Mr Ward I was finished and I just didn’t want to know any more.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Ferdy Newton?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You almost ran him down.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember.’ 
 
    ‘He says you almost killed him when you drove off after Lister died.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, I don’t recall, but you got to remember I was scared, panicked, I don’t even remember driving across the river or anything. It could have happened, maybe it did, but I don’t remember.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it did,’ Eric said quietly, ‘and maybe it didn’t . . . Do you know Chad Cowell, Tony?’ 
 
    Cullen shook his head dumbly. 
 
    ‘I’ve been to see your father.’ When Cullen raised his head in surprise, Eric went on, ‘I thought there might be some way he could help, even if you and he haven’t been in touch for some years.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t rate my marrying Ruth. The old man was probably right, way things turned out.’ 
 
    ‘He did give me some useful information, and hints, nevertheless. First, he told me Lister worked for Chad Cowell in Sunderland. Second, that the leisure centre run by Cowell has been the subject of some gossip.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Cullen said in a bewildered tone. 
 
    ‘Lister was a hard man. Cowell, it seems from inquiries I’ve made in the last few days, could be using the leisure centre as a front for illegal activities. Just how illegal I’ve yet to determine. But it could involve drug pushing. More important, he’s had some dealings with Peter Maxwell.’ 
 
    ‘Maxwell?’ Cullen’s tone had sharpened as, his head came up, his glazed eyes revealing a new interest. ‘Where does he fit into this?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not yet sure.’ Eric hesitated. ‘Have you anything more to tell me, anything that might lead to discovering who did kill Lister?’ 
 
    Cullen shook his head. ‘I didn’t see anyone. Don’t even recall seeing Ferdy Newton.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think maybe it’s all linked in some way to Kate’s kidnapping.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘It’s only a vague hypothesis, Tony. But if we accept what we have as links rather than mere coincidences, it could go something like this. Ruth wanted Kate with her. She contacted her father. He talked things over with Peter Maxwell. They entered a conspiracy. One of the jobs Maxwell was doing was a systems analysis for Chad Cowell. The manager of the leisure centre is involved with certain other activities, and uses men with a criminal background. A few hints, a private conversation or two and Maxwell is introduced to Eddie Lister. Maxwell pays Lister to snatch Kate. The job is done and Kate is spirited away to Ireland. And then a problem arises.’ 
 
    ‘Problem?’ 
 
    ‘I start putting pressure on, on your behalf, and at the same time Lister gets greedy.’ 
 
    ‘He wants more money?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. He puts the bite on Peter Maxwell maybe, or even directly upon Geraghty.’ 
 
    ‘Geraghty wouldn’t like that.’ 
 
    ‘I believe it,’ Eric said soberly. ‘Anyway, either way, once the contact is made Geraghty — or maybe Maxwell suggests a meeting, in a quiet place. Lister goes, confidently. And ends up with a knife in his stomach. The thing is . . . do you believe Maxwell would be capable of such a thing?’ 
 
    Cullen hesitated, doubt twitching at his mouth. ‘I wish I could say so. But no. Geraghty, now . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t do it himself. But he might be mad enough to pay for it to be done.’ 
 
    ‘And Ferdy Newton?’ 
 
    Cullen grunted. ‘He’s a ticket-man, Mr Ward. He can act tough and sound tough, but he’s mainly mouth. He relies on Sam Turriff’s musclemen behind him if punters don’t pay up. He doesn’t take the gloves off himself.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s his connection with all this?’ Eric asked. ‘Why would he display this rush of public spirit, even put himself in some jeopardy by admitting he was in the vicinity — if he was at all — and point the finger at you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Mr Ward,’ Cullen said, shaking his head, ‘I really don’t know . . . unless . . .’ 
 
    Eric waited. There was a germ of a reason in his own mind but he wanted to see whether the same thought would occur to Tony Cullen. He waited and saw Cullen’s eyes widen as he thought the thing through. 
 
    ‘There is one possibility, Mr Ward, now I think of it. Ferdy Newton probably was in the vicinity. Maybe he even saw me. But he’s a ticket-man. Normally he wouldn’t get involved — but for one thing. Money.’ He glared angrily up at Eric. ‘You see, the ticket-men are scroungers. They scrape a living off other people, like ticks on a sheep’s back. And they’re in heavy with the likes of Sam Turriff. They have to come up with the goods; they have to produce the money he expects or they’re likely to end up in the same place as the punter who doesn’t raise the cash he owes. So they are vicious, hard in pushing for the money. And if they don’t produce, they’re in trouble too.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘And the other thing is, travelling around, talking to people, listening, meeting all sorts, they get to hear things. They get to know what’s happening, what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘Like who might have been behind the kidnapping of Kate,’ Eric suggested softly. 
 
    There was a new urgency in Cullen’s demeanour. He bobbed his head excitedly. ‘That’s it, Mr Ward. It makes sense. Maybe Ferdy had picked up a few rumours, heard of Peter Maxwell’s connection with Kate’s kidnapping. Maybe he did see me run off the estate; perhaps he put two and two together later when he heard Lister had been killed, and got worried. I’m into Sam Turriff for almost a thousand quid . . . Ferdy would want to put that right. One way to do it would be to go to Maxwell, agree to slam the thing squarely on me, get me out of Geraghty’s and Maxwell’s hair and pay off Sam Turriff with even a bit to spare. It makes sense, Mr Ward!’ 
 
    ‘It’s based on a number of suppositions,’ Eric warned. 
 
    ‘But it could be the truth, even so. You’ll look into it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll look into it.’ Eric rose to leave. ‘I have to say, however, that there’s still one basic problem. Ferdy Newton claims he phoned in to complain about your driving. But there had to be another call — an anonymous one — telling the police that someone had been murdered in the tower block. The question is, who made that call?’ 
 
    Cullen furrowed his brow. He had no answer. Neither did Eric. He gathered up his papers and walked to the door. ‘I’ll be in touch as soon as I can,’ he promised. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Tony Cullen grimaced. He seemed to be struggling with himself, finding great difficulty in getting out the words, but yet desperate in his loneliness to force them out. ‘Mr Ward . . . do you think . . . do you think my da would come to see us?’ 
 
    Eric had a vision of a deep-chested, gnarled old man on the hillside above Sunderland, watching his pigeons wheeling back to their coop, white-fluttering against the darkening evening sky. A self-centred, dogged old man, who had thrust the past, and emotion, behind him and who now only lived for the pigeons that filled his waking hours. He stood and looked at Tony Cullen sympathetically. ‘I wouldn’t count on it, Tony,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Naw,’ Cullen said with a note of resignation and despondency in his voice. ‘You’re right. I shouldna count on it, should I?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The week passed quickly. 
 
    Eric had a long conversation with the Morcomb Estates lawyer Mark Fenham: the negotiations with Liam Geraghty for the Northumberland estates had now been formally ended and Fenham was peeved that so much work had been for nothing. He seemed to take it personally and vented his spleen over the phone to Eric. He was young; he would learn. Eric made no attempt to explain the background to the negotiations to him, nor the reasons for their breakdown. 
 
    The latter part of the week he spent in lengthy discussions with a marine insurance company which was negotiating a retainer with him. He was subjected to discourses that informed him that marine insurance went back to at least 215 BC since there was a reference to it in Livy. He suffered it for one very good reason: a substantial retainer and the opportunity to strengthen the commercial side of his business. 
 
    Jackie Parton had been given a job to do, but had not been in touch with Eric all week. On Friday morning, Eric had completed the papers on the Sam Turriff case and made his way out to Longbenton to talk matters over with Nick Hawthorne before service of the papers. 
 
    Hawthorne leaned back in his chair and puffed at his pipe with every sign of evident satisfaction. He scratched his shaggy hair and smiled. ‘So you think we’ve got enough on the bastard?’ 
 
    ‘I reckon so,’ Eric replied. ‘You’ve had time now to read the statement made by Tony Cullen. It gave us enough detail to nail Turriff through his agents, and enough to persuade the OFT to remove his licence.’ 
 
    ‘The Office of Fair Trading has never been noted for its speed of action,’ Hawthorne grunted. 
 
    ‘They’ll act on this. You’ll send a copy to Mr Fraser?’ 
 
    ‘I will. If only to send a bolt up his backside. Right, so we got enough to make the OFT act, but what about our own prosecution?’ 
 
    ‘Cullen will appear in court and testify to back up the deposition. There’s enough evidence here to have Turriff convicted of at least two criminal offences. He’ll not get a prison term, of course—’ 
 
    ‘The bastard!’ 
 
    ‘-but there’ll be a hefty fine, loss of licence, and my guess is one less loan shark on the Tyneside waterfront.’ 
 
    ‘And that,’ Hawthorne said smugly, ‘gives me a great deal of satisfaction.’ He hesitated, frowned, then glanced uncertainly at Eric. ‘There’s just one thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Cullen.’ 
 
    Eric waited. He could guess what was coming. He watched Hawthorne as the big man’s coarse features struggled to overcome the anxiety he felt. ‘He’s on a murder charge,’ he said at last. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t make a difference? To his appearing in court against Turriff, I mean?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘It’ll make a difference, yes. It may make appearance impossible. But that presupposes Cullen is convicted of the murder. We’re a long way from that yet.’ 
 
    ‘But either way, he’ll be in custody when the Turriff prosecution comes on.’ 
 
    ‘That’s likely. And it will pose difficulties.’ 
 
    ‘But you think we should still proceed immediately?’ 
 
    ‘That’s my opinion.’ 
 
    Hawthorne sighed, and nodded. ‘Well, I guess we’ll go ahead. I’ve been waiting for a long time to get Turriff . . . You’re acting for Cullen, of course. How are things going?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a circumstantial case against him, but it’s not watertight.’ 
 
    ‘Did he kill this character Lister?’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure he didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘He had motive, I hear.’ Lamely Hawthorne added, ‘We get a lot of gossip in the field.’ 
 
    ‘If you mean Lister’s being involved in Kate’s kidnapping, yes, he had motive.’ 
 
    ‘And it was Ferdy Newton who put the finger on Cullen,’ Nick Hawthorne said thoughtfully. ‘Humph! Just shows what a small place the world is.’ 
 
    ‘Tyneside’s small enough, certainly,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    ‘But I mean, Ferdy Newton, one of Sam Turriffs ticket-men, being the witness against Tony Cullen, one of the punters on his own books! Out of character, that, Ferdy squealing on someone who owes Sam Turriff money.’ 
 
    ‘We think,’ Eric said slowly, ‘his perjury — if he is lying — will not leave him out of pocket.’ 
 
    Hawthorne’s brown eyes widened at the thought. He sucked on his pipe for a moment and then said, ‘You think he’s been got at . . . or covered himself, got paid off maybe even to shop young Cullen. It’s a thought . . . Even so, I have to say I still think it’s a bit out of character. Newton’s not the kind who’d help the law under any circumstances. I think I told you before, he comes from a family of tearaways, but Ferdy had two characteristics. The one was always obvious: he kept as far away from the police as he could while still indulging in whatever petty crime he could turn his hand to. And the other characteristic was an unusual one: he looked after his grandma and the rest of the bloody family, too. I could see him shopping Cullen for family reasons, but for money is another story. I mean, he’s put himself in the legal limelight with a vengeance: it must have been a hell of a lot of money that would make him turn against his faith like that!’ 
 
    ‘It’s a theory, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. And you’re keeping an eye on him, I imagine.’ 
 
    Just that. Or, to be more precise, Jackie Parton was keeping an eye on Ferdy Newton. But Jackie had not phoned in all week. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a wearying business. 
 
    Jackie Parton knew the West End like the back of his hand and the rest of Newcastle and its environs almost as well. It enabled him to maintain a low profile in the trailing of Ferdy Newton. It meant he was able to take short cuts, travel parallel streets, make his way through cuts and alleys in the sure knowledge that he would not lose the track of his quarry. It was imperative that Ferdy Newton did not realize he was being trailed and Jackie Parton took every reasonable precaution. But perhaps he had been too reasonable for there were two occasions when he lost the ticket-man. 
 
    It bothered him. He had the feeling all along that Newton was taking particular care not to be followed: the pattern of his behaviour demonstrated it. Jackie was sufficiently skilled and knowledgeable about the neighbourhood to be able to counteract this, but on two occasions Newton had defeated him. Deliberately. 
 
    The excess of caution on the ticket-man’s part puzzled Parton. Ferdy Newton spent most of his time doing his rounds, calling on punters, touting for custom for Sam Turriff, slipping into the occasional betting shop for a bet on the ‘ponies’, stopping by at lunch-time for a few beers in one of the locals he frequented. So what was he up to when he deliberately lost any trackers who might be on his tail? 
 
    And then there was Bert Thatch. 
 
    He usually managed to get a corner of the pub to himself because of the peculiar odour that surrounded him. It had been likened to a combination of incontinent cats and ancient fish heads. It was probably the result of his diet, since he tended to make a living by grubbing through black plastic bin liners stacked outside the city restaurants and consuming whatever was edible and not too ripe before the garbage collectors made their rounds. He wore a matted beard and a moth-eaten, threadbare overcoat. His knuckles were encased in woollen gloves, the fingers of which had been worn away. In drunken moments he claimed to be an eccentric millionaire. Oddly enough he never cadged drinks, but paid his own way — in moments of bonhomie he had even been known to buy a round. He was in such a mood at The Hydraulic Engine on Friday evening, when he buttonholed Jackie Parton. The ex-jockey resisted the odour only momentarily because Bert Thatch seemed to know something Jackie did not. 
 
    ‘Well, wor Jackie, not gettin’ far with that lawyer friend of yourn, hey? I mean, that Cullen laddie that’s been locked up, don’t stand much chance, does he? Not while Ferdy Newton keeps close.’ 
 
    Jackie stared at the old man, frowning. ‘Keeps close? What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘All but gone to ground, hasn’t he, the cunnin’ old bugger. Oh, still doin’ his rounds for Sam Turriff and all that but nervy as a hen on a hot china egg if you ask me.’ 
 
    Parton hesitated. Casually he said, ‘You seen him around, then?’ 
 
    Bert Thatch chuckled. ‘Duckin’ here, duckin’ there, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Ducking exactly where, Bert?’ 
 
    Bert Thatch scratched at his matted beard and attempted a solemn face. ‘Buy you a drink, Jackie, then I’ll tell you. Not too many talk to me in here, you know. That bugger over there, polishin’ the glasses—’ he gestured towards the barman — ‘he thinks I’m bad for trade. Spend my money, don’t I?’ Leering, he ambled up to the bar, shouted at the barman when he was ignored, and then returned with two pints of beer. He wiped a stiff-coated arm across his nose, took a deep draught, and sighed. ‘Now, where was I?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy Newton.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes. Funny business, that. Didn’t you ask yerself, wor Jackie, what that bloody little ticket-man was doing out by the staiths? I asked myself at the time. Talk is he shopped this Cullen lad, but I ask you, hinny, what was Ferdy doin’ out there?’ 
 
    ‘His rounds,’ Jackie said shortly, and sipped his beer. 
 
    Bert Thatch cackled. ‘Rounds? He got no punters down at the staiths! You imagine Sam Turriff payin’ out to the kind of drop-outs that squat in them rooms? Use your head, man!’ 
 
    ‘He hasn’t got any punters in that area?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Jackie! I thought you knew Tyneside. Who on that bank of the river is goin’ to be credit-worthy enough for Sam Turriff? They’s skaggies down there, squatters, meths men — give ’em a quid and they’d drink it or sniff it or inject it and never give a damn if they get slung in the river. There’s no custom for Ferdy Newton down that way, man!’ 
 
    He was right. The annoying thing was, Bert Thatch was right. It was so obvious: Jackie Parton cursed himself for not asking the question himself earlier, putting the case to Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘So what was Ferdy doing down at the staiths?’ he asked Bert Thatch. 
 
    ‘Ain’t up my sleeve,’ the old man replied. ‘Can’t tell you. But he’s behavin’ very funny. I seen him, and he’s hoppin’ about like he thinks the Mounties is on his backside.’ 
 
    The two occasions he had given Jackie the slip . . . 
 
    ‘Just where,’ Jackie Parton asked slowly, ‘just where was it you saw Ferdy, Bert?’ 
 
    The old man picked up his pint, took a long slow pull at it, pouring the beer down his scrawny throat in one long swallow. He put down the glass, belched loudly and grinned at Jackie. ‘Where? Well, I’ll tell you. But it’ll cost you, wor Jackie. A beer.’ He grinned again, gap-toothed. ‘Or two.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jackie Parton picked up Eric Ward at lunch-time. There was little chance that they would allow Ferdy Newton to slip away at this point for the ticket-man was ensconced in The Prince Albert and if he were true to form would remain there until three in the afternoon. He had had a busy morning along the South Shields manor: he had punters, it would seem, in the area running from Frenchman’s Lea to Corporation Quay. Now it was refreshment in The Prince Albert, which gave Jackie time to drive back the fifteen miles to the Quayside office to pick up Eric Ward. 
 
    ‘It’s a bit odd,’ Jackie commented as they crossed Byker Bridge and drove along the busy streets abutting Shields Road, ‘that Ferdy Newton seems to have suddenly picked up the Frenchman’s Lea patch. I mean, I been following him for a week now and all his punters have been in the West End and across the river in Gateshead. Twice he gives me the slip — and I think deliberately. Even if he didn’t really know for certain he had a tail on him. And now he’s busy around the Shields area.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe Turriff’s given him a new book,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘Likely. But in a sense it ties in with what Bert Thatch told me yesterday. Gets around, does Bert: God knows what he does apart from root in dustbins, but he gets around. And he reckons he was up at South Shields the other day and saw our friend Ferdy hopping about like a bear with a sore backside, doing his best not to be seen.’ 
 
    ‘Where in Shields?’ 
 
    ‘Corporation Quay. Or, to be more precise, just north of there at the landing-stage in Shields Harbour.’ 
 
    ‘Which is where we’re going now?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly. I got a feeling. We’ll try the north shore, rather than South Shields.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton was silent for a moment as he swung left to head for Hunters Quay and the river road east, and then he shrugged. ‘Look at it this way, Mr Ward. I don’t know what Ferdy’s up to. As Bert Thatch said, what was he doing out at the staiths when Lister was killed: how come he happened to be there to see Cullen? And now, when he’s in the middle of his ticket rounds, how come he suddenly changes his patch, and disappears every so often? I don’t know what’s going on, but I’d like to find out, and I got a hunch there’s a connection somewhere in all this.’ 
 
    Eric glanced out of the window towards the old Hebburn Ferry landing-stage as the car turned into the river road. ‘That still doesn’t explain why we take the north shore, while Ferdy is drinking in a South Shields pub.’ 
 
    ‘Near the landing-stage, Mr Ward. Think of it this way. Ferdy’s been scuttling around like a frightened crab. He’s got his eyes open wide. I’ve been pretty careful tracking him and I’m sure he hasn’t seen me, but he’s still nervous enough to give me the slip successfully. That betokens a very careful man. So now he’s on the Frenchman’s Lea patch. He goes to The Prince Albert. If he’s going to jump sideways now — and he’s in the area where Bert Thatch saw him nervous as a cat — he’d want to be sure he’s not being followed.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Around Corporation Quay it’s pretty open. The Quayside doesn’t do much business now since Redheads Shipyard folded. The streets are pretty open, and quiet. Wherever Ferdy’s going, he’d pick out anyone following him, easy as pie. But there’s an even better bet, in my mind.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Easiest way to drop someone, or locate them, would be to use the landing-stage. The ferry’s a small one. Maybe Ferdy’s not really interested in sticking to the south shore at all. He’ll want to be across the river — but slipping any cover. There’s no way, if I was trailing him, that I could get on that ferry without being spotted by him.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long shot, Jackie, assuming he’s coming to the north shore.’ 
 
    Parton smiled. ‘Not exactly, Mr Ward. Bert Thatch actually saw him board. I was just rationalizing. It’s a pretty safe bet that Ferdy will leave The Prince Albert and take the North Shields ferry—’ 
 
    ‘The Market Place ferry,’ Eric amended. 
 
    The ex-jockey laughed. ‘Hey, you been doing your own homework, Mr Ward!’ 
 
    ‘It pays, occasionally,’ Eric replied, smiling. 
 
    To their right now, as they passed through Willington Quay and the entrance to the Tyne Tunnel, the river swung black and wide past the wasteland of derricks rusting in the sun, to tumble past Albert Edward Dock and Coble Dene into Shields Harbour. Across the river Eric could see the remnants of what had once been a thriving industry: High Docks, West Docks, Middle Docks, running up to the dry dock at Brigham before the Tyne swung east again past the North Shields jetty and into the open sea. As he watched he could see a freighter, fluttering a Norwegian flag, negotiating The Narrows behind the pilot boat. Then the river was lost to sight as they dipped down the hill along Howdon Road and skirted Bull Ring Docks to drive into Duke Street and the landing-stage beyond at Market Place. 
 
    The river was busy. The Norwegian freighter, rust red in her hull, was now level with Brigham Dry Dock and being fussed around by the pilot boat and two small tugs trying to make their escape to the North Sea. At the Tyne Commission Quay Station a grey corvette idled, waiting for clearance papers and two small yachts fluttered their way into the harbour, red and blue sails reflected in the dark water. At the landing-stage there were a few cars parked and a small knot of people waiting for the ferry, women mainly, probably returning from the fish quay. A group of boys sat on the jetty, rods and lines waving as they sought the catch of their lifetimes that would never come. 
 
    Jackie Parton turned left into the hill and parked on a piece of waste land. He turned off the engine, and reached back to the rear of the car for a pair of powerful binoculars. ‘You learn something in the racing business,’ he said. ‘If you want to know what’s going on out there on the racecourse, get the best glasses. These are a reminder of the old days, but they still come in useful.’ He nudged Eric’s arm. ‘There. She’s coming.’ 
 
    From where they sat in the car they could see the landing-stage near the mercantile marine offices on the south shore. The ferry boat was small, self-important in its chugging progress, turning with the tide and swinging left before it picked up its diagonal run, north across the river to the landing-stage and the market place below Eric and Jackie Parton. The ex-jockey adjusted the binoculars and stared at the approaching ferry. There were no more than a dozen people aboard. 
 
    ‘Can you make him out?’ Eric asked after a little while. ‘Not sure.’ Jackie lowered the glasses. ‘Bit far off yet, but we’ll know in a matter of minutes whether he’s aboard or not.’ 
 
    But it wasn’t that easy. The ferry chugged doggedly across the river but the angle of its approach was such that it was impossible to distinguish the people who stood on the open deck. Only when it came broadside on to manoeuvre up to the landing-stage did the passengers become more clearly identifiable. 
 
    Ferdy Newton was not among them. 
 
    Jackie Parton swore under his breath. He kept his eyes glued to the glasses as the ferryboat berthed and the passengers began to come ashore. The waiting group began to mingle with them, elbowing their way aboard impatiently, and the group became indistinct, swirling around the narrow confines of the landing-stage. Then Jackie Parton swore again. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Cunning bugger. There he is. He’s been in the wheelhouse. Keeping under cover.’ 
 
    He handed the binoculars to Eric. Adjustments were needed to the focus: Eric was reminded that his own eyesight could hardly match the ex-jockey’s. When he finally made the adjustment he had difficulty picking out the gangway. When he did, it was to see Ferdy Newton shuffling along it on to the landing-stage. He walked in an almost parody of furtiveness. 
 
    ‘He’s going carefully.’ 
 
    ‘Canny lad.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton retrieved the binoculars and fixed on Newton again. Eric waited. He could barely make out the man at this distance and indeed lost him twice in the movement down at the landing-stage. It was almost two minutes before Newton moved away. 
 
    ‘He’s being canny all right,’ Parton said softly. ‘He’s just about sussed out everyone within thirty yards. But he’s moving now, and at a fair pace.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s he headed?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton was silent for a little while, straining intently to keep the ticket-man in sight. Then he lowered the binoculars with a satisfied sigh. ‘One thing’s for certain, he’s not chasing up any punters.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He’s going into Bull Ring Docks.’ 
 
    Parton turned on the engine, and drove the car down the hill to park it near the landing-stage in Duke Street. ‘If he’d gone up there among the terraces, we could well have lost him,’ he commented. ‘But in Bull Ring Docks . . .’ 
 
    ‘What’s in there now?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Parton locked the car and turned to face him. He squinted up to Eric in the afternoon sunshine and shrugged. ‘Nothing,’ he said. 
 
    ‘So let’s go see what Ferdy Newton’s up to in there.’ The old graving docks had been allowed to decay and rust away in the face of the death of the industry along the Tyne. Attempts at revival had been desultory and were now completely abandoned. The iron-gated entrance had been imposing but was now a hulk, rusty iron sagging on broken hasps. The large stone-slabbed driveway was pitted and weed-littered; graffiti of an uninspiring and repetitive kind defaced the old stone walls of the roofless buildings and the whole area had the odour of discontent about it a desperation at being neglected, a knowledge that there was nothing left. 
 
    The yards were silent. Eric and Jackie Parton moved quietly, and watchfully. They had caught a glimpse of Newton towards the far end of the graving dock as he had turned left into a narrow alleyway between some old offices and now they moved carefully across the broken ground, anxious not to disturb him before they were able to discover what he was up to. 
 
    At the alleyway entrance they paused. The alley was littered with refuse and stalked by a ginger cat, intent on a nonchalant seagull perched on a block of fallen masonry. They stood there for a few minutes, not knowing how to proceed, for the alleyway ended against a high stone wall topped with barbed wire: an ineffective and dated attempt to keep the yards clear of vandals. The door of one of the offices yawned brokenly open: Newton could have gone in there, but they could not be sure. 
 
    ‘What now?’ Jackie Parton asked. 
 
    The afternoon was silent about them, sounds of the town two hundred yards away lost among the broken walls of the old graving dock. Gulls planed high above their heads, drifting on wind eddies above the dark waters of the Tyne, and the ginger cat turned its attention away from the bird on the stone to watch the two men with a baleful stare, ready to spring into flight if they moved. 
 
    Eric moved, and the cat leaped away, scrabbling incredibly up the stone wall and ducking under the barbed wire. Parton followed Eric as he walked down into the alleyway. 
 
    Something clattered inside the hallway of the old office at the end of the alley. Eric reached the broken door: inside the light was dim, dirt-encrusted windows letting in only minimum light. But the dust on the floor had been disturbed; it hung lazily in the stray shafts of sunlight that entered through the open door. 
 
    Eric moved inside, Jackie Parton just behind him. The hallway was small enough, with three doorways leading off it. None boasted a door: the wood had been taken long ago, perhaps for firewood, perhaps for sliding down wasteland slopes. The air was fusty and dust-laden, the odour one of decay. 
 
    ‘Newton?’ Eric called. ‘Ferdy Newton?’ 
 
    If flight had been possible, Newton no doubt would have taken to flight. But there was no other entrance or exit, it would seem, and after a short interval there was a scuffling sound and Ferdy Newton appeared in the doorway of one of the small offices. 
 
    He stood there blinking. He seemed shrunken with nervousness, and his hands were shaking as he stared at them, black against the light in the doorway. The braggart confidence he had displayed when first Eric had met him had gone: now he was hunched with fear, and trembling. He could hardly raise his head and he put out one shaking hand to the wall for support. He tried to say something, but his tone was strangled. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing here, Newton?’ Eric asked. Something happened to the ticket-man at the sound of Eric’s voice. He raised his head, suspiciously, but the suspicion changed to relief. He straightened, peered at the two men as though he had not recognized them before and the trembling slowed, stopped; he stood away from the wall, still crouching and glared at Eric and Jackie Parton. 
 
    ‘Ward!’ He almost spat out the word. ‘You followed me here!’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. We’ve been curious, you see, to discover just what you’ve been up to.’ 
 
    ‘I got nothing of interest for you.’ 
 
    ‘That may be so. But I still think we need to have a chat.’ 
 
    ‘I got nothing to say.’ 
 
    ‘Not even about Cullen?’ 
 
    Ferdy Newton sneered. His confidence was returning, oddly, but it was still underscored by a certain nervousness. He began to move forward, almost sliding against the wall, wanting to leave this place. 
 
    ‘Cullen will get what he deserves, for sticking Eddie Lister. I’ve said all I’m going to say. And now I’m leaving.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Eric said firmly. ‘Not yet. I don’t know why you’ve been skulking around this graving dock and I don’t much care: your dirty little business is your own affair. But you’ve got some questions to answer. About Liam Geraghty, and Peter Maxwell and the kidnapping of Kate Cullen.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!’ 
 
    ‘Then maybe I can sketch in a few perspectives for you. There was a curious public-spiritedness about your phoning the police to link Tony Cullen to the scene of Lister’s death. It was out of character. You even gave your name to the police.’ 
 
    ‘I told you. He almost ran me down. I was mad. Now I’m getting out of here.’ 
 
    Jackie Parton moved. He stood in the doorway. A small man, he was nevertheless, even since his retirement from the turf, tough and wiry. Ferdy Newton, pot-bellied, eyed him warily. 
 
    ‘You’re not going anywhere, Ferdy, until you’ve answered my questions,’ Eric said softly. ‘You told the police Tony Cullen almost ran you down. Were you the one who also phoned — anonymously — to tell them someone had been murdered at the staiths blocks?’ 
 
    ‘You look here, Ward—’ 
 
    ‘Because we’ve started to link things together, Ferdy. You had no real reason to be at the staiths—’ 
 
    ‘My book—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got no punters down there,’ Parton said quietly. Ferdy Newton was silent for a few moments,’ his glance darting nervously between Eric and Jackie Parton. ‘So what were you doing down there, Ferdy?’ Eric asked. ‘Perhaps it was you who stuck that knife into Eddie Lister.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, you’re not nailing me with that one,’ Newton said viciously. ‘They got Cullen, and I saw him down there, and I’ll testify and there’s damn-all you can do about it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure your testimony will hold water when we explain about Geraghty and Maxwell,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Geraghty, Geraghty, what the hell is all this about? I got no idea what you’re talking about!’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll spell it out for you. You get around, you hear what’s going on. After Lister was knifed you worked out a little plan that would leave you with cash in your pocket. Maybe you did see Cullen down at the staiths — maybe you just heard he was there. Whichever way it was, you thought that if Cullen was hauled in by the police there was a way you could profit by it. You knew his daughter had been kidnapped . . . you’d heard Geraghty was behind it. You approached him — or Peter Maxwell — and put it forward. You’d testify against Cullen, get him put away, for a cash payment. Maxwell would go along with that: it would remove Cullen, get him out of the way while the removal of Kate Cullen went on.’ 
 
    ‘Maxwell? I never even heard of Maxwell!’ 
 
    ‘You hear a great deal on your ticket rounds. You’ll have heard that Maxwell made contact with Chad Cowell through a business contract, and that through Cowell he got hold of Eddie Lister, to act as strong-arm man in the kidnapping. And you thought you could get in on the money, offer your services to two men who’d be prepared to pay for it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re crazy!’ Newton almost spat out the words as he edged crablike along the wall, easing his way towards the door. ‘All this talk about Geraghty and Maxwell and Lister is crazy! I didn’t get involved with any of that. I don’t know Maxwell. And I never been in touch with Geraghty. And now I want to get out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Before Maxwell — or one of his contacts — arrives to pay you off, Ferdy?’ Parton asked. ‘I mean, why else are you skulking around down here? You’re here to meet someone of course. And you took great care not to be seen. Is this where the whole thing was negotiated, between you and Maxwell or Geraghty?’ 
 
    ‘I tell you I don’t know what you’re talking about! Now let me get out of.’ 
 
    A cat yowled in the alleyway and there was a scrambling sound, a tin turning and clattering, and a muffled curse. The sound snapped off Ferdy Newton’s protest and he stood stiffly with his back to the wall, eyes wide. Eric stared at him: the man had been nervous and sweating, shaking in his eagerness to leave the building. But it wasn’t fear that riveted him now; rather, there was a desperation in his eyes, a droop of resignation to his flabby mouth that puzzled Eric. Jackie Parton moved silently away from the door, gesturing to Eric to step aside also. 
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ 
 
    The man was a matter of feet from the doorway and Newton tried to say something but his mouth was dry. The three of them stood there in the dim light, staring at the doorway, waiting. Then he appeared, slouching, haggard. 
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ 
 
    There was a pause. He stared into the dimness questioningly. He saw Ferdy Newton standing against the wall, the two men standing close by and his hand reached backwards, to the belt he wore under his coarse duffel jacket. There was a click, the blade slipping out of the sprung handle. A shaft of sunlight caught the bright blade, gave it life. 
 
    ‘Chad? You come to get yours have you, Chad? Well, here it is, you bastard!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ferdy Newton had sagged against the wall, but now he came upright, hands held out half pleadingly, half defensively. ‘Now hold it, for God’s sake! Put that bloody thing away!’ 
 
    The young man’s thin body was tensed, his deep-set eyes glaring as he stood in the doorway. His hand was extended with the knife, scarred veins standing out darkly against his translucent skin. ‘Ferdy? They got you here, Ferdy?’ 
 
    ‘I tell you, put that damned knife away! And get the hell out of here!’ 
 
    ‘Naw. Done enough runnin’. It’s time I stopped and gave the bastards what I gave Lister.’ 
 
    There was a short silence, broken only by the wheezing gasp of despair that came from a sagging-faced Ferdy Newton. Eric Ward stepped forward in the dim light of the old office and stared at the young man with the knife. He knew him. 
 
    ‘Phil? Phil Heckles? You killed Eddie Lister?’ 
 
    There was a bluish tinge about the sharp cheekbones and there was nothing in the glazed eyes to suggest Heckles had recognized Eric Ward. The knife was still held out menacingly, and there was no shake in the fingers. Something moved in Eric’s stomach when he realized that the man was high, probably on heroin. With the realization came the memory of something someone had said, days ago. 
 
    ‘Yeh, I killed the bastard,’ Phil Heckles said confidently. ‘And now I’ve got you here, now you’ve finally caught up with me, I’m going to stick you too.’ 
 
    ‘Phil, for God’s sake,’ Ferdy Newton pleaded, ‘Chad Cowell’s not here!’ 
 
    ‘Always said, when I go I’ll go in style,’ Heckles said menacingly, ignoring Ferdy Newton’s protest. ‘And for me, style was getting you bastards screaming up and down the Tyne. That safe house in Chester-le-Street, you never really thought it was safe, did you? Any of the skaggies in the West End could tell you about the safe houses you stupid bastards were using. And it was so easy. Nobody else had the guts to cross a runner, but I did. And easy it was. I saw the stuff planted, and I just walked in, lifted it, and you was nowhere in sight! But you didn’t half start screamin’ after that!’ 
 
    Eric recalled the gossip in the courtroom from the barrister Eldon Samuels; police embarrassment at the failure of their operation to arrest the dealers who were expecting a shipment of heroin from Teesside Airport. The safe house in Chester-le-Street; the traffic accident on the A1; the dealer being confounded on his arrival at the house to find someone had beaten him to it. 
 
    ‘You lifted the drugs from Chester-le-Street?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t say nothin’,’ Ferdy Newton pleaded. 
 
    Eric stared at the ticket-man, puzzled, then turned back to Heckles, still menacing with the knife. ‘Phil—’ 
 
    ‘Back off,’ the young man said. ‘Come close and you’ll get it in the gut! I’m telling you, Cowell, I lifted it, like you heard, but if you thought you could simply put your muscle on me and get the skag back, you were wrong. I dumped most of it on the street within days — even gave it away. All I wanted was to get the boot into you and the bloody barons behind you! And I did it, me, Phil Heckles, I did it! And when that big bastard Lister caught up with me, I did for him too! Like I’m going to carve you, now!’ 
 
    ‘Phil, listen to me,’ Eric said quietly. ‘Chad Cowell isn’t here. You remember me. Eric Ward. I acted for you in court. I’m a solicitor . . . , I came to see you at Jacob Holyoake Street.’ 
 
    Where Ferdy Newton had been hanging around, and had warned Eric to stay away from Heckles. And Newton had been at the staiths when Heckles had knifed Lister. As he was here now, meeting Heckles, worried about being followed . . . by Chad Cowell. Eric’s mind surged over the puzzle but this was no time to concentrate on it. Heckles hardly seemed to have heard Eric’s words, let alone understood them. He was in a half crouch, his knife arm tense, and he took a slow, cautious step forward, his hollow eyes fixed and staring at Eric. Ferdy Newton stepped forward, pleading again. ‘Listen to me, Phil. What he said is true. Chad Cowell isn’t here. I was careful, made sure none of Cowell’s mob was following me. How the hell Ward and that little bastard over there tracked me I don’t know, but they got nothing to do with Cowell. It’s the bloody solicitor, Ward, and you got to get away from here while you still can.’ 
 
    The plea had not registered on Heckles. The addict was still glaring through a drug-induced haze at Eric, the focus of his hate, and he was brushing Ferdy aside. ‘Don’t worry, Ferdy. I got the bastard in my sights. I’ve crawled to him for years, and he’s treated me like muck. But I screwed him good, and he’s had the barons on his neck, and he’s had to pay up and now he’s going to pay me. With his blood!’ 
 
    ‘Phil—’ 
 
    The word was almost a wail, as everything seemed to happen at once. Jackie Parton had remained behind Eric, and to his left. Now as Heckles moved forward, swiftly, with his knife extended towards Eric, Parton leaped across the intervening space, reaching for the knife arm. Panicked, squealing, Ferdy Newton threw himself forward to block the attack, tripping up the ex-jockey and sending him sprawling sideways. But Heckles had been thrown off balance too, and Eric grabbed at his arm, pulling, so that the young addict came crashing forward, helplessly, flailing the knife wildly in the air. Eric had two hands clasped on the wrist, beating it against his knee, and Heckles’s left hand hammered ineffectually at Eric’s shoulder. Jackie Parton was down, sprawling, but struggling to rise, and Ferdy Newton came rushing at Eric, his tubby body charging into the two struggling men. He crashed into Eric, thrust him against the wall, and as Eric’s grip loosened Heckles tore himself free. 
 
    ‘Get out . . .’ Newton gasped. ‘Get the hell out of here!’ 
 
    But it was too late. Half-crazed, excited by the action and surging with hate for the dealer he was still convinced was facing him, Heckles came again, thrusting hard with the knife. 
 
    ‘Phil!’ Ferdy Newton screamed the word as he tried to block the thrust. He tried to scream again, but the sound was cut off in his throat as he took the punching movement of the knife in his body, interposed between Eric and Heckles. He grabbed at the young man’s shoulders, falling forward and shouting in shock, and at last something seemed to get through to Phil Heckles. He halted, half supporting Newton, staring down at the man as he lurched to his knees, doubling forward, clutching at his chest. Heckles began to shudder, started to say something as the bubbling words came from Ferdy Newton’s panicked lips. ‘Aw, bloody hell, Phil, bloody hell . . .’ 
 
    The tone was not anger, but despair and resignation, even as the blood seeped blackly through his fingers. Phil Heckles stared down at him, and the knife clattered to the stone floor. He put out a questioning hand, touched Newton’s shoulder, and then his face crumpled. 
 
    ‘Ferdy . . .’ 
 
    Eric leaned back against the wall, breathing hard, and something Nick Hawthorne had told him came seeping back into his mind. Ferdy Newton was a petty criminal, but he had always had one saving grace. 
 
    And he had had a half-brother who had once worked on the rigs. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The prosecution of Sam Turriff was scheduled for the Tuesday. Eric and Nick Hawthorne had every confidence it would be successful, and the Office of Fair Trading had for once acted with despatch and revoked Turriff’s trading licence. At the weekend Eric was able to relax, walking in the woods above Sedleigh Hall with Anne, in a hazy, pale afternoon sunshine. Black grouse cackled on the moorland above them, and down at the river he could see banks of rosebay willow herb spreading a splash of colour, reflected in the water. 
 
    ‘So,’ Anne said, linking her arm through his. ‘That man Newton is off the critical list?’ 
 
    ‘Seems so. The knife missed his lung by a fraction, but he’ll survive.’ 
 
    ‘To face charges?’ 
 
    ‘Quite a few. Not least, accessory after the fact to murder.’ 
 
    ‘Newton wasn’t really involved with the whole thing, though, was he?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘Not really. What happened was that Phil Heckles, wanting to go out in his sick little blaze of glory, intercepted Chad Cowell’s heroin drop. Once Heckles started to unload the heroin on Tyneside streets it was just a matter of time before Cowell learned who had raided the Chester-le-Street safe house. He set his thug Lister on to the problem. Lister discovered where Heckles was hiding out and went after him. But Ferdy Newton was there, too.’ 
 
    ‘He took part in the killing?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently not. For all his loud talk, Ferdy Newton is just a little ticket-man who doesn’t like to get involved personally in violence. It seems Lister burst in, went for Heckles and got a knife in his stomach for his trouble. Ferdy just danced around in desperation and then bundled Phil Heckles out of there, to get him away to a new hideout, down at Bull Ring Docks in South Shields.’ 
 
    ‘But he’d seen Cullen at the staiths.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric agreed. ‘And he saw a way to cover for his half-brother. He phoned in — anonymously — to tell the police there’d been a killing. Then, riskily, he phoned again, leaving his name this time, to fix Cullen at the scene, through the use of the Chaddha car.’ 
 
    ‘And then, at Bull Ring Docks he turned up again, still looking after Heckles?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘Heckles was high on heroin. Ferdy was going to the docks to make sure he was keeping low, and was all right. But Heckles was so hazed by the drug he thought I was Chad Cowell — certainly his knifing of Ferdy Newton was accidental.’ 
 
    ‘He was trying to knife you,’ Anne expostulated. 
 
    ‘He was drugged to the eyeballs. Hardly knew what he was doing.’ 
 
    ‘And you had no idea, then, that Newton and Heckles were half-brothers?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘How could I? Well . . . maybe I should have made the connection. I mean, Newton turned up at Jacob Holyoake Street, protective as ever of his family, and warned me away from Heckles. And Nick Hawthorne at the DHSS had indeed told me all about Newton’s protectiveness — and the fact that Newton had had a half-brother who had worked on the rigs. I knew it was on the rigs that Heckles had first picked up the habit. But they were facts I hadn’t put together. I was concentrating on other things . . .’ 
 
    ‘Like Tony Cullen, and the charges against him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ They turned along the pathway that led through dappled undergrowth until they came out on top of the rise. The moorland fell away in front of them and the Cheviot appeared mistily through the afternoon haze, its slopes fading away greyly in the distance. 
 
    ‘The police will be embarrassed about having to release Cullen,’ Anne suggested. 
 
    ‘More than that. I was talking to my gossiping friend Eldon Samuels in court yesterday. He tells me all hell has broken loose at Morpeth. I must say I did try to warn Mason but he wasn’t prepared to listen. The fact is, now that the case against Cullen has blown up in his face he’s been suspended from duty. He might have thought he’d get the support of his chiefs but in the event they’ve pulled the rug from under him. His conduct of the Cullen case has been called into account and they’ve started investigating the way in which he’s handled the kidnapping of Kate, as well.’ 
 
    ‘But some of the higher-ups will have been involved in that cover-up!’ Anne said indignantly. 
 
    ‘True, but they’ll be hurrying to find a scapegoat. Mason is it. Oh, I don’t think they’ll get away with it entirely. Some of the mud will stick and there’ll be red faces and bad publicity for a number of people, from the Lord Lieutenant and the Chief Constable downwards. There are times when even money can’t cover the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Geraghty’s money, you mean?’ Anne frowned. ‘What happens to him now?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a warrant out for him. And Samuels tells me that Peter Maxwell was about to leave for New York this weekend but has had his passport confiscated.’ 
 
    ‘They can show he was involved in the kidnapping of Kate Cullen?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘We’ve always guessed that Geraghty was involved. Now Mason’s been set up as a scapegoat, it seems there’s enough proof crawling out of the woodwork to show Geraghty did set up the kidnapping, financially. Maxwell well, I was on the wrong tack when I thought there was some connection between him and Ferdy Newton — but he certainly made use of his acquaintance with Chad Cowell to get the use of the man with the scarred nose. And now Davinia O’Hara’s been pulled in she’s getting treatment for her addiction and confirming all sorts of things. Not least that Lister made the snatch, and Peter Maxwell was driving. She identified him in a line-up. He drove the car because they thought his presence — a familiar face — would help calm Kate down a little once she was grabbed.’ 
 
    ‘So Lister did the grabbing, went back about his business with Cowell in Sunderland—’ 
 
    ‘And Geraghty arranged passage for Kate to Ireland, and then to the States. Geraghty and Maxwell will get indicted.’ 
 
    ‘And Chad Cowell?’ 
 
    ‘Not as far as the kidnapping is concerned. But,’ Eric explained, ‘Davinia O’Hara’s a key witness against him. She will testify she got drugs from Cowell at the Windmill Leisure Centre, along with other young people. And there’s Heckles too: he hates Cowell and now he’s under arrest for murder he’ll be giving testimony enough to put Cowell inside on a major drugs charge.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. Is there any chance Geraghty will buy himself off the charges against him?’ Anne asked doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Unlikely. Kidnapping is regarded seriously by the English courts — even if the kidnapper is the child’s grandfather.’ 
 
    ‘That still leaves the problem of Kate.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a while, as they turned and walked back down through the shadowed footpath and across the yellowing fields towards Sedleigh Hall. He recalled Tony Cullen’s release from police custody. He had met him in Durham, walked with him through the narrow streets of the city, climbed the hill to the cathedral and stood with him looking at the great loop of the river as it meandered below the ancient walls of city and castle and cathedral. He remembered Cullen’s tortured conversation, his indecision. And the words of the ophthalmic surgeon had come back to Eric. A blurred reality. Perhaps Eric Ward and Tony Cullen had both suffered from the same failure to perceive the truly significant. 
 
    ‘The fact is, in a marriage like Cullen and Geraghty’s daughter had, in the end there’s no black and white. There’s no base for truth any more: once sides are taken, fact becomes distorted by changing viewpoints. When Cullen told me his story, it was his side of it, inevitably. Geraghty tried to put Ruth’s case, and maybe I was too involved with it all at that stage to listen properly. There was fault on both sides. And after Ruth went to the States, I think Cullen allowed his pride to get the better of Kate’s need.’ 
 
    ‘But even so . . .’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Eric said. ‘It’s true Cullen can get an extradition order to have his daughter returned to him from the States. Once the story gets out he’s bound to get a great deal of public sympathy. There’ll be financial support flooding in to help him—’ 
 
    ‘We could help,’ Anne said firmly. ‘And I think we should help.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not that simple. I talked to Cullen at Durham. He’s undecided. He knows there’s little enough he can do for Kate. In the States, Ruth will be able to give the youngster a comfortable life. Cullen loves his daughter but the realities of which he’s become convinced over the years are now blurred. He questions, rightly, whether in trying to get Kate back he’s merely indulging himself at her expense. Maybe he should let things alone, not struggle any longer.’ 
 
    ‘But kidnapping!’ 
 
    ‘I know. The guilty need to be punished. And that includes Ruth Geraghty. But Kate is an innocent in all this. What about her? What’s best for her?’ 
 
    Anne was silent for a little while, subdued. Then she sighed. ‘You’ve decided, as far as you’re concerned, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘What should be done? Yes, I guess so.’ 
 
    ‘So what advice have you given Cullen?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told him he shouldn’t give up the struggle, but he should re-direct it. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the whole situation, both Cullen and Ruth Geraghty probably want what’s best for Kate. They should both be made to realize that. And instead of fighting to get what’s best for her, they need to get together, talk about it, reach a rational, agreeable solution. If the courts are brought into it there’s little doubt what they’ll do. Custody to Tony Cullen again, maintenance to be paid by Ruth. But I’ve advised Cullen he shouldn’t let it come to that. He’s got to see Ruth, got to meet her, so they can talk things through properly, and reach an amicable agreement.’ 
 
    ‘You think it can be done?’ 
 
    ‘I think it will be done,’ Eric said firmly. ‘Everyone in this issue has suffered trauma, scars. But it can all be resolved, if they simply consider the main issue: Kate’s happiness . . .’ 
 
    And then, he thought, perhaps the realities might emerge from behind the fogs of blind emotion, and even the kidnapping of Kate Cullen would have made some sense, in the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    ‘The bottom line is,’ the accountant said, ‘you have by way of disposable assets some £3.5 million. Immediate.’ 
 
    Silence fell in the room. Beyond the library windows Eric Ward could see the slope of the meadows down towards the river, and beyond, the rising hills towards the Cheviot. It was mid-morning and the sun was bright and hard, glinting on the river. A flock of seagulls wheeled above the ploughed fields across the meadow, thirty miles inland, black against the sunlight. 
 
    Anne’s eyes were upon him. He looked at her expressionlessly. There was a vague shadow in her glance, an indeterminate anxiety. But he could not help her. 
 
    He had listened while the accountant had explained things to her. 
 
    ‘Under the terms of your father’s will, as I understand it, certain properties and investments were not to fall in under your control until February of this year. You issued instructions regarding the properties, and the investments, we would now advise you, should be looked at again. The net result as far as your estate is concerned is that you have available to you a considerable cash flow, a net asset, a realizable asset, of some significance.’ 
 
    Over three million pounds’ worth of significance. Eric’s skin felt cool. The young lawyer who worked for Anne, Mark Fenham, was drumming his fingers lightly on the table. Eric was aware the man had had several consultations with the accountants: Anne had asked for a report to be made. This morning was the result. She had asked him to be present in the library when the discussion was started. He was not certain why she had made the specific request. 
 
    Or maybe he did know, but was not prepared to admit it to himself. 
 
    Anne was handling the manila folder the accountant had given her as though she expected it to contain a bomb. She was nervous, not so much that the other two men in the room would notice, but enough for Eric to realize that she was suffering from a degree of tension, probably induced by his own presence. Or maybe by his silence. 
 
    ‘You’ve made various proposals in these papers,’ she said. The accountant was called Hoskins. He was about thirty years of age and had not lost the enthusiasm of a young man asked to spend other people’s money. His bright blue eyes were gleaming as he leaned forward, long freckled fingers interlaced urgently as he spoke. ‘Your father . . . his Lordship . . . has already left you in Morcomb Estates a fairly wide range of investments in land, timber and property. I’ve checked and these investments and they are, of course, long term. Some of the farms are perhaps not satisfactory performers . . .’ He paused, cast an uncertain glance in the direction of Mark Fenham, and hurried on. ‘I am advised, on the other hand, that certain social obligations would prevent you disposing of those assets . . . So, in general, the portfolio presently held by Morcomb Estates is a sound one and we would recommend only minimal changes, at the fringes, perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘But this is all separate from the assets you’re now talking about?’ Anne asked, avoiding Eric’s eye. 
 
    ‘True. The remainder that comes to you under your father’s will is the result of overseas investments that were subject to time constraints: these can now be called in should be called in — and added to your estate.’ 
 
    ‘But not as part of Morcomb Estates?’ 
 
    ‘That is, of course, for you to decide, Mrs Ward. We would advise, however, that if you are to take maximum advantage of tax arrangements these sums should not be placed under the control of your existing company. The investment spread should be extended and we have made various suggestions . . .’ 
 
    Anne raised her head as the silence grew around them again. 
 
    ‘What do you think, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a lawyer, not an accountant.’ 
 
    ‘But I respect your judgement.’ Her eyes said something else: they said you’re also my husband. 
 
    ‘My judgement on these matters may well be faulty,’ he replied. ‘Mark, now, he’s different. He’s a company lawyer. He should be able to give you sound advice on possibilities and tax advantages of the proposals made.’ 
 
    He had not intended to emphasize the word should. He was not certain he had done so: perhaps the emphasis had merely echoed in his mind. But the shadow moved in Anne’s eyes: the uncertainty was being replaced by an edge of anger. 
 
    ‘He had positive suggestions to make.’ 
 
    ‘I have read them,’ Eric admitted. 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    Eric stretched his legs, rose and walked across to the windows. The sun was warm on his face, the gulls had settled now among the furrows, a greedy, squabbling mass of white. ‘I’ve no direct concern with Morcomb Estates and I’m no company lawyer. The briefing paper Mark’s written seems admirable.’ 
 
    ‘I would still like to have an opinion from you,’ Anne said quietly. 
 
    When she lowered her voice it presaged anger. Eric turned and looked at her. It was possible the other two men in the room were vaguely aware of the rising tension and he wanted no quarrel in front of them. He had not wanted to attend this meeting but had done so to avoid a quarrel. He would still avoid it. ‘I think, before I express an opinion, I’d like to hear Mark talk about it . . . fill in the background to his proposal.’ 
 
    His glance locked with Anne’s. After a brief pause she nodded, accepting the compromise. She turned to Mark. ‘Can you sketch out the proposals for us?’ 
 
    He was only a few years older than Anne, closer to her age than Eric. He was young, confident and good-looking, and she liked him. He was an able lawyer, and since he had joined the board of Morcomb Estates he had certainly made his mark. If there was an undercurrent of ambition that was no bad thing; if there were hints of impatience in the stretching for goals, it could be the way success was often gained. Eric liked him, but with reservations. The trouble was he could not be certain whether the reservations had personal or professional roots. 
 
    Fenham smiled at Anne. It was an easy, confident smile, a reflection of their relationship. ‘I’d be happy to talk about the proposals, Anne. The first thing I should say, however, is that they’re not entirely my idea — Mr Hoskins here was of considerable assistance when I was searching the market and making the contacts.’ 
 
    Hoskins glowed. 
 
    ‘I should also add that when I came up with the proposal, and was writing it up, I put it to Hoskins and he checked it out. I gather he approved, in financial and tax terms.’ Hoskins nodded. He approved. 
 
    ‘So,’ Fenham continued, spreading his hands elegantly, ‘what does it all boil down to? In a nutshell, this. In the briefing I’ve given you, together with the supporting financial statements and negotiating stances, I’m suggesting you consider the possibility of making an investment in an acceptance house. In other words, taking shares in Martin and Channing, of Lombard Street.’ 
 
    ‘Acceptance house . . .’ Anne murmured. 
 
    Hoskins cleared his throat. ‘For over a hundred years the simplest and most profitable way of raising a loan in the City was by way of the bill of exchange. This commercial paper, a sort of IOU, has been as good as cash once Accepted was written across the face of it. It could then be sold, for slightly less than its value at maturity — usually three months ahead — to a specialist bank in the money market.’ 
 
    ‘Discount houses,’ Mark Fenham added. 
 
    ‘The system worked,’ Hoskins continued, ‘because the exporter got his money right away, less the discount. And the importer obtained three months’ breathing space before the bill matured, and he had to pay whoever owned the bill.’ 
 
    ‘And the acceptance house—’ 
 
    ‘Traditionally, one of the privileged group of houses which could accept the bills. They could earn a margin of 1.5 or 2 per cent on the value of each bill accepted.’ 
 
    ‘Good business,’ Eric said quietly, ‘but as I understand it, things changed some five years or so ago.’ 
 
    Hoskins blinked. ‘Well, yes, that’s so. Bills are still discounted, of course, but the special privileges of the accepting houses were ended by the Bank of England in 1981. There was no special status given to their endorsement — theirs was no longer the only “eligible paper” that the Bank of England would buy.’ 
 
    ‘On the other hand,’ Fenham interrupted, staring at Eric, ‘the commercial possibilities of the system meant that a large number of commercial banks got on to the list. They realized it was good business and there were profits to be made.’ 
 
    ‘Profits which would tumble, no doubt, as soon as the number of houses on the list became extensive, and competition sharpened the rates that would be made available to the market.’ 
 
    Fenham’s glance hardened and an edge came into his tone. ‘There’s no doubt that competition has reduced the profits. But do remember, the old system made so much money it founded dynasties. Yes, they groaned and said goodbye to what had been money for old rope in many cases. They lived like fat cats for decades, and how they had to compete. But there’s another side to it. There are still considerable profits to be made in the business. It can form the base from which to launch other business. And it’s made the surviving companies keener, sharper in the field.’ 
 
    ‘And Martin and Channing are one of the sharp ones?’ 
 
    ‘They are,’ Fenham said snappishly. ‘To begin with, they are old-established, and have managed to retain their membership of the Accepting Houses Committee.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Eric said, ‘that group has no standing now.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite accurate, Mr Ward,’ Hoskins bubbled. ‘It remains an elitist club, and has perhaps been overtaken by events, but it is still based on the idea that any member that found itself in difficulties would be supported by the others—’ 
 
    ‘But the Bank of England would do that.’ 
 
    ‘—and its members are closely vetted. I mean, no foreign bank is allowed to join and if the Bank of England is ever asked about the status, financially, of any of the members, the answer would be one word: undoubted.’ 
 
    Mark Fenham cleared his throat. ‘It’s all in the folder I’ve given you, of course, but the other advantage that Martin and Channing possess is that they can show a diversified range of business. The firm does a considerable amount of business by way of fees received for underwriting or giving financial advice, against a cost to the bank of the salaries of the comparative few who execute the business. The banking side, which includes foreign exchange dealing and the trade in acceptances, remains very important, but they also take sizeable corporate finance fees for arranging mergers and company reconstructions. Assets management is also a profitable sideline by way of business. I’ve given the published earnings of Martin and Channing in the papers you have before you. There’s also an estimated breakdown of the earnings arising from each kind of business.’ 
 
    ‘And there is a further advantage of entering this particular field, of course,’ Hoskins added eagerly. ‘Merchant banks like Martin and Channing offer advantages denied to virtually all other houses. They are allowed to use a provision of the Companies Act that entitles them to transfer undisclosed sums from their profit-and-loss accounts to reserves, and to keep part of those reserves hidden.’ 
 
    ‘The net result,’ Fenham said drily, ‘is that both the earnings and reserves are likely to be understated. In some cases the true figure, both of earnings and reserves, is probably half as much again as the one disclosed.’ 
 
    Eric raised his eyebrows. ‘Doesn’t that mean that the figures you’ve shown in your briefing paper are — or could be — inaccurate?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be on the low side,’ Fenham replied after a pause. 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ Eric persisted. ‘If the system allows for inaccurate declarations regarding profit, loss and reserves, how can we be sure Anne would be buying into a healthy organization?’ 
 
    ‘Their words—’ 
 
    ‘Come on! Based on their status as members of the Accepting Houses Committee, a ghostly status irrelevant to modern business, and merely a group of people fooling themselves that their elitist existence has remained untouched by commercial reality!’ 
 
    ‘The theory,’ Hoskins said hurriedly, attempting to smooth over the edge of hostility arising between the two lawyers, ‘is that by manipulating figures behind the scenes the merchant bank can even out its performance between good and bad years—’ 
 
    ‘And raise finance from gullible amateurs who are fishing in financial waters too deep for them,’ Eric replied. ‘How many investments into merchant banking have you negotiated, Mr Hoskins?’ 
 
    The young accountant flushed and blinked. ‘I don’t see that as a relevant question, Mr Ward. It’s true my experience in that direction is limited, but the principles and the theories on which they are based—’ 
 
    ‘What about you, Mark?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Mark Fenham’s eyelids drooped. He gave the impression that the turn of conversation was distasteful to him. He glanced briefly and coolly in Anne’s direction, and then looked back towards Eric. His tone was controlled, but there was an edge of contemptuous malice in his voice as he replied. ‘Like Mr Hoskins, I have never negotiated a deal with a merchant banking and acceptance house. But for that matter, neither have you, I imagine. On the other hand, I am a company lawyer — which, I believe, is a designation you would not extend to yourself since your practice at the Quayside is, by reputation, somewhat general and low key. As a company lawyer I am in contact with various business interests and am involved in the activity, through Morcomb Estates, of various banking houses. Moreover, if you will permit your age and experience to be counterbalanced by my background, it is perhaps relevant to add that my father was a company accountant who rose to head a large investment company in the south and I have been accustomed to living in an environment where business deals of this kind were commonly discussed over the dinner table. I’m not certain that second-hand experience of this kind is all that valuable, but I would question whether you could claim yours — as a police constable in the back streets of Newcastle before you became a solicitor — makes you any better qualified to judge the merits of the proposals I have made to your wife.’ 
 
    ‘Mark—’ Anne said warningly. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Anne,’ Mark Fenham interrupted coolly. ‘I am employed by Morcomb Estates as its company solicitor, and in that capacity I was called upon to advise whether or not the sums accruing to you now should be ploughed into the company. The easy reply would have been to do so. I felt it incumbent upon me to look at other possibilities. Mr Hoskins and I have looked at these, and we are each convinced that the proposals we make are sound. But it’s your decision. What I am concerned about is the feeling that the suggestions I make are unwelcome—’ 
 
    ‘I asked for your advice, Mark—’ 
 
    ‘And I’ve given it. Your husband seems to dispute not the advice itself so much as the experience and commitment that backs it. I resent being called a gullible amateur, and I feel it is an insult also to Mr Hoskins’s professional status. But I’ve no more to say on the matter. The briefing is there before you. I shall await your instructions in due course. I think it would be appropriate now for me to withdraw.’ 
 
    It was a cool, dignified, elegant exit. Mr Hoskins made his exit more hurriedly, and was unable to prevent an unfortunate bobbing of the head as he did so. 
 
    The silence they left behind them was hostile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘What the hell’s got into you, Eric?’ 
 
    He had been asking himself the same question. His head was beginning to ache and there were dangerous pricklings at the back of his eyes, reminding him that tension could always bring back the reality of his glaucoma. He turned his back to Anne and stared angrily out of the window: the sun was shadowed and above the hills clouds gathered, presaging rain. 
 
    ‘I didn’t want to come into this meeting,’ he offered. 
 
    ‘I invited you because I wanted you to be here. As my husband, and because I respect your advice. But at least I expected you to give unbiased advice!’ 
 
    ‘Unbiased?’ 
 
    ‘The language you used,’ Anne snapped, ‘and the attitude you adopted seemed to suggest you had other reasons than doubts about the wisdom of the proposals—’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Eric was angry and disturbed, or he would not have seized upon the suggestion. He was aware of a certain irrationality of mood, a restlessness he could not account for, a feeling that all was not well both emotionally and physically. The words were out before he could restrain himself and his heart sank: they could lead to a discussion he wanted to avoid. 
 
    Anne was staring at him with wide eyes. ‘What am I talking about? I’m not sure really. Not sure because I can’t understand the attitude which I think you have.’ 
 
    ‘Anne—’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware you’ve always had reservations about our . . . relationship. You’ve always been stupid enough to think that the discrepancy in our ages is important. It may be to you — it certainly isn’t to me! And then, the fact that your background and mine are so different, that’s been a worm inside your head, not mine, and it seems to have been made worse by the fact that my father left me a wealthy woman. I know all about that. I know you have a sense of pride that makes you feel you have to be your own man. That’s all right — and though I don’t understand the way you work it out of your system, in that crummy office down at the Quayside, all right, I don’t basically object, even if I think you’d do better for yourself — and for me — if you were more closely involved in Morcomb Estates.’ 
 
    ‘Anne, we’ve been over all this—’ 
 
    ‘No, we haven’t! Not to the stage where we each did some really plain talking about it. The fact is, you seem to be soured, in a way I can’t understand. I’ve told you — I understand you want to pursue your own career, but must that be at the expense of helping me when I need you?’ 
 
    ‘Anne, I don’t want to quarrel about this—’ 
 
    ‘But that’s what is so frustrating about you!’ Her voice had risen and she was clenching her fists, tears in her eyes. ‘You’ll never argue with me. You treat me like a child, walk away, protect me from emotional violence. But if you can bottle these things up, I can’t, and it’s time we had it out. I love you and I want your help, but all you see is a spoiled young woman wanting to give you a handout! That’s not the way of it!’ 
 
    He stared at her, aware of the justice in her argument but unable to accept the consequences of it, held back by the devil of independence that dried words in his throat. He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Anne—’ 
 
    ‘But tell me, what do you really think about the Martin and Channing proposal? You talked of deep financial waters and gullible amateurs but the rest of your comment was of the knocking kind. Nothing positive to say — merely running down the honest suggestions two qualified supporters were making.’ 
 
    The prickling had grown more noticeable behind his eyes. 
 
    Irritated, Eric said, ‘If I was wrong in using such phrases as gullible amateurs—’ 
 
    ‘You were wrong!’ 
 
    ‘All right, but let’s look at the facts. I’ve read the portfolio Hoskins and Mark Fenham have presented to you, more closely, perhaps, than I’ve admitted. Contrary to what you seem to believe, I do have your best interests at heart, and there are warning signs for me in those papers. I can’t back off from the fact that both Hoskins and Fenham are walking down trails new to them — and that’s dangerous where large amounts of money are involved. Your money. Secondly, the warning bells get louder for me when I hear the published accounts may be inaccurate — they may make more money than they admit. For me, that means they may make less money than they admit, too! The Accepting Houses Committee argument is thin — will your investment be bailing out a house that is high on status but low on financial stability and business opportunity? But maybe the major argument that churns over in my mind is one we didn’t even get around to—’ 
 
    ‘Maybe because you were so rude that they walked out!’ 
 
    ‘The fact is, nowhere in these documents is there a firm proposal about what you get out of the deal — other than status, a return on capital, and the knowledge that your money is locked away in financial wheeling and dealing.’ 
 
    ‘What else would I be looking for?’ Anne asked wildly. ‘Control.’ 
 
    ‘You want to take over Martin and Channing?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. But if you’re being asked to plough in a large percentage of three million pounds what control are you going to be offered over the way in which that money will be used?’ 
 
    ‘That would be a matter for negotiation with the partners in the banking house.’ 
 
    ‘I know it — but there’s nothing in the papers prepared by Mark Fenham that lays down the negotiating position you should be adopting, or a forecast of the stance that the directors of Martin and Channing are likely to adopt. Maybe that’s why I was tempted to talk about gullible amateurs!’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe it was something else,’ Anne said angrily. They were both silent. After a short interval Anne walked unsteadily across the room and helped herself to a glass of sherry from the decanter on the far table. She sipped at it, then turned to face Eric. 
 
    ‘Something else,’ she repeated. 
 
    He didn’t want this discussion. ‘Look, let’s just leave off at this stage. I’m sorry if I was difficult, but—’ 
 
    ‘No, we can’t leave it now. Let’s have it out. There is something else. It’s Mark, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Woodenly Eric replied, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had a feeling . . .’ Anne frowned. ‘It’s not been constant, but there was an occasion once up on the crags, when we were in a shooting party and you were watching us, me and Mark, as we walked back together . . . There have been one or two other occasions . . .’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘Am I? Perhaps. Even so . . . let me ask the question. Do you think Mark and I are having an affair?’ 
 
    His mouth was suddenly dry. ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe are heading towards one.’ 
 
    ‘Anne, really—’ 
 
    ‘He’s attractive. He’s more my age than you are — you’ve said so. We spend a fair amount of time together, with the company, and he’s often enough a guest at this house. Why shouldn’t you think we might be heading for a closer relationship?’ 
 
    Eric stared at her. Anne’s face was flushed and her voice slightly unsteady as she goaded him. Maybe she wanted the quarrel he would never give her: he couldn’t be sure. ‘I’ve told you — you’re talking nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure. I’ve been aware of a certain tension between you and Mark on occasions and I’ve not been at all clear why it’s arisen. It could be you’re jealous of him.’ 
 
    ‘I see no point in continuing this conversation—’ 
 
    ‘The trouble is,’ Anne insisted, ‘if you are feeling this way why haven’t you raised it with me? It makes me wonder whether if it was true you’d simply stand back and let it happen.’ 
 
    ‘Anne, really—’ 
 
    ‘Well, would you? I seem to recall you didn’t exactly fight to keep your first wife, did you?’ 
 
    Something knotted in Eric’s stomach and he stared at Anne. Her breathing quickened; she was aware she had hurt him but the blow had been struck and there was no going back now. Panicked, she blurted out, ‘You’ll say that was different, but what confidence do I have left? You won’t discuss these matters with me, so what am I left to suppose? What is certainly clear to me is that your professional judgement is seriously clouded where Mark Fenham is concerned. He has merely been doing his job, and has offered what seems to me to be sound professional advice, backed by financial support from Hoskins. You dismiss both of these people out of hand, and I’m left with the feeling that you lack balance in your judgement. Whether that’s the result of professional or personal jealousy, or both, it’s for you to say. I can’t see any other reason for your behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘The reason is I don’t want to see you making a fool of yourself and throwing money away.’ 
 
    ‘Dammit, it’s my money!’ 
 
    Eric stared at her silently. Maybe that was precisely the problem. 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the wall of Eric Ward’s office on the Quayside at Newcastle was a photograph taken in the 1880s of shipping clustered on the Tyne. The building that housed his office was discernible, as was the Customs House and the Tyne Bridge itself, erected in the 1840s, but the rest of the scene presented a radical change. The river was alive with masted vessels of all nationalities, barges hauling coal from the staiths to make the journey south to hungry industries, commercial shipping flooding in to take on a wide range of commodities and bring in trade from Germany and Denmark, France and the Netherlands. 
 
    The scene from his window was quite different now. The masts had gone, as had much of the shipping. Moorings near the Tyne Bridge now were empty often as not, though there was still a reasonable amount of traffic with northern European countries. And oddly enough, Eric’s own practice had begun to increase on the marine side. 
 
    When he had taken on his two legal executives he had explained to them that the experience they would get with him would be partly conveyancing and partly criminal: the fatter company and commercial work fell to the larger offices in the city, and he had no intention of competing for matrimonial work with the specialists. Even so, over the few years he had been established there had been a noticeable increase in the sort of work that came into offices located near ports. Had it been of a different kind, commercially, he would have suspected that Anne was using her influence to edge contacts into putting work his way. Morcomb Estates had no interests in shipping, however, and the few contracts he had picked up on Tyneside had now seeded themselves to the Wear and to Cleveland: Sunderland and Middlesbrough shipping companies had been calling for his services. It was still on a relatively minor scale, as was the financial work he undertook on a specialized basis, but it was growing. It had meant that Eric had to take on another legal executive. 
 
    The person he had finally selected was a bright young man called Edward Elias. His Tyneside accent was broad, and he hailed from Byker, but he was keen, intelligent and dressed carefully in grey pinstripe and white shirt. He claimed some experience in a marine practice and Eric had tested him. 
 
    ‘What’s a maritime lien, Mr Elias?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the right you have to have a ship, or its cargo, impounded for sale, so you can apply the proceeds of sale to pay off debts against it.’ 
 
    ‘Can you give me an example?’ 
 
    ‘Bottomry bond.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘When the shipmaster borrows money on the ship or its cargo — or both — the document he signs, promising to repay the money, is called a bottomry bond.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘And barratry?’ 
 
    ‘That comes up in marine insurance policies. Normally, a ship has to carry out its voyage without delay or the policy is void. But the policy will still be in force if the delay is the result of barratry — you know, any wrongful act wilfully committed by the master, or crew, to the prejudice of the owner or charterer. Sir.’ 
 
    Eric smiled again. Young Elias would do. 
 
    And he had proved to be a good acquisition. Routine matters coming in from marine insurers could be dealt with directly by him, and the speed and efficiency with which he had dealt with them meant that more business was beginning to flow in. He it was who had probably brought them the Craig Lynch Marine Insurance business. And the Gloria. 
 
    Eric could see the vessel now, from his office window overlooking the river. A squat vessel flying a Danish flag, she had brought in a cargo of timber and had unloaded a week previously but had remained tied up at the wharfside while a legal wrangle had started. There was some dispute over the ownership of the cargo, but equally an argument was flaring over the vessel itself. Liens had been taken upon her by a French insurance company but had been discharged on the unloading of the cargo. The files lay on Eric’s desk, with copies of judgements from a French court and a Crown Court hearing against the master. People were apparently getting very excited, and there was the danger of the master taking matters into his own hands and quietly slipping out to sea, out of the jurisdiction. Craig Lynch Marine had already spoken to Eric several times on behalf of their clients. They still had to issue final instructions. He was expecting them that morning. 
 
    While he waited for the phone call, realizing that prompt action would be demanded, he had leisure to think back over the meeting at Sedleigh Hall and his argument with Anne. He knew there was a great deal of justice in her attitude: it was very frustrating for a woman to have a husband who refused to quarrel with her. Equally, maybe she was right in saying he treated her with an indulgently avuncular air on occasions: it wasn’t the way he felt about her, but at the same time he was older than she, and could distance himself from time to time from her stances. There had been no accident in the words used by Mark Fenham: age and experience. He’d used them deliberately and seriously; maybe it was why Anne herself had seized upon the issue later, in the quarrel that she had tried to promote. 
 
    Mark Fenham. 
 
    Eric remembered the shooting party on the moors which Anne had referred to. He had been acutely aware of the fine pair she and Mark Fenham made, but he had not since regarded it as a canker in his mind, as Anne seemed to be suggesting. At the same time, he had to admit the possibility of there being some truth in the allegation. Maybe his judgement was being clouded by an unadmitted, simmering doubt he held. He had resisted marriage with Anne for two reasons: the one related to the fact that he felt their discrepancy in ages could prove difficult. The second had been the feeling that he needed to retain his independence, make his own way, fight his private battle against the illness that constantly threatened him. He knew there were elements of stubbornness in him that made things difficult for her. But he still wanted the best for her — even if he did not wish to be too closely involved in her business life. 
 
    It could smother him and destroy them both. 
 
    Even so, he wanted to help. It was the reason why he had made inquiries about the firm of Martin and Channing. 
 
    Mark Fenham had been quite correct. The firm was respectable and old-established. It had been founded in Frankfurt in 1880 by an English businessman called Martin, keen to develop foreign exchange business. At the turn of the century Martin had moved his headquarters to London and in 1920 had been accepted into the fold of the Accepting Houses Committee. He had dominated the firm, clearly, until his death in 1930. After that, from what Eric could gather, the firm had been bought up by an investment company that specialized in buying companies needing finance, and new directors had been put in. Thereafter, under the guidance of a director called Leonard Channing it had prospered, according to its literature, and eventually emerged as Martin and Channing. 
 
    There had been no noisy acquisitions, and no doubtful business. But it had acquired two subsidiary companies. One was in Yorkshire; the second was located in Newcastle. 
 
    Eric couldn’t recall ever having heard of the firm so he had looked them up in the northern directories. And one of the names was known to him. 
 
    Reuben Podmore. 
 
    It must have been twelve or fifteen years ago, now. A Saturday night, in Pink Lane, just above the railway station in Newcastle. Eric Ward had been in the police force then, returning in plain clothes by train from a course at Dishforth. He had left the train at Newcastle and walked up through Pink Lane, heading for the bus station. 
 
    The little man was doubled up against the wall, gasping for breath, hands folded across his stomach. The youth who gripped him by the collar was tall and curly-haired; the one with the knife was dark, swarthy-skinned and the more dangerous of the two. They had whirled on Eric as he had advanced up Pink Lane. 
 
    The tall boy had looked scared: mugging a defenceless little man in a pinstriped suit was one thing, but he did not care for the purposeful way in which Eric Ward had kept walking up to them. Eric ignored him; he headed directly for the lad with the knife. There was a mouthful of obscenities before the dark youngster lunged at Eric with the knife. The blade ripped through his sleeve and then Eric’s fist thudded into the boy’s throat. He gave a strangled gasp and dropped the knife; the other boy released their victim and ran. It had all been over in a matter of seconds. 
 
    The little man they had been mugging was in a distressed state. Eric attended to him, loosening his collar. The boy with the knife slipped away; not that it mattered a great deal, for Eric recognized him in court three weeks later when he was hauled up on a charge of burglary. The little man in the pinstripe however was turning colour, and after a few minutes stopped breathing altogether. 
 
    It was Eric’s giving him the kiss of life and his early transmission to hospital that saved his life. Reuben Podmore had never forgotten that. 
 
    The odd thing was that over the years they had never met again. Podmore had wished to show his gratitude financially after his release from hospital but Eric had refused; the result had been a regular donation to a charity each year from Reuben Podmore. The charity had always sent an acknowledgement to Eric Ward’s address. It had been Reuben Podmore’s way of saying thank you. Eric had never made any inquiries as to what his job had been and made no attempt to meet him. 
 
    But the name had leapt out of the page at him, when he had looked up the Martin and Channing northern subsidiary, Stanley Investments. 
 
    Investment Manager: Reuben Podmore. 
 
    Eric was still wondering what to do about it when the telephone rang. It was Craig Lynch Marine Insurance. They wanted Eric to act immediately: the issues had been resolved. The bottomry bond on the Gloria had been dishonoured and the insurers wanted immediate attachment. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Quayside was quiet. A few gulls called in desultory fashion, wheeling aimlessly above his head, and there was a steady stream of traffic across the Tyne Bridge, but apart from a few cars parked among the bollards there was little moving along the riverside. The Gloria was moored near the old Custom House, her rusted paintwork acknowledging the sorry position she found herself in, warped ironwork on the deck peeling in the sunlight. Eric called to the wheelhouse but there was no reply. He walked along the quay, the length of the ship, but there was no sign of life and the gangplank was unattended. 
 
    Eric climbed aboard. There was no one in the wheelhouse, and the hatches were battened down. The quarters were padlocked, as though the master and crew had left the ship to the tides while they went ashore, careless. Eric hesitated, looked around him, not certain what to do. He had expected a conversation with the skipper, maybe an angry altercation. It seemed as though they didn’t care. In a sense, it made his task easier. 
 
    In the old days, execution of the bond upon a ship, to ensure the maritime lien was enforced, had been a matter of nailing the relevant notice to the mast where it served as a public notice to all and sundry that the vessel was impounded and could not be moved without permission, of the bondholders. Times had changed. Eric was now armed with a roll of Sellotape. He unfolded the notice from his briefcase, and in a matter of minutes had taped it securely to the mast. The gulls wheeled incuriously above him, planing into the breeze. 
 
    It was a task easily completed. Craig Lynch Marine Insurance were now protected unless the master was foolish enough to try to sneak the Gloria out to sea and beyond the jurisdiction. It was unlikely. Even so, Eric was surprised to find the ship deserted: at the very least a hand should have been left in charge. 
 
    He stepped down again to the quay, and strolled along in the sunshine. He checked his watch; it was nearing lunch-time. He thought about Anne, and Mark Fenham’s plans, and at last he decided to do what he guessed he had always intended to do, ever since he had recognized Reuben Podmore’s name as investment manager for Stanley Investments. 
 
    He made his way up Dog Leap Stairs, climbed up Gray Street and turned into the narrow entry that led to the Old Market. It wasn’t easy finding the offices of Stanley Investments. A second-floor office above a winding, narrow stair. It was not the best advertisement for a parent company seeking an investment of over two million pounds. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was no one in the outer office. It was clearly inhabited by a receptionist/secretary at normal times, but probably she had gone to take her lunch break. The door with the frosted glass window behind the desk was marked with the legend INVESTMENT MANAGER but there was no name appended: clearly, Stanley Investments demanded degrees of anonymity. 
 
    Eric could hear voices behind the door so he waited. He looked around him. The premises were small and mean but he saw some small investment in new technology had been made: a microcomputer with a visual display unit stood on a table next to the secretary’s desk. Eric could not be sure whether it would be functional, or merely a confidence booster for prospective clients. 
 
    Eric waited. Several minutes passed and he began to feel doubtful about the wisdom of his presence at the office. He should perhaps have rung for an appointment, but there would have been a problem in that he had no real business he wanted to discuss with Podmore. He wanted information but a. business appointment would have demanded precise questions. He would necessarily be imprecise: the questions he had were vague. 
 
    He had just about made up his mind to forget the whole thing when the voices were raised, came nearer, and the door opened. Two men came out, glanced at him and hesitated. The man behind them was Reuben Podmore. 
 
    In the street, Eric would not have recognized him. 
 
    It had been a long time, of course, and their acquaintance had been brief The image Eric had retained was perhaps fifteen years old, and time had thickened Mr Podmore silvered the sparse hair on his head and added heavy jowls to the jaw. The eyes had retained the sharp brightness and the pale blue colour Eric recalled, but they were now heavily pouched and stained with disappointment. There were elements of discontent about the mouth as well and Eric gained the impression that the years had not brought Reuben Podmore the happiness and success he had hoped for. 
 
    He was saying something to the two men but broke off at the sight of Eric. There was a brief moment of hesitation, a shadow passing over his features and then he smiled vaguely, breaking into his conversation with his companions. ‘I’m sorry, can I help you . . . my secretary . . .’ 
 
    ‘Please, I called without an appointment,’ Eric said quickly. ‘And you’re clearly busy. My name’s Eric Ward. I . . . I was just renewing an old acquaintance.’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore stared at him, the breath hissing in his mouth. The pale blue eyes widened, and his mouth formed an O which was suddenly converted into a smile. ‘Dear me,’ he said slowly, and then, more quickly, ‘Dear me, dear me, dear me!’ 
 
    He glanced hesitantly aside to his two companions as though uncertain whether to introduce them, but then thrust his pudgy fist out in Eric’s direction suddenly, grabbed Eric’s hand and began to pump it, enclosing it in both his warm, damp hands. ‘It’s been such a long time, my dear boy. You’ve changed, of course, as no doubt I have. And if I failed to recognize you for a moment there . . .’ 
 
    One of the two men at his back coughed lightly, and Podmore started guiltily. He looked around, releasing Eric’s hand and fluttered vaguely. ‘Please, excuse me, an old friend . . . Mr Ward, can I introduce you? This is Mr Daniels . . . from Chicago, I believe?’ 
 
    ‘Boston,’ Daniels said coldly. ‘Way back.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Podmore murmured, but Eric was left with the impression that Podmore’s slip had been deliberate. A slight smile played about the investment manager’s mouth, and as he introduced his second companion Eric knew the guess was right. 
 
    ‘And this is Mr Brinkman.’ 
 
    ‘Berckman,’ the dark, swarthy man corrected him. He slipped a quick, sharp glance in Eric’s direction and Eric knew that this man was nobody’s fool: he also recognized Podmore’s deliberate mistakes, and probably knew the reasons for them. ‘Now you’ve met an old friend, Mr Podmore, we’ll keep you no longer,’ he said. 
 
    Podmore uttered meaningless platitudes, saw them to the stairs and then returned, beaming, to Eric. ‘I never could take to Americans.’ 
 
    ‘Business colleagues?’ 
 
    ‘In a way. A flying visit to Tyneside, with a request for money.’ 
 
    ‘From Stanley Investments?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that.’ Podmore frowned vaguely, as though irritated by the conversation. ‘Let’s say the business was put my way without my wanting it, I never really liked it, and now it’s gone sour I wish to God we’d never had anything to do with it!’ He dismissed the frown and smiled broadly. ‘But let’s forget all that. Believe me, it’s so good to see you!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The restaurant was almost full but Mr Podmore was well known there, obviously: he and Eric were ushered to a table in the corner, discreetly placed for the management of business. They were mainly businessmen in the dimly lit room: the extensive Italian menu allowed for extended lunch breaks, when the excuse for good eating and drinking would be the business supposedly undertaken. 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ Reuben Podmore said, ‘after all these years!’ 
 
    He appeared to have brightened; his skin seemed less sallow, the pouches under his eyes less discontented. He had introduced Eric to his two business colleagues at the office, though Eric could not now recall their names, but they had clearly been only too pleased to go their own way, leaving Podmore free to entertain Eric to lunch. 
 
    ‘I had heard you had left the police force,’ Podmore said after they ordered, ‘and that you had established yourself in the legal profession, but beyond that . . .’ 
 
    ‘We never did really keep in touch, although I always received notification of your donations.’ 
 
    ‘The gift of life,’ Podmore said, smiling wistfully, ‘the payment is small enough. Of course, what one does with that life . . .’ 
 
    ‘Business is good?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘It moves,’ Podmore replied noncommittally. He waited as the wine waiter poured a little of the Frascati for him to try. He nodded, then after Eric had refused a glass, he raised his eyebrows questioningly. 
 
    ‘I drink but sparingly,’ Eric explained, ‘and never at lunch. I had an operation for glaucoma a little while back. Alcohol . . . doesn’t help.’ 
 
    They talked for a while, about Eric’s illness and about Reuben Podmore’s operation for gallstones. The elderly investment manager explained that otherwise he had been healthy enough: the heart attack he had suffered on the occasion of the mugging in Pink Lane all those years ago had never been repeated. ‘Careful living helps, of course,’ he added, eyeing the glass of Frascati and the plate of spaghetti carbonara in front of him. ‘However, I don’t quite understand how you came to seek me out if it wasn’t on a matter of business. Why now, after all these years?’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘I have to admit, it’s really a matter of chance . . . and there is an element of business.’ 
 
    ‘An element?’ 
 
    Carefully Eric said, ‘I have a . . . client, who is interested in merchant banking. It’s not a field I have much experience of, and if I’m to give advice . . .’ 
 
    ‘Interested in merchant banking,’ Reuben Podmore considered. ‘That covers a large number of sins. By interest you mean investment?’ 
 
    ‘It’s . . . possible.’ 
 
    Podmore teased the spaghetti with his fork and nodded. ‘But how did you connect me with such activity?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I looked in the directory. I saw the name Stanley Investments. Your own name sort of leapt out at me.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Podmore was silent for a while. He took a little spaghetti, sipped at his Frascati and considered the matter. Eric gained the impression that Podmore was looking at his past, weighing up the way life had treated him, counting the lost opportunities, and he was aware again of the lines of disillusion around the man’s mouth. Podmore sighed. ‘Well, how can I assist you?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘I suppose it’s just generalities I’m interested in at this stage. Stanley Investments, for instance—’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have been surprised at the size and decor of the office, I suppose,’ Podmore said briskly. ‘It’s an interesting fact in the business, you know: the investment banker has a great advantage over other businesses. His presence can be established on quite a modest scale, merely by opening an office and equipping it with telephones and data screens.’ 
 
    There was an element of defensiveness in Podmore’s tone. 
 
    Eric frowned. ‘So how do you deal with clients who wish to visit you, and who might be put off by a low-level front office operation?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, investment banking doesn’t work like that. It’s true the main office may well be of an impressive kind, in London, but subsidiaries are another matter. Business is actually raised on the basis of confidence — and that’s achieved through the tombstones.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    Podmore gave him a faded smile. ‘Banks show themselves to the world by buying newspaper space — the Financial Times, the Wall Street Journal. Sometimes it’s just direct advertising; other times it’s to do with a specific piece of business, such as one that details the issue of shares or bonds. You can always recognize them — they’re commemorative, in that they include a statement like: All these securities having been sold, this announcement appears as a matter of record only.’ 
 
    ‘Hence the “tombstone”?’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ Podmore nodded gravely. ‘The trick is, to get your name on the tombstone.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘The tombstone tells the world the bank has done a great piece of business. But it contains more than one name: there’s usually a long list of banks involved. Indeed, an important tombstone will list maybe a hundred: banks don’t like it if they’re not mentioned in the list. It gives their chairman a warm feeling, to open the newspaper and see the bank listed. It shows the world they’re in business.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll have actually taken part, though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, they’ll have underwritten a few shares, at least. I mean, the lead manager name appears at the top left; but the firms at the bottom, they’re often there just as a gesture. The important thing is they want to be there. It airs the bank’s name in a number of countries. It gives them visibility. It allows them to bid and it brings them status. Financial status.’ 
 
    ‘Even though the extent of the underwriting is small?’ 
 
    ‘Even so.’ Podmore grinned. ‘If your name doesn’t appear on the tombstone, paradoxically, you’re really dead!’ 
 
    ‘It seems an odd way to go about things,’ Eric commented. ‘The system must be based on confidence and trust, yet it relies also upon what seems to me to be a confidence trick as far as tombstoning is concerned.’ 
 
    Podmore poured himself a little more of the Frascati. ‘Ah, that’s one way of looking at it. On the other hand, markets believe that higher ethical standards apply in the merchant banking world than elsewhere. To that extent Wall Street and the City of London are in the same Anglo-Saxon boat. It’s us against the Latins. London still regards itself as superior, of course. It rests on the rather self-indulgent assumption that where Americans are naturally greedy and take the short view, Europeans are thoughtful and see themselves in the context of history.’ 
 
    Eric laughed. ‘Is that how you see it?’ 
 
    ‘My parent firm has been in business since 1880. It, and I too, take a long-term view. There have been good times; there can be bad times. If one faces leaner expectations, so be it. Wall Street . . . it tends to be more . . . excitable about the lean times.’ 
 
    Carefully Eric said, ‘Does that mean that business isn’t too good at the moment?’ 
 
    Podmore did not look up from his spaghetti, but there was a space of several seconds before he replied. The casual way in which he pushed his plate aside did not fool Eric: there was an edge of wariness in the man as he said, ‘I hope I’ve not given you that impression. I was merely generalizing.’ 
 
    ‘Even so,’ Eric persisted, ‘competition must have caused problems.’ 
 
    ‘Competition has certainly narrowed the banker’s turn.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘The banker’s turn: the margin between the rate he pays and the rate he receives for money. I mean, it’s easy when you get deposits from a trading corporation — you can lend such funds out again at a profitable rate to finance a building project, or a cargo. The margins get considerably narrower on the other hand where the lending and borrowing is wholesale — you know, where you create the deposit by borrowing it more expensively in the interbank market, hoping you’ll find someone who’ll pay a higher rate.’ 
 
    ‘Lending long, and borrowing short.’ 
 
    ‘Or vice versa,’ Podmore agreed. ‘It depends on your estimates of how the rates are likely to move. You can make a lot of money — but the margins are small. And with small margins you’ve got to deal in large amounts if you’re to generate worthwhile earnings.’ 
 
    ‘Is that the kind of business you’re in at Stanley Investments?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Again there was a short pause as Podmore eyed his glass. ‘No, not really. It’s regarded as a little . . . rich for our blood.’ 
 
    ‘By whom?’ 
 
    ‘You see,’ Podmore went on, almost speaking to himself, ‘it all depends on almost hourly operations. The executive in charge of such operations in the money market must never be unaware of the limits beyond which his dealers may not go. He is, after all, securing the deposit base of the bank, making sure there’s money to lend out at wholesale rates, then checking to ensure it’s not lent imprudently.’ 
 
    Eric sensed something unspoken and his skin prickled. ‘That’s not the kind of business you undertake?’ 
 
    ‘We do a fair amount of underwriting,’ Reuben Podmore said sharply, as though he wished to bring the drift of conversation to an end. 
 
    ‘But if you appear on the tombstones—’ 
 
    ‘Ah . . . the main course. What is it you ordered? Pollo al cacciatora was it not? Can I not tempt you to a little of the Frascati to wash it down?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    He left Reuben Podmore at the entrance to Stanley Investments at three o’clock. Eric strolled down to the Quayside in the thin afternoon sunshine. The Gloria was still moored there, with no signs of life aboard. The water looked black, a thin veil of scum and oil on the surface, and across to his right the Swing Bridge was opening to allow passage of a tanker, manoeuvring its way downstream from the power station beyond Lemington Gut. 
 
    He felt vaguely dissatisfied with what he had learned from Reuben Podmore. The conversation about Stanley Investments had come to an abrupt end once Eric’s questions became direct; Podmore had been polite, but firm, steering topics away from merchant banking and into less personal waters. He had been a friendly host, and he clearly still retained elements of gratitude for what Eric had done for him years previously. Even so, there was a limit beyond which his assistance would not be extended, and he was wary about discussing the business in which he was involved. 
 
    One thing Podmore had let slip inadvertently. While Stanley Investments was the northern offshoot of Martin and Channing, there were no directors located in Newcastle: 
 
    Podmore was employed as its investment manager, but he himself held no shares in the firm and took no part in policy-making. Moreover, the business undertaken was of a limited kind. That much Eric had been able to glean from the conversation: the rest was guesswork. 
 
    In the first instance, Podmore’s explanation — before one was asked for — regarding his office had been too swift and too glib. What he had said had the ring of truth, as a generality, but it did not entirely explain the dinginess of the premises or the lack of staff present there. He had also turned the issue aside when Eric had asked him directly how good business was: Eric had gained the impression Podmore was dissatisfied with the kind of answer he might have been forced to make. 
 
    And perhaps Podmore’s own air of despondency and disillusionment was a further contributory factor to Eric’s view of the situation: it fitted in with the impression that the Stanley Investments subsidiary did not have the confidence of its parent company, Martin and Channing. 
 
    The question that now bothered Eric was whether the parent firm itself was high on its credit rating but low on its operational possibilities. 
 
    Eric had not discussed the matter further with Anne. 
 
    After the outburst and the quarrel they had deliberately avoided the subject of the investment. He was aware that she had told Mark Fenham to go ahead with his presentation, and make contact with Martin and Channing with a view to reaching a draft agreement, but the details had not been discussed with him. 
 
    He found himself in some difficulty. Anne had suggested his reticence was ill-founded, and as much concerned with a personal dislike of Mark Fenham as with the business itself. He himself was forced to admit it might be playing a part. On the other hand he had reservations about a possible deal with Martin and Channing, and these reservations had been strengthened by his suspicions after the conversation with Reuben Podmore. 
 
    He did not know what to do next. 
 
    It was a feeling that annoyed him. He made his way back to the office, dealt with some routine inquiries from each of the legal executives, and after he had given a briefing to young Elias he settled down to some work himself on two draft contracts and a conveyancing matter. The brief needed to go to counsel inside two days and there was the likelihood of a hearing to be fixed in London in a couple of weeks, so it would be an agency matter. It was not something he could leave to the legal executives, so he worked at it himself and the afternoon slipped away. 
 
    Before she left, the receptionist called in and made him a cup of tea. Alone in the office, he found thoughts of Reuben Podmore and Martin and Channing intruding upon his concentration. He took a break and sipped his tea, standing at the window, looking out past the Gloria to the Gateshead bank and the old ruined church on the skyline. 
 
    Pride suggested he leave the issues alone: if she trusted Mark Fenham, and the young lawyer was about to make a fool of himself, that was their problem. But was it pride, or pettiness — and was he really jealous of young Fenham, for his confidence, his easy charm, his smoothness, and the friendliness of his relationship with Anne? 
 
    One thing still rankled. She had been wrong to bring up the topic of his first wife, suggesting he had not fought to keep her. That day he had come home and found her with her lover had been traumatic: he had not wanted to keep her. It was all long ago now and anything they had had between them was ill-remembered. His relationship with Anne was different, but when did it become necessary to fight? 
 
    Perhaps before problems arose. Perhaps he should work harder at his marriage, before they drifted apart. And that might mean taking a more positive role in Morcomb Estates and her business life, rather than indulging himself in a backstreet business near the Quayside. 
 
    Irritated, he turned away, set down his cup and cleared his desk to deal with the conveyancing brief. Eventually Podmore and Morcomb Estates and Martin and Channing receded from his thoughts and he was able to concentrate on the issues before him. It was seven o’clock before he had finished. 
 
    It was a long drive back to Sedleigh Hall. He rang Anne, told her there were still a few things he had to do to clear up, and he’d snatch a meal in town before staying at the flat overnight. He expected to be back reasonably early the following afternoon. She was cool, but said she’d be home to greet him. She wouldn’t be in Newcastle for a few days: farm auctions in Northumberland, involving Morcomb Estates, would take her to Alnwick. 
 
    ‘By the way,’ she added, ‘Mark has been in touch with Martin and Channing. You’d better book the date in your diary. We’ll be entertaining the senior partner here at Sedleigh Hall in a couple of weeks. There’s a chance we’ll be finalizing things then. He’s called Leonard Channing.’ 
 
    It soured Eric’s appetite. He left his office at eight and walked up the hill to get a snack in the Duke and Duchess. His mood was gloomy: he felt Anne was making a mistake, and he was in no position to offer advice. Its basis would be regarded as jealousy. He felt himself cornered, and annoyed. 
 
    He left the pub and walked back down the hill to collect his car and drive to the flat in Gosforth. He got in, drove to the roundabout at Sandhill and glanced back along the Quayside. 
 
    He caught a flash of light from the deck of the Gloria. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In a sense it was none of his business. He was a lawyer, not a policeman: those days were long behind him. His connection with the Gloria was only through his clients, Craig Lynch Marine, and he had fulfilled his obligations towards them by taping the statutory notice to the mast of the vessel. 
 
    But he was curious. He had been aboard and everything had been locked, no sign of master or crew. The notice was affixed, but it was not unknown for a skipper to ignore the notice, slip out of the moorings and vanish out at sea in an attempt to avoid the jurisdiction. It caused problems for Craig Lynch, not Eric Ward: it might in the long run even bring him more business, he thought ruefully. 
 
    But if the skipper was aboard, and was trying to slip out of the Tyne, and Eric Ward had seen him, his sense of responsibility to his clients demanded he do something about it. 
 
    He parked his car near the old Moot Hall and walked back under the roar of the Tyne Bridge until he could see the deck of the Gloria. 
 
    There was no light on deck, no glimmer from the wheelhouse. Slowly he walked forward, until the hull loomed up above him. He glanced around: no one else seemed to be on the Quayside, although there were some twenty or so cars parked nearby, users of the restaurants that had sprung up near the Side. 
 
    On the Gateshead bank the floating restaurant glittered, the coloured festoon of lights coruscating in the dark water, and the rhythmic beat of disco music thudded across to Sandgate. Near the Gloria, however, all was quiet. The gangplank was still secure and Eric stepped over the rope, grasped the chain and began to climb aboard. 
 
    Downriver a siren mourned and across the Tyne Bridge a police car sped with blue light flashing. 
 
    ‘Anyone aboard?’ Eric called. 
 
    The light groaning and scrape of the hull against the side of the quay was the only sound he heard in reply. He put out a hand: the rail was greasy. He stepped forward, feeling the sway of the deck under his feet: the tide was on the turn and a light breeze was rising, sweeping in from the coast as the night grew darker. There was a freshness in the air, a hint of rain, perhaps, and he called again, moving towards the wheelhouse. 
 
    He could not be certain where he had seen the light. Now, he began to question his own senses: perhaps it had not been a light on the deck, but rather the sweep of a headlight from the Tyne Bridge or the Quayside, a car headlight lancing its beam across the deck, reflecting against the harbour wall. He paused, hesitantly, and looked around him. There was no movement from the Quayside and no sound aboard the Gloria except that caused by the lapping tide. 
 
    He walked forward to the wheelhouse. 
 
    The door was open. 
 
    It moved slightly, with the sway of the deck. Inside, everything was dark, and he could make out only vague shapes, unfamiliar to his untrained eye. He put out a hand and held the door, standing there uncertain of how to proceed. He glanced back towards the mast. The pale blur of the taped notice told him it had not been ripped away. 
 
    He stepped into the wheelhouse. 
 
    Everything happened in a blur. He could not be certain what warned him. It might have been a sound, a movement in the dark, or it might have been the instinctive response bred from his police training. Even as he stepped into the darkness of the wheelhouse he knew suddenly he was not alone, and with the knowledge he was stepping away, thrusting into the cabin and away from the door. 
 
    The first blow caught him across the shoulder and he staggered. There was a whirl of movement, the peculiar sensation of warmth as someone closed with him, a hot, fearful body, and then the second wild, swinging blow came. 
 
    It caught him across the base of his neck and he gasped, falling forward as his senses swam and a rigid numbness incapacitated him. He fell to his knees, head down, and a nausea came to his throat as the numbness spread along his neck and arm. Behind him there was a rushing, shuffling sound, someone leaping for the doorway and next moment the door was slammed violently and he heard footsteps careering across the deck. 
 
    He stayed where he was, unable to speak, head down and gasping for breath as the dreadful numbness held his neck and arm in its grip. He closed his eyes, squeezed them tightly and tried to control his anguished breathing: the nerve ends behind his eyes began to scratch and he tried to calm himself, will away the first tensions that would lead to pain. He kept his head down, waiting, and gradually his breathing slowed, and the numbness in his shoulder was succeeded by a warmth that turned to a painful throbbing. 
 
    In a little while that too eased and he climbed to his feet, holding the bulkhead for support. He turned to the door, opened it and stepped out on to the deck. 
 
    The breeze was cool to his cheek. He made his way across the deck, vaguely aware that the statutory notice on the mast was still there, and cursing himself for a fool. If the master of the Gloria had intended stealing away from the Tyne he would not have done it at turn of the tide, and he would not have been lurking about in the wheelhouse. He would have been down in the engine room if anywhere, preparing to sail. 
 
    Eric Ward had no one to blame but himself. An abandoned vessel like the Gloria on the Quayside was an open invitation to half the yobbos along Scotswood. The word would quickly be out among the scavengers that the ship was unattended. Once darkness had fallen, someone would certainly be down to find out what was worth stealing. Crews quarters had been locked, but it would not have been difficult to break into the wheelhouse. Eric could not even recall now, from his visit earlier in the day whether the wheelhouse had in fact even been locked. 
 
    Moreover, the affixed notice itself may well have been an invitation to the scavengers. But worst of all, he thought disgustedly, It was all none of his business. He had poked his nose m where it was not his concern; he’d disturbed some young thug rifling the wheelhouse where there’d be little of value anyway, and if he now got a sore shoulder and neck as a result it was largely his own fault. He should have minded his own business. 
 
    It was likely to have been something heavy, like a piece of iron, to have numbed his neck and shoulder muscles the way it did. He tried to stretch his arm now, as he stood on the deck, and a fierce pain stabbed along his neck and biceps. He headed for the gangway, to make his way back to the Quayside. 
 
    Thirty yards away someone was parking a car. Eric made his way down the gangway, stepping over the guardrope and he caught his foot, almost falling. He was still unbalanced, a little dizzy from the two blows he had received. The man near the car was staring at him. A moment later he began to walk forward. 
 
    Eric shook his head to try to clear it, and began to walk back towards Sandhill. His step was slow and careful. He heard the man behind him quicken his pace. 
 
    ‘You all right?’ 
 
    Eric stopped, and nodded. He did not look at the man. He felt vaguely embarrassed at the condition he was in ‘I’m all right,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘You look dazed. I saw you come off the boat. I thought you were going to fall.’ 
 
    ‘No. Just a bit dizzy. I’ll be all right in a moment.’ 
 
    Eric began to walk away. The man started to walk with him, slowed, and stopped. ‘If you’re sure you’re okay . . .’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine. My car’s just along here.’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath, cursing. He reached Sandhill and walked slowly towards the old Moot Hall where his car was parked. He had the feeling that the man who had spoken to him was standing in the shadow of the Tyne Bridge, still somewhat solicitous. Two busybodies in one night, Eric thought bitterly. He unlocked the car and got in. He sat there for several minutes before the numbness had eased and the dizziness had gone. 
 
    When he finally drove away from the Quayside, swinging around to head for Gray Street and the road out to Gosforth, he saw no lights on the deck of the silent Gloria. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he woke next morning his arm and neck were stiff and painful; as he waited for the coffee to percolate he exercised his arm grimly, annoyed with himself for boarding the Gloria and even more annoyed that he had been caught by the unseen assailant. 
 
    During the course of the day the stiffness remained but he was able to work without too much trouble, and he left the office about four to make the drive out to Sedleigh Hall. 
 
    He had no great desire to talk to Anne about his foolishness and about the encounter with the thief on board the Gloria but he would have been forced into it as soon as she observed how stiff he was. In the event it did not happen; she rang to say, like him, she was stuck with extra business, had been forced to go north to Berwick and was likely to be there until late the following day. She did not arrive home until late and she was tired: there was no opportunity for talk. 
 
    By the end of the week the stiffness and soreness had eased and there seemed no point in talking to her about it. 
 
    At the weekend she asked him whether he’d had any further thoughts about the purchase of an interest in Martin and Channing. He said he hadn’t, but would be interested to meet the senior partner in the firm when he visited them at Sedleigh Hall. 
 
    She told him it had all been arranged. He shot apparently, so she’d arranged a small group to go out on the moors. Eric excused himself from the shoot. A little sharply, Anne asked him whether he would nevertheless be at the dinner-party. Eric replied that he would: he was interested in making the acquaintance of Leonard Channing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The senior partner in Martin and Channing was a little above middle height and about sixty years of age. His features were patrician, his nose narrow, his lips too thin to enable him to smile easily. His dark eyes had the confidence that came with dealing with other people’s money and holding balances of financial power; his fingers were slim and long, with the suppleness of a pianist. The dinner had been decreed formal and his dinner jacket was immaculately cut, his tie the right shade of blue against the fashionable pale colour of his shirt. He spoke easily and charmingly; his manners were polished and his turn of phrase elegant. 
 
    He regarded himself as a man of the world and one with the experience to carry off any social situation. Because he held himself in such regard, Eric guessed, he would be held in that regard by others. He would be a tough man to bargain with, used to winning arguments. 
 
    What Eric found slightly disturbing was that he seemed already to have found an accord with Mark Fenham. 
 
    The young solicitor had met Leonard Channing several times in business meetings; of that Eric was aware. He was somewhat surprised to realize, nevertheless, that Mark Fenham seemed dazzled by the merchant banker. They used first names, and Fenham saw nothing patronizing in this; perhaps he was unaware of the nuances that would lead Channing to refer to others in the party, like Eric, by their surnames. A typical piece of English mannered snobbishness, of course, but indicative of something. 
 
    That something could mean that Channing believed Fenham was no problem; he could be manipulated. 
 
    Not that he seemed to give a second thought to Eric Ward. While he was not entirely dismissive, he clearly regarded Eric as lightweight, and not seriously involved in the future relationships between Martin and Channing and Anne Ward. It could have been that he was basing his attitude upon information and prejudices fed to him by Mark Fenham, but Eric was not fool enough to believe so entirely: Leonard Channing had looked at Eric Ward, talked briefly to him, measured him against the background he had been given by Mark Fenham and then, clearly, had dismissed him as someone of no real consequence. 
 
    Eric understood how the man might reach the conclusion, but was irritated, nevertheless. It led him, after dinner, to play a more positive role in the conversation than he had intended. 
 
    The members of the party had been well chosen, and equally well briefed. The shoot in the morning had been followed by a light lunch and the opportunity to relax, bathe, and stroll around Sedleigh Hall. Dinner had been taken relatively early but after the brandy most of the party had slipped away, murmuring their goodbyes. Leonard Channing had intimated he would need to get back to London early on the Sunday, so the opportunity for a last discussion, before formalities were headed for, would be after dinner. 
 
    Mark Fenham was there, with Channing and a little man who seemed to act in a personal capacity to the banker, Anne, Eric and the accountant Hoskins. Eric listened while various possibilities were discussed and the general area of agreement was hammered out. 
 
    Much of it, he felt, was stale ground. Fenham would have prepared most of the positions, discussed them with Channing or his people, and was now heading merely for confirmations. Eric was not sure Anne was aware of it; he himself saw certain lines along which the discussion was moving. 
 
    With Anne’s permission, Channing had lit a cigar. He leaned back in his chair, enjoying the smoke, and he gestured towards the young lawyer in an expansive gesture. ‘I’ve been impressed, Mrs Ward, by your adviser here. I won’t say that when we met he showed me he had much more than the right connections, but I didn’t know then that he had such a wise head on his shoulders. Morcomb Estates is lucky to hold him. I’m sure there would be other lucrative possibilities open to him elsewhere.’ 
 
    Fenham laughed. ‘It’s kind of you to say so, Leonard. Maybe I didn’t drive hard enough bargains with you.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing’s thin lips stretched to allow a smile. ‘I wouldn’t say that, exactly. I got the impression, when we were discussing business, that there were occasions when I was being stretched. And I’m not used to that situation. No, as I see it, Mrs Ward, Mark here has the capacity to seize a main chance when it arises, without loss to his clients and to obtain maximum advantage for his employer. He’ll go a long way.’ 
 
    ‘Into merchant banking, maybe?’ Eric asked quietly. There was a brief pause. Leonard Channing was still smiling as he turned his head to glance at Eric, but the smile was a fixture, meaningless. ‘I’m not certain I understand you, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think Mark would find a place in an acceptance house, with his talents?’ Eric asked innocently. He was aware of Anne staring at him, her brows knitting as she detected the line he was paying out to the merchant banker. 
 
    Leonard Channing’s smile faded and he looked serious. 
 
    He nodded slowly, as though giving the matter careful thought. ‘I consider his talents are such that he could make a career for himself. — a successful career — in a finance house.’ The smile came back, widening to seek an appreciative audience. ‘The right house, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Like Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    Anne started to say something but bit it back. Channing stared at Eric. ‘It has not been discussed, of course, but . . . well, Martin and Channing is a sound house for a young man to make his way, if he has legal and financial acumen.’ 
 
    ‘I merely ask the question,’ Eric said pleasantly, ‘because if you were considering offering Mark a place in Martin and Channing there might be a problem.’ 
 
    ‘Problem?’ 
 
    ‘Conflict of interest,’ Eric said blandly. 
 
    There was a short silence. Mark Fenham was leaning back in his chair, his handsome head to one side as though straining to pick up nuances he had missed. Anne was sitting stiffly, staring at him as though she was puzzled, tense because she was uncertain which way the discussion was heading. The accountant Hoskins looked worried; only Leonard Channing and his henchman appeared entirely unruffled. ‘I’m not certain in what area a conflict of interest argument might arise,’ Leonard Channing said. 
 
    ‘Neither am I,’ Mark Fenham added. 
 
    Eric looked at the young lawyer. Fenham had paled, and his mouth had an angry set to it. Eric shrugged, and smiled frostily at Channing. ‘Well, let’s put it like this. Mark is an employee of Morcomb Estates. In that capacity he must always act in the best interests of the company that employs him. He is presently negotiating with Martin and Channing, on behalf of my wife, with a view to an interest being purchased in the acceptance house. Now let’s assume he then joins Martin and Channing in some capacity — or indeed, merely receives a retainer from them.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ Fenham asked, unable to remove the trace of belligerence from his tone. 
 
    ‘There’s almost bound to be a conflict of interest — at least, potentially. The business run by Morcomb Estates in which you act as adviser, Mark — covers land, timber, property, and shares. In the matter of share dealings where would advice be obtained? Would there be any possibility of, say, an investment in an issue controlled or placed by Martin and Channing? Could you always be sure that the advice you were proffering Anne and her company would be only to their advantage, and not to the other company paying you: Martin and Channing?’ 
 
    ‘The question would never arise,’ Fenham said angrily. ‘You couldn’t prevent the possibility,’ Eric replied. ‘Of course, one way around the problem would be that if you were offered a place or a retainer with Martin and Channing you could simply resign from your position at Morcomb Estates.’ 
 
    Anne shifted uncomfortably, shot a quick glance at Mark Fenham and then glared at Eric. He ignored her. ‘The trouble with that situation is that there might be some doubt, if the matter arose,’ he continued, ‘whether my wife had been badly advised by you in the first place. I mean, there’s the argument that you could have been advising her into a bad bargain in order to fix yourself up with a place at Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘Eric, you’re going too far!’ Anne said angrily. 
 
    Leonard Channing stubbed out his cigar with an exaggerated care. ‘No, no, Mrs Ward, let’s not get too excited. Your husband is raising ethical issues here. I don’t think we should ignore them, or dismiss them out of hand. The fact that they have no basis in truth is irrelevant, of course, for I have offered no such position to Mr Fenham.’ There was a slight, almost imperceptible movement of Mark Fenham’s head; Eric caught the movement, but did not look at him as Leonard Channing continued. ‘It’s not for me to say, naturally, who might be chosen to represent Mrs Ward’s interests at Martin and Channing. Do I take it, from the interest you now seem to be taking in the discussion, that you yourself would be coming forward?’ 
 
    ‘That might be the case,’ Eric said. 
 
    Channing glanced towards Anne; she was staring at Eric, her eyes widening in surprise. She said nothing, and after a moment Channing smiled thinly. ‘Interesting . . .’ he commented. 
 
    ‘Of course, if I were to be involved in such deliberations I would want to know a great deal more about the business side of Martin and Channing. Just where the larger part of your profits are generated, for instance.’ 
 
    Channing waved his hand airily. ‘Basic banking still pays the rent at most accepting houses,’ he said,’ and Martin and Channing is no exception. It’s the least glamorous activity, of course—’ 
 
    ‘The rest of your business?’ 
 
    ‘A mixed bag. We undertake a certain amount of specialized work — packaging international credits, putting together commercial loans for houses which have the money but lack expertise to arrange business themselves. There’s a certain amount of project finance too; we recently put together a quite complicated package to build a dam in Africa, though I must admit we tend to turn away from business in black Africa, where there’s payment expected over fifteen years . . .’ He made a wry face as though he had tasted sharp lemon juice. ‘Politics can be very damaging to a sound financial deal.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be tendering in fiercely competitive fields,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘In every race,’ Channing admitted, ‘there are winners and losers and we don’t always win. But we pull in reasonable fees for our corporate finance services and advice. Some houses feel they are grossly underpaid for such services; we’re not greedy and consequently pull in quite a bit of satisfactory business, albeit with tight margins.’ 
 
    ‘And mergers and acquisitions?’ 
 
    Channing nodded thoughtfully, his eyes sharper now as he watched Eric. The air of negligent ease had gone. ‘Yes, we run along that road too. We haven’t the best track record in that kind of business and there’s no way we can match the kind of fees that some of the American bankers obtain. But we’ve managed merger and acquisition fees in excess of £250,000.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever initiated such business yourself?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Channing said quietly, ‘we haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe elaborated upon someone else’s initiative?’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking of rich fields, Ward, and considerable risk. Is that the kind you would wish to commit your wife’s capital to, the kind of business where caution goes out of the window and you ride hard for what may be immense or non-existent gains?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t choose to advise my wife what she does with her money,’ Eric said coolly. 
 
    Channing’s eyelids flared momentarily. There was frost in his voice when he asked.’ But when it is invested . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘I would want to ask certain pertinent questions, if they had not already been asked.’ 
 
    Mark Fenham stirred in his chair uneasily, but Anne barely noticed. She was still staring at Eric and her anger was not gone. Even so, she was listening. Channing nodded slowly. ‘I can guess at the kind of questions.’ 
 
    ‘Can you? Do they include the issue of protection?’ Channing’s lips twitched in irritation. ‘A house with the reputation of Martin and Charming—’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t get uneasy at the prospect of an investor asking for guarantees that a degree of control would be available over the operation of the investment business.’ 
 
    ‘A degree of control, no,’ Channing said reluctantly. ‘A seat on the main board?’ Eric asked swiftly. 
 
    ‘That’s never been raised as an issue,’ Channing said hurriedly, ‘and would prove to be an unreasonable request in the short term.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you would refuse it?’ 
 
    ‘I see little point in talking hypothetically—’ 
 
    ‘You mean it hasn’t been asked for in the negotiations?’ Channing stared coldly at Eric. Whereas earlier his glance had been dismissive it now held hints of calculation, as though he were weighing up an opponent. ‘Details have not yet been worked out, but I’m sure amicable solutions could be reached.’ 
 
    ‘A seat on the board of Martin and Channing?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that.’ Channing glanced at his henchman briefly, then looked back to Eric. ‘There is little point in taking a seat on a policy-making board if one doesn’t really know what is going on. You have already pointed out that Mr Fenham, as an employee of Morcomb Estates, would seem to be facing problems of conflict of interest. The purchase of a share in Martin and Channing is to be undertaken, I understand, not as part of the Morcomb Estates business but rather out of Mrs Ward’s . . . personal finances.’ 
 
    He glanced at Anne. ‘That is so,’ she said in a small voice. ‘So if we were to talk about . . . representation, you would be able to nominate someone you trust . . . and who has the necessary understanding of the way we work.’ 
 
    There was a challenge in the air and it was to Anne. She stared at Charming for several seconds, not understanding, and then she looked at Eric. He had refused till now to get involved in her business, refused to take part in Morcomb Estates. He had beaten his own track, down at the Quayside, and she had been angry and frustrated. But now, in a manner she clearly found bewildering he had chosen to challenge Leonard Channing, and Channing, in his turn was throwing a gauntlet down at her feet. Trust, he had said, and understanding. 
 
    The tension grew in the room as she sat silently, staring at Eric. Then, surprisingly, overconfident, Channing overplayed his hand. ‘A company lawyer, of course,’ he said, ‘might be acceptable to us, but one in a general practice could not be expected to have the . . . ah . . . necessary background and expertise . . .’ 
 
    Anne’s glance flickered briefly over Charming and then she stared at Eric again. He was calm. It was her decision. He had not stated his position, but by inference it was there in front of her. The question was in her eyes but he would not answer her openly: Channing had used the words ‘trust and understanding’ and he had also now intimated that in his view Eric Ward was not the man to represent Anne’s interests in Martin and Channing. A company lawyer like Mark Fenham should be first choice. 
 
    But Anne was asking the question in her eyes and he held her glance. 
 
    She was nothing if not loyal. ‘My husband has my every confidence, Mr Charming,’ she said slowly. ‘He is not the company lawyer you suggest, but I am more than certain he would look after my interests admirably — and have a contribution to make to the firm itself.’ 
 
    Channing’s mouth registered annoyance; Mark Fenham’s hands were very still and he sat rigidly, stunned by the turn of events. ‘It is clearly up to you,’ Channing said, ‘though in the course of negotiations . . .’ He bit off the words, then looked at Eric with cold eyes. ‘We would not be able to agree, in the circumstances, to a seat on the main board.’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s something we can discuss in due course.’ 
 
    Channing thought for a moment and then a slight, cynical smile touched his mouth. He nodded. ‘Yes, I’m sure in our discussion we can reach a suitable . . . compromise.’ He rose, abruptly. ‘Mrs Ward, it’s been an interesting, entertaining and most instructive day. You’ll be aware I need to return to London tomorrow. I don’t think there is much more we can usefully pursue this evening — we’ll need to thrash out details later. So perhaps you’ll forgive me now if I retire. I’m not as young as I used to be, and my best work is done in the mornings.’ 
 
    His minion had risen with him; Mark Fenham now also rose, clumsily, seemingly somewhat disorientated still, and he also made an excuse to retire. After the good nights were said, and Hoskins had left the room in their train, Eric walked across to the drinks tray and poured himself a brandy. He looked at Anne. ‘You’ll join me?’ 
 
    She was glaring at him, but the anger had been replaced by bemused curiosity. ‘If you’re celebrating something and you must be, to get on to the hard stuff — I will.’ 
 
    He poured a somewhat larger brandy for her and walked across, handed her the glass and smiled. ‘I quite enjoyed that.’ 
 
    ‘Even though it means the end of your prized independence?’ 
 
    His gaze met hers, levelly. ‘It’s a compromise, Anne, not a surrender.’ 
 
    She frowned, uncertain, and shook her head in exasperation. ‘Eric, I swear, there are times when I just don’t know what the hell’s going on inside your head. I never thought you would be prepared to work on this Martin and Channing thing. What the hell is going on?’ 
 
    There was no time to tell her, even if, without reflection, he could have explained it to her satisfactorily. He heard a discreet cough behind him and he turned. Evans, Anne’s butler, stood there, one hand on the door handle. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, madam,’ he said, his Welsh rhythms breaking in on the words in a manner that was unusual. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Anne said. 
 
    ‘There’s a gentleman called, madam. He would like to talk to Mr Ward.’ The owlish eyes turned towards Eric. ‘He says he’s from the Northumberland Police.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    The sickly smell of formaldehyde was strong in Eric Ward’s nostrils. The mortuary assistant wore a white lab coat with stains on one narrow lapel. His eyes were blank and uninterested, his attitude listless. There was nothing in his care which had any connection with life: he regarded his charges as items, slabs of meat. It was a defensive mechanism Eric could understand, even though he was always slightly angered by it. 
 
    The police constable with him was young, and slightly green at the gills. He stood to one side while the assistant identified the relevant tag. He was shivering slightly; it could have been from the cold. 
 
    The assistant drew back the sheet. The police constable came forward. For a moment Eric thought the man was going to gag, but the words struggled out. ‘Do you . . . recognize the man, sir?’ 
 
    Recognition by his best friend would have been impossible. The body was swollen, puffed and putrescent with the immersion in seawater. The face was bloated, and crabs, or fish, had nibbled away at the flesh. Eric shook his head. 
 
    ‘There are no identifying characteristics you can point to?’ the young constable persisted, trying to do his job and sweating in the cold air as he tried to control the impulses of his stomach. ‘No,’ Eric said shortly and turned away. 
 
    Silently the assistant covered the corpse, and the police constable hurried along behind Eric. At the door he pushed past him. ‘Would you come back out to the car now, sir?’ They drove swiftly away, back into Morpeth. Eric was silent in the back seat. Gusts of night air swept in on him as the constable breathed deep: the driver had edged away from him and the odour of formaldehyde which still clung to his uniform. 
 
    They parked in the yard behind the police station and Eric was escorted into the main building and up the stairs to the interview room. He was offered a cup of tea but declined it. He waited. Fifteen minutes passed before the constable in attendance straightened and the door behind Eric opened. 
 
    ‘All right lad, you can shove off.’ 
 
    Eric knew the voice. 
 
    Detective-Superintendent Mason lowered himself into the seat facing Eric across the plain wooden table. His thick black hair was still springy, but greying heavily at the temples and his moustache was stragglier than Eric remembered, drooping in discontent at the corners of his mouth. The sleepy pouches under his eyes emphasized the gloomy cynicism that affected Mason; his blotchy skin sagged over his fleshy face and he glared at Eric with ill-concealed dislike. He was a muscular, short-tempered man whose attitudes and behaviour Eric had criticized in the old days, when they had both been on the beat. The scars from that relationship had remained, unhealed, and had indeed been opened again from time to time in the intervening years when their paths had crossed professionally. 
 
    ‘So,’ Mason began heavily, ‘not the best time of day.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t it have waited?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘If I got to wander around in the middle of the bloody night and your name comes up, you think I’m not going to haul you out, too?’ Mason sneered. 
 
    ‘Why has my name come up? And in what connection?’ Mason glowered at him, old resentments seeping to the surface. He shook his heavy head. ‘Trouble with you, Ward, you never learn. When you started as a solicitor you put all your police connections behind you: and you’ve forgotten, seems to me, that it’s coppers who ask questions, not bloody lawyers, in your position.’ 
 
    ‘And what position am I in?’ Eric asked calmly. 
 
    ‘Curious one, I tell you that.’ Mason leaned back in the chair and delved in his jacket pocket for a battered packet of cigarettes. He shook one out, lit it and smoked gloomily, staring at Eric through the drifting blue smoke. ‘Got a capacity for getting into trouble, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m still waiting to hear what this is all about.’ 
 
    ‘The mortuary bring back any memories?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know why I was taken there.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t recognize the character we got on ice there, then?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know why you expect that I should.’ 
 
    ‘Little birds, little birds . . .’ 
 
    ‘Now look, Mason—’ 
 
    ‘No, you look, Ward. Don’t get uppity with me. You always tried to make out you were so bloody superior, and now you’re a flaming solicitor you’re convinced of it. But you don’t rate with me, you never have, and I freely admit it gives me a certain satisfaction to haul you out in the middle of the night to ask you some pertinent questions.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘About Peter Knurling.’ 
 
    Eric paused, eyeing the policeman carefully. ‘I don’t know anyone of that name.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ Mason jeered. ‘Rings no bells for you?’ 
 
    ‘None whatsoever.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as you’ll have gathered after seeing the recent deceased he’s spent some time in the river. We fished him out of the Tyne some days back not far from J arrow Slake. Not that he entered the water there, of course: the tide will have pulled him down to the sea, down past Low Walker and Hebburn. First news we got, in fact, was from the river police station at Old Staiths. They got a report of something bumping about near the landing, but it was dark, they couldn’t find it, and fifteen hours later it had travelled as far as the Slake. Took us a few days to identify him, then.’ Eric waited, but Mason was silent, staring at him with a lopsided, unpleasant grin. ‘Where do you think he entered the water?’ Eric asked at last. 
 
    ‘Can’t be certain, but we got some ideas. Based on solid investigative work, of course.’ 
 
    Investigative work, as far as Mason had been concerned in the old days, had consisted of taking a youngster into a dark alley in Newcastle and battering his head against the wall. Eric waited. 
 
    ‘Funny thing, really, how nosey people are. Take this character who came to see us few days ago. Used to be in the Special Police, always sticking his nose in ever since, even though he hasn’t been active in ten years. He gave us some information. Very useful. Led us to you.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘What’s your connection with the Gloria, berthed on the Quayside at Newcastle?’ 
 
    ‘Connection?’ Eric thought for a moment. ‘No real connection . . . I hold a retainer from Craig Lynch Marine Insurance, and they hold a bottomry bond on the Gloria. The bond was dishonoured and I acted for them in its impounding. As far as I’m aware she’s still berthed at the Quayside — or was until the weekend, anyway, because I saw her there. The case is still pending, but I’ve had nothing to do with her since—’ 
 
    ‘Since you stuck the notice on her mast?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a lie.’ 
 
    ‘Mason—’ 
 
    ‘This character I told you about, the nosy ex-Special Police guy — he happened to be parking his car on the Quayside couple of weeks back. He says he saw someone coming off the Gloria. It was dark and he wouldn’t have paid much attention, but there were no lights aboard and this feller coming down the gangway, he was staggering or something. So our friend went up to him, asked him if he needed help, and got a pretty short answer. Suspicious like, he then hung around. He watched the guy off the boat go to a car, drive away. He took the car number.’ 
 
    Eric was silent, waiting. 
 
    ‘He didn’t leave it that, of course,’ Mason continued. ‘Not our ex-Special Policeman. Public-spirited character. He scanned the papers, just in case. And at last, when the Journal published a news item about a body being fished out of the Tyne he came running around to us. There might be a connection, he said. So we checked. The car number was yours. And dammit, we find some other interesting information. The skipper of the Gloria — he’s gone missing. And from papers in the corpse’s pocket-waterproof wallet, fortunately — we can make the link.’ 
 
    ‘How did he die?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Painfully, my friend. He’d had a knife twisted in his gullet before he drowned. So now what do you say? Don’t tell me you want to talk to a lawyer.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, thinking hard. ‘I was on the Gloria one evening a couple of weeks ago—’ 
 
    ‘What the hell were you doing there? Had you already fixed the notice? You wouldn’t be doing that in the dark, dammit!’ 
 
    ‘Take it quietly, Mason, and listen. I’d placed the statutory notice and had been working late in the office. I ate in town but had left my car near the office. When I drove away I thought I saw a light on the Gloria. I went to investigate—’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ 
 
    ‘I thought it might have been someone trying to slip the Gloria out to sea, beyond the jurisdiction.’ 
 
    ‘That your business?’ 
 
    ‘Strictly, no, but having seen the light, I went aboard—’ 
 
    ‘And you and Knurling had a jar of rum together and then things got out of hand—’ 
 
    ‘I was attacked, Mason.’ 
 
    ‘You what?’ 
 
    ‘I called out, heard no one aboard, but when I reached the wheelhouse there was someone there behind the door. He struck me, I went down, and he got off the Gloria quickly.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have waited to finish the job,’ Mason glowered. ‘This is a tall story you’re telling me, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the truth.’ 
 
    ‘You report it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Eric hesitated. ‘I thought it was probably some youngster from one of the Tyneside gangs along Scotswood, lifting whatever he could find from the impounded boat. There was nothing there of value to steal, the below decks were secured, and I guessed the kid was scared, belted me and got the hell out of there.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t explain why you didn’t report it. You didn’t tell anyone?’ 
 
    ‘There seemed no point,’ Eric replied lamely. ‘Didn’t you even tell your wife?’ 
 
    ‘She . . . she was away at the time. When she got back . . . there were other things to think of.’ 
 
    Mason stubbed out his cigarette viciously. He folded his hands over his stomach and glared at Eric. ‘Thin. Very thin.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the way it was.’ 
 
    ‘And now? Now we know the skipper was knifed and dumped into the Tyne, maybe from the deck of the Gloria?’ 
 
    ‘All I saw was a flash of light on the deck. I went aboard. Someone hammered me. I saw nothing; could identify no one.’ Eric paused. ‘That’s all there is, Mason.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite.’ Detective-Superintendent Mason was silent for almost a minute. He stirred restlessly. ‘You ever meet this guy Knurling?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But you knew he was skipper of the Gloria.’ 
 
    ‘No. My concern was with the vessel, through Craig Lynch Marine. I didn’t know the names of the crew or other personnel involved.’ 
 
    ‘So, naturally, you wouldn’t have been aware that Knurling wasn’t his real name?’ 
 
    The silence grew around them as Eric made no answer. At last, Mason leaned forward, elbows on the table, thrusting his face nearer Eric’s. ‘The bugger was travelling under false papers, man,’ he said. ‘False documents, false master’s ticket, the lot. That costs, you know. Not easy to get forged sea papers.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what his real name was?’ 
 
    ‘We do. Mueller. Karl Mueller. He had lodgings in Felling. Found his passport there. The name familiar to you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Ward, all I’m getting from you is negatives.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I have to give.’ 
 
    ‘So you know nothing about Mueller or his movements; you’ve never come across the name Peter Knurling; you’ve no idea why he should change his name; you know nothing about the way he died; you can’t imagine why he should have been killed, and you’ve certainly no idea who would have killed him — although you yourself got mugged on the deck of the Gloria. I suppose you don’t even know anything about the voyage of the bloody ship, either.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ 
 
    ‘You know sod — all about anything, that’s about the size of it,’ Mason muttered. 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    Mason rose abruptly to his feet, towering over Eric and sending the chair crashing down behind him. ‘You know me, Ward, I can be a violent man when I’m crossed. And I’m feeling crossed right now. Maybe you really do know nothing about this killing, but you’re too close to the heart of it to let me feel comfortable. I don’t like your story of the incident on the deck of the damned ship, but if that’s all it was, and if you really are clear, then stay that way — well clear! But if you do know anything, if you’re holding anything back on some mistaken crap about lawyer’s privilege or something, I warn you, I’ll break every bone—’ 
 
    ‘Mason,’ Eric said icily, ‘you’re not talking to some kid in a back alley now.’ 
 
    Mason’s eyes glittered with uncontrolled malice. ‘Get the hell out of here,’ he snarled. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As he made his way down the steps to the main entrance Eric glanced at his watch. It was almost three in the morning. He stopped at the duty room and asked if he could make a phone call. He rang Anne, and told her not to worry, he was on his way back. He requested a police car; there was a short delay. While he waited, he heard a voice in the corridor. It was one he knew from the old days. 
 
    Harry Parks was thirty-five now and had only recently been promoted to detective-sergeant. He’d been a raw recruit when Eric had taken him under his wing: they had always got on well together. When he saw Eric emerge from the duty room his boyish face creased into a grin. ‘Eric! I heard you’d been pulled in, but I thought you’d gone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m waiting for a squad car.’ 
 
    Harry Parks nodded, glanced sideways, and then drew Eric a little way down the corridor. ‘I heard Mason dragged you in. It was on the cards that as soon as he heard it was you, he’d jump in on it personally.’ 
 
    ‘There’s never been any love lost between us,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    ‘So how are you mixed up in it?’ 
 
    Eric explained. ‘It’s purely accidental, but Mason would love to hang something on me. What information do you have on the murdered man, anyway?’ 
 
    Parks shrugged. ‘Not a lot. And I got a feeling we’re never going to get much. We’ve been on to Interpol, of course, but so far there’s nothing. The voyage of the Gloria seems innocent enough—’ 
 
    ‘There’s been some bond trouble, a lien on the ship once the cargo was sold,’ Eric interrupted. 
 
    ‘So we gather. But that doesn’t seem to link up in any way. Ship’s papers are OK, cargo manifest in order . . . it’s just this guy has false papers, picked up the ship on the last leg to England and got himself knocked off in the Tyne. Why the hell didn’t he wait to have it done somewhere else?’ 
 
    ‘What about his passport?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘In the name of Karl Mueller. Well-travelled, as you’d guess. Latest stopovers seem to have been in France, Spain and Switzerland. We’re particularly checking the last. What’s a sailor up to in Switzerland?’ 
 
    ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ 
 
    ‘Occasionally better. Eric, good to see you. Keep in touch. And don’t get involved in this kind of mucky business, hey?’ It was not a matter of choice, Eric thought. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They had never found the body of William Jobling. 
 
    A hundred and thirty years previously he had had the privilege of being the last man gibbeted in England. They had trundled his remains along the South Shields turnpike to Jarrow Slake, encased the body in iron bars and covered it in pitch. They’d hoisted the body on to the twenty-foot-high gibbet: founded in a stone weighing one and a half tons, its height meant that the corpse would be displayed even at high water. 
 
    Within three weeks local pitmen, of whom Jobling had been one, spirited away the body under cover of darkness, so that it would not endure the humiliation of the gibbet for a crime arising out of the pitmen’s strike. Rumour had it that the corpse had been buried at sea, or under the walls of the ancient monastery at Jarrow. It was never recovered. 
 
    It was years since Eric Ward had stood at Jarrow Slake and the scene was every bit as desolate as he remembered — more so, perhaps, now that the dry docks at his back were deserted and the shipyards beyond Tyne Dock empty and quiet, rusting gantries gaunt against the dark morning sky. 
 
    A cold breeze ruffled the grey surface of the Slake as he stood on the jetty, looking out towards where the river police would have picked up the body of Karl Mueller. A few aimless ducks bobbed dispiritedly on the surface but there were no more than half a dozen waders to be seen among the shore rocks: Jarrow Slake had been well chosen for a gibbet, and it was a sad place for a man to end his days. 
 
    It was only curiosity that had drawn Eric down to the Slake. He was on his way to London, had an hour to spare in Newcastle, so had instructed the taxi-driver to take him across river to the Slake. The man was watching him now, sitting in his car on Slake Road. He would be puzzled: Jarrow Slake was no one’s idea of a beauty spot. 
 
    Anne had been puzzled too, when she had asked him why he hadn’t told her of the attack on board the Gloria. It had been difficult to explain: his silence had been occasioned in part by a desire not to worry or frighten her, and also because he felt there would be little purpose in telling her. The chances of finding his assailant from among the Scotswood gangs would have been remote and he had no intention of wasting the time of the Newcastle police. The matter had only taken on a different complexion when he had learned of the murder of Karl Mueller. It was perfectly possible that Eric had come close to the killer: he might well have disturbed the murderer when he had boarded the Gloria. Whether he had been searching for something on board, or merely checking with his flashlight to ensure that Mueller was dead in the water was a matter for conjecture. 
 
    He had been able to turn Anne aside from such anxieties by talking about the deal with Martin and Channing. 
 
    Just what did make you change your mind?’ Anne had asked him. 
 
    Again, the answer was not an easy one. ‘I suppose the argument we had that evening about Mark Fenham made me sit back and take stock. I’ve never made any secret of the fact that I need to make my own way—’ 
 
    ‘It was an understanding we reached,’ she agreed, ‘without its ever being really discussed.’ 
 
    ‘But I suppose I was taking the whole thing too far, in my insistence that I should not get involved with Morcomb Estates. Certainly, I would never want to be a director of your company: you run the whole thing perfectly well without my interference. But it’s another matter to stand back entirely, and offer no help.’ 
 
    ‘And Mark?’ she asked quietly, but with a light of mischief in her eyes. 
 
    Eric laughed. ‘All right, maybe there was an edge on that account also. But I didn’t want a quarrel and . . . well, although I was reluctant to interfere, I got the impression Mark was getting a bit too close to the whole thing.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not certain what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘I think he was losing some of his objectivity, and that’s dangerous in a lawyer. Besides, you have to remember, I’m expecting you to support me in my old age, and how will you manage that if you enter into rash business ventures?’ 
 
    ‘A share in Martin and Channing can hardly be regarded as a rash business venture.’ 
 
    And she was right. The opportunity was a good one. When he had seen the papers that had been prepared for Mark Fenham Eric was forced to agree that the financial base for the acceptance house was sound, its track record impressive, and its financial packages well researched. He had made inquiries among contacts in the North and in London and it was clear the firm was highly regarded. 
 
    The curiosity was that Martin and Channing were so prepared to countenance the investment from Anne Ward. Most deals of this nature were based on contacts within the financial world: the old boys’ network was utilized, with families buying in on the basis of their status and social circle. Eric had managed to get no answer to that question. Anne’s was new money, and money was always welcome but there was plenty of old money around for the asking. So why had Leonard Channing been so interested, and prepared to agree the investment? 
 
    Eric had his own theory about it. Channing was now in his sixties. He had dominated the firm as his father had before him. He had done all he had planned to do, perhaps, and it was time he planned for the day when he could take capital out of the business. There was the possibility Martin and Channing needed fresh money, cash that would not be tied up in fifteen-year investments, building projects that would not give an immediate return of the kind Channing might want in retirement. 
 
    Mark Fenham’s approach on behalf of Anne Ward would have given Leonard Channing the chance he was looking for. An injection of a considerable nature, with few strings attached; a source of finance from someone new to the money game; a malleable, inexperienced legal adviser with no background in investment banking; the chance to offer a deal in which Channing and his partners would be giving little away. 
 
    And that’s the way it would still be, unless Eric could tie things down to produce a better situation for Anne. One thing was in his favour: the City now knew of the proposed investment, and Channing would not wish it to blow up in his face. He could lose financial credibility and that was the business he was in: credibility. If the deal collapsed, rumours might start flying around and no financial house could afford that in the short run. 
 
    It was the only card Eric had to play, he thought, as he walked back from the jetty at Jarrow Slake and instructed the taxi-driver to take him to Newcastle Station. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The offices of Martin and Channing were not given to vulgar ostentation. They were housed in a drab, elderly building which made no effort to sell itself or parade its solid virtues. Eric Ward entered the main doors and found himself in an entrance hall with a plain counter. He was escorted to a lift that seemed to have been designed for packages rather than people and clearly did not cater for casual visitors. 
 
    The waiting-room to which he was shown contained small circular tables and uncomfortable easy chairs. The annual report of Martin and Channing was carefully placed on each table: it proved to be a meagre document, containing no full-colour views of Lake Geneva, or flaring oil burners, or grey-suited men with handsome profiles talking earnestly down telephones while behind them a boardroom world waited expectantly. The acceptance house obviously regarded discretion as a major asset and recoiled from publicity or gimmickry. 
 
    The secretary who sat at the desk near the door also seemed to regard silence as a commercial asset. Perhaps it was company policy not to talk to strangers. 
 
    A bulky man in a blue suit entered after a little while; he had iron-grey hair and a smile to match. He nodded at Eric, introduced himself as Alan Scholes and led the way into the room beyond. The secretary managed a faint smile as they walked past. 
 
    Leonard Channing was already in the room. He was seated at the head of the oval table which dominated it. It was covered in green cloth and set with six cut-glass tumblers. Beside each glass were a notepad and a sharp pencil. In the centre of the table was a tray with a crisply white cloth on which had been placed two bottles of Malvern water and one of Perrier water. 
 
    Channing was not alone. 
 
    Scholes advanced apologetically. ‘Ah, Leonard, our new friend was waiting outside and I thought you would probably have just about finished your discussion.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing was frowning slightly, as though he would have preferred Scholes to have waited before bringing Eric in but he made light of it, turning to Eric as the two men with him rose to their feet. ‘Ward, glad to see you. Ah . . . you won’t have met our two friends here. They are directors of the Storcaster Syndicate, an insurance business with whom we have dealings from time to time.’ As he said it, something happened to his eyes, a hint of sudden amusement. Then it was gone as he returned to introduce the two men. ‘This is Mr Daniels.’ 
 
    ‘Phil Daniels,’ the man said and extended his hand. There was a slight Bostonian accent but there were more cosmopolitan tones recognizable as Eric listened to the conversation that ensued. Daniels was square-built, muscular in shoulder and upper body, and Eric guessed he would be active in his leisure life. A reference to sailing and water-skiing eventually emerged in the discussion to confirm his suspicion. The second director of Storcaster was introduced as Saul Berckman. He had dark hair and heavy eyebrows, under which piercing eyes seemed to question intensely, missing nothing. His skin was swarthy, flawed on the cheekbone by a scar whose lividity suggested it was recent. Though he continued to listen closely to the discussion that continued with Leonard Channing, his eyes strayed from time to time in Eric’s direction. There was a slight frown on his face, the dogged insistence upon solving a problem. 
 
    Eric’s attention wandered. The antique clock on the far wall was precisely three minutes fast. To that extent, Martin and Channing looked to the future. As if to counterbalance this, the glass-fronted bookcase beside Eric contained curtains, carefully drawn across inside the glass as though to protect its contents from the gaze of the curious. The room had a faintly musty air; Eric suspected it might even have been deliberately cultivated. Modern financial business could feel so much more secure in an atmosphere of old-established dust. 
 
    He looked up. Saul Berckman was staring at him. The glance slipped away as Leonard Channing rose to his feet. ‘Well, gentlemen,’ he was saying, ‘I won’t pretend that the occasion is one of the happiest we have experienced, but you have my assurance that Martin and Channing always meets its obligations. Now that the papers have been released and the investigations concluded I feel certain that an accommodation can be arranged. It was good of you to call in; I always feel matters can be dealt with so much more effectively that way.’ He was extending his hand. Gravely, he shook hands with Phil Daniels and Saul Berckman. In turn, they said goodbye to Scholes and Eric. 
 
    ‘I trust we’ll meet again,’ Daniels said as he shook hands, smiling. 
 
    Saul Berckman was standing just behind him. ‘I have a feeling that when we do, it’ll be for the third time,’ he said. 
 
    Eric raised his eyebrows. ‘We’ve met before?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ Berckman said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve been watching you — I feel certain we’ve been at some meeting together, somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s hope any further acquaintanceship will prove profitable,’ Leonard Channing said cheerfully. 
 
    Eric glanced at him. Channing had a sly smile on his face, in spite of the malicious glitter in his eyes. He was enjoying some joke of which Eric was unaware. The only consolation was that the men from Storcaster were clearly not in on it either. 
 
    When they had gone, Leonard Channing sat down with a sigh. ‘Bad business,’ he announced, ‘but not a damn thing we can do about it.’ 
 
    ‘You underwrote them?’ Scholes asked. ‘It wasn’t a contract I negotiated.’ 
 
    ‘We underwrote them,’ Channing said bitterly, ‘and it’s going to cost us. Ward, let me warn you: steer clear of marine insurance if you can. Not that we can,’ he added gloomily. 
 
    ‘Significant amount?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘In marine insurance, all amounts are significant. However,’ Channing went on more briskly, ‘we’re not here to discuss our liabilities or the extent of our business in marine insurance. I’ve asked Scholes to come in with you so that we can deal with the final details of our agreement. He’s prepared the drafts for our approval. You have full authority of Mrs Ward, of course?’ 
 
    ‘I have.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s get down to business.’ 
 
    The drafts were full and extensive. Scholes was clearly a company lawyer with considerable financial experience and the drafts he had prepared were watertight. Eric spent the next hour going over them with him, while Channing sat listening, occasionally interrupting, drumming his fingers lightly on the table, appearing distant but in fact listening carefully to each point raised. 
 
    At the end of the hour Eric sat back. As though on a signal, a young woman in a grey suit came in with a tray of tea. The china was delicate, with a faint tracery of pink roses, almost transparent. The tea was faintly scented, expensive and carefully chosen, Eric guessed, to suit the palate of Leonard Channing. 
 
    ‘Well, Ward, are you able to profess yourself satisfied?’ 
 
    ‘The tea is excellent.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing did not like being teased; there was a snappishness in his reply when he said, ‘I meant satisfied with the terms of the arrangement we are prepared to make with you.’ 
 
    ‘In broad terms, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Broad terms only?’ Channing permitted himself a ghost of a smile. ‘In business language that translates as dissatisfaction.’ 
 
    ‘In my terms, it means what I say. I’m broadly in agreement with all you propose. But there are just two points of detail.’ 
 
    ‘What might they be?’ 
 
    Eric thought for a moment. ‘The first thing is, the date of commencement.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in the documentation,’ Scholes pointed out. 
 
    ‘The proposal is that full implementation does not take place for another six weeks.’ 
 
    ‘That is so.’ 
 
    ‘The investment will have been finalized in two weeks.’ Scholes glanced in Channing’s direction. The senior partner nodded gravely. ‘I think you have to appreciate our position, Ward. The investment will be made by your wife and shares thereafter taken in the profits — the considerable profits that accrue to Martin and Channing. But much banking is long-term business. Let’s take a power station project, abroad. The government of the “exporting” country will guarantee most but not all the finance. In the UK, if we are to arrange a five million pound package we’d expect to have four million covered by the Export Credits Guarantee Department. There’s a risk in raising such finance, nevertheless. We expect to be paid for that risk.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that.’ 
 
    ‘The point is,’ Channing said softly, ‘we have a number of outstanding projects in which we have taken varying degrees of risk. We expect — at the very least, hope — to make a reasonable return against that risk. But the investment that Mrs Ward now makes is, shall we say, rather late in the day for participation in those profits. Her money comes in, yes, but the risks have already been taken so it is only right that she should not benefit from the profits. We calculate that the necessary arrangements, in accounting terms, will have been completed within a month or so from the investment: after that proper participation can be undertaken.’ 
 
    ‘I see . . .’ Eric said thoughtfully. ‘So on certain projects we will have no share of the profits. Tell me, will these projects be isolated in risk terms also?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry . . .’ Channing affected not to understand. 
 
    ‘If losses are sustained, they will not be set against the Ward investment. I mean, if it works in one direction, for profits, should it not also work in regard to losses?’ 
 
    ‘Difficulties—’ 
 
    ‘Can be overcome. I’ll have to insist, Channing, that there be no time-lag between investment and participation. If there is, both profits and risk are to be excluded until the relevant date.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Channing stared at Eric, his mouth set tightly and an angry glow in his cold eyes. At last he nodded. ‘See to it, Scholes. The date can be changed. Is that all you have to say about this point, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Only one more thing under that head. Our discussions are now reaching final stages. You have made various decisions — before discussions started, I mean — but you now have current business being raised. Decisions will be taken by you in the next few weeks which could materially affect the investment my wife is making. I think we need to be informed of those decisions.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been the custom in this firm for me to undertake the more delicate negotiations personally,’ Channing said, a warning note sounding in his tone. ‘Are you suggesting you would wish to . . . interfere in such negotiations?’ 
 
    ‘I certainly have no desire to interfere,’ Eric said doggedly. ‘What we want is information about what deals you are contemplating, or working on.’ 
 
    ‘Security is essential in many such negotiations,’ Channing snapped. ‘It could be prejudiced, damaged, good business washed away if loose talk—’ 
 
    ‘Information,’ Eric said coolly, ‘is essential in this initial period. I’ll guarantee security, but we must know what is happening, if our investment is to be protected.’ 
 
    ‘Martin and Channing will do the protecting,’ Channing said, anger staining his voice. He hesitated, staring at Eric with barely concealed dislike and then, abruptly, he nodded. 
 
    ‘If you guarantee the security, the schedules will be shown to you.’ 
 
    Scholes breathed out audibly; the tension that had arisen in the boardroom was getting to him. Eric had the impression that Scholes had never seen Channing being given a rough time before; it was an experience new to him, and he wasn’t exactly enjoying the experience. It could rebound on Scholes, possibly, when Eric Ward had left. 
 
    ‘So is that it?’ Channing asked. 
 
    ‘I think it covers the operational matters, generally,’ Eric said easily. ‘It still leaves undecided, of course, the major issue I raised with you at Sedleigh Hall.’ 
 
    Channing smiled foxily. ‘Perhaps you could remind me.’ 
 
    ‘A seat on the board.’ 
 
    Channing’s smile thinned at the edges, hardened. ‘I regret to inform you, Ward, that your request is out of the question. I have discussed the matter with my other partners and it really is not possible. I must say that your other requests during this last hour have not been unpredictable: if I thought they would not be raised, perhaps that is to tell you that I have underestimated you in your bargaining powers. However, I’m afraid you overstretch yourself on the matter of a seat on the board of Martin and Channing. There is no question of our acceding to that.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be a sticking-point, Channing.’ 
 
    ‘And you calculate we can’t hold out, possibly losing face and credibility in the City if this investment fails to go through.’ Channing nodded. ‘There is some strength in that argument. But let me put another to you. The City is a sensitive bird. Its flight is dictated by the merest breezes. A finance house is monitored carefully; the merest hint of weakness, and credibility can disappear. Let me suggest that there are some in the City who already question why we wish to take your investment. If we were to accede to your request of a seat on the board it might be seen by such persons as a recognition that you have forced your hand because we need money from Lord Morcomb’s daughter. We don’t need it, Ward: not that much. My partners are therefore adamant. No seat on the hoard. And you should see the logic of it. If you were to invest and get a seat on the board the resultant flurry could cut the value of your investment. Is that wise practice?’ 
 
    Eric nodded thoughtfully. He could follow the logic of the argument. But it did not satisfy his instincts for ensuring Anne’s investment was adequately protected. Additionally, he was beginning to recognize the cat in Leonard Channing. ‘You will, in view of the pressure you knew I would exert, have discussed a compromise with the rest of your board.’ 
 
    ‘All life is compromise,’ Channing said, ‘and so is business. Yes, we have a compromise to suggest.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘We have two subsidiaries. One is based in the North-East. We would give you a seat on the board of that subsidiary.’ 
 
    ‘Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    ‘The same.’ 
 
    Slowly, Eric said, ‘At the moment, my understanding is that Stanley Investments is controlled from London; it has no independent board.’ 
 
    ‘It will have, once Mrs Ward invests in Martin and Channing. You.’ Channing smiled maliciously. ‘And that opportunity should excite you, Ward, surely — the chance to develop and extend the business acumen you undoubtedly feel you already possess.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The package that he finally took back to Northumberland was the best he could have realistically hoped to achieve and it had one further bonus: it brought his relationship with Anne back on an even keel. She seemed relaxed, and loving, satisfied that he had seen fit to demonstrate his concern and love for her by sacrificing a degree of the independence she knew he needed, in order to help her over the Martin and Channing business. 
 
    As for Eric himself, he had to admit that the involvement projected with Channing and the Stanley Investments subsidiary in Newcastle stirred his blood: it was a new field a new venture that he knew would provide him with a challenge of a kind he had not faced before. He was not an entire novice in financial affairs, because it was his understanding of tax and finance law that had first brought him to the notice of Lord Morcomb at Sedleigh Hall, but it was another, and large, step to start working in the financial field through a merchant bank. It would not be a matter of applying his knowledge of tax matters: it would involve the development of his negotiating skills, of handling people, of walking the tightrope between acceptable and unacceptable financial risks. 
 
    It was a matter of a week or so before the arrangement with Martin and Channing could be established so Eric took the opportunity to take a few days’ leave from the office. He paid a visit to the specialist in Newcastle to have a check-up on his eyesight and the results proved encouraging. He had not had a great deal of discomfort recently, and this pleased the specialist. Examination showed that there was no inflammation and the occasional use of drugs was arresting the condition. 
 
    ‘The prognosis seems pretty good. You’re not getting any stinging or burning from the BP preparation? If so, we can transfer you to another proprietary which has a different vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘No, there’s no real problem,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘Fine. Well, the trabecular meshwork seems fairly free, and the drainage of the aqueous through it isn’t adversely affected. You’re aware the condition can’t be reversed and treatment has to be maintained, but I can tell you that the central vision hasn’t been worsened: the condition has been arrested. But . . . remember, a normal life, and avoid tension, and problems. In other words, stay cool.’ 
 
    When he took the good news back to Sedleigh Hall Eric suggested they spend a few days relaxing. Anne was only too happy to agree: Morcomb Estates had been taking up a great deal of her time, and with Eric busy in the Quayside office it seemed as though they had not had a great deal of time available for each other of recent months. 
 
    The days were spent riding in the hills, and walking across the fells on the northern boundaries of the estate. Anne was a more practised rider than Eric, and she knew the hills far better than he, but he was content to pace along behind her, follow her lead, and remember from time to time the first time he had seen her, riding down through the woods with the sunlight in her hair. 
 
    Mark Fenham came to dinner one of the evenings at Sedleigh Hall: he had some papers for Anne to sign relating to the management of Morcomb Estates, and he was also able to discuss with her the details of her father’s will, now that the property was coming to her in total. The investments had been realized, and all was in order for the deal with Martin and Channing to go through. 
 
    Anne was careful enough, in Eric’s presence, not to discuss the arrangements Eric had reached with Channing, and Mark Fenham himself did not allude to them. He was somewhat cool towards Eric, not offensively, but the constraint that was almost inevitable after their last meeting had now hardened, and although dinner was spent in sociable conversation, laced with business talk relating to the Morcomb Estates, it was with a certain sense of relief that Eric heard Fenham refuse an offer of accommodation for the night. He had business in Alnwick early next day, and thought it more sensible to return to his home in Morpeth. 
 
    When he returned to the Quayside office, Eric noted that the Gloria was still berthed on the river. Young Elias was able to bring him up to date on general office business, but Eric rang Tom Stevens, at Craig Lynch Marine Insurance, to find out what was happening about the impounding of the ship. 
 
    ‘We’ve had representations from the owners,’ Stevens said, ‘and it looks as though they might stump up against the claim we’re making. You’ve had no correspondence so far?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s arrived here.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm . . . Things have got a bit complicated with the police swarming all over the bloody boat, as well. You heard about that, of course?’ 
 
    Eric said he had. ‘In fact, I can see they’ve still got someone on board. A token guard. You won’t have to wait until their investigations into the death of the skipper are over, however, before you proceed with your claim.’ 
 
    ‘That is a relief. The gossip we hear is that the fuzz has no idea where to start. The guy they fished out of Jarrow Slake was certainly skipper of the Gloria but the story is he was carrying false papers and no one really knows what the hell he was up to. He boarded, incidentally, in France. He wasn’t there for the whole voyage.’ 
 
    ‘A replacement, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Stevens said. ‘The whisper is that the skipper was taken ill, this guy shows up with appropriate papers and gets taken on, and away they go. But the question that’s now being asked is whether it was a fix.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘All we get is the gossip, of course, but there’s a story going the rounds of the waterfront that our dead friend actually had something to do with the mystery illness of his predecessor. There’s a French newspaper report — interview with the previous skipper — where it’s suggested the bloke was rendered hors de combat or whatever they say in French.’ 
 
    ‘You mean drugged, to allow the replacement?’ 
 
    ‘No details, old son, but something like that. But it’s not something I can understand. I mean, who would want to leave sunny France to come to Tyneside, for God’s sake?’ 
 
    ‘There are worse places.’ 
 
    ‘Not many!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The police presence on the Gloria remained discreet but real during the next few days. A scattering of sightseers visited the Quayside berth each day, but once the novelty wore off the numbers decreased, and by the end of the week, when Eric was able to negotiate a settlement over the claim against the ship, the decision had been taken to withdraw the police guard. On the Saturday morning the statutory notice was stripped from the mast. On the midday tide on Monday, the Gloria slipped her moorings and set off for Tynemouth. Eric watched her go from his office window: she went with a minimum of fuss, observed by the occupants of one police car and a few small boys. As a cause célèbre on Tyneside the Gloria was finished. There was no information being made public as to why Karl Mueller had died, or who had killed him, or why he had been carrying false papers. 
 
    On Monday afternoon, Eric decided it was time he visited Stanley Investments. 
 
    The arrangements with Martin and Channing had been concluded the previous week, but Eric had not made any attempt to visit the office of the Newcastle subsidiary, nor to contact Reuben Podmore. He felt slightly uneasy about the prospect; he was not sure whether Podmore would yet have realized Eric Ward’s involvement with Anne’s investment. 
 
    He decided it was a confrontation he could no longer delay. 
 
    At three in the afternoon he walked up Gray Street and turned into the side street to enter the offices of Stanley Investments. 
 
    In the reception office at the top of the stairs there was a middle-aged woman seated behind the desk. Her hair was greying; she had a pleasant face with warm brown eyes and a controlled smile. She was dressed neatly and unostentatiously. Her desk was unlittered and she seemed efficient, but Eric wondered whether she had a great deal to do. The visual display unit on the microcomputer behind her was blank. He gave her his name. 
 
    Her eyes widened. ‘Oh, Mr Ward, we’ve been expecting you.’ She had a Durham accent, south of the Wear. ‘I’m sure you can go straight in: Mr Podmore has been waiting for you.’ 
 
    She rose and walked to the door to the investment manager’s office, tapped on it and entered. There was a hurried, brief conversation inside and then she reappeared, smiling. ‘Mr Podmore will see you at once, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric entered Podmore’s office. He could not help contrasting it with the premises of Martin and Channing in Lombard Street. It was similar only in its lack of ostentation. But where Channing’s premises had an elegance and style albeit somewhat spartan in taste — Podmore’s office was worn, frayed at the edges in appearance, with a thin carpet, nondescript wallpaper, and narrow window. Eric advanced and put out his hand. Podmore, standing behind his desk, took it warily. 
 
    ‘Please, Mr Ward, take a seat. Sandra will bring in some tea, if you wish.’ 
 
    ‘That would be most welcome, Mr Podmore.’ 
 
    Eric took the seat facing Podmore across his desk. Podmore sat down slowly. He looked at Eric, his pale blue eyes holding shadows of disappointment, and his discontented mouth now marked with an added sadness. ‘I’m glad you’ve found time to call, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I came around as soon as I could,’ Eric said evasively, uncomfortable at the way Podmore was staring at him. ‘The last time we met,’ Podmore said heavily, ‘you had me at a disadvantage.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I thought your visit was . . . unmotivated. I thought you were renewing an old acquaintance. I was not aware you had an interest in visiting me.’ 
 
    ‘I asked you certain questions,’ Eric replied. ‘They must have shown you . . . and I did tell you I had a client who was interested in the background to merchant banking.’ 
 
    That's not quite the same thing as admitting that the client was your wife, that you had a personal interest in merchant banking, and that your intention was to draw information from me regarding Stanley Investments, a subsidiary of a London merchant bank in which your wife was considering taking a partnership. Really, Mr Ward, I’m disappointed and not afraid to say so. I believe you took advantage of me; were not honest with me; attempted to obtain confidential information from me on the basis of an old-established acquaintanceship—’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s rather overstating the issue Mr Podmore. I admit I did not tell you my wife’s connection with Martin and Channing, but I was doing no more than any solicitor would have done in protecting a client’s interests — making inquiries about the viability of a business in which an investment was contemplated.’ 
 
    ‘But I gather from my own inquiries, that Mrs Ward was not exactly a client of yours — rather, you have consistently distanced yourself from her business affairs. However I see little point in pursuing this conversational line. The matter is completed. Your wife has purchased her interest in Martin and Channing. You, I gather, are acting as her representative in the business. I have stated my concern and disappointment, and there it shall rest. The question now is what you wish to be done.’ 
 
    ‘That depends.’ 
 
    ‘On what?’ 
 
    ‘On whatever advice you are going to give me.’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore stared owlishly at Eric. His hand strayed up to caress his heavy jowls, as he considered the matter. ‘My understanding of the situation is that for the first time a degree of independence is to be given to Stanley Investments. Up to this point of time affairs have been controlled from Lombard Street. Now, a separate board is to be established here in Newcastle to direct our business; you are the only member so far and you have freedom to make appointments as you wish. I’m not clear there is any place for me in this situation.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘I presume you will have nominees to appoint to your board, and advisers, which will make my position redundant.’ He smiled reluctantly, as though he had made a private joke. 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘It hasn’t been my intention to make you redundant, and at this stage I have no one in mind to appoint as adviser or member of the “board”. The first thing is to discuss with you, and take your advice on, the main nature of the business Stanley Investments undertakes.’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore’s eyes narrowed. He stared thoughtfully at Eric for several seconds. ‘The arrangement you reached with Leonard Channing . . . Did you discuss in any detail the operation of Stanley Investments?’ 
 
    ‘The assurance I received was that the normal range of merchant banking activities was placed through the company.’ 
 
    ‘In these offices, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Leonard Channing—’ 
 
    ‘The firm of Martin and Channing,’ Podmore interrupted, ‘took over this company years ago. At that time it was thriving. Situations changed. The premises were sold, the business moved to this address, and the whole thing developed into little more than an accommodation address.’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘It makes good sense to Martin and Channing. They use both their subsidiaries in the same way. I am the investment manager here, but I am not encouraged to seek new investments, or undertake new business. All business that comes our way is channelled through from Lombard Street. As you can see, there are virtually no staff costs, and overheads are low. We do very little work, and my title is little more than a cover for a job as a clerk.’ 
 
    ‘You said it makes good sense to Lombard Street. How?’ 
 
    ‘Tax. Write-offs. Publicity. It’s quite a neat, inexpensive device that helps their corporate image considerably. The reason why we do no new business to speak of is that we are used as a dumping ground for embarrassing contracts. Martin and Channing are in the credibility market: they need to show a sound face to the world. Like every house, however, there are occasions when their judgement proves to be less than sound. There are times when payments have to be made, payments of some consequence; if too many of these items occur in the Martin and Channing balance sheet, some of their reputation might crumble. So, the answer is to use their subsidiaries to discreetly take on the burdens in their accounts, avoiding the bad publicity that might otherwise accrue to their main operation in Lombard Street. It’s partly a tax avoidance scheme, and partly a face-saving exercise.’ 
 
    ‘You mean that Stanley Investments is little more than—’ 
 
    ‘A paper tiger, Mr Ward. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but your splendid new position, running the board of this company, will be nothing more than a mere sop to your vanity.’ 
 
    The discreet tap on the door was followed by Sandra’s entrance with the tea. She poured two cups; as she did so Eric sat back in his chair, thinking. They were not pleasant thoughts. 
 
    He had come back north from London believing he had won a battle of some consequence with Leonard Channing. He had thought he had outmanoeuvred the banker, had managed a deal which left Channing at the disadvantage. 
 
    In fact he had been manipulated, played at the end of a line. The ‘compromise’ Channing had agreed to at the end had been no compromise at all: a denial of a seat on the board of the parent company had been followed by the Stanley Investments offer, but it had in fact been worthless. Channing had been giving nothing away. 
 
    Eric had failed miserably. Anne’s investment in Martin and Channing was safe enough, but the extra protection that would have been achieved by representation on the board had not been gained: Eric Ward had been bought off and Channing had made a fool of him. He recalled bitterly, now, the way a malicious smile had played around Channing’s mouth during the negotiations. He had been aware of Eric’s beliefs and had been enjoying the game. Another thought slowly seeped into Eric’s brain. 
 
    ‘Profits,’ he said slowly, after Sandra had left them. ‘What are your net profits here in the North-East, Mr Podmore?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not in the business of making profits,’ Podmore said quietly. ‘We’re here to make losses for Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    So even the six-week delay had been a ploy on Leonard Channing’s part. By insisting on an earlier date for completion of the agreement Eric might well have cost Anne money. She was committed, now, to accept current losses and risks as well as profits. 
 
    ‘What are your likely losses this year?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Considerable. Largely because of the contract with the Storcaster Syndicate.’ Podmore frowned slightly, as though trying to remember something. ‘Yes . . . you might recall, the day you called here to see me, two of their board members were here, discussing the issues with me. They went on to see Channing later, I know, but it’s through Stanley Investments that the claims will be paid.’ 
 
    There was a cold feeling in Eric’s stomach. He really had been played for an inexperienced, arrogant fool. He now knew precisely why Channing had been amused. And why Saul Berckman, director of Storcaster, had stared at him, puzzled, wondering where they had met before. They had met; Berckman and Daniels had seen Eric Ward, here in the office of Stanley Investments, when he was arriving and they were leaving. 
 
    And Channing had known there was every chance they would meet again. In the off-loading of an expensive loss in a contract made with Storcaster. 
 
    ‘You say you’re not encouraged to seek new business,’ 
 
    Eric said flatly. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘That must change.’ 
 
    ‘More easily said than done, Mr Ward. It would be very much starting from scratch. Fifteen years’ inactivity—’ 
 
    ‘You’re a subsidiary of Martin and Channing. You can trade on their reputation and credibility.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the way it works,’ Podmore protested. ‘All decisions about new business are taken in Lombard Street. I have no authority—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had no authority,’ Eric interrupted. ‘You forget. Your words were that Stanley Investments have a degree of independence from Martin and Channing. Let’s exercise that independence.’ 
 
    ‘My authority—’ 
 
    ‘Will stem from the new board of this company. I’m the only director of the board. I have power to appoint others. You will retain your status as investment manager, but we will together constitute the board. I’ll make the necessary arrangements.’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore was silent for a while. He had caught the anger in Eric’s tone, and maybe guessed at the reasons for that anger. He waited, as though he was giving Eric time to cool down. ‘It still isn’t going to be that easy, Mr Ward. To build up confidence takes years. And assets—’ 
 
    ‘We have the assets of Martin and Channing behind us. The days of this company as a paper tiger are over.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going too fast, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I also read the financial news. I understand that the Deutsche Bank has announced that it wants to raise some two hundred million pounds for GADF, the West German machine tools company.’ 
 
    Podmore blinked. ‘That’s so. The Financial Times ran a piece on it this morning. They’re the leading all-purpose bank in the Federal Republic of Germany—’ 
 
    ‘And GADF?’ 
 
    ‘They’re an expanding company. They’ve got considerable government contracts, their export earnings are high and their potential growth considerable.’ 
 
    Eric considered for a few moments. ‘How is the loan to be financed?’ 
 
    ‘It will be through the Eurodollar market—’ 
 
    ‘Eurodollars?’ 
 
    Podmore sighed and pressed his fingertips together gently. ‘Forgive me. There is no such thing, physically, as a Eurodollar. Legally, Eurodollars are US dollar credits owned and circulating outside the United States. They’re the nearest thing the world has to an international currency—’ 
 
    ‘Replacing the function sterling used to have?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Really, they’re just dollars, ultimate claims against the US monetary system. They began to accumulate during the 1960s as deposits in European banks — so they’re called Eurodollars. And nowadays the world’s money market for bank borrowing and lending is, in effect, the Eurodollar market.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Eric frowned. ‘But that means only commercial banks can play — the ones with the deposits.’ 
 
    ‘Right. The investment banks don’t have the deposits, but they come into the business by organizing large syndicated loans. So where borrowers don’t want straight bank loans they issue interest-bearing bonds to investors. They borrow their Eurodollars in that way. By issuing Eurobonds.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s how this loan will be financed?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ Reuben Podmore allowed a shadow of doubt to cross his features. ‘I wouldn’t say it’s the best time for a Eurobond issue—’ 
 
    ‘Will Martin and Channing be interested?’ 
 
    Podmore pursed his lips and considered the question. At last he shrugged. ‘It’s possible. I think there are . . . risks. I wouldn’t know what policy will be thrashed out concerning the issue, at board level.’ 
 
    Neither would I, Eric thought bitterly. He nodded. ‘All right. Get me all the details you can on the issue.’ 
 
    ‘Forgive me, Mr Ward, but why are you interested?’ Eric hesitated, uncertain how to answer. He shook his head doubtfully. ‘It’s just that, seeing the report this morning . . . I thought . . . well, maybe we could be doing some business there for Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be serious, Mr Ward!’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘We have no financial credibility.’ 
 
    ‘We have Martin and Channing behind us and—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward.’ Podmore raised a pudgy, admonitory hand. He opened the drawer of his desk and took out a file. He opened it; inside there were a number of newspaper cuttings and brochures, annual reports, statistics. He extracted several cuttings and handed them over to Eric. 
 
    ‘What are these?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘That one is a commemorating of the Credit Suisse deal. The next one . . . that’s the Redman rights issue. Then there’s the Merrell Stephens bond issue, and the Oklahoma Sancerre issue . . . They’re tombstones, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘If you look down the list, Martin and Channing stand prominently on a couple of them, rather lower down on some of the others.’ 
 
    ‘With the major houses appearing top left. Yes, you explained to me all about tombstones,’ Eric said. ‘So why are you showing these to me?’ 
 
    ‘Because while Martin and Channing appear prominently on all those rights issues, nowhere will you find the name Stanley Investments. In the financial world we disappeared off the face of the earth years ago. We have no status, no standing. There’s no way we can break into the magic circle when the parent company has been doing the tombstoning without mentioning the subsidiary.’ 
 
    ‘This has been a common pattern?’ 
 
    ‘For years.’ 
 
    Eric thought it over for several minutes as he inspected the lists of names under the issues. He handed the papers back to Podmore. ‘Nevertheless,’ he said, ‘get me all the details you can on the Eurobond issues.’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore sighed. ‘As you wish, Mr Ward. Is there anything else you require from me?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘You have the papers relevant to the Storcaster Syndicate?’ 
 
    ‘I have. It was an underwriting. The reason why Mr Berckman and Mr Daniels came to see me was to discuss some of the papers with me, since the loss adjustment was to be made through this company rather than through Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘Sluicing away the expensive losses again, is it?’ 
 
    ‘That is so, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Right, well, I’d better see what it’s all about. Let me have the papers and I’ll take them home with me to read.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all but wound up, Mr Ward. There was an arbitration hearing some weeks ago in London. The Commercial Court took a damages hearing two months ago. It’s more or less all dealt with—’ 
 
    ‘What’s it all about?’ 
 
    ‘The underwriting contract related to the loss of vessel and cargo in the Mediterranean. The ship was called the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take the papers with me. When will you next be meeting the Storcaster Syndicate representatives?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing is scheduled yet. I’m awaiting word from Mr Channing—’ 
 
    ‘Well, in future you also wait for word from me.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anne was in town that day so he had arranged to meet her at the fiat before dining in the city. Eric went back to his office to deal with some outstanding matters, and then left for the fiat, taking the Sea Dawn papers with him. 
 
    When he arrived at the fiat in Gosforth he made himself a coffee and sat down with the information Podmore had given him. Anne wasn’t due in until seven thirty so he had an hour or so to wait until she arrived. He would change and shower after she had started getting herself ready. 
 
    He checked through the file Podmore had presented to him. There was a copy of the arbitration award, together with some supporting affidavits. The judgement of the Commercial Court was also included, together with some actuarial evidence by way of affidavit. He browsed through them until he reached the awards statements. He grimaced: £330,000 in respect of the ship; £250,000 as cargo loss. It was quite a loss that Martin and Channing were handing over to the northern company to run through their books. True, Lombard Street would have to bear the actual loss, but Eric was already beginning to feel resentful that Stanley Investments should theoretically have to carry such burdens on paper. There was also the still-rankling feeling that he had been conned by Leonard Channing, bought off like a spoiled child. 
 
    He quickly read the judgement of the Commercial Court which detailed the facts of the loss of the Sea Dawn and her cargo. Time passed quickly. He was absorbed in the papers, and was hardly aware of the door opening and Anne coming into the flat. 
 
    She walked forward and kissed him on the cheek. He made no response. 
 
    ‘Well,’ she snorted, ‘that’s no way to greet your nearest and dearest!’ 
 
    Eric ignored her, concentrating on the papers in his hand. 
 
    She stared at him, shrugged and took off her coat, poured herself a drink and came across to sit on the arm of the easy chair. She put an arm around his shoulders. ‘So what are you reading that’s so interesting?’ 
 
    He glanced up at her, frowning. ‘These are the papers relating to the loss of a ship and cargo in the Mediterranean.’ 
 
    ‘Fascinating! Did it just disappear?’ 
 
    ‘No. It was holed, and sank after repair work was started on it.’ 
 
    ‘This come in to you from Craig Lynch Marine Insurance?’ 
 
    ‘No. From Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, well.’ She glanced at him, observing the frown that he still wore. ‘So what’s gripping your attention so fiercely? There are problems in the case?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far as the courts seem to say. The issues have been arbitrated upon and adjudicated upon. It’s more or less all over bar the shouting.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s—’ 
 
    ‘It’s this.’ Eric extracted a sheet from the papers and handed it to Anne. She stared at it for several seconds. ‘A list of names,’ she announced. 
 
    ‘Crew of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Look at the name of the first mate.’ 
 
    Anne checked down the list. ‘Here it is. Mueller. Karl Mueller.’ She frowned. ‘I know that name. He’s . . . he’s . . .’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘He’s the sailor the river police pulled out of the water the other week, at Jarrow Slake. Sometime skipper of the Gloria.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Tom Stevens was a craggy man with brown crinkly hair and a barrel chest. He was forty years of age, he had confided to Eric, and a Tynesider born and bred, but his ambition now was to get away from the North. ‘Things have changed so much, man. The river’s not what it was, the unemployment is shattering, almost all the shipyards are closed and the coal’s nearly gone. I canna see a future for my kids — I got two, you know, and what’s there for them up here? Why, you canna even get a piece of hake these days — it’s only cod, or these fancy fish.’ 
 
    The ‘fancy fish’ was sea bass and it had been served with all the trimmings. They were sitting in the restaurant at Marsdon Grotto. Drilled out of the solid rock and reached by a lift, its windows gave a splendid view of Mars don Rock, wind and sea-eroded and clustered with bird life, just fifty yards off shore. Eric listened as Stevens extolled the virtue of the hake his mother had cooked for him as a child, the white flesh, the triangular bone. ‘Not that this is too bad, mind.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Stevens said, pushing the plate aside, ‘there’s always the hope Craig Lynch will give me an overseas berth.’ 
 
    ‘Is there much chance of that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, they got an office in Madrid, you know: Craig Lynch is really a subsidiary of an American firm with interests in Europe. They set up in Newcastle maybe twenty years ago, really because of the Norwegian traffic. Though that’s fallen off badly enough these days.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, Craig Lynch does a lot of marine insurance,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘That’s so . . .’ Tom Stevens glanced warily at Eric and smiled. ‘And I’ve been rabbiting on about my own problems. You’ll not have invited me out here to the Grotto just for the pleasure of my company. Or even, knowing you, to try to wheedle some business out of me.’ 
 
    Eric laughed and poured Stevens another glass of wine. ‘True enough. The Gloria is all settled and I’ve no other business in hand with you but I’m not seeking any, particularly. Rather, the Gloria — and certain other transactions arising — have made me curious about the marine insurance business.’ 
 
    ‘Highly specialized.’ 
 
    ‘So I believe.’ 
 
    ‘And a funny business entirely.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ 
 
    Tom Stevens sipped at his wine and stared out at Marsdon Rock. ‘I’ve been in the business, mainly with Craig Lynch, for about twenty years. Marine insurance, I very quickly discovered, isn’t like other forms of cover.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you look at other forms of insurance the parties enter a written document which in effect forms the basis of the contract. It’s on the terms of that document that issues will be resolved. A marine policy is a different kind of thing again, in the sense that where problems arise, they’re largely because of the imbalance of the knowledge between the parties to the contract. The horrible fact is, of course, that although the underwriter has to rely upon information given to him when he makes the estimates for the contract, the person giving him the information is the guy who’s getting the insurance.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the facts upon which we have to compute the risk are really within the knowledge of the other guy, almost exclusively. We don’t check them.’ 
 
    ‘You mean when you’re negotiating the contract of marine insurance you don’t satisfy yourself as to the accuracy of the statements made to you?’ 
 
    Tom Stevens shrugged. ‘More or less. Look, under the Marine Insurance Act the assured party must disclose to Craig Lynch every material circumstance known to him. So, if he doesn’t, he’s getting a financial advantage over the company, isn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘That’s so.’ 
 
    ‘But maybe he goes further. Maybe he doesn’t just withhold information to his detriment; maybe he actually misrepresents material circumstances during the negotiations. Such as the condition of the vessel in hull insurance, for instance. We had a case a while back where a guy didn’t disclose the fact the bloody ship had excessive rhythmic vibrations and leaked like a sieve. There was actually a marine surveyor’s report on that one which said she was unfit for use offshore, but he didn’t disclose that to us.’ 
 
    ‘But if you discover a misrepresentation, or a nondisclosure of a fact essential to the contract, that would allow you to avoid the policy?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘That’s so, and it’s the case even if the act was fraudulent, negligent or merely an innocent mistake. We do get ignorant ones occasionally! But one of the most common frauds IS extremely hard to detect. That’s over-insurance. You get an old tub that’s fit only for the scrapyard; the owner takes out a mortgage on her, at a sum say four times the true value of the vessel, and then when the tub sinks he recovers quite a nice packet — maybe enough to buy a new boat.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t quibble over the amount payable on the policy?’ 
 
    Tom Stevens stared at Eric for a few seconds. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve got something like this in your own backyard! Well, if one of your clients is getting his fingers burned it’s none of my business. Fact is you can’t quibble about the amount. The valuation expressed in the policy is final.’ 
 
    ‘Subject to no exceptions?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Tom Stevens waved his glass negligently, spilling a little of the red wine on the tablecloth. ‘Damn . . . well, yes, there are exceptions. I mean, if there’s been fraud or nondisclosure, or gross overvaluation, okay, you can do something about it. But otherwise, since it’s a contract of indemnity and the valuation is stated in the policy, with the premium agreed, you’re stuck with it.’ He screwed his eyes up in thought. ‘There was a case that settled it, sixty years ago. Unless you can actually produce hard evidence of overvaluation, the figure in the policy is binding.’ 
 
    ‘I would have thought,’ Eric said slowly, ‘that when he enters a marine insurance policy, an underwriter like Craig Lynch would verify as much of the information given as could possibly be done.’ 
 
    Tom Stevens nodded. ‘Naturally. And some of us do just that. There are facilities — there’s the Lloyd’s Register of Shipping, for instance. You can also ask for recent condition survey reports on a vessel. You can ask to see the bill of sale where a vessel has recently changed hands. But all this takes time, my friend, arid time’s money—’ 
 
    ‘The loss is surely greater when you have to pay out on an overvalued ship.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, but there are companies — and I’m not saying Craig Lynch is one — who don’t do the checking they should. They work on a number of premises. In the first instance, maybe the ship won’t go down. That’s an acceptable risk. In the second place they calculate that since they can’t get all the information easily, why bother? They simply agree the. Insurance and fix the rates high. They’ll argue it’s easier to pay losses thereafter than fight a claimant anyway. Particularly since any underwriter who’s going to fight a claim — even if he knows it’s fraudulent — faces two big hurdles.’ 
 
    ‘What are they?’ 
 
    ‘First of all the other guy knows all the facts and the company can only guess at them.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a problem.’ 
 
    ‘Sure as hell it is,’ Stevens said warmly. ‘And the second thing is the overvaluation may well have been deliberately done with the intention that the owner will in due course scuttle the bloody vessel to claim the insurance.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the problem there?’ 
 
    ‘Believe it or not, the scuttler has an advantage, other than being the only guy in possession of the full facts. When he makes his claim he can say the loss was due to perils of the seas.’ 
 
    ‘And perils of the seas has a particular meaning?’ 
 
    ‘You got it in one. It amounts to — the words are engraved on Craig Lynch hearts — fortuitous accidents or casualties of the seas. And the law says the burden of proving a ship was not lost in this way lies upon the underwriter. In other words he’s got to prove there was some fiddle going on.’ 
 
    ‘That could be difficult,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    ‘Damn right,’ Stevens said and finished his wine. ‘Look out there,’ he said, gesturing past Marsdon Rock to where a tanker was outlined on the horizon, making its way south past Teesside. ‘If that ship went down now, what a hell of a job finding her, recovering her! The sea is large and deep — and where fraudulent owners’ vessels go down, usually inaccessible. An investigation can be a large waste of time and money. It’s rare for an underwriter to get facts on which he can base a case; usually it’s circumstantial allegations and inferences.’ 
 
    ‘They won’t go down too well in a court of law,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    ‘That’s been the Craig Lynch experience,’ Stevens replied. ‘And there’s one other real beamer, directed straight at the underwriter’s head.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Barratry.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    ‘You know about it?’ asked Stevens. 
 
    ‘A wrongful act wilfully committed by master or crew to the prejudice of owner or charterer.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely right. But while you may know the definition, we bleed from the consequences. If a shipowner overvalues his vessel and then scuttles her to claim against a marine policy he doesn’t have to rely on the perils of the seas clause. He can claim the bloody boat was wrongfully dealt with by the crew, to his prejudice. If he can actually show evidence that his ship was scuttled, that’s all he has to do. Barratry is then assumed as far as the law is concerned.’ 
 
    ‘And the underwriter has to pay up?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘The underwriter could adduce evidence of the shipowner’s involvement in the scuttling,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘How? By talking to the crew members? They wouldn’t open their mouths — if you could find them. Sailors don’t stay ashore long, and they don’t take kindly to subpoenas to attend a hearing. They’re inclined to take ship and disappear.’ 
 
    ‘I see the problem,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘A few of many,’ Tom Stevens sighed. ‘But maybe they don’t arise so often in Madrid.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at his office Eric Ward checked his sources for a judicial view of the situation Tom Stevens had outlined to him. He found it in the 1923 case that Stevens had referred to: General Shipping v. British General Insurance. 
 
    . . . It must be borne in mind that underwriters who know their business very well and make large sums of money out of it for the most part favour overvaluation of hull and machinery. . . 
 
    It is no business of mine to tell underwriters how to conduct business which they do very successfully. I t suffices that they prefer overvaluation of hull and machinery . . . 
 
    * * * 
 
    The judge in that case, and in others Eric checked, had made no secret of his feelings. The judicial view was that little sympathy should be extended to underwriters: they brought fraudulent claims down upon their own heads by over-insuring ships against total loss. 
 
    At the end of the afternoon Eric walked up the hill to the offices of Stanley Investments. He took with him some photocopies of the judgements he had selected. Reuben Podmore was in his office. Eric handed the cuttings to him. 
 
    ‘We have a problem,’ Eric said. 
 
    Podmore took from his top pocket a pair of pince-nez, adjusted them on his nose and read the cuttings quietly. Eric sat down while he read. At last Reuben Podmore solemnly removed his glasses, folded them, put them away and handed the cuttings back to Eric. ‘Perhaps you can identify the problem for me, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Stanley Investments is being saddled with an insurance claim which may well be fraudulent.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing in what you’ve shown me to suggest that is the case,’ Podmore demurred. 
 
    ‘Overvaluation of hull and cargo is common enough, and as you’ll see from the judgements in the past, it’s a practice which underwriters even condone.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no evidence of such malpractice arising in the case of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘Because it hasn’t been looked for, either by Storcaster or by Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘The issues arising from the loss of the ship have been dealt with both by an arbitrator and by the Commercial Court,’ Podmore argued. ‘I hardly think the matter of fraud would not have arisen—’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible the right questions were not asked,’ Eric said doggedly. 
 
    ‘I see . . .’ Podmore considered the matter for a little while. ‘May I ask what you propose to do?’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ll have to meet representatives of Storcaster at Lombard Street, unless you have a meeting scheduled with them.’ 
 
    ‘I have none. Instructions from Mr Channing were to the effect that the claims were to be processed, now that the legal issues have been settled.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you stop the processing as of now.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Channing won’t like that.’ 
 
    ‘To hell with Leonard Channing! These matters haven’t been properly investigated, and if Channing thinks it’s cheaper to pay up than investigate, all right, that’s a point of view, but there’s also the question of principle as far as I’m concerned. Something about the Sea Dawn claim smells; I’m not sure what it is, but I don’t think we should simply pay out, even if there has been an arbitration and a court hearing. I’ll not recommend payment until a few more questions have been asked — and answered. So, don’t process the claims, and I’ll fix up a meeting in London.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, Mr Ward.’ Podmore stroked his jowls thoughtfully for a little while. ‘You . . . er . . . you asked me to make certain inquiries about the Eurobond issue which was being arranged by the West German Deutsche Bank.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. You have something?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got these papers which you might like to see.’ He handed a folder across to Eric. ‘The names at the bottom of the first sheet comprise a syndicate: a small group of co-managers have been invited to support the Deutsche Bank.’ 
 
    ‘Martin and Channing are not among them,’ Eric noted. 
 
    ‘They appear among the other list on the next sheet.’ Reuben Podmore paused. ‘In my view this isn’t a very good time for Eurobonds. There was a good moment earlier in the month: a considerable number of companies decided it was time to borrow. The market’s become choked with unsold securities and if you set that against the start of the year—’ 
 
    ‘But Martin and Channing are supporting the issue.’ Eric nodded and rose. ‘I’ll take these papers with me.’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore rose also. He seemed hesitant and his eyes were doubtful as he looked at Eric. He laced his fingers together, rubbing his thumbs one against the other nervously. ‘Mr Ward, may I say something?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I wonder whether the actions you are contemplating are . . . wise.’ 
 
    ‘Actions?’ 
 
    ‘In the first instance, refusing to pay out on the Sea Dawn claim until you have pursued further inquiries. And secondly, contemplating a move into the Eurobond issues.’ Eric looked at the investment manager calmly. ‘Why do you think I’m not wise in these proposals?’ 
 
    Podmore shrugged unhappily. ‘The Sea Dawn affair, well, I’m not really qualified to comment. All I will say is that pursuing the issue is bound to raise hackles on Leonard Channing since he negotiated the business and has already advised the processing of the claim through Stanley Investments. I think he will be less than pleased at the development you propose. As for the Eurobond issue, I don’t know what you can possibly be contemplating, but it hardly makes sense to enter that market through Stanley Investments when the parent company, Martin and Channing, are already involved.’ 
 
    ‘Not even to get on the tombstone?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Mr Channing—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really give a damn what Leonard Channing thinks about these issues,’ Eric said evenly. 
 
    Reuben Podmore sighed. ‘I think that really is the point that bothers me, Mr Ward. The wisdom of these tactics is doubtful as far as I’m concerned. The motivation, I suspect, only lends strength to my reservations.’ 
 
    ‘My motivation?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, I don’t wish to be impertinent. Nevertheless, I feel obliged to make the point. It seems to me you wish to pursue these actions out of a desire to obtain some form of satisfaction from Mr Channing. I think you feel he has bested you in some way, and you wish to get back at him. You may feel your actions will be justified; you may even feel there would be some justice in humbling Mr Channing by showing him he’s wrong, or you can do better. But there’s a remark I once came across: revenge is a form of wild justice. It’s the wildness of it which I think must be called into question. I hope you take my meaning, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I take your meaning, Mr Podmore.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward was left with the uneasy feeling that Reuben Podmore was right. 
 
    It was certainly true he was still smarting from the knowledge that Leonard Channing had outmanoeuvred him in the negotiations regarding Anne’s investment in Martin and Channing. He felt that Channing had dismissed him almost contemptuously in giving him the opportunity to operate Stanley Investments: they both knew that Channing would still pull the strings from Lombard Street, and that Eric was still unable to have a voice in dictating policy in the parent company. 
 
    To that extent, Podmore had foundation for his suspicion that Eric might be trying to obtain revenge. Eric knew the full quotation too, from Bacon: Revenge is a kind of wild justice which the more a man’s nature runs to, the more ought law to weed it out. 
 
    But as the train rushed him south of Darlington, on the main line to King’s Cross, Eric tried to analyse his motives dispassionately and in doing so remained convinced that whatever Podmore might believe, as far as the Sea Dawn matter was concerned there was a principle at stake. And a sound business viewpoint to take. 
 
    Leonard Channing had underwritten the insurance cover for the Storcaster Syndicate. He had accepted the business and it had blown up in his face: Martin and Channing were accepting liability to pay out. But they wanted to do so through their subsidiary company in the North-East, and now that Eric had been given a say in the policy-making for Stanley Investments, it was only right that he should be given the opportunity to question the wisdom of merely paying out on the Sea Dawn claim without further argument. 
 
    On the Eurobond issue, well, maybe that was another matter. Eric was treading unfamiliar ground there, and would have to rely upon Podmore’s advice and judgement. He would love to beard Leonard Channing in his own den, and there was a glimmering of an idea, which might possibly work, at the back of his mind. It would take nerve, and timing, and it would need Podmore’s support — and it carried risks with it. He had tried to explain it to Anne. 
 
    Doubtfully she had said, ‘The risks are high.’ 
 
    ‘And the money is yours. If it didn’t work, you’d stand to lose.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Who can tell?’ he’d replied honestly. ‘All I can say is that the returns on the other hand could be significant.’ 
 
    ‘But so could the loss.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    They had been sitting on the hillside above Elsdon, where they had ridden that morning. At their backs the rugged fells of Redesdale rose to the skyline, grey-green under the hazy morning sun. Below them they could see the eighteenth-century farmworkers’ cottages scattered around the village green where cattle had been penned in the old days, against danger or severe weather. In the church, with its stubby spire, many of those who had fallen at the Battle of Otter burn had been buried in 1388, but Eric’s mind had been on matters of more modern consequence as they sat there on their horses and looked down across Elsdon Burn flowing through its wooded ravine. 
 
    Anne had sighed at last. ‘My father rated you, Eric, as a lawyer with a financial brain. As for me, well, I’ve always thought of you as a cautious man — look how long it took me to persuade you to marry me! But you don’t undertake things lightly. You’ve been honest, and told me there’s a risk of significant loss. But dammit, I’ve been trying to get you involved with my business affairs for a hell of a time, and it would be an odd thing now if I failed to take your advice.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t offered any advice yet,’ he had replied. ‘You’ve outlined the possibilities — and the problems. I’m happy to let you take the decision in the end.’ She straightened in the saddle and looked around her. ‘After all, it wouldn’t exactly leave us in a state of penury if we did lose out. We’ve still got this countryside to ride in, and Morcomb Estates capital is not affected by the deal.’ 
 
    ‘You can trust me, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve always known that,’ she replied, and leaned across to kiss him. 
 
    Nevertheless, it was a responsibility he did not intend taking lightly, he decided, as the train thundered south. He had to be certain that the scheme half-formed in his mind was viable, and he had to be sure his judgement had not been clouded by his dislike for Leonard Channing and a desire to beat him at his own game. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric had made a hotel booking so he called there first, showered and changed. Leonard Channing had requested that they meet at six o’clock in the Lombard Street offices: thereafter, a private room at the Hilton had been arranged so that they could meet representatives of the Storcaster Syndicate over dinner that evening to discuss the claim in respect of the Sea Dawn. 
 
    The taxi deposited Eric at the offices of Martin and Channing precisely at five minutes before the hour. Eric entered the offices, took the lift upstairs and was met in the corridor by a woman with a supercilious air and chilly tone. Mr Channing had been delayed at a meeting at the Bank of England but expected to arrive within half an hour. Meanwhile, perhaps Mr Ward would care for some refreshment? 
 
    He had the feeling that his request for lime juice and soda both shook her and stretched the capacities of the refreshment cupboards at Martin and Channing. He also suspected that they would not be caught out twice: next time, they would even predict his choices. 
 
    The small ante-room between the secretary’s office and Leonard Channing’s personal suite was discreetly decorated in pastel shades and comfortably furnished. On the low table there was the usual annual report; the walls sported three Spy cartoons from the 1890s Vanity Fair magazine. Long-dead judges peered at him in caricatured form from their dark oak frames: their names were familiar to him as giants in their day, masters of sweeping judgements that had laid down principles and precedents that still held sway in modern times. In an odd way, they bolstered his resolve: there were established principles behind his stand against Leonard Channing. 
 
    The senior partner in Martin and Channing finally swept into his office at six forty-five. He did not come through the office in which Eric was waiting, but Eric heard the bang of the door beyond. There was a scurrying of secretaries: 
 
    Eric gained the impression that Channing was not in a good mood. Ten minutes later the lady with the supercilious air came into the ante-room and invited Eric to enter the presence. 
 
    Leonard Channing was standing near the window. The damask curtains moved heavily in the breeze that flowed in; Channing held a glass of whisky in his hand and his colour was a little high, as though he had yet to regain his temper after what must have been a stormy meeting at the Bank of England. 
 
    He swung around as Eric entered. ‘Ward! They looked after you? Yes, I see they have. Sorry about the delay; got caught up. Bloody Treasury . . .’ His eyes glittered angrily, and he sipped at his whisky. Then, abruptly, his eyes fixed on Eric. He gestured towards a chair and he himself sat down behind the ornate desk with the dark leather surface. ‘Now then, what’s all this nonsense?’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense?’ Eric queried calmly. 
 
    ‘When I got the call from Scholes I could hardly believe what he was telling me. Reuben Podmore had got in touch with him to say you were countermanding my instructions regarding the Storcaster contract, and that you were requesting a meeting with me. I think you need to get something clear, Ward. I’m the senior partner in Martin and Channing and the chief executive power within the firm. When I issue an instruction that a contract is to be honoured I damn well expect it to happen.’ 
 
    ‘You said honoured, Channing.’ 
 
    ‘I did. I entered that contract, it was on my judgement, and now we are liable under the contract we need to pay the claim. Any delay in the settlement reflects upon my word, my position in the company, and my authority as senior partner.’ 
 
    ‘I would have thought your reputation would have suffered more if it can be shown it would be wrong to settle.’ 
 
    ‘Wrong? What the hell are you talking about, man? The issues have already been before an arbitrator and the Commercial Court.’ 
 
    ‘Some of the issues. Not all,’ Eric replied calmly. Leonard Channing slammed the cut-glass whisky tumbler down on his desk. The golden liquid spilled, spreading over the leather, but he ignored it. A vein beat angrily in his forehead, and a faint line of perspiration was apparent on his upper lip. He was not used to being challenged, he had had a rough day at the Bank of England, and he clearly regarded Eric’s attitude as an impertinence. But he was shrewd and was not prepared to allow anger to cloud his judgement. He paused, eyes glittering unpleasantly at Eric. ‘I think we’d better get some things clear, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ 
 
    ‘I instructed Podmore to settle. You countermanded that. Whatever emerges in our discussions with Storcaster this evening I want it to be made clear: we’ll be settling.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t accept that.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve no bloody choice! You’ve no say in the policy-making or decision-taking of Martin and Channing and if I say we’ll settle that’s the end of it. Now, this evening, we can talk over the claim if you like, to save your face, and we can talk new business perhaps, or I’ll simply treat the whole matter as one whereby I am socializing with the Storcaster people. But at the end of it we settle.’ 
 
    ‘No. Not unless I’m satisfied.’ 
 
    ‘Satisfied!’ For a moment Eric thought Channing was going to rise and throw the half-empty whisky tumbler at his head. But the man controlled himself, lowered his voice threateningly. ‘Your satisfaction doesn’t enter into this, Ward. I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself into here.’ 
 
    ‘And I don’t think you have thought the whole thing through clearly,’ Eric replied. 
 
    Channing snorted. ‘I’m denied clarity of thought, now! Fine, so tell me where I’m going wrong.’ 
 
    Eric leaned forward in his chair. ‘In the first instance, you say I can’t countermand your order regarding the settlement of the Sea Dawn claim. The fact is you have no authority to insist I settle.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘You placed responsibility for the contract, and the settlement of the claim, with Stanley Investments. You have no official position with the company.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a subsidiary of Martin and Channing—’ 
 
    ‘—and a limited company in its own rights. It has only one director — me — even though it depends for its financing upon Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    Channing opened his mouth angrily to say something, then paused, thought better of it. He picked up his whisky tumbler and drained it. He set the glass down and stared at it for several seconds, then when he looked up his mouth was grim. ‘The fledgling trying his wings, it seems. All right, Ward, the contract settlement was placed with Stanley Investments. A device merely, a way of dealing with tax—’ 
 
    ‘But legal and effective, nevertheless.’ 
 
    Channing did not like being interrupted. His eyes narrowed, and he snapped, ‘That’s easily remedied, then. I’ll take back the responsibility for settlement. Martin and Channing can bear the brunt of a loss of this kind without too much of a tremor — and it’s your own wife’s investment that you’re risking, after all. Hers, mine and others. Not yours, of course,’ he sneered. ‘But that’s probably why you’re adopting this ridiculous stance. So, let’s settle it. I’ll pull back the authority.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hell not?’ 
 
    ‘Because you don’t have the authority. You might regard yourself as the chief executive of Martin and Channing, and senior partner, but nevertheless decisions are taken by the board, even if they do follow your lead. The decision to place the settlement through Stanley Investments was a board decision and minuted as such. You have no authority to overrule that decision.’ 
 
    ‘I’m chairman of the board. I could take chairman’s action—’ 
 
    ‘Not when a substantive motion has been taken, and your action is in direct contravention of that resolution. Besides, how would you find grounds to support your action? It was you who put the resolution to the board.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing’s anger was cooling. It was being replaced by something more deliberate and vindictive. He was not used to having his authority challenged, but he was not fool enough to bluster. ‘I could call a special meeting of the board to withdraw the resolution,’ he said quietly. 
 
    ‘Would you take that chance? And have a board member ask me what the hell was going on? When all I’d have to say would be that I was merely trying to protect the best interests of Martin and Channing and Stanley Investments — and their own money as board members and partners in the firm?’ 
 
    Leonard Channing began to drum his fingers lightly on the leather top of his desk. His eyes were fixed on Eric’s face but the glance was glazed as though Channing was seeing not the man in front of him but possibilities, ploys, the subterfuges practised through a lifetime of financial dealings in the City. The reflection calmed him, slowed his breathing, brought a cold passivity to his features and a dangerous quiescence which Eric knew could be a cloak for decision. 
 
    ‘I think,’ Leonard Channing said stiffly, ‘it’s time we made our way to the London Hilton, to meet our friends from Storcaster.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The dining-room was private, the table damasked, elegant cut-glass decanters glittered among the bottles and glasses and a discreet uniformed waiter dispensed pre-dinner drinks to the assembled group. There were four men in the room when Channing arrived with Eric: the manager who was organizing the room slipped away with the waiter once drinks had been served. Eric guessed he would return after an interval when the guests had settled down. 
 
    Saul Berckman came across and shook hands warmly with Eric. There was a welcoming smile on his lips and his dark eyes were friendly. He was dressed in a dark, well-cut suit and pale blue shirt that set off his swarthy complexion to advantage. ‘You know Phil Daniels already, of course,’ he said. 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘We met in Channing’s room.’ Daniels bobbed his head, waved his dry martini in greeting but did not shake hands. His mouth was grim; there was an edge of hostility in his glance and Eric suspected that the three had been discussing the Sea Dawn policy before he and Channing had arrived, and whatever line the three men had decided to pursue it was not one with which Daniels was fully in accord. 
 
    Saul Berckman stepped aside, drawing Eric with him. ‘Channing has already met Alain Germaine, but you won’t have done so. May I introduce you to Alain — with me and Phil, he’s a director of the Storcaster Syndicate.’ 
 
    Germaine put down his brandy and soda to shake hands with Eric. He was small in build, but trim-waisted and with an air of confidence that was matched by his sharp, restless eyes. He was foxy-haired, its colour greying at the temples, and his grip was nervous and tense, as though he contained restless charges of energy he was eager to release. ‘It’s good to meet you, Ward,’ he said in a slightly accented voice. ‘I understand you’re new to the business of risk underwriting. Welcome to the club.’ 
 
    Eric was vaguely amused at the attempt to establish a platform: Germaine wanted to make it clear he regarded Eric’s late attempt to hold back payment on the Sea Dawn account as the unwise action of a financial tyro. 
 
    Saul Berckman laughed. ‘French clubs are unlike those in England. They are not necessarily used by gentlemen, and they can sometimes be less civilized. Competitiveness is not regarded as degrading.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never regarded myself as being particularly clubbable,’ Eric replied. 
 
    The conversation generalized into a discussion of the English passion for clubs, which was not matched in Europe to the same extent. Berckman led the conversation with a practised ease, a raconteur who was used to establishing social relationships from which business contacts and contracts could be developed. Eric was not fooled by the easy image, however: the man was tough, and would be a good negotiator, not least because of his ability to dissemble. Very little remained unnoticed by Berckman: his glance was sharp, and he had a swift reaction time. 
 
    Phil Daniels was in a blunter mould. His personality matched his build: muscular, solid and direct, he would behave like a battering-ram at a conference and would require careful handling by his colleagues. Nevertheless, he would always be useful to them, for his directness would enable them to use him as a foil for compromise. 
 
    Alain Germaine was less predictable. The Frenchman was quick of mind and movement, but the tensions in him would not always be controlled. Eric gathered from the conversation that he had flown into London from Paris for this meeting, and would have received a briefing only hours before they were due at the Hilton. He seemed edgy, wishing to get back to his Paris office, and impatient that Daniels and Berckman could not have dealt themselves with the issues to be raised by Eric. Or maybe he felt that the issues should have been met head on by Channing, and not reached the stage of this conference. 
 
    Channing himself had remained slightly apart from the discussion. He stood with a whisky in his hand, but he was not drinking it. He was watching Eric, weighing up the situation, perhaps uncertain how far Eric would take his resistance in the face of the three Storcaster men. He had been quiet in the car that had brought them to the Hilton; he had been keeping counsel, in the face of Eric’s forthrightness at his office. But Eric was not so naive as to believe he had overcome Channing: he had given the senior partner a few things to think about, but he had no doubt Channing would return at some point to the attack. 
 
    Phil Daniels downed his martini, walked across to the table and poured another for himself. He re-joined the group and suddenly interrupted the trivialities of the conversation. ‘I gather you’re the guy who’s holding up the settlement of our claim, Ward.’ 
 
    Eric looked at him, wondering whether this was to be a planned opening salvo. ‘I represent Stanley Investments and—’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t go along with the outdated idea that an Englishman’s word is his bond, hey?’ 
 
    Eric smiled, refusing to react to the aggressive tone. ‘I believe that when contracts are entered into they should be honoured.’ 
 
    ‘But not if you’re doing the paying out?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t object to payments being made in circumstances where they are due.’ 
 
    ‘They’re sure as hell due here!’ Phil Daniels argued. ‘So what's the reason for backing off?’ 
 
    Slowly Eric said, ‘I think it’s a matter of interpretation. Your company clearly considers payment is due and should be made. There is another view—’ 
 
    ‘Crap!’ Daniels said bluntly. 
 
    Berckman stepped forward. ‘Gentlemen . . .’ 
 
    His intervention was a gentle warning that the waiters were arriving. The Storcaster group took their seats around the table, with Eric and Leonard Channing facing them. Eric noted wryly that Channing so seated himself that while he was beside. Eric he was also slightly distanced from him. It was a discreet reminder to all in the room that Eric Ward was holding an isolated position in these deliberations. 
 
    After the first course was served, it was Germaine who took up the matter. ‘Phil, in his usual manner has come directly to the point. We certainly feel, as a group: somewhat dismayed at your attitude, explained to us by phone by Mr Channing.’ 
 
    ‘Why dismayed?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘All appropriate procedures have been followed,’ Germaine said quickly. ‘Arbitration . . . the Commercial Court . . . questions have been asked and answered—’ 
 
    ‘But not perhaps the right questions,’ Eric countered. There was a short silence. Phil Daniels began to say something but Saul Berckman raised a hand, interrupting him. ‘Perhaps you’d care to elucidate for us,’ he said to Eric. ‘Clearly, since we have all been so close to the matter, there is the possibility that we have all missed something. You, as an outsider, may have spotted something we have not.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not quite that simple,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘Nevertheless,’ Channing said, almost purring, ‘I find myself in agreement with our friends. We do need to be specific if we are to hold up settlement.’ 
 
    Eric paused. ‘All right . . . but forgive me if I run over the salient facts of the Sea Dawn business, as I see them.’ Berckman’s glance was piercing. ‘By all means,’ he said. ‘As I understand the position, the Storcaster Syndicate was approached by the owners of the Sea Dawn in respect of an insurance policy to cover hull and cargo.’ 
 
    Alain Germaine raised his head. ‘One moment . . . since you wish facts to be accurate, and since I negotiated the original deal after our agent, Cordóbes, in Spain got in touch with me, perhaps I should point out the matter was not an isolated one. The Sea Dawn insurance cover was one of a number of policies issued by us through a shipping company: Gaetano and Damant.’ 
 
    ‘And because it was one of a number of policies, carrying risks involving quite large sums of money,’ Phil Daniels added, ‘we adopted our normal practice of laying off some of the risks through underwriting deals. It seems we made a mistake in asking Martin and Channing to underwrite, in that they have a leaning towards welshing.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing said nothing and made no movement. Eric was on his own. ‘The Sea Dawn was one of a number of policies,’ Eric said, ‘but the only one placed with us.’ 
 
    ‘There were others placed with other underwriters,’ Saul Berckman said. ‘But you’re not suggesting anything untoward in this, surely. It is common practice, as I’m sure Channing will confirm.’ 
 
    ‘I can so confirm,’ Channing said. 
 
    Eric glanced at the senior partner. Channing’s eyes were on him, frosty and malignant. Whatever Eric might feel about the matter, he would get no help from Leonard Channing. 
 
    ‘I’ll make no comment upon your choice of underwriter,’ Eric said, ‘or the number of policies you placed with Channing. Let’s leave it at the moment that a hull and cargo insurance was taken out through your syndicate at competitive prices.’ 
 
    Berckman hesitated. ‘Competitive prices . . . yes, for the kind of business we were accepting.’ 
 
    Eric eyed him calmly. ‘High risk business?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve read the transcript of the Commercial Court hearing, I imagine,’ Berckman replied. ‘High risk, yes, and so commercial rates also were . . . negotiated.’ 
 
    ‘High rates.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Germaine broke in reluctantly. ‘We found it necessary to place a high premium on the cargo. Machine tools—’ 
 
    ‘And the hull?’ 
 
    ‘The Commercial Court regarded it as a reasonable loading,’ Daniels announced. ‘What are you driving at, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing yet. I’m merely establishing facts. Let’s turn to what happened to the Sea Dawn. She left Marseilles with her cargo on the 25th of the month. A few days later, this 20,000-ton vessel radioed that she was in difficulties.’ 
 
    ‘There was a problem, yes,’ Daniels said. ‘Engine trouble; a mechanical fault. It had no bearing on the issues here.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently not,’ Eric agreed, ‘but according to evidence taken both at the arbitration and the Commercial Court hearing, it caused a certain delay. And the master took the opportunity to go ashore at Denia, on the Spanish mainland, during the delay.’ 
 
    ‘He had negotiated the repairs with a Spanish firm. There were papers to be signed—’ 
 
    ‘And maybe a woman to see,’ Daniels interrupted angrily. ‘So what? Where’s this getting us?’ 
 
    ‘It gets us to the point where the Sea Dawn foundered,’ Eric replied. ‘According to the evidence, the engines were repaired and the Sea Dawn continued on her way through the Mediterranean. But then, inexplicably, she sustained considerable damage below the waterline.’ 
 
    ‘You use the word inexplicably,’ Berckman said, ‘but it is your word. It is not one the court used. A major hazard of all seagoing operations is the existence of submerged or semi-submerged debris. The court accepted that the Sea Dawn was damaged by one such hazard. We don’t know, nor is it possible to find out, what the debris was, but it is clear from accounts given that the Sea Dawn struck some submerged wreck and sustained a hole below the waterline. It was not a serious problem and no request was made for assistance at the time.’ 
 
    ‘But then, after an hour or so, they discovered that a fuel tank and the engine room were flooding.’ 
 
    ‘That is so.’ 
 
    ‘When did they discover that the engines of the Sea Dawn were liable to deteriorate rapidly?’ Eric asked. 
 
    There was a short silence. Germaine glanced at Berckman, who was staring thoughtfully at Eric. It was Daniels who burst in again. ‘It’s obvious! If you get water in the engine room, you’re bound to get a deteriorating situation.’ 
 
    ‘I merely quote, verbatim, from evidence submitted,’ Eric said mildly. ‘The engines were liable to deteriorate rapidly. That was the statement made. My question is: when was that known? Only after the leak started? Or was it known before the voyage started? There is a certain ambiguity in the evidence.’ 
 
    Quietly Berckman admitted, ‘I will agree the ambiguity.’ 
 
    ‘You made no inquiry into the state of the engines of the Sea Dawn before you accepted the policy from the owners?’ 
 
    ‘It is not our practice,’ Berckman said, still quietly. 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘All right, let’s go on. There was no great problem aboard the Sea Dawn at that stage. The damage could be handled. The water was pumped from the engine room, preventative measures were taken and they discovered that the hole below the waterline was about fifteen feet long. They would need a plate to cover the aperture left by the collision.’ 
 
    ‘That is so,’ Germaine agreed. ‘But we know the facts. Are they in any way relevant to what we are here to talk about?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ Eric replied. ‘May I go on? The protective plate had to be bolted to the hull. The method that had to be employed was that bolts had to be fired from a Cox bolt gun. There was one thing that puzzled me there. Is it common practice to have a skilled diver on board a ship, armed with such equipment?’ 
 
    Saul Berckman’s eyebrows were raised slightly. He shrugged. ‘It may be a trifle unusual, but I would imagine it is not uncommon.’ 
 
    ‘You imagine? You haven’t checked?’ After the silence developed around them, Eric went on, ‘What was made clear at the hearing in the Commercial Court was that a Cox bolt gun has an explosive device which operates under water. But it can’t be used, in circumstances such as applied in the case of the Sea Dawn, without elements of danger. The hole had been made near the engine room and a fuel tank. The fuel tank was the flashpoint, but the Sea Dawn master had caused the fuel to be pumped out. What he had not ensured, of course, was that the tank was free of gas.’ 
 
    There was a discreet movement behind his left shoulder. 
 
    A waiter hovered, uncertain. None of the men had done anything more than barely touch their first courses. Negligently Channing waved his hand, instructing the waiter to clear the plates. ‘Delay the next course,’ he instructed. When the table had been cleared, Channing and the Storcaster representatives waited expectantly for Eric to continue. 
 
    ‘If other circumstances had prevailed, and the master of the Sea Dawn had called upon an independent contractor to come to his assistance, with an experienced diver, I wonder whether the situation would then have been different.’ Eric speculated. ‘The facts were, of course, there was a Cox bolt gun aboard, and there was also a diver prepared to use it. It wasn’t clear from the court transcript whether the first mate, who was in charge directly of the operation, actually instructed the diver not to try bolting the plate until the tank was gas-free. All we do know is that he went down, started firing the bolts, and the result was an explosion which caused extensive damage.’ 
 
    ‘It also killed the unfortunate diver,’ Berckman commented. 
 
    ‘Which is why some crucial pieces of information were not available,’ Eric added. 
 
    Phil Daniels leaned forward. ‘Look, we’re all familiar with the events leading to the sinking of the Sea Dawn. Why the hell you have to go over them again when what we want to know is why you’re refusing to agree the settlement, I sure as dammit can’t understand! Just what is needling you, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘The explosion started a fire,’ Eric said calmly. ‘The master of the Sea Dawn radioed for assistance, but before additional help in fighting the fire could be obtained, and before a tow could arrive on the scene, the crew were forced to abandon and the Sea Dawn sank with full cargo. Salvage proved impossible and the claims began to come in.’ 
 
    ‘And we dealt with them,’ Berckman said. ‘In the first instance, as we have submitted to Channing, we received the insurance claim and we raised doubts about it. We argued over the amounts involved, and under the terms of the policy the issue went to arbitration. The arbitrator took all facts into account: he commented upon the actions of the dead diver and found that the master had been negligent, through the first mate’s allowing the Cox bolt gun to be used in such circumstances without first clearing the tank of gas. He also found that the damage was foreseeable. To that extent, he allowed a reduction of the amount payable to the shipowners. I take it you must agree we acted properly in these matters, Ward?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘Of course. It was clearly necessary that you disputed the claim. The fact remains that the claim remained substantial in its award: three hundred thousand and more for the hull insurance and a separate two hundred and fifty thousand for the cargo.’ 
 
    ‘That was the arbitration award,’ Berckman pointed out, ‘not our bid.’ He paused. ‘And we did not let the matter rest there.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, there was the matter of the conduct of the master and the first mate.’ 
 
    ‘Barratry. Our lawyers advised us we should clear the issue. It came before the Commercial Court. The judgement was that this was clearly a case of wrongful undertakings by the master, through his negligence, and the mate through his failure to issue appropriate instructions to the diver. The actions of the diver, as a member of the crew, also fell under the definition of barratry.’ 
 
    ‘But the Commercial Court also held.’ Germaine added, ‘that this could not affect the award to the owners, since the act had been by the crew to the prejudice of the owners.’ 
 
    ‘A decision in line with the precedents,’ Eric agreed. 
 
    ‘So you agree we acted properly?’ Daniels pressed. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Then what the hell’s your argument against settling with us, as we’ve agreed to settle with the owners of the Sea Dawn?’ 
 
    ‘As I said earlier,’ Eric replied, ‘though you might have raised questions with the arbitrator and in the court, perhaps they weren’t the right questions. And maybe you asked your questions at the wrong time.’ 
 
    ‘Goddammit, Ward,’ Daniels snapped out, ‘who the hell do you think you are? You walk into this business, raw as they come, and you suggest we’re not alive to the problems of marine insurance, a business we’ve been building up for ten years and more? It’s always easy to be wise after the event; of course we wouldn’t have issued a policy on the Sea Dawn if we’d bloody well known she was going to founder, but the series of happenings was not predictable—’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t it?’ Eric interrupted. 
 
    Daniels blinked, glared at his colleagues and said, ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘The arbitrator cut down the award considerably from the claim. But would the owners be quite satisfied with the award anyway?’ 
 
    Berckman leaned forward.’ They’d lost their ship—’ 
 
    ‘Which perhaps was what they intended.’ 
 
    Berckman smiled thinly. ‘There’s no evidence of that.’ 
 
    ‘That’s my point. How the hell do you know? You’ve never looked for such evidence, right from the beginning.’ 
 
    The silence around him was hostile, Channing remaining watchful and observant while the three representatives of the Storcaster Syndicate bristled openly. ‘You’d better explain that statement,’ Daniels warned. 
 
    ‘The explanation is staring you in the face,’ Eric said coldly. ‘When you accepted the policy on the Sea Dawn did you check her out in the Lloyd’s Register of Shipping?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward—’ Daniels began. 
 
    ‘Did you check on the transactions involving the Sea Dawn over recent years? How many times she was sold; what valuations were placed upon her by underwriters; whether there have been any surveys into her condition or seaworthiness by marine surveyors? When you entered the policy of marine insurance, did you check any of the details furnished you by the owners?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the way the business operates,’ Saul Berckman said, his eyes fixed on Eric. 
 
    ‘So I understand. But in my book it’s not good enough. The fact is, if you didn’t make such checks you should have. The questions should have been asked at the time you entered the policy; if you didn’t, you were negligent.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an expensive business, my friend,’ Alain Germaine intervened. ‘The volume of business—’ 
 
    ‘And no doubt the size of the premiums you demand,’ Eric added. 
 
    There was a short silence. ‘The fact is,’ Saul Berckman said, ‘business practice of the kind you seem, unrealistically, to criticize, does not invalidate our insurance cover with the shipowners. Nor does it invalidate the underwriting by Martin and Channing. After all, Leonard Channing asked no such questions either. Are you suggesting he was negligent?’ 
 
    Eric looked at Channing. The senior partner in Martin and Channing looked relaxed, leaning back in his chair with his elbow on the arm, chin in the palm of his hand. But his eyes, fixed on Eric, held a mocking challenge. 
 
    ‘The wisdom of Channing’s dealings with the Storcaster Syndicate is a matter that must be discussed within the firm itself, not with Storcaster representatives. And you are right: the contracts are not invalidated.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Berckman said softly, ‘there’s no reason to hold up the settlement of the claim. You’ve had your say, we . . . ah . . . appreciate your point of view and the fact that your views are strongly held, but there’s no reason now—’ 
 
    ‘One moment,’ Eric interrupted. ‘Don’t read too much into what I say. I haven’t moved from my basic position. You didn’t ask the right questions at the appropriate time. That doesn’t mean we should ask no questions now.’ 
 
    Channing sighed, as though they had reached a moment for which he had been waiting. Daniels glanced at Germaine in exasperation, but Saul Berckman remained watchful. He fingered the fading scar on his cheek thoughtfully. ‘What are you driving at, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘The arbitrator has decided upon the level of the award. The Commercial Court has adjudicated upon the matter of barratry. A wrongdoing did take place.’ 
 
    ‘And it cannot affect the validity of the shipowners’ claim under the marine insurance policy.’ 
 
    ‘Unless they were party to the wrongdoing.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing chuckled. It was a light, unpleasant sound. Eric did not turn his head. He stared at Saul Berckman. The man remained silent, holding Eric’s gaze. Alain Germaine said, after a short pause, ‘There’s no evidence that the owners were involved in the events leading to the loss of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘How the hell do you know?’ Eric snapped. ‘You never asked the questions to try to find out.’ 
 
    Germaine bridled. ‘We’ve been trying to explain to you, Ward, that in the course of marine insurance there are certain things one has to accept. The volume of business, the fact that the assured is the only person who knows the true facts . . . these are issues that are taken into account, and we load the premiums accordingly to cover contingencies—’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, but you don’t know until after the event whether the vessel was overvalued, or the cargo insured more heavily than necessary, and if the ship goes down it’s too damned expensive to find the evidence.’ 
 
    ‘So what is it you propose to do, my friend?’ Germaine asked angrily. ‘What do you demand of us?’ 
 
    For the first time, Channing intervened. He sat upright, raising his hand. ‘I think, gentlemen, it is not possible for Ward to ask you to do anything. Rather, you should ask what he intends to do about it all.’ 
 
    ‘I propose,’ Eric said stiffly, ‘to refuse a settlement until the answers to certain questions have been found.’ Channing stared at him, a foxy smile touching his lips. ‘It is not your expectation, surely, that our friends from Storcaster seek the answers?’ 
 
    ‘They should have sought the answers before they agreed to settle with the owners. That should have preceded their claim against the underwriting contract with Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    Channing’s eyes glittered coldly. ‘And if they find no evidence of involvement on the part of the owners, would you accept their statement? From what you’ve said so far, you seem to regard our friends here as lackadaisical in their attitude towards business.’ 
 
    ‘I would certainly be interested to discover how seriously they had conducted the investigation,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘The hell with this!’ Paul Daniels exploded. ‘Just what is going on here? You’re suggesting we don’t know our own business, you’re saying we should have carried out an investigation and you won’t pay out till we do — and even then, if you don’t like the results we come up with you’ll be questioning our methods? Who the hell are you setting yourself up as, Ward? You trying to play God—’ 
 
    ‘One moment.’ Saul Berckman held up a warning hand. 
 
    His dark face was serious, his eyes fixed on Eric’s face. ‘I think we are likely to reach impasse unless we keep our tempers, and discover exactly what Mr Ward wants us to do. Only then will we be able to decide what action we take: the investigation he requests, or a painful, damaging and expensive suit—’ he paused, glanced pointedly at Leonard Channing, and added—’against Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing elevated an eyebrow mockingly as he switched his own glance to Eric. ‘We have the reputation and credibility of Martin and Channing on the line here, Ward. A suit, in which it is suggested we have welshed on an underwriting deal, will not stand us in good stead in the City. I think Mr Berckman’s point is well taken. What precisely is it you will be requiring of them?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, as the Storcaster directors and Leonard Channing stared at him, waiting. ‘There are a number of questions in my mind, and I think they require answers. I understand the business came to Storcaster through the agents Gaetano and Damant, but I don’t recall being told who the owners of the Sea Dawn actually are.’ 
 
    ‘Gaetano and Damant have been acting on their behalf—’ Alain Germaine replied. 
 
    ‘I think we need to discover the identity of the claimants directly,’ Eric insisted. 
 
    Saul Berckman’s glance was cool.’ 
 
    ‘All right, you want to know the identity of the owners. What else, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘I think we need to know what instructions were given to the crew with regard to the repairs carried out to the vessel, and what part was played by the first mate. Did he receive an order from the master, or was there an unauthorized order in respect of the use of the Cox bolt gun from the first mate to the seaman who died in the explosion?’ 
 
    ‘Difficult,’ Germaine murmured. 
 
    ‘We know, also, that the master went ashore at Denia. I think we need to know why he so acted, and what contacts he made there.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell for?’ Daniels expostulated. ‘If his loins were itching, for God’s sake—’ 
 
    ‘We should be looking for possibilities of collusion between the owners and the crew on the issue of barratry,’ Eric insisted. ‘Tracing the movements of the master might produce evidence of such collusion.’ 
 
    ‘Unlikely,’ drawled Germaine. ‘We should check,’ Eric pressed. 
 
    ‘All right,’ Saul Berckman said quietly. ‘What more do you suggest we should be looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Anything which points to the complicity of the owners of the Sea Dawn in its sinking. That includes the history of the vessel, its state and condition, the matter of whether it was over-insured or not . . .’ He hesitated, then added, ‘And perhaps we should look a little more closely at the events which may have followed the loss of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. When Eric said no more Phil Daniels shifted, awkwardly in his seat. ‘Have I missed out on something here?’ 
 
    Channing’s gaze was vague; he was watching Eric but it was as though he had something else on his mind, his brain tracking over past occasions, sifting, trying to locate isolated incidents that might have relevance to their discussion. Alain Germaine leaned forward, smoothing his foxy hair in an unconsciously nervous gesture. ‘What events, specifically, are you referring to?’ 
 
    ‘The first mate on board the Sea Dawn,’ Eric said slowly, ‘was called Karl Mueller. He was the man who ordered the firing of the bolts into the plate, and caused the explosion that sent the Sea Dawn to the bottom.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ Saul Berckman questioned. 
 
    ‘Karl Mueller was recently fished out of the Tyne. Someone had slipped a knife between his ribs.’ 
 
    ‘This is bizarre,’ Leonard Channing said, almost in a whisper. ‘Are you suggesting—’ 
 
    ‘I think we should be looking, in addition, at the circumstances that might have led to the murder of Karl Mueller.’ 
 
    The silence was complete as all four men stared at him as if he was crazy. Berckman was the first to recover. ‘We’re talking about a commercial contract, Ward, about what we see as an attempt by you to renege on an underwriting obligation. We’re not concerned with criminal activity—’ 
 
    ‘If the owners have been in collusion with the crew members of the Sea Dawn, yes, it’s a commercial matter, but it can also amount to a criminal conspiracy. Where there’s one crime, it can lead to another—’ 
 
    ‘But there’s no evidence of any bloody crime!’ Phil Daniels almost shouted. 
 
    ‘Because you haven’t looked for it,’ Eric snapped. 
 
    ‘And you’re seriously suggesting,’ Leonard Channing intervened, ‘that Storcaster should look into the possibility of a link between the murder of this man Mueller and the loss of the Sea Dawn?’ 
 
    Before Eric could reply, Saul Berckman shook his head. His voice had hardened, an edge of steel creeping into his tone. ‘That is impossible. This farce is going too far. I cannot see it is in any way incumbent upon us to follow this line at all. We have reached the impasse I feared. I am sure I speak for my colleagues when I say we cannot countenance any such burden being placed upon us. There is no alternative, I fear, to taking the necessary action to resolve this situation in a court of law.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right,’ Phil Daniels muttered angrily. 
 
    Alain Germaine was looking at his hands. There was a slight trembling of his fingers; it might have been nervousness, or it might have been anger. ‘I am in agreement With Saul, Mr Channing. This thing is getting out of hand. Your . . . associate seems to me to have become . . . unbalanced in this matter. I also am of the opinion that if payment is not immediately agreed, there is no alternative but to sue.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing’s mouth was set like a trap. He glared at Eric, making no secret of his cold anger and dislike. ‘I disagree, gentlemen. I am in complete sympathy with your views; I think this whole business is proceeding down avenues which are destructive both to the future of Storcaster and to that of Martin and Channing. But there is an alternative course.’ He glanced briefly at the three syndicate directors. ‘I have no desire that my company should be joined in a damaging suit: mud sticks. To avoid such .a situation arising, all doors should be used. Mr Ward is unhappy about what has been done so far. He wants an investigation to be undertaken. So be it. But I am prepared to accept that the investigation should be no burden for Storcaster.’ 
 
    Saul Berckman looked quickly at Ward and seemed to be about to say something. He subsided, as Channing continued. 
 
    ‘If Ward wants answers let him find them. If he wants to spend time on wild goose chases, it’s his time. I can guarantee that the board of Martin and Channing will support my view that unreasonable demands are being placed on Storcaster. I propose, therefore, that since Ward is worried he should ask his own questions, and find his own answers.’ 
 
    The silence was sharp, hostility almost crackling in the air. Leonard Channing smiled thinly, his eyes still cold and unpleasant. ‘I don’t propose to call a special meeting of the board, Ward. The next meeting is scheduled in three weeks’ time. I would suggest you find the answers to your questions by that date. Otherwise, if you do not settle the claim of Storcaster for the underwriting of the Sea Dawn I shall be tabling a special resolution with the board. And I have no doubt that resolution will be approved.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of resolution?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Leonard Channing grunted dismissively. ‘I shall propose an immediate settlement of the claim, following upon your resignation from· the directorship of Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    ‘And if I fail to offer my resignation?’ 
 
    ‘The board of Martin and Channing would divest you of that status by withdrawing its support of Stanley Investments, reconstituting the company or dissolving it. Your wife’s investment would be secured in Martin and Channing, of course, but you, Mr Ward, would be persona non grata in every sense of the word as far as the business enterprises of Martin and Channing are concerned.’ For several seconds Leonard Channing allowed the hostility to shine out of his eyes as he glared at Eric. Then he sighed, in evident satisfaction that a problem had been resolved. Now, gentlemen, shall we dine?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Ward was forced to admit to himself that he had been somewhat shaken by the final turn of events. Once again he had made a miscalculation as far as Leonard Channing was concerned. At Lombard Street he had been confident that he had backed Channing into a corner from which the senior partner could not escape. In fact, Channing had already been planning the way out, even then: he had merely been waiting until Eric exposed his own hand in front of the Storcaster people — and he had ended up by manoeuvring Eric into a situation where all the problems were returned with interest. 
 
    As he returned northwards by train Eric considered gloomily that he had only himself to blame. Over-confidence had again cost him the battle with Leonard Channing, and now he had only a limited period of time within which to do the things he had been demanding of Storcaster. 
 
    He saw no reason to discuss the matters in detail with Anne. She asked for an account of the meeting with Leonard Channing and he told her of the Lombard Street conversation. When he came to tell her of the dinner with the Storcaster people, however, he was somewhat evasive. It was not that he feared appearing in a foolish light to her; rather, he was aware that if she knew in detail what he intended to do over the Sea Dawn affair she would become nervous, counsel caution, and perhaps try to stop him by insisting he should settle the matter at once by agreeing the underwritten payment. 
 
    He was less withdrawn with Reuben Podmore. He felt the investment manager had a certain right to know, because if Eric failed it was likely that changes would occur in the northern company. It seemed only fair to tell Podmore that it could end with the old man losing his job. 
 
    ‘I appreciate your telling me, Mr Ward, and giving me an outline of the whole position.’ Podmore’s eyes were almost invisible behind his glasses as the light reflected from them, rendering them almost opaque. He and Eric were standing at the foot of Gray’s Monument during the lunch break. The meeting had been unarranged and casual, but Eric had thought it an appropriate time to discuss the matter. 
 
    Podmore turned his head and gloomily watched a group of children feeding some pouter pigeons as they strutted about the foot of the obelisk. ‘I have to say, nevertheless, that you have acted with a degree of circumspection, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘You think we should settle the claim?’ 
 
    Podmore pursed his lips and grimaced. ‘It’s not for me to comment upon your discussions with Mr Channing: you must determine for yourself how far you can carry — or rout — that gentleman. I’ve always considered him . . . formidable. But then, I’m merely an employee, an investment manager. Subservience colours one’s attitude and perceptions.’ 
 
    ‘And the Storcaster Syndicate?’ 
 
    ‘Again, a matter of judgement. There is a lot of money involved. It’s true they seem to have paid no great heed to the possibilities behind the loss of the Sea Dawn. But that, and the subsequent lack of investigation . . . well, it’s not uncommon in marine insurance, mainly because of the difficulties and costs of mounting such an investigation. And the bad publicity that might be engendered. All one can say, I suppose, is that you’ve given yourself a considerable task . . . and it was, perhaps . . . unnecessary to bring in the irrelevant issue.’ 
 
    ‘Irrelevant?’ 
 
    ‘The Mueller business.’ 
 
    ‘If it is irrelevant.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Podmore sighed. ‘However, may I ask if there’s any way in which I can help?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to?’ 
 
    ‘Whichever way one looks at it, Mr Ward, it is not in my interests that you should entirely lose your . . . ah . . . battles with Mr Channing. I stand to lose my job.’ 
 
    ‘I’m grateful,’ Eric said, and meant it. ‘Well, clearly, I can use assistance and not least by way of advice.’ 
 
    ‘Please ask.’ 
 
    ‘I have some experience of criminal investigations, but mainly in the North-East, and in matters of minor importance. I imagine that where the shipping world is concerned there are reliable firms who will carry out confidential investigations of a specialist kind.’ 
 
    ‘Specialist work carries specialist fees, Mr Ward,’ Podmore warned. 
 
    ‘I’m aware of that. But in the first instance I want as much background as I can possibly raise on the Sea Dawn by way of her history and condition.’ 
 
    ‘It will mean checking on her registrations, the flags she’ll have sailed under, and a trace of her ownership history. I take it you’ll also want any survey results, and commercial contracts, charter — parties and the like, that she might have been committed to.’ 
 
    ‘Anything that may be relevant.’ 
 
    ‘It will be expensive.’ 
 
    ‘I expect so.’ 
 
    A five-year-old child broke away from its mother at the top of the Tynerider station and ran forward, scattering the pigeons. They rose with a flurry of wings, circling the monument in a grey and white cloud. Podmore observed them dispassionately. ‘I think I can put you in touch with a London firm,’ he said slowly. ‘They specialize in marine investigations. They have the advantage of being able to pick up supposition as well as fact. You may well find there is more of the one than the other. The shipping world . . . it is a curious one. And it is awash with rumour.’ 
 
    ‘Sea-salt gossip.’ 
 
    Podmore shrugged. ‘Is there anything else, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Mueller.’ 
 
    Podmore observed him gravely. ‘Are you sure it’s wise to pursue that issue.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It can muddy waters more than is necessary. It can give rise to obsessions; make innocent situations appear sinister. It’s a police matter, and unlikely to have any connection with the Sea Dawn. Seamen often live dangerous and complicated lives.’ 
 
    ‘It needs checking out,’ Eric insisted stubbornly. 
 
    ‘So you wish Mr Mueller’s movements also to be traced?’ 
 
    ‘If possible.’ 
 
    Podmore sighed. ‘All right, I will see what I can do. I should return to the office now, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll walk with you. It’s on my way to the Quayside.’ They began to walk the short distance down Gray Street to the corner where Podmore would be turning off to go back to his office. The street dipped gracefully away before them, the colonnaded front of the Royal Theatre standing resplendent after its cleaning. At the corner, Eric paused, and Podmore looked at him expectantly. 
 
    ‘The Deutsche Bank issue,’ Eric said. 
 
    A wary frown appeared on Podmore’s brow. ‘I had hoped we would have no further necessity to discuss that, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the present situation?’ 
 
    Podmore hesitated, then shrugged reluctantly. ‘I did suggest it was a bad time for the issue with the market choked. I mean big borrowers like Texaco, the Swedish Government, Sears Roebuck and Allied Lyons have been in the market.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘My information is that a number of investment banks have been trying to get mandates for the issue.’ 
 
    ‘Which ones?’ 
 
    ‘In the main, the dominant American and Japanese firms who have branches in London.’ 
 
    ‘What’s been the Martin and Channing position?’ Podmore glanced around him and wrinkled his nose as though he found it indiscreet and tasteless to discuss such confidential business on a street corner in Newcastle. ‘They’re holding on to their mandate and not allowing their underwriting share to be split. They don’t want to risk their position on the tombstone.’ 
 
    ‘Even if it costs them money in the long run?’ 
 
    Podmore looked at him uneasily. ‘I have no say in policy, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Eric thought for a moment, staring blankly at Podmore, as the blood began to quicken in his veins. ‘So Martin and Channing are staying pat. What about the other firms?’ 
 
    Podmore shifted his weight from one foot to another, like an elderly schoolboy afraid of being caught in a misdemeanour. ‘I . . . I did stress that in my view there’s been a miscalculation in the timing of the issue. Other firms have been facing up to the facts.’ 
 
    ‘What facts?’ 
 
    Podmore sighed unhappily. ‘The tombstone leaders are, in the main, large firms. Martin and Channing is one of the smallest and it’s keen to retain its position on the tombstone. The other firms have . . . higher reserves and sounder financial positions. They have less to lose . . .’ 
 
    ‘So they’re spreading the risk,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    Podmore nodded. ‘Their calculation will be that as long as they remain on the tombstone it doesn’t matter too much if they divest their commitment considerably.’ 
 
    ‘Whereas Leonard Channing wants to retain a larger credibility for his firm than it perhaps deserves . . . What level did they come in on at the issue?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward . . .’ 
 
    ‘What was the percentage, Podmore?’ 
 
    The investment manager hesitated unhappily. ‘I . . . I believe it was nine and seven-eighths.’ 
 
    ‘And what’s happening now?’ 
 
    Again Reuben Podmore shifted his bulk nervously. ‘You must understand the situation, Mr Ward. Bad timing like this, it brings out the worst in people. The sharks gather. They see the potential in the situation and they take advantage of it. The major underwriters — the ones who came together in the first instance — they will have had to come in at nine and seven-eighths in order to make the issue viable. But some of them will now be facing the reality of the market place.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be releasing bonds with a lower interest rate, to other underwriters.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so.’ Reuben Podmore blinked rapidly, staring at Eric Ward. ‘There’s a large part of the City which will have stayed away from the issue, unable to get in on the syndicate. It will be below them to tout for the business thereafter — even to get on the tombstone — particularly if the interest is shaved to an unrealistic figure.’ 
 
    ‘And it is being shaved that way?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They’ll be wringing their hands, Mr Ward, speaking of the good old days when you could trust your friends, and railing at what they see as the insanity of those entrepreneurs who will now be winning business by offering the issue at unrealistic interest rates.’ 
 
    ‘And those managers will, of course, be hoping that the short term interest rate will fall.’ 
 
    ‘Making the low interest bonds attractive, yes, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘That situation would be a problem for Martin and Channing, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘It is a problem.’ 
 
    ‘Then I think, Mr Podmore, we should be taking a hand in the game.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Reuben Podmore’s eyes had almost started out of his head. For a few moments he had thought Eric was joking; then he had turned a bright red, and finally he had insisted that Eric come along to his office. He had hurried up the stairs, curtly suggested to his secretary that she go out and do some shopping, and then in the privacy of his office he had sat down, wiped his brow and demanded that Eric reconsider the suggestion. 
 
    ‘I have to say, Mr Ward, that what you suggest is unsound financially, and certainly unethical.’ 
 
    ‘Why is it unsound?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘If Stanley Investments attempt to win business by issuing the Eurobonds at an interest rate shaved below the realistic figure it would be an unsound risk to take. Any significant movement in the interest rates could cost the company thousands of pounds—’ 
 
    ‘If the rates move the wrong way,’ Eric countered. ‘But that is a possibility!’ 
 
    ‘Yet you’ve already told me that the Deutsche Bank issue has arisen at a bad time. The syndicate managers including Leonard Channing — have agreed to underwrite the issue at nine and seven-eighths per cent. If the bond issue sticks, with sales and movement becoming possible only at the lower rates, it’s Martin and Channing who’ll be taking the big risk.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true, Mr Ward, but they can afford it.’ 
 
    ‘Afford to lose large sums of money that way? On a bad business risk, just for the pleasure of getting their names on a tombstone — a tombstone that might later get the reputation of really having buried a few reputations?’ 
 
    ‘If the issue is really bad business in the end it won’t be trumpeted, Mr Ward. You just don’t understand—’ 
 
    ‘I understand enough to know that if we take up issue rights at a lower interest rate — and succeed in selling the bonds thereafter at a better rate than we paid for them it will be good business for Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    Podmore sweated. ‘That’s true, but it would require delicacy of touch, a buying in of the rights at the appropriate time, a gamble that the interest rates will move in the right direction—’ 
 
    ‘But that’s always the risk that’s being taken.’ 
 
    ‘All right, Mr Ward,’ Podmore snapped nervously, ‘but what about the ethics of the situation?’ 
 
    ‘That,’ Eric said coolly, ‘you’ll have to explain to me.’ Podmore fiddled nervously with the papers on his desk as he tried to find the right words. ‘Stanley Investments is a subsidiary of Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘But an investment company in its own right, with its own management.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so, Mr Ward, but a subsidiary, nevertheless. Its policy is dictated by the main board—’ 
 
    ‘Not so, Podmore. It has had no policy, to date. It has merely accepted business for Martin and Channing, fronted for its losses for prestige and tax purposes, and has indulged in little or no trading activity on its own account.’ 
 
    ‘That only emphasizes its dependence, surely—’. 
 
    ‘But things have now changed with the Martin and Channing board decision to establish me as a director. That enables me to undertake policy decisions for Stanley Investments — independently of Lombard Street!’ 
 
    Podmore stared owlishly at Eric. Now that he could see the glint of determination in Eric’s eyes he was becoming calmer, more rational in his opposition, and less nervous. He put away his handkerchief and laid his hands flatly on the table in front of him. ‘It is completely illogical that you should act as sole director in this situation, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘But not illegal, Podmore. Under the Companies Act the minimum number of directors in a private company is one. In a public company, two. My wife has already intimated she would accept a directorship and work with me, if necessary. There’s no problem.’ 
 
    ‘It is still wrong ethically,’ Podmore said portentously. ‘Martin and Channing have taken up the bond issue at nine and seven-eighths. If you obtain a mandate at a lower rate, and issue and sell, you would be undercutting them. They might be forced to hold on to the issue, at considerable loss to the company, over a period of weeks, maybe months.’ 
 
    ‘With the number of bonds we bought, we could hardly be blamed for that.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Podmore admitted, ‘but you would nevertheless be one of the traders who would be undermining their position. That would be seen as unethical by the Martin and Channing board—’ 
 
    ‘But fun, Podmore,’ Eric said, grinning, ‘if we made it.’ For a moment he caught an answering flicker on Podmore’s lips, and then the investment manager’s caution came back. He shook his head. ‘I must counsel against it, Mr Ward, seriously. The financial risk is great. The ethics are not insignificant — the impact upon your tenure here and upon the board of Martin and Channing would be severe. I really must advise you against this step. Not least because there is the additional problem of persuading anyone to give us a mandate, with our track record.’ 
 
    ‘As a subsidiary of Martin and Channing?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, I was afraid you were going to say that,’ Podmore replied mournfully. ‘I beg you . . . please think it over.’ 
 
    Eric had promised to do so. 
 
    Now, five days later, as he sat once more in Podmore’s office, he had still not made up his mind. 
 
    He had to admit there was force in Podmore’s argument. 
 
    He had talked it over with Anne, over dinner at Sedleigh Hall. ‘You see, if Reuben Podmore tries to obtain a mandate to place these Eurobonds he’ll have to show the sellers that he has the reputation and financial credibility of Martin and Channing behind him. They may well think it odd that Stanley Investments will be undercutting Martin and Channing but they won’t ask too many questions: they’ll consider it as a back-up arrangement whereby Martin and Channing are trying to protect itself for some of the issue.’ 
 
    ‘A sort of laying off of bets by bookmakers who get too much money placed on a particular horse,’ Anne murmured. 
 
    ‘Something like that. The trouble is, Martin and Channing won’t know about it, and Stanley’s investment in the Eurobonds at a lower rate of interest could be seen as an attack upon the profitability levels Martin and Channing are hoping for.’ 
 
    Anne shook her head. ‘The amounts of money you’re talking of won’t buy enough of the issue to seriously affect Leonard Channing’s profitability hopes.’ 
 
    ‘Not standing alone, of course,’ Eric agreed. ‘But there are a number of sharks feeding off the main placement; taken together, their actions could be seen as damaging to Channing.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not illegal?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘No. In Podmore’s view it could be construed as disloyalty and sharp practice but it’s certainly not illegal, in view of the independence of the Stanley Investments board as it is newly constituted.’ 
 
    Anne sipped, her wine, thoughtfully weighing up the situation. You’ve described these investment managers you’d be joining as sharks.’ 
 
    ‘It’s how Leonard Channing would describe them.’ Anne snorted. ‘He’s no placid sea trout waiting to be gobbled up himself! He’s a predator, if ever I saw one. So why should you worry about his opinions of your conduct?’ 
 
    But maybe that was one of the problems facing Eric: the basic motivation for his proposed action could well be merely the urge to beat the merchant banker at his own game. He was still smarting from the knowledge that he had been outmanoeuvred by Channing: if he was not careful the feeling could become obsessional — and obsessions clouded judgement. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For that reason he remained undecided as he sat in Reuben Podmore’s office facing the young man the investment manager had introduced as James Olsen, from the investigative agency in London. Olsen had brought an interim report with him; he held it in his hands, for reference. 
 
    ‘All right,’ Eric said, ‘what have you got? Perhaps we could start with the matter of the Sea Dawn herself.’ 
 
    Olsen nodded, shifting easily in his chair. He was about thirty years of age, with the clear, distant look and .tanned skin of a man who knew the sea. He was slightly built and casually dressed but there was a whipcord leanness about his upper body that suggested he was fit, active and more than able to look after himself in a tight corner. The livid scar above his right eyebrow suggested he had found himself in more than one such corner already. He had an easy smile and a pleasant manner, no doubt useful attributes when he was asking questions, but behind the eyes there was a shadow of tension an almost involuntary muscular response to an environment that held elements of perpetual hostility. 
 
    James Olsen did not trust the world, and to that extent was a cynic. 
 
    ‘Okay, the Sea Dawn,’ he said. ‘We’ve managed to turn up a fair bit of information about the old girl, including her owners, her charter-parties and her contracts, since the time she was built thirty years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Thirty years!’ 
 
    James Olsen smiled thinly. ‘Dusseldorf-owned. First registration 1954.’ 
 
    Eric glanced at Podmore but the investment manager was staring thoughtfully at his clasped hands. Maybe he was seeking solace in prayer. 
 
    ‘I’ve not been able to trace much of her history during the first ten years although I would guess she was used for various charter-parties in Northern Europe. However, there’s a new registration in 1965: she was bought by the Fina Italia Company, and was operated along the West African and Ivory Coast routes. As far as I can make out, ownership was transferred around about 1973 to Gibbs International.’ 
 
    ‘A new base?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘A South African company, so the Sea Dawn was used out of Durban on voyages to Europe via the Cape.’ 
 
    ‘She seems to have got around.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that,’ Olsen agreed drily. ‘In 1978 there was a bill of sale registered in favour of Oakbrook and Brightman; thereafter, the Sea Dawn made regular trips around Dakar and Senegal.’ 
 
    ‘What was the sale price at that time?’ Reuben Podmore asked quietly, raising his eyes from his hands. 
 
    ‘Around forty thousand pounds.’ 
 
    Eric caught the steady glance Olsen gave him. The investigator seemed to expect Eric to make some comment, but when none was forthcoming he smiled slightly and went on. 
 
    ‘The present owners would seem to be a firm called Brandon Roskill, incorporated in Madrid in 1983. They purchased the Sea Dawn at around about that time, and since then she’s been used for charter-parties in Italy, Spain and France. Contracts have often been negotiated with Gaetano and Damant, the Paris shipping merchants. The vessel has been used largely for the transport of mechanical parts, engines, machinery of various kinds.’ 
 
    Eric nodded thoughtfully. ‘I see. Tell me, have there been any condition reports?’ 
 
    James Olsen hesitated, glancing at his papers. ‘They’re notable by their absence, by and large. There was a survey made for insurance purposes in 1967, but it’s too old to be of much use to you, I would guess. It was OK. More to the point, perhaps . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Shortly before the Sea Dawn was sold by Fina Italia to Gibbs International she was the subject of an insurance claim.’ 
 
    ‘Of what kind?’ 
 
    ‘She was involved in a collision with another ship. A tug was brought alongside and a standard Lloyd’s form of “no cure — no pay” salvage agreement was signed. She only just managed to stagger into port under tow, and there was a bit of a battle over the insurance claim. It was finally settled out of court.’ 
 
    ‘For how much?’ 
 
    ‘Not divulged. The claim was large, but I suspect the claimants backed off and accepted a lower sum in the end rather than have too many questions asked.’ 
 
    ‘I see . . .’ Eric thought for a moment. ‘There’s been nothing by way of condition reports since then?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I’ve been able to trace. But you must remember, they’d only arise really where insurance cover was getting awkward. On the other hand . . .’ 
 
    Eric looked at the investigator. Olsen eyed him almost mockingly, as though testing him. ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘It depends, Mr Ward, whether you want facts only, or whether you want suppositions, too.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘These aren’t facts, just gossip. The waterfronts suggest the Sea Dawn was a rust bucket.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that mean?’ 
 
    ‘She was seaworthy, but only just, and ripe for a retirement out of which the owners could obtain maximum financial advantage.’ 
 
    ‘By over-insurance?’ 
 
    Olsen shrugged. ‘There are ways.’ 
 
    Eric considered the matter for a short while. ‘All right,’ he said at last, ‘if the Sea Dawn was a rust bucket, as you suggest, what price would the owners be likely to get, if she had been broken up for scrap?’ 
 
    Olsen pursed his lips. ‘Difficult to say, but probably about twenty to thirty thousand quid.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him. ‘She was insured for more than ten times that amount.’ 
 
    Olsen grinned. ‘Maybe they’d repainted her.’ He shrugged, the smile fading. ‘You have to remember, Mr Ward, there’s always going to be an element of over-insurance. I mean, it’s not just the scrap value of the ship that has to be covered. There’s also the price of replacement to be considered, and underwriters will normally make some allowance for that, although they’ll also adjust the premium, naturally. But they know what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘To the extent of ten times the amount, over-insuring?’ Olsen shook his head vaguely. ‘That does seem a bit . . . excessive, sure. But there might have been special circumstances.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    Olsen’s eyes were blank. ‘Not for me to say.’ 
 
    Eric waited but the man was not forthcoming. ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘She was held for a bill of lading difficulty at Mena al Ahmadi in the ‘seventies, and a price was placed upon her then. I’ve not been able to get it yet, but I could keep chasing—’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think that’ll be necessary,’ Eric interrupted. ‘I think I’ve got enough to work on . . . Now then, did you find out anything about Karl Mueller?’ 
 
    Olsen’s eyes were vague. ‘Not strictly my line of business, Mr Ward. And seamen move around. I take it you didn’t want any kind of potted history of his career?’ 
 
    ‘No, just his movements since the loss of the Sea Dawn.’ Olsen shrugged. ‘Little to tell, then. He was present at the arbitration, and put in an appearance as a witness at the court hearing. But he had no berths during that period — which could be the result of the Sea Dawn sinking, of course.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a fairly long period without work.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he had savings behind him,’ Olsen said flatly. ‘So he’d not been in work until he joined the Gloria as master?’ 
 
    ‘It would seem so, though I can’t be certain, naturally. He picked her up at Marseilles, when the skipper went sick. There are rumours about the situation—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard them,’ Eric said grimly. 
 
    ‘Seems a bit bizarre, just to get a berth.’ 
 
    ‘Unless he had a reason for coming to Tyneside, or England.’ 
 
    ‘There are such things as jets,’ Olsen countered. ‘And there is an airport at Newcastle.’ 
 
    Eric let it pass. ‘Is there anything else?’ 
 
    James Olsen hesitated. He toyed with the papers in front of him, as though uncertain how to proceed. ‘I deal in facts, not rumour, not least because seamen can spin the largest tales . . . On the other hand, I did pick up something which is being remarked upon since Mueller’s death was reported.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘The suggestion that the Sea Dawn was bad news, jinxed, an albatross boat.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘At Mena al Ahmadi, in the ‘seventies, two of the crew died, one of hepatitis, one of cholera. In 1977 the first mate had a heart attack in Durban.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all rather a long time ago,’ Eric said slowly, watching Olsen. 
 
    ‘Mmmm.’ Olsen shrugged. ‘On the other hand, Mueller isn’t the first guy to die since the sinking of the Sea Dawn: there’s been another death among the crew.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Preceded Mueller by about six weeks. He was a Glaswegian, called Fred Trainor. Killed in a car crash, outside Paris.’ 
 
    ‘Trainor . . .’ Eric paused. ‘He was one of the crew?’ Olsen busied himself with his papers. ‘He was the master of the Sea Dawn, actually.’ 
 
    The man who had gone ashore when the engines failed at Denia. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a thought that remained buzzing in the back of his mind during the next two days. He did not discuss it with Anne, but he knew that he would have to do something about it, and on the Thursday he arranged a booking on the Newcastle-Alicante flight at midday. 
 
    At nine that morning he called in to see Reuben Podmore. ‘I’ve decided I’ll have to go to Spain, to check out what I can regarding this man Trainor’s stopover at Denia.’ 
 
    ‘What is there to discover, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. The Storcaster people mentioned that he had certainly called to see their agent in Javea, Cordóbes. Maybe I can start there.’ 
 
    ‘It seems a wild goose chase to me,’ Podmore averred boldly. ‘In the end, even if this was a rust bucket fraud, I don’t see how you’re going to be able to prove it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to try,’ Eric said. ‘Anyway, I’ll be away for a few days. While I am away, I want you to do something for me.’ Alarm registered in Reuben Podmore’s eyes. ‘I hope you’re not going to—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve thought it all over,’ Eric interrupted him calmly. ‘I’m not persuaded by your ethical arguments; the power of decision lies with Stanley Investments. So I want you to make the necessary contacts. And I want you to wait, watch the interest rates.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward—’ 
 
    ‘When you think you can take up issues at a rate of nine and a half I want you to buy in.’ He handed Podmore a letter. ‘I’ve written your instructions there, with the amount of cover so there’s no misunderstanding. The letter will also absolve you from any repercussions if things go wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, they will go wrong,’ Podmore said mournfully. ‘You don’t understand. The market rate trends are not good. A shift in the wrong direction—’ 
 
    ‘And I’m out in the cold,’ Eric said grimly. ‘I know that. But the decision’s been made. Follow it through.’ 
 
    He knew the risk he was taking. He knew that financially he would not be hurt, in a personal sense, since Anne was backing him. But he was aware that failure .could bri.ng Stanley Investments crashing down around his ears, with his credibility, even with Anne, seriously impaired. Yet a streak of stubborn independence forced him on, even against the advice and wise counsel of Reuben Podmore. 
 
    And deep inside his own head, there was also the small voice that told him he was being unwise, obsessed by the desire to balance the books in his personal battle with Leonard Channing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the flight he tried to sleep. 
 
    Eric did not like flying. There was the memory of a flight to London, shortly after he had undergone his iridectomy, a memory that could still bring the sweat out on his forehead at night when he lay in the darkness, recollecting the shuddering, lancing pain he had suffered behind his eyes. As a result he rarely flew, taking the train when he needed to travel to London. He had not been looking forward to the flight to Alicante. 
 
    On take-off he had felt a prickling behind his eyelids but it was probably psychosomatic in origin. He felt no real pain or discomfort. But he did not sleep, either . . . he was unable to stop his mind churning over the decision he had taken with regard to the Eurobond issue, doubting its wisdom, weighing up the chances of a successful raid into the market against the probability of the disaster that Podmore predicted. Threading through those anxieties was the skein of doubts he also felt about his challenge to the Sea Dawn underwriting. In so many ways Eric was laying his reputation and his own self-esteem, upon the line, and in a business with which he was largely unfamiliar. Olsen had given him little to go on and yet here he was, flying to Spain to discover he knew not what, and he had no real idea what might lie at the end of his inquiries. 
 
    At best, perhaps, he would discover further questions to put to the Storcaster Syndicate and Leonard Channing. At worst, the result would be humiliation and a resignation from Stanley Investments. 
 
    The anxieties were still niggling at him when the plane touched down at Alicante and he emerged on to the burning tarmac of the airport. There was little delay at immigration, baggage collection and Customs. He had made arrangements at Newcastle for a hire car to be available at the airport: it would be a two-hour drive on the motorway north along the Costa Blanca to Denia. At the exit barrier he found himself surrounded by a jostling throng of tourists. He pushed his way through, trying to identify the representative of the car hire company. 
 
    He was totally unprepared for the booming, chuckling voice that came from behind him as he pressed forward. ‘Ward! I was beginning to think you’d never get here! Welcome to Alicante!’ 
 
    Eric turned. He stared, speechless. 
 
    Standing with his hands spread wide, beaming a welcome, was Halliday Arthur Lansley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    When the sun dropped below the ragged outline of the mountains inland, the moon lifted and the sky shaded in red and gold, fading through tones of rose to a pale lavender. As the moon climbed it brightened, transmuting the sea into molten silver, the spray glittering as it blew aft, bright against the dark land mass of the Costa Blanca. The lights of the harbour at Alicante, picking out gleaming yachts and work-scarred fishing-boats, had long since faded behind them, and the white beaches and rocky cliffs northwards were blurred into darkness. The breeze was warm on Eric Ward’s face and the sound of the rushing water beneath the bows susurrated soothingly in his ears. He stood on the deck, holding the rail and he smelt the salt wind, tangy and sharp. 
 
    ‘La Encantada. The Enchanted One. On an evening like this, all is enchantment, is it not?’ 
 
    She was tall and slim, her dark hair straight, shoulder-length, curling softly at the nape of her neck. She wore a sheath dress, virginal white, deep-shadowed where it was cut to the curve of her breast. Her eyes were violet in colour, he had noticed, deep in their intensity, and she moved with a feline grace, a long swing of the hip that demonstrated agility, litheness and an overt sexuality that would fire any man. She was called Elaine, and she was perhaps twenty years of age. 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley hadn’t changed, Eric thought. He recalled his first meeting with the man. It had been on board the Alouette, in the harbour at La Canebiere. On the after-cockpit of the white, shark-like craft, Lansley had been waiting, sixty years old, sixteen stone in weight, and no more than five feet three tall. There had been three girls on board on that occasion: Catherine, Villette and Jeanne-Marie. They had been blonde and lissom, unostentatious and available. They had caused Eric a sleepless night. Lansley had caused him more than that. 
 
    He had heard of the man before he had met him. Lansley had been a property developer in the North-East when there was money to be made, quickly, and on the edges of legitimacy. When the corruption scandals had broken he had not emerged cleanly: indicted on several charges of fraud and corruption, he had been sent to prison but had not served the full term. By a judicious movement of funds and holdings he had managed to avoid the loss of all his ill-gotten gains, and a deal with the authorities together with heart trouble, had led to his early release.’ 
 
    It was his involvement with Morcomb Estates and a land charge in El Centro that had caused his path to cross Eric’s, but thereafter they had found their interests coinciding not entirely to Eric’s benefit. 
 
    The man was an incorrigible rogue. His last words to Eric had been that he hoped they would meet again. Eric had replied he hoped otherwise. And yet here he was once more in Lansley’s company and aboard one of Lansley’s playthings, the motor yacht La Encantada. 
 
    With another of Lansley’s playthings, Elaine, standing close beside him. 
 
    The girl touched his arm gently. ‘It’s a beautiful night, a time for enjoying the deck. But Mr Lansley has finished his work now, and dinner is available. He requests that you join him.’ 
 
    Her voice was soft, her accent French, and her smile inviting. She moved ahead of him, as aware as he of the movement of her body. He stooped to enter the dining-room: Lansley was standing by the table, a dry martini in his hand. 
 
    ‘Ward! As I recall, you don’t drink. But a little wine to celebrate the occasion?’ 
 
    ‘A little wine, perhaps. But not to celebrate.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not enamoured of meeting me again!’ Lansley laughed in high good humour, his flabby cheeks wobbling, his Pickwickian contentedness as self-satisfied as Eric remembered. ‘That’s what I’ve always liked about you, Ward. Honesty and directness. Admirable qualities. You’ve not changed since last we met.’ 
 
    ‘Nor have you.’ 
 
    Lansley’s lightweight suit was well tailored and expensive its styling disguising the bagginess of his body, the sagging paunch and the flabbiness that high living had brought back to him since the searing experience of imprisonment. 
 
    He had put on more weight since Eric had seen him last, and his hair had thinned even further, emphasizing the blotchiness of the skin of his forehead. He stood facing Eric, rocking lightly on his feet, waving his wineglass negligently as Eric was handed a glass by the quiet, too well-muscled waiter in the white shirt and slacks, more guard than waiter. 
 
    ‘I’m glad we were able to meet at the airport. Such a boring drive, the motorway north to Ondara. By sea, now, it is much more pleasant, refreshing. Our meeting was a happy chance.’ 
 
    ‘I always have the feeling chance plays little part in your life, Lansley.’ 
 
    Lansley chuckled. He eyed the girl called Elaine as she moved smoothly towards him with a glass of cool white wine. ‘I must admit I make what plans I can. At my age, and in my state of health, one must leave as little as possible to chance.’ 
 
    ‘So how did you know I was coming to Alicante?’ Eric demanded. 
 
    Lansley raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. ‘Surely, dear boy, you must know now that I have so many friends in the North-East, and that I like to have all the gossip, learn what’s going on in my enforced absence.’ 
 
    ‘What interest can you possibly have in my business?’ Eric asked bluntly. 
 
    Lansley slipped his arm around the girl and caressed her, almost absent-mindedly, as his sharp little eyes fixed their glance on the rim of his wineglass. ‘Come now, you know I have almost a . . . fatherly interest in your affairs. I like you, Ward, I like your style, your independence and your occasional bloody-mindedness. You were helpful to me a little while back, and when I heard you were flying to Spain it seemed the least I could do, meeting you, giving you transport to Javea, entertaining you—’ 
 
    ‘I’m not simple-minded, Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The eyes moved, the glance on Eric sharp and piercing. Lansley chuckled and shook his head. ‘No,’ he repeated, ‘not simple-minded. In fact, a man to be watched.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you’re doing — watching me?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Lansley protested. ‘Well . . . only partly. I’m here to help Ward. When I learned you were investigating a marine insurance matter and coming to Alicante—’ 
 
    ‘How did you discover that?’ 
 
    Lansley kissed the girl’s shoulder lightly: she was almost a head taller than he and as she looked down at him her smile seemed genuine, if edged with professionalism. ‘You have to remember,’ Lansley said softly, ‘when one is . . . exiled as I am, living in a small town, among a boating fraternity, so many expatriates, gossip is rife. The Sea Dawn broke down not too far from Javea, before she proceeded on her voyage and went to the bottom. There were stories at the Yachting Club . . . and then, when news came to me from Newcastle that you were involved, that you’d engaged a London firm of marine investigators, I knew it would be only a matter of time before you would fly out here. What a chance for me to resume an acquaintance, meet again a man I admire!’ 
 
    ‘You’ve explained little, Lansley. You took me by surprise at the airport, and nothing you’ve said makes sense since. I can’t believe you are merely offering to help me out of a basic need to express yourself philanthropically.’ 
 
    ‘Beautifully put, my friend, but I assure you—’ 
 
    ‘No assurances, Lansley, just the truth.’ 
 
    Lansley eased himself away from the girl; Elaine, practised m acceptance of such dismissals, moved towards the bar, making herself inconspicuous. 
 
    ‘The truth?’ The fat man shook his head regretfully. There are so many truths. But one truth is that I find marine investigations a fascinating field of study. The law has got itself in such a mess, even though it’s had so much time to sort itself out. I mean, did you know that in Demosthenes’s Orations Against Zemothemis there is included an account of a plot to scuttle a ship in order to make off with the insurance monies?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t,’ Eric said grimly. 
 
    ‘It’s true. An early form of marine insurance existed m Rome in 215 BC, and it quickly led to senators arranging for wrecks: it was a means of defrauding the state. And nothing has changed. Insuring a vessel and arranging for its total loss has never fallen out of fashion as a fraud, and is particularly favoured during times of economic recession, when there is the prospect of greater income from insurance than from lawful trade.’ 
 
    ‘Are we talking about the Sea Dawn?’ 
 
    Lansley’s eyes widened in injured innocence. ‘Would I be talking specifically? What do I know of the Sea Dawn? I merely gossip, observe, make a point. It is a common understanding among the fraternity that insurance companies and underwriters generally find it easier to pay losses than fight claimants. After all, faced with little or no evidence of the circumstances of the loss, an unfavourable burden of proof, and a high standard of proof, is not their attitude understandable? Which makes me curious as to why you are prepared to avoid this way out and tread the long and heavy road to prove a criminal act in the matter of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘You say you’re generalizing, Lansley, but we never stray too far from the Sea Dawn herself.’ 
 
    ‘But such an interesting case. Loss of only one life at the time, ship and cargo completely lost, odd circumstances relating to an engine breakdown off Denia—’ 
 
    ‘And the master going ashore.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ Lansley smiled and sipped his wine. ‘And then there’s the fate of the master.’ 
 
    ‘Olsen’s are an efficient firm.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve pointed me firmly in a certain direction.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why you are here.’ Lansley nodded. ‘Well, of course, if there’s any way in which I can help . . .’ 
 
    ‘Why should you?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so suspicious, dear boy. Accept the sincerity of my offer. I’m an old, retired, ill Englishman, lonely for the sound of a northern accent, desirous of obtaining at a distance, and vicariously, a little of the excitement and passion that would be critical to his state of health if he were to experience it personally. I have no stake in this business of yours, Ward, but I’m fascinated by the process of its unravelling. I mean, this man Trainor . . .’ 
 
    ‘The master of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. You will have been told he died.’ 
 
    ‘In a car crash, outside Paris.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. But did you know a man was held by the police, to be charged with negligent driving and causing the death of the said Fred Trainor? And did you know that somehow he was able to spirit himself away? Disappeared from custody? And in the desultory inquiries thereafter, although the flies had his name, they were unable to prevent him slipping into Switzerland and obscurity.’ 
 
    Eric stared at Lansley. ‘You know the man’s name?’ 
 
    ‘The killer of Trainor? Yes. He’s called Nicholas Bailey. He has something of a violent background.’ 
 
    ‘How do you—’ 
 
    ‘I have contacts,’ Lansley stated blandly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley refused to be drawn further before they had eaten. The meal was a splendid one, as Eric could have guessed: built like a gourmand, Lansley had the tastes of a gourmet. The lobster was delicious, the emperador succulent, the pastry of the vol-au-vent light as air. Though he took little of the selection of wine — the dry Sancerre, the creamy Paillard Brut and the deep-coloured Pommard — Eric was aware it would be the apogee of top estate bottling. Lansley’s conversation was witty and sparkling, he bestowed genuine affection verbally upon his girl companion, and towards Eric he behaved like a perfect host. As .they slipped through the darkness and the night air was warm about them Eric began to relax, even though he knew the danger of relaxation in Lansley’s company: the man was a rogue, a confidence trickster whose word meant nothing. But he had charm. 
 
    But later, in the subdued light of the wheelhouse, Lansley himself had relaxed, soothed by good wine and good food, the prospect of the soft body of the girl in the cabin, and lulled by the swing of La Encantada and the luminescent sheen of the waters under the moon. He lit a cigar, exhaled with a satisfied gusto, and smiled. 
 
    ‘So you will need help. You’ll wish to find out why Trainor came ashore when the Sea Dawn broke down.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll need to talk to Cordóbes, the Spanish agent for the Storcaster underwriters. It was he whom Trainor might have spent some time with.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘And I need to find out more about the owners of the Sea Dawn. Brandon Roskill.’ 
 
    ‘Madrid.’ Lansley paused. ‘You’ll find out little there, I would guess. I have heard they have effectively gone into liquidation.’ 
 
    ‘Before settlement of the claim?’ 
 
    ‘Arrangements have been made,’ Lansley said vaguely. 
 
    He moved to stand over the flickering lights of the sonar, his blotchy skin glowing eerily in the subdued luminescence as he watched the thick black continuous streaks that appeared on the sonar, intimating the presence of fish under the hull. ‘I don’t think you’ll get much from Cordóbes, and you will be chasing rainbows if you go to Madrid, pursuing Brandon Roskill. On the other hand . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘There is a man . . . He is called Ruiz. He lives high in the mountains, at Guadalest. Now, from him you might get some interesting information.’ 
 
    ‘What has he to do with the Sea Dawn?’ Eric frowned. ‘Was he a member of the crew?’ 
 
    Lansley turned from the sonar, and his sparse hair seemed to shine against the background of flickering light. ‘A crew member? No. Just a clerk. A humble clerk, in Marseilles.’ Eric suspected the old man was smiling cynically as he added, ‘In fact, to be precise, a simple shipping tally clerk.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The morning sun was bright and sharp and the sky azure blue. The mountains were etched in a rugged line across his horizon, black in the sunlight, but their peaks tipped with gold as the rising sun sought out their hollows. Behind him, as he drove his hired Seat towards Jalón, the land stretched flatly towards the coast and the urgent jutting of the hill they called Montgo, towering protectively above Javea and its yacht-thronged port. 
 
    It was to the port that Lansley had brought him. They had moored in the harbour below Cabo San Antonio and had driven up the hillside to the white-walled villa behind the heavy doors: from its terrace Lansley enjoyed a sweeping view across the old town, the glittering stretch of sand at Arenal, and out to the islands at Cabo la Nao. The villa was spacious, beautifully appointed in Spanish hardwood style and completely private, screened by high walls covered in bougainvillea in shades of purple and red. They reflected a splash of colour in the deep blue water of the swimming pool and the sounds of the beach and the town below were a hazy murmur on the warm afternoon air. 
 
    Lansley had been correct in his advice to Eric. Contact with the Storcaster agent, Cordóbes, had been a waste of time. The office had been cool, air-conditioned although small, and Cordóbes, a neat, wiry man with intelligent eyes and a quick smile, had seemed helpful and eager to please. 
 
    It had been a mood which had quickly evaporated. His impression must have been that Eric wanted details of the Sea Dawn charter-party; once he learned that Eric wanted to talk about Fred Trainor and the first mate Mueller the intelligence in his eyes turned to diffidence and the smile changed into a stubborn lack of knowledge. He had certainly met Trainor, and when the engine breakdown had occurred Trainor had reported the matter to him and asked him to advise on the matter of repairs in Denia. He had mentioned several firms but he was unclear which had been selected. When Eric pointed out the firm was named in depositions placed before the court he had shrugged and said he had forgotten: the firm had in any case since been wound up, its principals moved away from Javea. As for the possibility of Trainor having talked with anyone else in the town while he was ashore during the repairs, he had no information regarding this: he was agent for Storcaster, not the handholder of ships’ captains, and he had other clients apart from Storcaster, too. 
 
    Eric was left with the impression that Cordóbes was being deliberately evasive. He could not be sure the man had any information of significance to give, but what he did have he was keeping to himself. He did not want to help Eric, and there was the likelihood he was acting on instructions from Berckman, Daniels and Germaine. They, as partners in the Storcaster Syndicate, had no interest in seeing Eric’s path smoothed, now that Leonard Channing had thrown down the gauntlet to Eric in their presence. 
 
    Lansley had certainly saved Eric a trip to Madrid. He made some telephone inquiries from the villa: his uncertain Spanish caused some difficulties, but he learned enough to confirm what Lansley had told him: Brandon Roskill had certainly been liquidated, only a matter of months ago. The business had been wound up, but Eric was unable to contact anyone who could inform him how the company assets had been distributed, or to whom the rights in action outstanding — including the Sea Dawn insurance claim — had been assigned. 
 
    He felt angry and frustrated by his lack of progress, and as he stood on the balcony overlooking the swimming pool, watching Elaine and a tall blonde girl who had joined her swimming naked below him, his frustration turned to a muted anger. He could hear Lansley, out of sight in the shade of the balcony chuckling about something, and he knew that the second girl had been procured as a temptation to himself, a subtle gift there for the taking. As he watched her slim body in the deep blue water he was reminded of another time and place, a girl called Catherine who had swum with him and who had come in his room in the darkness. Lansley’s methods did not change: his gifts were simple and direct. But on that last occasion he had wanted something from Eric and had used him deliberately: what did he want from Eric now? 
 
    Eric had turned away and placed a phone call to Reuben Podmore. It had been a bad time: frustrated, impatient and angry with himself for the stirring of his body, he had been m no mood to weigh up important considerations and take decisions. Podmore had been explicit. 
 
    ‘Yes, Mr Ward, I’ve made the contacts. As you predicted, not too many eyebrows are being raised. When I put out some feelers with the brokers it was clear they assumed that Martin and Channing were thinking of playing some deep game only they needed to know about. They will clearly be happy to allow Stanley Investments to pick up some of the Eurobond issue.’ 
 
    ‘And have you made the commitment?’ 
 
    ‘As I’ve already explained to you, Mr Ward, it’s not a good time. It’s true the market has moved to the appropriate level for the moment—’ 
 
    ‘Can you buy in at nine and a half?’ 
 
    ‘I can, but I really must try to impress upon you that the time is not a good one. The omens—’ 
 
    ‘You can’t take business decisions based on superstition, Podmore.’ 
 
    ‘The omens,’ Podmore had insisted, his voice crackling unhappily over the phone, ‘are not good. The rates are fluctuating so wildly at this time, the oil talks in OPEC are causing flutterings in London, the Paris security scare could well hit confidence at the Bourse, and the period really is one for retrenchment rather than foolish speculation.’ 
 
    ‘But you can buy in at nine and a half.’ 
 
    ‘Yes — but really, Mr Ward . . .’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath, half exasperation, half relief. ‘Do it, Podmore.’ 
 
    ‘This kind of decision, at this time—’ 
 
    ‘Do it!’ 
 
    When he had replaced the phone, Eric Ward had felt hollow inside. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It had been a relief, early next morning, to leave the villa and take the road south-west into the mountains. In the foothills he passed small scattered villages: it would have been faster to take the motorway south towards Calpe and then join the tourist tracks winding up through the hills to the ancient village of Guadalest, but he had chosen to take the more direct, if slower and more winding road, through Jalón and straight up over the jagged peaks. 
 
    It was certainly a more picturesque road, even if it did demand greater concentration on driving. He had the car windows right down, for even though he was climbing high on a winding road that twisted and zigzagged along valley and hillsides, the air was already hot from the bright sun. As he climbed, vineyards and olive groves and acres of orange trees spread out below him, while the wind whipped up dust clouds on the roadway ahead at the peaks. 
 
    The road was quiet. A mile or so below him another car climbed lazily, and he had passed two small convoys of vehicles coming down from Jalón. The one group consisted of a procession of three farm vehicles, a family eking out a living in the high sierra land. The second convoy caused him momentary trouble: four beach buggies tearing around the narrow peak road, too fast, too full and too careless. The first missed him by inches with a cacophonous blasting of horns: he was able to slow and edge in to the side of the road as the others careered past. He looked down — at the drop they would have faced if they had collided with him and could not prevent the involuntary shudder. They were young and found the speed exciting: perhaps when you thought about the dangers, you were getting old. He hoped the red car climbing below him would meet them on a straight stretch of road. 
 
    Inside the hour he had crossed the first range of peaks, wound down into the valley below past Tarbena and was on the road to Guadalest. When he joined the main road leading up from the coast he met the inevitable cluster of coaches, packed with white-faced tourists. He managed to squeeze past a couple of them on a straight stretch of road, but was then forced to curb his impatience as he straggled along behind a yellow and gold monstrosity which crawled across the narrow roads above the ravines and ground its way towards the village on the peak. 
 
    He could see Guadalest when he was still two miles distant. The white watchtower and the church sparkled in the sunshine, perched on the naked rock, high above the plunging scarp slope to the valley below, drowned by the long finger of the manmade lake. He overtook the coach at last, sped along the rising gradient till he reached the turning to the parking area, and quickly found a space — and an attendant waiting to be paid. 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley had given him an address. Eric made his way across the car park past the restaurant and climbed the steps leading up to the rock face and the tunnel carved centuries ago to give the only access to the fortified village on the peak. The steps were bounded by shops cluttered with scarves and leather goods and souvenirs sought by tourists. He ignored them, and with the sun hot on the back of his neck he paced up the twisting steps, walked through the coolness of the tunnel and found himself in the main street of the village, called, oddly enough for a single, narrow, stepped street leading up the hillside, the Plaza del Caudillo. 
 
    The street was festooned with banners, Guadalest en Festes, and thronged with tourists who had poured from the coaches parked below in the square and the upmarket shops. Shop fronts yawned darkly at him but he ignored their temptations: he checked the numbers of the doorways until he found the one he wanted. There was a woman seated on a cane chair in the entrance to the pueblo. She was in her sixties, but her skin was like parchment, dried and wrinkled as she squinted up at him in the warm morning sunlight. She had been working on a lace mantilla, presumably for the tourist trade, but her hands were still now in her lap as she stared at him expectantly. 
 
    ‘Buenas dias . . .’ Eric struggled for the words. ‘Quisiero . . . puedo vis tar Señor Ruid.’ 
 
    She stared at him uncomprehendingly, and then dropped her glance to the stained rusty black of her dress. Eric tried again with his halting, ungrammatical Spanish. As he spoke, she kept her head down. 
 
    ‘Dondi esta Señor Ruid Quiero . . .’ 
 
    He repeated his halting request and at last something seemed to get through to her. He was searching for a man called Ruiz; he had been told that Señor Ruiz lived in this house, had come back to retire here in the mountain village he had left many years before to work at sea, beyond the sierra. The woman stared at him and her eyes were liquid as she suddenly leaned forward and gestured with her hand, pointing up the Plaza del Caudillo to the tiny square that crowned the village. 
 
    Something cold moved in Eric’s stomach. 
 
    He thanked her dully, and walked up the hill. The famed ‘eagle’s nest’ fortress of Guadalest, built by the Moors over a thousand years ago, and inaccessible except for the tunnel carved through fifty feet of solid rock, had never been conquered. From the tiny square Eric could see why: eyries of outposts on soaring rock pinnacles protected it; the walls were built on top of the sheer-faced crag; the fearsome drop below fell hundreds of feet over rock and shale and scrambling slopes on which an enemy would never obtain a foothold. It had had to be self-sufficient if it was to withstand siege, so it had its own church and belfry, perched on a pinnacle, and its own prison for recalcitrance. 
 
    It also had its own burial ground. 
 
    Eric walked across the square and past the ancient prison. 
 
    He climbed the twisting steps, hardly aware as he doubled back on himself of the spreading vista of the knife-edged sierra slicing upwards to the sky above the manmade lake below, an iridescent blue against the pale grey mud of its dehydrated banks. He climbed to the high point of the crag and the gates of the tiny memorial garden were in front of him, a scattering of dusty flowers in bulbous brown pots. 
 
    To his left were two walls in which glass-windowed apertures appeared. Some of the apertures were sealed: two had been cemented over. Behind the glass were statements and photographs: dully, Eric stared at them, wondering inconsequentially why the photographs that had been chosen were always of the deceased in old age. Perhaps to display youth above the ashes would have been deemed an obscenity. 
 
    He found the space he was looking for near the top of the wall on the right. There was no likeness of Arturo Ruiz. The words were freshly painted in gold leaf. He had been sixty-two years old. He had been cremated and interred here barely two weeks ago. 
 
    Recuerdo de sus hijos. 
 
    Eric stared at the sombre words. His drive to Guadalest had been a waste of time. He had come too late. Whatever the simple tally clerk from Marseilles might have been able to tell him about the loss of the Sea Dawn had been burned with the man himself. 
 
    Unless Halliday Arthur Lansley knew more than he was telling. 
 
    Thoughtfully, Eric made his way back to the car. He didn’t trust Lansley: the man was quite capable of sending Eric on a wild goose chase, but Eric had no idea what the motivation behind it might have been. He supposed it was possible that Lansley had not known Ruiz was dead apparently of natural causes — but Lansley’s boast about his sources of information would suggest he should have known. If that was the case, why had he sent Eric up into the Sierra de Serreta? 
 
    Eric backed the car out of his parking space and drove down into the bend that would take him back down the road to Callosa and the coast. He felt angry, eager to see Lansley again, have it out with him, but the anger was muted by a vague sense of unease. Two of the coaches had pulled out ahead of him and he chugged along behind them gloomily as they crept their way around the sharp bends and crossed the ravine of the Rio Guadalest. 
 
    He guessed he would be stuck behind them most of the way down to the coast road, so once he reached Callosa he decided to swing back again on the mountain road that would lead him up to Tarbena and over the Coll de Rates, fifteen hundred feet above the plains of oranges and vines that swept down to Denia and the coast. It was the route Lansley had earlier recommended, so Eric took it once again. 
 
    He barely concentrated on the road ahead and was unmindful of the craggy scenery as he wound his way up to Tarbena. He barely noticed the terraced slopes and the groves of gnarled olive trees: his mind was confused, the puzzle of Lansley’s appearance at Alicante merging with the reluctance of Cordóbes to talk to him and the useless pursuit of information from the tally clerk Ruiz in Guadalest. He felt he was losing his way, missing the connecting points, following blind leads that left him disorientated. He was no longer entirely sure what he had hoped to achieve in coming to Spain, or even in consulting Olsen in the matter of the Sea Dawn investigation. 
 
    At the El Algar waterfalls Eric pulled in and took a break. 
 
    His head was beginning to ache, with a tell-tale prickling at the back of his eyes that presaged pain, arising from tension and anxiety. He parked and walked to the eighty-foot falls. He stared at them moodily, hardly aware of the scattering of tourists about him, asking himself angrily what he was trying to prove. An arbitration and a court of justice had mulled over the facts of the sinking of the Sea Dawn; an experienced Commissioner of Wrecks had adjudicated upon the issues. If they had not asked the questions Eric thought they should have asked it might have been because their experience told them it was useless, or time-wasting, to ask such questions. Answers might lie at the bottom of the Mediterranean, but it was unlikely they could get dredged to the surface in a judicial inquiry. 
 
    The key, Eric decided, lay with Leonard Channing. He was forced to admit to himself that if Channing had not made a fool of him it was unlikely that Eric himself would have then proceeded with the stubborn refusal to pay off the Storcaster Syndicate. And as for the underwriting of the Deutsche Bank Eurobond issue . . . 
 
    He walked back to his car, and drove away, up the steep winding road to the Coll de Rates. He came up over the top and the vista spread out in front of him: the line of foothills barring him from the coast and the distant blue of the sea barely discernible in the shimmering heat haze. The road ahead dipped in a series of hairpin bends, some wide and sweeping, some tight and cramped as they crossed narrow gullies that would be awash with fierce streams during the winter rains, whipping past the craggy limestone rocks and outcrops greened with silver-leaved olive trees. At the foot of the road lay Parcent, sprawling in a bowl of the hillside, a white-walled village crowned with a dazzling church tower on the hill, dominating the scene about it. 
 
    But not from here, not from the Coll de Rates. There was the scent of pine in Eric’s nostrils as he eased the car forward over the craggy peak to begin the long descent to the town below, to Jalón’s orange groves, and to Javea. 
 
    Where Halliday Arthur Lansley would be waiting. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He cruised over the top and began the long winding descent, braking before the bends, accelerating gently into them, aware of the steep drop beyond the concrete blocks that had been placed at the road edge to prevent an accidental plunging over. As he came down the hill he changed into third gear to negotiate a bend: a tractor came chugging around ahead of him and the farmer behind the wheel raised a hand in greeting. Eric responded as the man drove past, then glanced in the mirror to glimpse the tractor moving around the bend behind him. 
 
    He caught a flash of red before he himself was turning into the next bend. 
 
    The road straightened and levelled out for three hundred metres, before the stomach-dropping descent towards Parcent appeared ahead, the road twisting whitely back upon itself, shimmering and dancing in the sunshine while Parcent glittered at the road’s end. Eric glanced in his wing mirror and saw the red car swing around the bend behind him, accelerating down the hill, and grimaced: someone was eager to get to the bottom of the mountain, or else was out to impress. He slowed, uncertain whether the driver wanted to pass before the next hairpin but the red car stationed itself some fifty metres back. Eric took the bend, accelerating out of it and the road straightened again, leaving a four-hundred-metre stretch of coasting down the hill, time for the red Ford behind him to gun its engine and overtake with style. 
 
    The car edged closer, but made no attempt to pass. 
 
    Eric slowed, checked his wing mirror, then beckoned the driver behind, inviting him to overtake. 
 
    The Ford kept station, edging nearer, slightly out towards the crown of the road and getting a little too close for comfort. 
 
    Eric frowned in annoyance, and then shook his head, picked up speed and pulled away slightly from the Ford. It was only when he glanced in his rear mirror and saw that the Ford had crept closer again that the warning bells began to sound. 
 
    He changed gear at the end of the stretch. The road looped whitely ahead of him, shimmering in the hot morning sun, and as it almost doubled back on itself it ran into a clump of pine trees fringing the craggy drop of cliff, plunging two hundred feet down to a rocky outcrop below. Eric swung into the bend, aware he needed to take the centre of the road to stay away from the unguarded edge of a precipitous drop, and as he did so he caught out of the corner of his eye the movement of red in the mirror. 
 
    ‘Crazy bastard!’ Eric said to himself, as he saw the driver positioning himself to overtake. There had been no sign of a vehicle ahead climbing the mountain, but the driver of the Ford could not be certain the track ahead was without obstruction. His line of vision was more limited than Eric’s and the swing of the bend would inevitably make overtaking a hazardous operation. Eric slowed, cursing the Ford but giving the driver his chance. 
 
    He did not take it. Instead, as Eric slowed, the Ford came thrusting forward in a sudden violent acceleration and its nose thundered in the rear of Eric’s vehicle. He was thrown forward, his hands slipping from the wheel and the Seat lurched, swinging wildly away from the centre of the road, heeling across to the edge of the dusty track. His tyres hit gravel and sandy earth, spraying grit high out over the edge of the precipice and Eric caught a brief glimpse of the rocky slope falling away to his right as he pulled the bucking wheel sideways and the Seat began to swing, out of control in a series of lurching, shuddering curves down the hillside. 
 
    He slammed hard on the brakes but immediately realized his error as the car went into a skid, sliding towards the cliff wall to his right. He struck the cliff with a glancing blow that sent the vehicle careering outwards again: Eric steered with the skid, instinct and training from the police school years ago reasserting itself. The Seat veered crazily inwards again, then steadied as he pulled out to the right-hand side of the road to pick up the natural curve of the bend. It lasted only for yards: almost before Eric had a chance to glance in the mirror and curse the Ford its bonnet shuddered into him again. 
 
    For a moment everything seemed frozen. He was staring in the rear mirror and he could see the man’s face: dark hair, eyes hidden behind dark glasses, mouth open as though he was shouting something. Then Eric braked hard, realizing that the Ford behind was being deliberately used as a weapon of aggression, that the man intended running him off the road, and the best thing was to stop, pull in to the side even if there was the danger of a car coming up the hill and ploughing into him. He was safer on the cliff wall side than teetering on the precipitous edge. He braked again, wrenching the wheel across. 
 
    It almost worked. It would have worked, he knew, if the man behind hadn’t been expecting it. At the first braking he also had slowed; as Eric braked again, dragging the car across to the cliff wall there was a momentary hesitation and then the Ford driver gunned his engine, throwing the car at Eric’s Seat and catching it at an angle, sliding the vehicle away from the wall, at an angle across the road to the cliff edge. 
 
    In split seconds the Seat would be over the edge. Eric reacted instinctively, slamming down hard on the accelerator and regaining control of the bucking Seat, breaking free from the thrust of the Ford momentarily, and careering forward again, dangerously close to the edge as the road levelled out but away from the hammering of the car behind. Ahead of him the road straightened momentarily, and then began a slow curve again into a series of sharp bends which Eric recalled would spiral down some four hundred feet to the valley floor before it rose again to cross a small ravine by a narrow bridge. He accelerated into the bend, caught another glimpse of the charging red Ford and guessed he’d be lucky ever to reach the ravine bridge alive. 
 
    The Ford hit him again with even greater force than before, jerking his head back painfully, rattling his teeth, and he grabbed at the wheel, held it grimly against the strain of the bend as he felt the vehicle lift, perilously close to cartwheeling sideways and plunging to the oblivion of the rocky slope below. He slammed the gears into second and hit the accelerator hard: the extra control and the slower surge helped him hold the bend and as the Ford came screaming forward, buckling the rear panel of the Seat completely, Eric changed up again, hammering the vehicle forward into the bend, gaining a sudden fifteen-yard gap before the Ford driver could react. But it was a matter of seconds only: the more powerful Ford was gunned forward again, seeking the Seat, determined to thrust it crashing over the edge. Eric forced the car out of the bend, pushed his own engine with his foot flat to the floorboards, to lessen the impact of the inevitable charge of the Ford. 
 
    Then, at the last moment, as both cars were screaming with smoking tyres around the sharp curve Eric wrenched the wheel to the left and stood on his brakes, grabbing his handbrake fiercely at the same time. The Seat decelerated sharply, the nose swung in a tight arc first heading for the cliff wall and then gathering momentum in its swing to almost face back up the hill as its rear was hit by the Ford. 
 
    Taken by surprise, the Ford driver never stood any chance of correcting the situation. As the Seat swung broadside to him and he roared forward the nose of his car struck Eric’s a glancing blow. The surge of his own engine did the rest. Without the weight of the Seat to slow him, and the glancing blow sliding him outwards to the right from the curve of the bend there was no opportunity to correct the slide. He must have dragged at the wheel, and his brake lights glowed red, but it was all too sharp and too late. His tyres hit the sandy edge of the roadway, the battered nose of the Ford lifted, bucking and gleaming in the hot sunlight and then with a coughing roar that suddenly turned into a high, whining sound the car seemed to launch itself into space, sailing majestically forward until its momentum slowed and it began to describe an impossibly ugly parabola, its nose dipping, its rear wheels rising and throwing the whole vehicle into a cartwheeling motion that lost it to Eric’s line of sight in seconds. 
 
    The Seat was still sliding across the road to the cliff face. 
 
    It struck with a resounding, shuddering blow that killed the engine as Eric was jerked sideways in his seat. But the air was not silent. As his own car shuddered to a halt Eric could hear the crashing, bouncing sound of screaming metal and shattering glass, the thunder of the noise picked up in echoing ravines, repeated over and over, almost endlessly it seemed, whispering into the far hills like a distant storm warning. 
 
    Slowly, an eerie silence came to the hill. The blood was thundering in Eric’s ears, a pounding in his head that was like a series of physical blows. He pushed at his car door; it refused to open at his first attempts but when he thrust his shoulder against it, it lurched wide and he half fell out of the driving seat. 
 
    The tick of cooling, strained metal was loud in the silence and the smell of burned rubber was strong in the air. Eric breathed deeply, focusing his blurred vision and then unsteadily he walked across the road, shaking his head to clear it. He stood at the edge and looked down. 
 
    A hundred and fifty feet below him on the mountainside the wrecked Ford lay crumpled on the craggy outcrop. Its back was broken, the roof collapsed, the chassis twisted and torn apart. There was no sign of movement, and no body on the rocks. The driver, Eric guessed, was still inside. It was unlikely he would have survived the fall. 
 
    Painfully, Eric stepped down from the road and began to scramble his way down the rocky scree towards the shattered car below. Eucalyptus bushes and wild rosemary grew in scattered clumps among the rocks and as he grasped at them for support he caught the scent of their crushed leaves in his nostrils. 
 
    Just fifty feet down the slope he caught another odour: spilled petrol. 
 
    He stopped, peering down the slope to the car. The sun picked up the glint of the liquid from the burst petrol tank, and even as he stood there Eric caught a glimpse of the tiny flicker of flame emerging from the shattered bonnet of the Ford. Rooted to the spot, he was motionless for almost a minute, uncertain what to do: the flames were more vigorous suddenly, feeding off the hot oil and then, as though they had been lifted by a soft breeze they crept their red, uncertain way past the crazily hanging door of the passenger seat and in a sudden confident flurry picked up the dripping petrol, running with a soft whooshing sound to blaze up around the broken wheels. 
 
    Eric stayed where he was. He knew now that whoever was inside the car stood no chance: if he was not already dead, as was likely, he would suffocate or be burned to death in a matter of seconds, long before Eric could reach him. As for Eric, if he did not step back there was the danger he could be caught by the inevitable explosion. 
 
    Slowly he scrambled back up the roadway. It was several minutes before the explosion came. When it did, scraps of burning rubber were hurled into the air and the ravines echoed again to thunder. 
 
    Eric stood dumbly at the side of the road, staring down. 
 
    He saw little. His mind was numbed, and yet something crawled coldly inside him, a slow uncurling of anger. The man down there had tried to kill him and had died himself in the attempt. His motives were unknown to Eric, but he could make a fair guess that it was certainly connected with a fat man in a villa above Javea old town. 
 
    He had been set up. He had been sent on a wild goose chase into the mountains. It was Halliday Arthur Lansley who had sent him, suggesting the quieter route, and put him into a position where he would be open to attack on the lonely country road above Jalón. The surprise thrust should have sent him to oblivion. It hadn’t, but the man who had died had been told where he was to be. Eric Ward had been set up by the exiled confidence trickster from La Encantada. 
 
    He walked back to the car thoughtfully, the cold knot of anger hardening, curling unpleasantly inside him. His cheekbone felt sore; there was a superficial wound on his forehead though he had no recollection of striking his head, and there was a soreness about his shoulder and neck muscles. His left hand was painful, the knuckles swollen and puffy. 
 
    If the man below had had his say in it, things would have been a lot more serious. 
 
    Eric got into the car, slipped the gear into neutral and tried to start the engine. The starter motor whined and died. He sat in the driving seat and tried again, cursing under his breath. He had no wish to attempt the long walk down the mountainside, and inevitable explanations if he was picked up by a passing motorist. 
 
    The car refused to start. Frustrated, he got out and walked to the edge of the road, scanning the country below him. There was a brief, glinting flash of sunlight: a car was making its slow, grinding way up the bends towards him. In perhaps fifteen minutes it would pass the spot where he stood: then, or at some point earlier, it would see the wrecked Ford on the crag. 
 
    Eric went back to his car. He twisted the key again, the engine almost caught. Savagely he tried the motor once more and sluggishly it responded. There was a long, breath-taking moment when he thought the surge would die again and then the engine thundered to life, power roaring noise against the hill as he pumped at the accelerator, and slammed the driver’s door shut beside him. 
 
    He edged the Seat forward, turning it bumpily, reversing it into a clumsy three-point turn until he was facing back down the mountain. He slipped into second gear and coasted his way down into the bend, away from the shattered wreck to his right. 
 
    He had an appointment to keep with Halliday Arthur Lansley. Behind him the thick, oily plume of smoke ascended lazily in the clear mountain air. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The two girls had been dismissed. Reluctantly, they had emerged from the pool and dressed in bathrobes, then sauntered away into the villa. Lansley had ignored them as he sat in the shade, his enormous paunch hanging over the waist of his Bermuda shorts, the blotchy skin of his shoulders pink and unhealthy-looking against the bronzed, muscled arms of the man who stood just to one side and behind him. The man’s face was impassive, but the eyes beneath the heavy eyebrows were watchful. When Eric had finally been admitted to the villa, the soft-footed, athletically-built manservant had stood close to one side of him. Now, once the girls had been dismissed he had moved beside Lansley, watching Eric, his upper body seemingly relaxed but the muscles of his calves tense, as though he was ready to spring forward if Eric made a physical move against the fat man. ‘Well,’ Lansley said slowly, ‘maybe now we can talk a bit more rationally. I don’t like people coming into my home in the . . . ah . . . obvious anger you’ve been displaying.’ 
 
    ‘You bastard!’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward—’ 
 
    ‘You set me up!’ 
 
    ‘From your appearance,’ Lansley said in a cool tone, ‘you appear to have walked down from Guadalest, and by the most direct route. I take it from your . . . discontent, you did not meet Ruiz?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead — as you damn well knew before you sent me up into the sierra.’ 
 
    Lansley’s eyes widened for a moment. He reached out to the table-top beside him and picked up his long glass of gin and tonic. The ice clinked softly as he shook the glass in a gentle motion. ‘Manuel?’ he said quietly. 
 
    The man behind him stirred uneasily, glanced briefly away from Eric and replied, ‘We had no report, Señor.’ 
 
    Lansley’s little eyes flickered a hostile glance up to Eric. ‘My sources in England are busy and reliable and numerous. They are also trustworthy. Networks in Spain are more . . . unreliable. You tell me Ruiz is dead.’ 
 
    ‘Several days ago. He’s been cremated. Don’t tell me you didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Natural causes?’ Lansley asked wonderingly. 
 
    ‘It would seem so. Your henchman died more violently, however.’ 
 
    Lansley was silent for almost a minute. He stared at Eric, taking in the detail of his dishevelled state, the scalp wound, the dark swelling on his left hand. ‘My henchman . . . I’m not sure you know what you’re saying, my friend. An explanation is in order, I think—’ 
 
    ‘Yes. From you.’ 
 
    Lansley sipped his gin and tonic. His eyes glinted; his temper was beginning to rise. He was not used to being talked to like this in his own home. He put the glass down on the table. ‘You’d better tell me what happened, Ward. I assure you, I don’t know what you’re talking about—’ 
 
    ‘The hell you don’t!’ Eric interrupted crisply. ‘You set me up. You sent me up to Guadalest, knowing that Ruiz was dead. You got me away to a quiet road in the sierra where I could be forced over the edge, where maybe it would be expected I’d have had an accident. But it didn’t work out that way, and you’ve got a hell of a lot of explaining to do. A wreck on the mountainside, a dead man — when I talk to the police about it, you’d better get your story straight. But what I want to know is why!’ 
 
    Lansley grimaced, drawing his pudgy lips back over his teeth in a gesture of irritation. ‘Details. Give me the details,’ he insisted. 
 
    Eric hesitated, glaring angrily at the fat man facing him. 
 
    He had been fooled by Lansley before and he did not intend that it should happen again. His glance slipped to the impassive, heavily-muscled man standing watchfully just behind Lansley: when Eric had driven down from the mountains it had been with anger in his veins. The anger was still with him, but it was colder, more controlled. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Details.’ He told Lansley of the drive into the mountains, taking the route Lansley had suggested. He told him of the discovery of the death of Ruiz, the man Lansley had told him to visit. He told him of the loneliness of the high road and the way the man in the red Ford had come thrusting out of the bend to try to drive him over the edge. And he made it clear, as he gave Lansley the account, that he regarded the man from Newcastle as the person responsible for ordering the attack. 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Lansley said, almost in a whisper. His lips seemed dry: his little pink tongue darted out several times, massaging the fleshy mouth. ‘But you jump to conclusions.’ 
 
    ‘Lansley—’ 
 
    ‘If I had wanted you killed there are methods, believe me, that I would have employed . . . far more discreet, even if less dramatic, than trying to drive you off a mountain road. And probably more effective.’ He held out his glass: the man behind him moved with alacrity to fill it. ‘I need time, to think, and to get a few answers. Did you see the man behind you in the car?’ 
 
    ‘Are you joking? He was trying to kill me! I wasn’t particularly interested in seeing his face — I was trying to keep that damned Seat on the road.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Of course.’ Lansley hardly appeared to be listening, as he churned images inside his skull, sweating lightly, and puffing his fat cheeks. ‘Yes . . . The car, it is hired. That can be left to me. We will make arrangements, no questions . . . And the man who attacked you . . . it is certain he is dead?’ 
 
    ‘I saw no body on the rocks, and no one could have survived the wreck, and the explosion.’ 
 
    ‘All right.’ Lansley nodded, satisfied. ‘We will set it all in order. You say there was a car climbing the hill after the . . . incident?’ 
 
    ‘I imagine the wreck will have been seen and reported by now.’ 
 
    ‘But there is nothing to connect you with the . . . accident, except your battered car. We will talk to certain people—’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you suggesting?’ 
 
    Lansley sipped his wine for a few moments then regarded Eric owlishly. He shook his head. ‘Mr Ward, an attempt has just been made on your life. The car you drove was severely damaged. There has been a fatal result to the . . . encounter. You did not go to the police.’ 
 
    ‘I was angry, and I knew you’d set me up—’ 
 
    ‘But you did not go to the police. That is the important point. If you go how, questions of all kinds will be asked. Not only of you, but of me, too. That would be . . . unfortunate. It would be easier, therefore, if you left matters in my hands so that I may make arrangements—’ 
 
    ‘You intend hushing matters up? Look here, Lansley—’ 
 
    ‘I repeat, Mr Ward, you have already compromised yourself. Do you know what the inside of a gaol is like? I do. I did not like the experience. And a Spanish gaol . . . I believe I would lack certain essential creature comforts. No, you may have acted rashly in coming straight here to the villa from your experience on the road from Guadalest, but you acted wisely, nevertheless. It is important now that you leave everything in my hands—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve already set me up once—’ 
 
    ‘If I had, you would not be alive here now!’ Lansley flashed at him, irritated. ‘It’s best now we move with circumspection. I need time to make a few calls, talk to a few people, ensure that the matter is treated as a complete accident, for there is nothing to be gained any other way.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I can accept—’ 
 
    ‘You lack choice in the matter, Ward,’ Lansley said coldly and heaved himself to his feet. He turned to the man he had called Manuel and spoke to him rapidly in an undertone. His Spanish was too swift for Eric to follow. The manservant gestured towards Eric as he replied and Lansley shook his head, taking the man by the elbow and almost thrusting him away. Then he turned back to Eric. 
 
    ‘I must go out now. There are people to see. It is not an easy matter, disposing of this affair, but it can be done. Equally important, I must have time to get the answers I know you will now be demanding of me. I must request of you therefore a little patience.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t be party to a cover-up, Lansley.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t intend covering up anything in the way you suggest. First of all, I swear to you I did not arrange the incident in the mountains. Secondly, the only man we can reach at this stage is the man who lies dead up there above Jalón. There is nothing to be gained by police involvement. So you must leave things to me, and if you do not trust me—’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ 
 
    ‘—then at least give me the benefit of a doubt, a little time, and I promise you we will speak at length, and I will attempt some explanation of the circumstances in which you find yourself — in so far as I am able to unravel them.’ 
 
    ‘How much time?’ Eric asked suspiciously. 
 
    ‘I will be as quick as I can. Now, please excuse me, for I must change.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    After the fat man had waddled away Eric went to the room Lansley had set aside for him and stripped, to take a cool shower and ease his bruised body. He lay on the bed for a couple of hours, letting the warm afternoon air dry him, and he fell into a light sleep that was punctuated by violent dreams of noise and fire and the smell of burning flesh. The afternoon lengthened and Eric stood on the balcony to his room: the pool was deserted and the villa was silent, but Eric knew Lansley would not have left him alone. The fat man had asked for time and had left the villa, but he would not have taken Eric entirely on trust. 
 
    Eric was puzzled. He had been foolish returning to the villa, and yet the action was probably the right thing to do, as Lansley had suggested. If Lansley had not been involved in the attack whoever wanted Eric dead would still be likely to want him out of the way, and the villa gave Eric a measure of protection. Moreover, Lansley was in a position to get answers where Eric could not: Lansley’s connections with the European underworld were closer than Eric’s by a long chalk. And little would have been gained by going to the police. They would certainly have been interested in an attempted murder, but Eric would have been able to give them little by way of information: not that they would have come to that conclusion for several days, he guessed. 
 
    Even so, he was uneasy at remaining here at the villa as Lansley’s ‘guest’: it had overtones of menace he did not like. He tested them by dressing and leaving his room. He was met only feet from his door by another muscled, polite henchman who asked him if he would like something to eat. Eric settled for a cold drink and a seat beside the pool, in the shade. 
 
    There was only one way he would manage to leave the villa, and he did not relish the size of the manservant’s muscles. 
 
    At seven thirty in the evening he was still on the pool terrace, alone. A light salad had been brought to him even though he had made no request: the bottle of Sangria had also been placed at his elbow unbidden. The sun was dropping in the sky and shadows were creeping across the town below, shading the blocks of apartments at Arenal beach and sending long dark fingers across the bright sand. He picked at the salad and poured himself a glass of Sangria. The ice tinkled in his glass and he held the glass against his heated forehead. He rose, walked impatiently around the pool and sipped the Sangria, checked his watch, and then went back inside the villa. There was a radio in the long lounge area: he switched it on. 
 
    It was several minutes before he picked up the news programme. He listened intently, concentrating hard to pick up the swift flow of the Spanish commentator. As far as Eric could make out there was no mention of a fatal car crash below the Coll de Rates; on the other hand, he could not be certain the programme contained details of local news. It could be a national network. The main items he picked up concerned the assassination of a political figure in New York, and the failure of an economic summit meeting in Paris, connected with the European money ‘snake’. He turned off the radio, and thought for a while. After some hesitation he walked across to the telephone. Getting in touch with England was remarkably easy, and when Anne finally reached the phone it was almost as though she were in the next room. 
 
    ‘Darling! Are you all right over there?’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ he lied. ‘I was just ringing to tell you I’ll try to get back home tomorrow. It’s been a bit of a wild goose chase over here as far as I can see, and there’s little to be gained by staying on. I’ll have to check on flight times and reservations, so I’ll ring again tomorrow when I’ve fixed something up.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a relief. Things have been bouncing back here.’ 
 
    ‘About the Sea Dawn business?’ 
 
    ‘The Sea Dawn? No, of course not, I know nothing much about all that.’ She hesitated, and something in her tone changed. ‘It’s about Stanley Investments. I think you’d better get back here as fast as you can.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I.’ 
 
    Eric paused, and frowned. Anne’s voice was cool, with an underlying tension apparent, perhaps heightened by the phone communication itself. ‘You’re talking in riddles, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘I mean what I said. I don’t understand, can’t understand why you didn’t explain to me what you were doing.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘The Eurobond issue.’ 
 
    He could hear her breathing at the other end of the phone; it had an agitated sound about it. He could not be certain whether she was angry or nervous. ‘I explained to you what I was trying to do.’ 
 
    ‘Not in detail. And not about the consequences.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better tell me what’s happened.’ 
 
    ‘Podmore . . . he’s been trying to get hold of you. He was getting agitated, but couldn’t contact you at your hotel—’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t take up the reservation. I’m staying with an old friend,’ Eric said grimly. ‘What’s bothering Podmore?’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t tell me at first. I pulled rank on him in the end and he cracked because he’s worried sick, and as he says, it is my money.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric said quietly, ‘it’s your money.’ 
 
    She was silent for a few moments. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. And I did agree to what you were trying to do. But you didn’t tell me it was illegal!’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Well, all right, not exactly illegal, but Mark tells me it’s sailing very close to the wind and all hell is breaking loose.’ The ubiquitous Mark Fenham. Coolly Eric asked, ‘Where does Fenham fit into this?’ 
 
    ‘I went to him for advice. I told him what was bothering Podmore and Mark just about went up the wall. He told me you were crazy taking the chances you’ve done, and he advised me to see Leonard Channing right away—’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘He argued that if I approached Channing maybe it could be sorted out before things got too bad—’ 
 
    ‘Did you contact Channing?’ Eric ground out. 
 
    ‘No, of course not, I wouldn’t do that without talking it over first with you, but then things got worse and this morning Channing was on the phone to me—’ 
 
    ‘How did he find out?’ 
 
    There was a short silence. ‘I suppose Mark . . .’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell!’ 
 
    ‘Dammit, Eric, maybe I was wrong to go to him for advice but what the hell was I supposed to do with you out of touch, Podmore dancing around like a fat dervish worrying himself sick, and—’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right.’ 
 
    ‘And you can’t even blame Mark, after all, not with the way things have gone.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘How out of touch are you?’ she almost wailed. ‘Haven’t you heard the news?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Podmore’s almost having a series of heart attacks. The economic summit collapse and this damned assassination has sent the money markets crazy. Podmore tells me he predicted to you there’d be problems, but with the international situation things have almost ground to a stop and the investment looks pretty bad. And Channing’s been on the phone to him.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He said you and Podmore could never have expected to get away with this . . . chicanery was the word he used. The world of share wheeling and dealing is a small one and you could never have expected the buying in of the Eurobonds to remain a secret—’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t expected Fenham to shout it from the housetops,’ Eric said bitterly. 
 
    ‘I don’t know that Mark told Channing,’ Anne replied somewhat defensively. ‘Anyway, the fact is Channing does know, he’s breathing fire and he’s threatened to sack Podmore.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not within his present jurisdiction. Tell Podmore not to worry.’ 
 
    ‘Worry? He’s panic-stricken. Not simply about the threat of the sacking. There’s the whole ethical question — which he says he warned you about. He’s very concerned about his reputation as an investment manager, and about the fact we’re likely to be saddled with the Eurobond issue, which we will probably not be able to move except at a considerable loss.’ 
 
    ‘With Channing putting the knives in as well.’ 
 
    ‘That sums it up. It’s as well you’re coming home tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘To face the music?’ 
 
    ‘Your words, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can, tomorrow.’ 
 
    If Halliday Arthur Lansley allowed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The fat man did not return to the villa until almost ten thirty that evening. Eric was still waiting in the lounge. He had had a salad and some fish earlier; when Lansley inquired whether he had eaten Eric was able to comment upon the hospitality that kept him well fed, albeit imprisoned. Lansley merely humphed, preoccupied; he poured himself a large Scotch, dumped his jacket on a chair and gestured to Eric to join him on the terrace. 
 
    The pool was lit and the water was a translucent, brilliant green, a rich colour that dappled the walls of the villa in contrast to the blue-black of the starlit sky. Lansley stood at the pool edge and stared down at the lights stringing the curve of Arenal beach as the lighthouse on Cabo San Antonio flickered its warning across the port and the darkened bay. 
 
    ‘Some evenings I stand here and look out to sea,’ Lansley muttered moodily, ‘and it’s like there’s no evil in the world.’ It was men like Lansley who brought that evil to the surface, Eric thought. ‘Have you settled the business of the car?’ he asked. 
 
    Lansley nodded. ‘I have. It cost me . . . but there’ll be no comeback. And I’ve spoken to some people at Alicante, as well as Denia: there’ll be no questions asked about the accident below the Coll de Rates. It’ll go in the books as a drunken driver, a careless bit of driving, a burst tyre . . .’ 
 
    ‘Identification?’ 
 
    Lansley took a long pull at his Scotch and breathed deeply. ‘That’s never a difficulty. Papers and identities are not so difficult to come by. I’ve settled things with the police. An identity has been furnished. It will be non-threatening.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know who the driver really was?’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘Well?’ 
 
    Lansley hesitated for a short while, then he shrugged and turned. He walked back along the pool edge to the terrace and negotiated his bulk into an easy chair. There were dark stains of sweat under his armpits and he had lost much of his usual affability. He was edgy and irritated. ‘You’ll remember I told you that Fred Trainor, master of the Sea Dawn, had been killed in a car accident outside Paris.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And that the man who was arrested for dangerous driving later escaped, and crossed the border into Switzerland.’ 
 
    ‘I remember.’ 
 
    ‘It seems,’ Lansley growled, ‘that my sources of information are not what they once were. You get away from England . . . The fact is, just as I didn’t hear Ruiz had died in Guadalest, so I also didn’t hear that Nicholas Bailey had crossed back from the Swiss mountains into Spain.’ 
 
    ‘You mean it was this man Bailey who was in the car behind me?’ 
 
    ‘The same.’ 
 
    ‘But why should he come down here to the sierra to kill me? And who would want me dead?’ 
 
    Lansley shifted uneasily and the cane chair screeched its protest at the movement. ‘I’ve been stupid . . . I thought I could just stir things up a bit, get what I wanted . . . But I hadn’t thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘Lansley, you’d better start telling me what the hell’s been going on,’ Eric said coldly. 
 
    Lansley clattered his glass down on the table at his elbow. He was a man who had always enjoyed controlling situations: even when he had finally been arrested and imprisoned in England he had still, in a sense, remained in control, having bargaining positions to offer the authorities to secure an early release, retirement to the south of France and Spain, and continuation of his discreetly nefarious activities. But events had seemingly got out of control, rattled him, and he was angry, the fat cat who had seen the mouse he had been playing with slip away from under his claws. ‘All right, Ward, I owe you an explanation. The fact is I’ve been less than honest with you.’ 
 
    ‘I believe it!’ 
 
    Lansley sighed. ‘You asked me about the owners of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘Brandon Roskill.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I told you they’d gone into liquidation. I suggested there was little information available to you about them.’ 
 
    ‘I managed to get precisely nothing,’ Eric admitted. ‘Yes, but I hadn’t been open with you.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    Lansley stirred uneasily, glaring moodily at his drink, unwilling even at this stage to disclose anything he did not need to. ‘The fact is Brandon Roskill never was intended to outlast the Sea Dawn operation. It’s been a flourishing business in the past, but it was little more than a shell company two years ago when it was taken over by a group of . . . entrepreneurs—’ 
 
    ‘Who are?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just say they consist of a group of European businessmen who have, from time to time, worked together with a view to profit.’ 
 
    ‘And you—’ 
 
    Lansley wrinkled his nose in irritation. ‘Yes, all right, I was one of them. I was a director of Brandon Roskill before the company went into liquidation.’ 
 
    Eric stared at the fat man silently for a while. Lansley was still looking into his glass as though he might there find answers to puzzles that so far eluded him. Or it might have been an act, this image of regret: Eric didn’t trust Lansley, from past experience, and he was treading warily now. ‘You’d better tell me the whole story.’ 
 
    ‘The whole story?’ Something of Lansley’s Pickwickian enjoyment of life returned to his pudgy, mottled features for a moment. ‘Hardly that, dear boy. It would take too long, delve too deeply, for sure. Not the whole story, but enough of it to put you in the picture. And maybe to get you on my side, openly.’ 
 
    ‘Why would I do that? 
 
    ‘Because we’ve always been on the same side, in a sense. All right, maybe I have to admit you weren’t to know that, or that I wanted to use you to get my own ends, but believe me we do have interests in common. I’d hoped to keep my part in it . . . submerged, with the Sea Dawn.’ Lansley grinned, pleased with the comment. ‘Now, all right, I’ll have to come out in the open because the going’s getting too rough.’ 
 
    Anger prickled in Eric’s veins as he stared at the fat man in the cane chair. ‘I’ve been down this track before, Lansley. You enjoy playing with people’s lives, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘A fault I freely admit to, my boy. I’m not alone in that predilection, of course. But what makes me unhappy is when people start playing cards they shouldn’t, in a game I helped set up and should be controlling. Very unhappy.’ 
 
    ‘Any game you set up is bound to be crooked.’ 
 
    Lansley held up a fat, querulous hand. ‘Define your terms, Ward. I have information from England which tells me you’ve been playing some funny games yourself just recently . . . In most large business transactions there are . . . grey areas where one is perhaps not treading a completely legitimate line. But if all parties to the transaction know it, where’s the harm? If we all know the risks, why should there be a squeal when someone gets hurt?’ 
 
    ‘Someone innocent?’ 
 
    ‘Ah. There you are. But just who do you count among the innocent? But that’s by the way. The fact is any game I set up may well have elements of . . . illegality, as you suggest. But there are still rules that have to be adhered to. And I don’t like cheats who take a hand, and then extend the rules by engaging a joker to help them win the hand.’ 
 
    ‘A joker?’ 
 
    ‘A professional killer. Like an Englishman, called Nicholas Bailey.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Reuben Podmore was sweating. 
 
    His office was airless and the window was closed, as though he feared the entry of more bad news. There was a worried expression in his sad eyes and his hangdog appearance made him seem heavier in the face, his jowls sagging despondently, weighted down with worry. Eric waited, while Podmore’s secretary brought them a cup of coffee each, and said nothing. Podmore was too worried to separate his fingers: he had them laced together tightly, as though he was clinging to the vestiges of hope. 
 
    ‘Mr Channing’s taking the matter to the board,’ he blurted out at last. 
 
    ‘He can’t dismiss you,’ Eric soothed. ‘It was my decision, not yours. You have a clear conscience. You advised against the action, and then did as any investment manager would be forced to do: carry out my instructions.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Channing doesn’t see it that way.’ 
 
    ‘You must leave Mr Channing to me,’ Eric said, but was aware that the confidence he had injected into his tone was not reaching the investment manager of Stanley Investments. ‘Anyway, just how bad is the situation?’ 
 
    ‘Worse than I’d predicted. The market has been extremely volatile of late, as you know — as I warned you! The international situation merely exacerbated a position that was already bad. There was an immediate reaction when the shares dipped, and the market went quiet, but then there was the scramble I feared, and it looks as though we’ll be stuck with the issue for months, with large interest to pay, and at the end of it we might have to unload them at a loss. It’s a bad business, Mr Ward. This just about sums it up.’ 
 
    He handed Eric a newspaper cutting as his secretary came in with the coffee. Eric read the article, snipped from the financial press at the weekend, as he sipped his coffee. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A case in point is the Deutsche Bank Eurobond issue which caused such a stir when it hit the market. It seems a dozen firms and more were telephoning and telexing Bonn as soon as the issue was announced, begging to be allowed to do it more cheaply than the rate predicted. The bank settled for a tombstone of accredited dealers but, inevitably, ranks were broken and a few sharks lazed their way into the pool. Firms that were unable to get mandates started to wring their hands, cursing the supposed insanity of the sharks, who’d won business by offering to issue the Eurobonds with an interest rate shaved way below the realistic figure. 
 
    But then, the reversal! Suddenly the lunches held by the losers looked like being jollier affairs — and still do. They could look at the state of the market and with a combination of hindsight and sour grapes agree they were well out of it, and never really wanted to be in anyway. Banks that got scarred in the rush to the issue have been speaking of bitter days and of their confidence now that rates will continue to move upwards — leaving the main issue a successful one. As for the sharks, they should never have started prowling in such waters, because with the interest rates moving up, instead of down, their low interest bonds become even less attractive on the marketplace. So the signs are they’ll be stuck with them, and the big names on the tombstones can breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    For this time the crazy relationship between prestige and profit has worked. There are times when the demand for bank visibility and market share can run ahead of a concern about profitability. This time, it’s the sharks who are getting bloodied, and those guys who are aboard the schooner can’t be heard setting up a wail of regret . . . 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Eric commented, and handed the cutting back to Podmore. 
 
    ‘So what do we do now?’ Podmore asked unhappily. 
 
    It was something Eric had already discussed with Anne. His return to Sedleigh Hall had not been an easy one. He felt unable to tell her the details of his trip to Spain, particularly the events on the road above Parcent, and the fact that she had been talking to Mark Fenham about the Eurobond issue left a certain barrier of resentment between them that would take a little time to break down. 
 
    It was an unspecific resentment in its terms. It might have been better if Eric could have discussed it openly with her but she was clearly nervous about doing so: she felt a certain guilt about the fact she had consulted Fenham at all, not least when she knew a certain edge had crept between the two men as a result of Fenham’s close relationship with Leonard Channing. Equally, though neither knew for sure that Fenham had warned Channing about the entry of Stanley Investments into the Eurobond issue — it was possible he could have picked it up on the financial grapevine — it was another reason for reticence in discussing the matter. Neither wanted an open battle about the rights and wrongs of the business: whether Eric had been right in not keeping her fully informed; and whether Anne had been right in turning for advice to a man her husband no longer trusted. 
 
    Nor could Eric explain to her what he intended to do about the Sea Dawn affair. She heard his cool conversation with Leonard Channing, a conversation which was punctuated with long silences from Eric while Channing indulged in long bouts of vituperation at the other end of the phone. She was aware that Eric had insisted upon a meeting with the Storcaster Syndicate representatives at Channing’s office as early as possible, but she did not know what was to transpire there. It was perhaps better she did not know, for Eric was still guessing, and relying upon a story told to him by the fat man in Javea, a man he had every reason not to trust. 
 
    His homecoming was therefore somewhat muted. There was a brittleness about their conversation, a forced brightness on her part, a certain preoccupation on his. They made love, but Eric was left with the feeling that they had both done it for the other and for the sake of the relationship, with neither deriving much pleasure, merely attempting to give. 
 
    Perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing in itself, but it was less than honest. 
 
    He walked in the woods and across the fell at the weekend, and spent two days in London with Olsen, the marine investigator. There were ends to be tied up, facts confirmed before he faced the Storcaster Syndicate representatives. And he pored over the reports of the hearings before the court and before the Commissioner of Wrecks. 
 
    The crisp phone call from Leonard Channing finally set it all up. 
 
    ‘The meeting is arranged for eleven o’clock at my office, Ward. I would appreciate your arriving at ten thirty, in order that I may apprise you of the steps I shall be taking in relation to your vicious conduct over the matter of the Eurobond issues.’ 
 
    Eric promised he would be there. 
 
    Now, when he told Podmore, the investment manager hardly seemed pleased at the prospect for Eric, nor the picture of the future that he envisaged. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric disliked travelling overnight by train so he took the afternoon express to London and booked in at his club. He dined in the club that evening and then went to the library, where he took the opportunity to relax with his papers, going over them a final time and reflecting upon what he was going to say the next morning and the tactics he might best employ. 
 
    He was still worried, of course; the prickle behind his eyes emphasized the nervous tension he was still subject to, because he was relying upon facts presented to him by Lansley. He had checked out what he could with Olsen and much of what Lansley had told him would seem to have a basis in fact, but that was another thing from saying that Lansley was telling the truth. Moreover, although he could understand the motives behind Lansley’s actions, they were nevertheless sufficiently vague to cause him doubt. 
 
    He trusted that the next morning would resolve those doubts. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He did not sleep well and was somewhat late for breakfast, but still in plenty of time for the taxi he’d arranged to take him across town to Lombard Street. Unfortunately, when the driver took a side street to shorten the distance he found himself trapped behind an accident, involving a lorry carrying vegetables that had spilled across the road, and a Rolls Royce, the owner of which was in a mighty rage. He and the lorry-driver were engaged in an altercation that was noisy and lengthy: Eric’s guess was that it would continue until police arrived and that in itself would be difficult since the road was practically closed by the traffic that had built up behind Eric’s taxi. After a fifteen-minute wait Eric decided to cut his losses: he paid off the taxi-driver, left the cab and made the journey to the offices of Martin and Channing on foot. 
 
    It meant, inevitably, that he was late. The meeting with the Storcaster people was scheduled for eleven: there was no prospect now that Eric could have his meeting with Leonard Channing before that confrontation. He walked quickly through the doors of the drab building and took the lift up to Leonard Channing’s floor. The arrogant female secretary made no attempt to hide either her annoyance or relief when he entered: she buzzed Channing’s office immediately and then ushered him into the presence. 
 
    Leonard Channing was standing near his leather-topped desk with a sheaf of papers in his hand. He wore a light grey suit, unusual for a business conference, well-cut and elegant, but his face was tight, and his nostrils pinched. He looked as though he was holding himself on a tight rein, anger seething below the surface of his polished manner. His voice was cold and controlled, nevertheless. ‘You’ve finally made it then, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I was delayed by a street accident,’ Eric explained. His glance slipped past Channing, to note with faint surprise that Mark Fenham was standing near the window, self-effacingly. He had not realized that Channing and Fenham had come that much closer in their relationship: the young lawyer working for his wife clearly still hoped to be offered something by the chairman of Martin and Channing. 
 
    ‘There’s hardly time now for our own meeting,’ Channing announced snappishly. ‘The Storcaster people have already arrived.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine we’ll have the opportunity for a discussion after we’ve concluded business over the Sea Dawn,’ Eric suggested mildly. 
 
    Channing’s eyebrows lifted ironically. ‘So you’ve come prepared to conclude the Sea Dawn fiasco, have you? That’s something, at least. As for our discussion, as you call it, I’m afraid you’ve been left with the wrong impression somehow. I can’t see the need for much discussion. The facts of the matter are that with short term interest rates in New York not falling, with the European money market already glutted and several billion dollars’ worth of bonds sculling around on offer, all syndicates are left with issues on their hands. Oh, I’ve no doubt we’ll sell them eventually, but “eventually” can be a long time in moving markets, with the prospect of underwriters having bonds on their books for months, and eventually selling at below the price we paid. And even if Martin and Channing do manage to move the issue any profit made is likely to be wiped out by the losses arising from the raid you made — under our own contact name — against margins we had already decided upon as a matter of policy.’ 
 
    ‘Martin and Channing policy, not Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same damned thing.’ 
 
    ‘You know it isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I know it damn well will be after today! After you’re hung out to dry.’ 
 
    The buzzer sounded on his desk. Channing glared at Eric for a few moments longer and then flicked the switch on the intercom. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘The Storcaster representatives are waiting in the boardroom, Mr Channing.’ 
 
    ‘We’re coming in,’ he grunted sourly, and flicked the switch. His glance, when he fixed it on Eric, was filled with cold malice. ‘So the hanging can wait until after this meeting with Storcaster. But don’t imagine, Ward, I’m doing other than savouring the approaching moment!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    There were four of them waiting, already seated at the gleaming boardroom table, when Eric entered behind Leonard Channing. Saul Berckman, dark-haired, his swarthy features set sombrely, sat near the head of the table with the foxy-faced Alain Germaine beside him. Phil Daniels sat in a typically aggressive attitude, elbows on the table, head hunched between his broad shoulders, ready to play his usual part, the blunt instrument wielded by men of more subtle persuasion and designs. 
 
    The fourth man, surprisingly to Eric, was the Spanish agent for Storcaster, Cordóbes, the man Eric had found so unhelpful in Javea. A slightly built, wiry man with a sallow complexion and quick, nervous eyes, he seemed vaguely surprised himself to be here in the London office of Martin and Channing. His fingers were long and slender and he raised his right hand, stroking the thin pencil moustache he affected in a nervous gesture that recognized Eric’s presence. Eric guessed he had been across to England to report to the others on his meeting with Eric at Javea: presumably, he had been asked to stay on in case anything arose from that meeting in their conversations today. 
 
    Alternatively, there was a more sinister reason why he had been asked to present himself at this meeting, connected with an incident in the Sierra de Serreta. His eyes flickered uneasily now as Eric stared at him; Leonard Channing marched to the head of the table and took his seat, gesturing to Eric to sit on his left. He wasted no time in preliminaries or politeness. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen, I see no reason why we can’t start immediately. We all know why we’re here; we all know the background to the situation we find ourselves in. I make no secret of the fact that I have been in disagreement with my colleague Mr Ward; my advice had been to settle the outstanding business with Storcaster. The delays, gentlemen, have not been of my making and have not met with my approval. Mr Ward, in his capacity as representative of our subsidiary, Stanley Investments, saw fit to countermand my instructions and at our last meeting here insisted he be given opportunity to undertake certain investigations. He has, I understand, now completed them. Since so little time has passed, I imagine the investigations will not have been particularly fruitful. That is for him to say. I do understand, however, from the brief conversation I had with him before this meeting, that a decision will be reached today. In my view, not before time. Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Stony-faced, Eric sat silent for a few moments. He had not expected support from Leonard Channing, but he had certainly not contemplated a stripping away of even the veneer of politeness in the proceedings. Channing had clearly distanced himself from Eric, leaving him completely exposed in the discussions. It was unlikely he would even undertake to exercise a chairman’s normal balancing role. The atmosphere in the room was electric as the Storcaster men recognized the hostility that was now out in the open between Channing and Eric: Saul Berckman’s eyes had narrowed, Phil Daniels had raised his head like a wolf scenting blood, and only Germaine seemed vaguely disturbed and uneasy, his Gallic sensibilities shaken by Channing’s cold, deliberate animosity. 
 
    ‘I should begin,’ Eric said quietly, ‘by outlining our agreement on the occasion of our last meeting. You will recall that I was unwilling to make a settlement of the underwriting claim because I felt certain issues had not been pursued. You agreed I should be given the opportunity to pursue them, notably, the issue of whether the owners had in any way colluded in the admitted negligence of the shipmaster in so far as it related to the sinking of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘Put like a lawyer,’ Phil Daniels sneered. 
 
    ‘My contention was that Storcaster — and the courts had looked for no evidence of such intention. Indeed, I also contended they had made no check on the seaworthiness of the Sea Dawn, made no check on transactions, voyages, histories pertaining to the vessel; in a nutshell, Storcaster was interested in a heavily loaded premium to the exclusion of carrying out proper commercial defence procedures.’ 
 
    ‘We merely followed normal business practices,’ Saul Berckman interrupted mildly. ‘But this is ground we’ve been over before.’ 
 
    ‘I also raised the matter of the death of the first mate of the Sea Dawn, Karl Mueller—’ 
 
    Phil Daniels gave an audible groan. ‘For God’s sake, we’re not going to have that dragged in again, are we? Channing, I don’t know what kind of control you’ve got over this character but something needs to be done. He seems to want to use every cheap trick in the book to avoid settlement of his company’s obligations.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing’s eyes glittered. He made no reply, but merely glared at Eric. 
 
    ‘I began my investigation,’ Eric continued, ‘by instructing Olsen’s, the marine investigators, to carry out checks on the voyages of the Sea Dawn since she left the shipyards. 1 now have a complete history of the vessel. 1 then went to Spain, essentially to check on two matters: an inquiry into why the master, Fred Trainor, slipped ashore at Denia when the Sea Dawn developed engine trouble; and second, to find out what I could about the owners of the vessel.’ 
 
    Cordóbes leaned forward, his slim hands on the table in front of him. ‘I met Mr Ward in Javea. But there was little information I could give him. Our dealings, I explained, were with Gaetano and Damant, through whom we obtained the business. The owners, Brandon Roskill, we did not deal directly with them, and as they have since gone out of business, there was no way in which I could be of assistance to Señor Ward.’ 
 
    His English was precise, and clipped. Eric looked at him thoughtfully for a few moments before he went on. ‘Señor Cordóbes is quite right: he was unhelpful. But in fact I did — quite fortuitously — make contact with the owners. Or to be more precise, I was able to talk to one of the directors of Brandon Roskill.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. The four representatives of Storcaster stared at Eric expectantly. Eventually Channing barked the question. ‘Well, who was it?’ 
 
    ‘His identity is irrelevant at this moment,’ Eric replied smoothly. ‘But his story was interesting. I think it bears relating, as far as he was able to put it together for me.’ 
 
    ‘Forgive me,’ Saul Berckman said, raising his hand. ‘He — this mysterious Brandon Roskill director of yours — he did not have first-hand knowledge of events?’ 
 
    ‘Some, not all. Much he guesses at.’ 
 
    ‘Then surely, we can all guess,’ Germaine said. ‘What’s the validity of guesswork as evidence?’ 
 
    ‘More important,’ Eric replied, ignoring the question, ‘he was able to give me facts as to intention.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean,’ Daniels said grumpily. 
 
    ‘It’s quite simple,’ Eric replied. ‘The intention of the Brandon Roskill group had always been obvious and certain. It was to perpetrate a fraud.’ 
 
    There was a stunned silence in the room. Leonard Channing sat upright, glaring at Eric, a twitch of nervous excitement appearing in his cheek. He was the first to speak. ‘You can prove that?’ 
 
    ‘Brandon Roskill consists of a group of European businessmen, as they call themselves, who operate on the shady side of the law. Some of them, apparently, have legitimate business interests in France and Spain; others, among whom I count my informant, have always lived by their wits and indulged in illegal practices.’ 
 
    ‘A fine source of information,’ Alain Germaine murmured. 
 
    ‘The fraud the group decided upon, in forming Brandon Roskill, was straightforward enough. It was a traditional piece of business — a hull fraud. The first task was to find a suitable vessel, and then they could proceed. The rust bucket was the Sea Dawn. Oh yes, gentlemen, believe me, the Sea Dawn classifies under that description. Now we have a fuller history and previous valuations from Olsen’s, it’s clear the vessel was near the end of her useful life. Now the usual method is to engage in a number of voyages carrying various kinds of cheap goods. Once credibility is established — in this case with Gaetano and Damant — the plans were laid. A specialist scuttler was to be recruited. They found him with no great difficulty. His name was Fred Trainor. He was taken on as the master of the Sea Dawn.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell us who your informant is,’ Alain Germaine said nervously. 
 
    Eric ignored the remark. ‘Rust bucket frauds are not uncommon. The shipowner and the master conspire with the scuttler to send the insured vessel to the bottom. In this case, Trainor was both master and scuttler so problems of secrecy were reduced. It’s normal also, because rust buckets can be tricky to handle and questions can be asked, to send the vessel on its last voyage in ballast, or with a very low value cargo in bulk. Few questions are raised when the ship goes down, usually; the hull insurers pay up without too much of a squeal because of the problems of proving anything untoward. So Brandon Roskill calculated. They over-insured the hull by claiming an inflated valuation on the Sea Dawn. Out of greed, it seems, the valuation was never checked by Storcaster, who were merely interested in the heavy premium.’ 
 
    Phil Daniels began to say something, but Saul Berckman raised a hand, checking him, and the Bostonian subsided. ‘Go on, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Late in the day, the plan changed somewhat. Like all groups of crooks, they got a bit greedy. They decided not to send the Sea Dawn in ballast as they’d intended; rather, they’d load expensive machinery on board, on which they’d get a high insurance recovery rate. They’d also got a bit nervous, in case the issue, of a vessel in ballast sinking, raised too many questions, as they have of late. A credible cargo, and shoulders would be shrugged. So they decided to load machinery on board, raise the hull and cargo insurance and scuttle the Sea Dawn somewhere in the Mediterranean.’ 
 
    ‘The information we have is that there was no scuttling,’ Phil Daniels protested. ‘There was an explosion—’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming to that. The insurance cover was taken out with underwriters and the voyage of the Sea Dawn began. It was always intended to be her last voyage. But things began to go wrong. First, there was engine trouble. It meant a hurried visit ashore by Fred Trainor.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Leonard Channing said coldly. ‘You mean the Sea Dawn hadn’t reached the place appointed for scuttling?’ 
 
    ‘No, it wasn’t that. Where a shipowner intends to scuttle a ship carrying someone else’s cargo, he may well make an extra crust or two by selling the cargo en route before the scuttling. He’ll get the insurance for the ship and the proceeds of the sale of the cargo. As for the cargo owner, well, he doesn’t lose too much since he’ll recover on cargo insurance anyway. It’s just the underwriters who stand to lose in the end.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘In the case of the Sea Dawn, Brandon Roskill owned both vessel and cargo. And they missed a trick.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you own and insure both cargo and ship, why bother to load the cargo at all? Shipowners can arrange the issue of false bills of lading in respect of a non-existent cargo and the truth will vanish beneath the waves. The underwriters still lose. True, it involves more people — but provided they all get a slice to keep their mouths shut, things should go fine.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying this is what happened with the Sea Dawn?’ Germaine asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Not quite. My informant tells me he was quite miffed that he hadn’t really thought of the plan: it was a trick he’d have enjoyed pulling. He was more miffed when he realized someone else had pulled the trick in his place.’ 
 
    Saul Berckman looked thoughtful. He stared at Eric, one eyebrow raised sardonically. ‘The plot is thickening, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Eric said. ‘But it accounts for the hurried arrival of Fred Trainor in Denia. You see, when the Sea Dawn developed engine trouble he was in a dilemma. He couldn’t scuttle the vessel off Denia: it would be too obvious. He couldn’t allow a tow into port, for fear the truth would be discovered. The fact was, Trainor knew the Sea Dawn carried a substitute cargo of scrap, weighty but almost valueless. The industrial machinery it was supposed to have had loaded had been spirited away in the Marseilles docks. Trainor knew it because he was involved in the plan, and now he needed advice on what he could do in the circumstances.’ Eric paused, and added, ‘I believe that’s when he came to see Señor Cordóbes.’ 
 
    The Spaniard flushed nervously and sat upright. ‘It is true. He came to see me, Señor Trainor. He needed engine repairs. I was able to advise him.’ 
 
    ‘And beyond that?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    ‘I do not know. I was unable to help him.’ 
 
    ‘Help him do what?’ 
 
    Confused, the Spaniard shook his head. ‘I do not know. I do not understand what you ask.’ 
 
    Eric turned away. ‘What Trainor wanted was advice. He got it. He returned to the Sea Dawn, and the engine repairs were carried out. But his luck was still out. The vessel struck something and was holed below the waterline. It’s then, my informant thinks, that Trainor panicked. He’d already had one set of people working in the engine room. He didn’t want another lot coming out to repair the hole. So he decided to use a crewman with a bolt gun. And that’s when the supposition comes in.’ 
 
    ‘You mean this isn’t all supposition?’ Berckman asked, smiling cynically. 
 
    ‘Trainor pumped out the engine room. He sent the crewman down with the Cox bolt gun. Maybe he didn’t know the risk of explosion from the gas still contained in the engine room. Or maybe he did know, and sent the crewman down anyway, seeing it as a way out of his difficulties. No more problems; no surreptitious scrambling around in the dark to scuttle the Sea Dawn. Instead, an explosion, a fire, and down she goes — taking a chance, maybe, but Trainor was probably convinced by then that the Sea Dawn was fated never to reach the chosen scuttling point. And whatever his reasoning, that’s what happened: the gun caused an explosion, a fire, and the Sea Dawn went down.’ 
 
    There was a short silence, broken by Phil Daniels expelling a sigh. ‘So that brings us to the point where we all came in. All right, Ward, so the Sea Dawn went down just as was proved in court. And that means you now have no reason not to settle your account with Storcaster.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’ve understood what I’ve been saying. Trainor, as master, was guilty of negligence. It was a case of barratry. If that barratry can also be traced to the owners, the policy is void. My information—’ 
 
    ‘Your information,’ Alain Germaine interrupted cuttingly, ‘comes from someone you’ve refused to identify. I would guess from that he would be unlikely to admit in a court of law that he was involved in this barratry. Moreover—’ 
 
    ‘Moreover,’ Daniels took over, ‘if I get your story right, the owner wasn’t involved in this so-called barratry. What Brandon Roskill were involved in was an intention to scuttle for fraudulent purposes. But what we got was barratry by Fred Trainor for reasons of his own — nothing to do with the owners!’ 
 
    ‘So who, then, was it to do with?’ Eric asked. ‘What the hell does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘If Brandon Roskill were not involved in the sinking of the Sea Dawn, even though they’d intended to scuttle her, who was?’ 
 
    ‘According to your account, this character Trainor!’ 
 
    ‘But to whom was he reporting? Trainor didn’t dream up the cargo hijack himself. He couldn’t have carried it through by himself. He was working with someone, an organization that made all the arrangements behind the scenes.’ 
 
    ‘I fail to see what difference that makes, even if it’s true,’ Phil Daniels said snappishly. ‘The policy is void if the owners are involved in the barratry; the policy is void if the owners are involved in fraud leading to the sinking of the vessel. But by your account, they weren’t involved in the barratry, and the fraud — the scuttling — didn’t happen anyway! And if someone else, outside these contractual arrangements, sent the Sea Dawn down, that has no effect upon the policy. It’s still valid, and you’ll have to pay up, grin and bear it.’ 
 
    ‘Not in one other circumstance,’ Eric demurred. 
 
    ‘And what the hell’s that?’ Daniels demanded aggressively. 
 
    ‘Where the underwriters are involved in the fraud.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    A shaft of sunlight picked out the veins on the back of the Spaniard’s thin hands. Somewhere in the room a fat bluebottle droned and buzzed, exasperated. The back of Eric’s shirt collar felt damp and there was a dull ache behind his eyes, tension building in the room as he felt the eyes of all five other men boring into him. Leonard Channing cleared his throat softly, as though preparing to say something, but thought better of it, subsiding in his chair. His eyes had been startled, his mouth agape momentarily; now he had recovered his poise, and his eyes had a frosted calculating look as they weighed up Eric Ward and what he had said. 
 
    Phil Daniels made a spluttering sound. ‘Did I hear aright? If you’re saying what I think you’re saying—’ 
 
    ‘One moment,’ Saul Berckman interrupted. His dark eyes were clear and glinting, the line of his jaw rock-hard. ‘Let’s put nothing in Mr Ward’s mouth. We can suggest that his last remark might lead us to suppose he’s implying fraud on the part of the Storcaster Syndicate, since we are the only underwriting firm in dispute with Stanley Investments and the matter of the Sea Dawn, but let’s not say it for him. I think, Mr Ward, you explain yourself, or withdraw the remark.’ 
 
    It was a line Eric would have taken himself were the situation in reverse. They weren’t talking of insults in this room, they were speaking of defamatory statements. Leonard Channing was silent, leaving Eric to put his own head in a noose. The challenge had been thrown down by Saul Berckman. Eric’s mouth was dry: he had only the fat man in Javea to rely on. 
 
    Halliday Arthur Lansley. 
 
    ‘When criminals attempt a fraud, and it seems to come off, the likelihood is that they’re happy,’ Eric said. ‘It’s what would have happened with Brandon Roskill; it’s what did happen to a large extent. The Sea Dawn went down, the claims went in, and as negotiated settlements were about to be concluded Brandon Roskill quietly went into liquidation. They were not concerned with underwriting claims in the financial world. They were happy. Generally.’ 
 
    The room was silent, waiting, as Eric paused. 
 
    ‘One director of Brandon Roskill — my informant — was not entirely happy, however. He’s an odd man in many ways. Quirky, a criminal and a hedonist, yes, all these things. But he also has a sense of theatre and he enjoys life, and using people. What he does not enjoy is being used. And he felt, in some indefinable way, that life, that incidents involving the Sea Dawn, and his own precious plans had been manipulated in some way.’ 
 
    Eric could recall now, in his mind’s eye, the picture Lansley had presented at the poolside, under the dark sky, a cigar glowing in his mouth as he strutted angrily up and down the length of the pool, explaining things to Eric. 
 
    ‘The fact is, Ward, I had that kind of prickly feeling that I’d been conned in some way. Nothing I could explain. It’s just that things seemed so peculiar, so disjointed. I mean, we knew the Sea Dawn was a rust bucket, dammit, that’s why we acquired her! And it wasn’t a surprise to learn she was getting engine trouble off Denia. There was no way we wanted her listing in that area, of course, because the patrols could have got out, tugs from the harbour, they’d have towed her in like a shot. But I couldn’t understand why Trainor should have got so agitated as to do the fool thing with the Cox bolt gun. Either he knew there was danger in that gas in the engine room, or he should have known. He was an experienced sailor. But if he did know, and sent that crewman down, knowing the guy could blow himself to Kingdom Come, what reason could he have? Why the hurry? Our calculations would have been: Okay, so there’s engine trouble, so we don’t manage to pull the fraud this time because the Sea Dawn gets taken in tow, so what? There’s always another day, another voyage, another fraud. So why the hurry to send her down?’ 
 
    He had stabbed at the air with the cigar, weaving glowing parabolas in the darkness. 
 
    ‘The question bugged me. We got what we wanted out of the hearings, the hull insurance came through, there was pay-out on the cargo and it was up to the underwriters to sort out their own problems. Brandon Roskill folded its tent and stole away. But not me. Not Halliday Arthur Lansley. More and more I got the feeling I’d been had, in some way or another. It’s not a feeling I like. So I started putting out feelers, asking questions round about, making use of my networks. For a long time there was nothing . . .’ 
 
    Eric dragged his thoughts back from Lansley beside his pool in Javea to the present, and the hostile faces in front of him. ‘My informant, the Brandon Roskill director, began to make inquiries. Not the kind made commercially, but by using underground networks. And finally pieces of information began to filter through to him. They took him in the end to a tally clerk named Arturo Ruiz. From the tally clerk my informant learned that the manifesto and the bills of lading on the Sea Dawn had been forged. The Brandon Roskill cargo had been removed at Marseilles, ballast replaced it, and the real cargo had been sold elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Like you said earlier,’ Phil Daniels grunted, ‘what’re the odds? This informant of yours, this Brandon Roskill crook, what was he losing? He picked up his share of the cargo insurance anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What did he lose? Pride,’ Eric replied quietly. ‘He didn’t like the feeling that he’d been used — not he, a character used to manipulating other people. Ruiz wasn’t able to tell him a great deal: he was only a small cog in a big organization. But once the questions were out, half-answers began to come in. He checked more closely on Trainor’s record, and began to wonder what part the master of the Sea Dawn had played. My informant gave Ruiz some money, enough to allow him to retire quietly to his mountain home where he could be safely tucked away in case he was needed, and then the Brandon Roskill director went after Fred Trainor. He never reached him. Trainor was killed before he could be contacted. A convenient death — but my informant guessed it occurred because it had become apparent that questions were being asked, and Trainor had shown he could react badly to pressure.’ 
 
    ‘This was not the way of it,’ Cordóbes suddenly said. 
 
    His hands were nervous, his eyes wide and scared. ‘My understanding is that Señor Trainor died in a car accident outside Paris.’ 
 
    ‘He died in a car crash, yes,’ Eric replied, ‘but I’m pretty sure myself it was no accident — not after what happened to me in the Sierra de Serreta.’ 
 
    ‘You’re beginning to lose us, Ward,’ Daniels warned. ‘And you, Cordóbes,’ Alain Germaine warned. ‘Do not become anxious. All these suppositions, these fictions Mr Ward throws up to us, they are merely ghosts and echoes and phantasmagoria — not facts! Do not concern yourself, and do not worry. You are observing merely the floundering of a fish who finds the hook painful.’ 
 
    But Cordóbes was worried. A line of perspiration beaded his upper lip below the moustache, and his eyes were quick and nervous. Germaine’s scorn had not soothed him. 
 
    ‘It was at this point that my informant,’ Eric continued, ‘became even more dogged in his feelings. He had been conned, he was sure of it; someone else had muscled in on an operation he had run for Brandon Roskill, had made money out of it, and was now desperate enough to cover up — even to the extent of killing Fred Trainor. The Paris police arrested one Nicholas Bailey for dangerous driving, but the killer of Trainor then, unaccountably, managed to escape. My informant knew the escape was engineered by the people who had been involved in the hijack of the Sea Dawn cargo, and that it had been they who had paid for the services of Nicholas Bailey.’ 
 
    ‘Who is this man Bailey?’ Leonard Channing asked thoughtfully. . 
 
    ‘A professional killer,’ Eric replied. ‘He died, after trying to run me off the road in the Sierra de Serreta.’ 
 
    ‘This is preposterous!’ Alain Germaine exploded. ‘What are you trying to tell us? You must be suffering from delusions — murder in Paris, an attempt on your life in Spain, the hijacking of a cargo from the Sea Dawn — what this has to do with our underwriting claim defeats my understanding.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget to include the murder of Karl Mueller,’ Eric added quietly. 
 
    Germaine’s mouth twisted angrily and he slammed his fist on the table in a sudden access of rage. Eric was surprised: he might have expected Daniels to behave so violently, but he had assumed the Frenchman was of a less volatile nature. ‘All this nonsense,’ Germaine almost shouted. ‘It’s some kind of delaying tactic! You can’t seriously be suggesting that the death of this man Mueller in some obscure northern town—’ 
 
    ‘Newcastle,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    ‘—that this death is in any way connected to our contract!’ 
 
    ‘I’m suggesting just that,’ Eric replied firmly. ‘We can’t be sure of the facts—’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ 
 
    ‘But my informant makes an educated guess and I agree with him. Karl Mueller was first mate aboard the Sea Dawn. It’s highly likely he was in on die hijacking of the cargo. Even if he wasn’t, he must have had suspicions raised by the events preceding the sinking. After the spate of inquiries he lay low in Europe, and our guess is he was keeping quiet because he was scared. And then he took ship to England — after getting the man who was supposed to have the berth out of the way. We can’t be sure why he was so eager to come by ship to England. It might have been because he wanted to travel quietly to his assignation, avoiding flights and ticket purchases. Or it may have been because he was broke, and wanted to get money out of his knowledge of the events on the Sea Dawn, particularly since he would now have learned of the death of Fred Trainor. It was probably blackmail that was in his mind when he came to Newcastle. It led to his death, and the dumping of his body from the Gloria into the Tyne.’ 
 
    ‘This is all supposition,’ Phil Daniels drawled, but his eyes were hooded, belying the casualness of his tone. ‘You still haven’t tied any of this in as far as I’m concerned.’ 
 
    ‘My informant didn’t want to be involved personally: he has retiring habits,’ Eric said grimly. ‘But his northern sources of information are sound. He heard about Mueller’s death and was convinced of the accuracy of his guesses. He heard I was involved, and was flying to Spain to trace the owners of the Sea Dawn. He was one of them, and intended keeping his head down. But he couldn’t resist setting me on the trail he knew would lead to this meeting this morning. Unfortunately, things got out of hand. Ruiz was dead, and then someone made the mistake of setting the pet killer, Bailey, on my trail. It ended in Bailey’s death, and my informant deciding he’d better tell me all he knew.’ 
 
    ‘Do I detect the inference,’ Saul Berckman asked quietly, ‘that if this man — Bailey, you call him — had not been instructed to kill you, presumably to stop your further investigations, your . . . ah . . . informant would not have told you the whole story?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. The Brandon Roskill director had suspicions, but didn’t want to get involved. My entrance meant he could manipulate me at a distance and learn the truth — whether he did anything about it thereafter is problematical. But the attempt on my life changed his mind: things were getting hairy. If it was that important, stopping me getting further information, the ripples could possibly head in his direction since he’d been raising the questions in Europe. So he told me all I’ve told you.’ 
 
    ‘Putting you in the front line,’ Daniels snickered. ‘I’m warming to your friend. He sounds a careful man.’ 
 
    ‘But what exactly is he afraid of?’ Alain Germaine asked quietly. 
 
    ‘A business that’s been built up over the years. One that’s quietly been pulling frauds on fraudulent men. The Sea Dawn is the tip of an iceberg: it’s one of many such deals. Not massive, up-front business in underworld terms, but big enough and important enough to want to cover its tracks by murder.’ 
 
    ‘You still haven’t said—’ 
 
    ‘What it has to do with Storcaster? It’s simple. All the information the Brandon Roskill director ferreted out pointed to one thing: information. The business has to be organized by someone who is able to have inside information regarding the insurance business. Not only what’s being done by way of hull and cargo insurance, but what the likely rust bucket frauds are. A practised eye, picking out the likely Brandon Roskills and their rust buckets. And it’s good, sound business too — because when their own operation is completed the victims aren’t about to squeal. They’ve got what they wanted — insurance cover. Why should they worry about the fraud worked upon them by way of the hijacked cargo? Normally, they’d shrug their shoulders and turn their backs.’ 
 
    ‘But not your friends from Brandon Roskill,’ Germaine murmured. 
 
    ‘As I said, he likes to manipulate — not be manipulated.’ 
 
    Phil Daniels sat up straight in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. His jaw jutted pugnaciously as he said, ‘I been asking the question, but you keep giving me no answer. All right, so it’s a great story, and maybe underwriting gives a guy the kind of background and inside information to pull the kind of tricks you been talking about. But you’re saying Storcaster is the syndicate with dirty fingers?’ He grinned, wolfishly. ‘Because if you are, friend, you’re going to have to prove it.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ Eric said blandly. ‘Then what the hell—’ 
 
    ‘What I can do is place facts at the disposal of the police, relating to the Sea Dawn. Then it’s up to them.’ 
 
    ‘The facts you’ve given us? They won’t—’ 
 
    ‘Those facts, together with two questions. The facts I’ve given you are a chain of circumstances. There are two missing links in that chain. I think we might find those links this morning.’ 
 
    They were all silent for a few moments. The buzzing of the bluebottle became insistent in that silence and then stopped abruptly, trapped behind the curtains of the window. ‘So what are your questions?’ Saul Berckman asked at last. 
 
    ‘Karl Mueller came to England, to Newcastle, aboard the Gloria. He was due to meet someone; he met him, on board the vessel, clandestinely, and he died for trying to threaten and blackmail Were there any representatives of Storcaster in Newcastle that night?’ 
 
    Phil Daniels frowned, and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I wouldn’t even know what date it was.’ 
 
    ‘I do know,’ Eric contended. ‘There were two Storcaster men in the city that day: I met them, in the office of Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    He remained staring at Phil Daniels, aware of an involuntary movement of bodies about him. Daniels glared at him, a vein beginning to beat in his forehead as the colour faded from around his mouth. ‘Stanley Investments . . . I was up there one time, trying to screw your damned company into paying up. But I don’t recall—’ 
 
    ‘Our meeting was brief. You were leaving Podmore as I entered.’ 
 
    ‘And my stay was brief. I took the afternoon train back to London.’ 
 
    ‘So you weren’t in the city that evening?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Daniels snapped nervously. ‘And I—’ 
 
    ‘Then I just have one other question that needs answering,’ Eric interrupted. ‘It’s to Señor Cordóbes.’ 
 
    ‘To me?’ The man was scared. A pale sheen of sweat lay on his face and he was unable to keep his hands still. He bitterly regretted attending this meeting, but there was no way he could escape it now. He waited, tense, as, Eric watched him. ‘What . . . what is it you wish to know? 
 
    ‘Quite simple. It refers to the master of the Sea Dawn, Trainor. He came ashore, called on you while the vessel lay off Denia with engine trouble.’ 
 
    ‘That is so. He asked my advice concerning repairs—’ 
 
    ‘No. He came for another reason.’ 
 
    ‘I do not understand—’ 
 
    ‘He came for instructions.’ 
 
    ‘This is not so. I was in no position to give Señor Trainor any instructions.’ Cordóbes wet his dry lips with a flickering tongue. ‘I swear—’ 
 
    ‘No. Just tell me. You were the local agent for the Storcaster Syndicate. You weren’t in business to advise on engine repairs. And Storcaster had no official involvement m the movements or control of the Sea Dawn. So why did he come to you, if not to get instructions?’ 
 
    ‘But I swear, I was in no position—’ 
 
    ‘To give instructions, I agree,’ Eric interrupted. ‘But you were able to put him in touch, through your office, with the man he wanted to contact. My question is simple, Señor Cordóbes. Who was it in the Storcaster Syndicate that Trainor wanted to contact?’ 
 
    Cordóbes made a strangled sound in his throat, but said nothing. Even so, he was unable to control the despairing glance he sent down the room to the man seated on Leonard Channing’s right. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell,’ Phil Daniels said thickly. ‘I left Newcastle that afternoon, but you stayed on! And there was that business of the wound to your cheek . . .’ 
 
    Saul Berckman’s dark head came up. His eyes were cold and dangerous and his tone calm as he said to Eric Ward, ‘A long and involved story, but one full of suppositions, guesses, and supported only by the word of an undisclosed informant in Spain. Not exactly something you can use, either in legal proceedings, or as an excuse to refuse payment on an underwriting contract, which is why we’re here, after all.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think my informant from Brandon Roskill will ever be needed,’ Eric said. ‘I’ve already placed a file with the police. It raises enough questions. And now, with information from your colleagues Mr Daniels and Señor Cordóbes, the question is can you come up with a convincing story that shows you didn’t conspire with others to hijack the Sea Dawn cargo, murder Trainor, attempt my killing, and yourself put Karl Mueller into the Tyne?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later that morning, in Leonard Channing’s office, Eric felt a release from the tension that had affected him during the meeting with the Storcaster Syndicate. Mark Fenham was still there, with a glass of whisky in his hand. Leonard Channing poured one for himself thoughtfully, offering nothing to Eric. His features were pale when he turned, and there was a suppressed excitement — the effects of the turbulent Storcaster meeting — in his eyes. ‘Do you think what you said will stick?’ he demanded. 
 
    Eric sat down wearily. ‘Saul Berckman’s guilty as hell. There are enough leads for the police to trace the whole thing through. Berckman’s part of a group who’ve been working these frauds for years. His response to Mueller’s blackmail was foolish and violent — they’ll tie that to him even if they never explode the whole fraud ring.’ 
 
    ‘What does this mean as far as Sea Dawn is concerned?’ Eric shook his head. ‘Too early to say. It doesn’t look as though the Storcaster Syndicate is involved in the frauds Berckman merely used his position with them to set up the hijacks. But if they are involved, we could argue that their fraud invalidates the underwriting contract.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your guess?’ 
 
    ‘In the end, we’ll probably have to pay. We can’t show a link between the owners — Brandon Roskill — and the sinking. Trainor didn’t act on their instructions, but on Berckman’s.’ 
 
    ‘So you didn’t entirely win after all,’ Channing said maliciously. 
 
    ‘I didn’t enter the contract in the first place,’ Eric replied. Leonard Channing glanced in Mark Fenham’s direction and turned to pace the length of the room. ‘All right, now we’ve got that bit of business out of the way, let’s get down to the rest of it. Mark?’ 
 
    Fenham shrugged elegantly, his youthful face attempting a commiserative appearance but his inexperience failing to hide the evident satisfaction in his mouth. ‘The market’s still unstable, but the way interest rates have moved my calculation is that Stanley Investments will have made a considerable loss on the raid they made into the Eurobond issue.’ 
 
    ‘And your summation of the legality of the raid?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already made my views known to Mrs Ward. At best, it was an unwise decision. Legally, it strays into a grey area. Ethically, it is certainly an action open to some question.’ 
 
    ‘As a result of which,’ Leonard Channing purred, ‘I’m placing the whole matter before the board.’ 
 
    ‘You’d be making a mistake if you did,’ Eric said quietly. ‘A mistake? Far from it, Ward. I’m going to take you apart. I’m going to show the board just how reckless you’ve been, how unethically you’ve behaved, what financial risks you’ve taken and what losses you’re likely to occasion Stanley Investments. I shall, consequently, be recommending to them — and I’ve every reason to believe they’ll go along with it — that you should be removed from the board of Stanley Investments, that the main board place its own nominee in as managing director, and the whole activity of Stanley Investments be once again brought closely under the control of the main board of Martin and Channing. Your foray into Lombard Street will have been brief, Ward; your venture into the world of merchant banking disastrous. But then, why should you worry? You still have your miserable Tyneside criminal practice to crawl back to, and what have you lost? It was your wife’s money, after all—’ 
 
    ‘I can guess whom you’ll be recommending as the board’s nominee.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously, the man on the spot who has already shown loyalty to Martin and Channing. Mr Fenham.’ 
 
    Eric smiled coolly. ‘So it was you who blew the whistle to Channing, was it, Mark? Ah well . . .’ 
 
    ‘I expect the board meeting will be convened within a few days and—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve placed the issue, Channing.’ 
 
    ‘—once it is convened you’ll be sent the necessary notices . . .’ Channing’s voice tailed away. ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘I said I’ve placed the Eurobond issue.’ 
 
    The ticking of the clock was suddenly very loud in the room. Channing and Fenham stared at him in open surprise, momentarily lost for words. It was Fenham who spoke first. ‘That’s impossible!’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘The interest rates . . . no one would be foolish enough to take them at those shaved interests . . . it wouldn’t make sense, you’d be in competition with Martin and Channing, and the other tombstone agencies, offering a better deal. You can’t have placed them, Ward. You’re bluffing.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve placed them,’ Eric reiterated. ‘And at the same rates at which I bought in. At worst, I’ve broken even, though I think that taking the rates into account, and recent movements in prices and commissions, Stanley Investments may even have made a small profit on the placement.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing stood stock still, staring at Eric wolfishly, lips drawn back over his teeth in a grimace of surprise. Slowly his expression changed. A shadow touched his eyes, a glint of calculation, and his mouth hardened. He took a small sip of his whisky, his glance never leaving Eric’s. ‘You’ve placed the issue . . . but with which accepting house? Or would it be with someone else?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not at liberty to say.’ 
 
    ‘The placement is with someone who does not wish it to be made public?’ 
 
    Eric smiled blandly. ‘Publicity is the last thing desired.’ 
 
    ‘I see . . .’ Channing pondered on the matter, his eyes hooded as he stared at the glass in his hand. ‘The deal is, nevertheless, quite firm?’ 
 
    ‘As a rock.’ 
 
    Channing nodded sagely, expecting the reply. He raised his head to look at Eric and there was something different about him, a coiled awareness, a readiness to react more swiftly to an opponent he had until now underrated. He was silent for almost a minute; behind him, Mark Fenham stirred uneasily and Channing’s eyes flickered at the sound. It was as though he had forgotten Fenham was with them. He half turned, stared at the young lawyer, then waved his glass negligently. ‘Mark . . . would you mind leaving us now?’ 
 
    Mark Fenham’s handsome features paled. Shaken, he hesitated, seemed to be about to say something and then, without looking at Eric, he left the room without speaking. 
 
    Leonard Channing tapped a thoughtful thumbnail against his front teeth. ‘So you’ve placed the whole of the issue,’ he repeated quietly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A light breeze had arisen in the darkness and the cicadas had fallen quiet in the pine trees. Below the terrace the lights stringing along Arenal beach had faded but the lighthouse on Cabo San Antonio continued to pulse out its warning signal while at the far end of the bay, beyond Cabo la Nao, the horizon was lightening, the first touch of dawn fingering the sky. Halliday Arthur Lansley had not been pleased, slamming his glass down on the table, slightly drunk and belligerent. ‘It’s bloody blackmail!’ he almost shouted. ‘I thought you were my friend, Ward! The way I’ve just helped you—’ 
 
    ‘You set me up,’ Eric interrupted, ‘and for the second time. Don’t talk of helping me — you tried to use me and now it’s blown up in your face. With the going getting rough, you’re scared. You started asking questions and the result was things have got too dangerous. And you want to hide behind me.’ 
 
    ‘Ward—!’ 
 
    ‘You want this hijacking group out of the way, for revenge, to achieve a wild justice, but you’re afraid to do it yourself. You want me to do it for you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in your own interests, dammit. They tried to kill you today.’ 
 
    ‘You want to use me to get your own way, but if I do it,’ Eric insisted, ‘you still don’t want to be involved. You won’t testify—’ 
 
    ‘I’m an old man—’ 
 
    ‘You don’t want your name dragged in—’ 
 
    ‘An English court appearance could kill me,’ Lansley had wheedled. ‘English courts affect my chest. The weather, those damp beds in those dreary hotels . . . you understand, surely?’ 
 
    ‘You have to understand, Lansley! If I’m to keep your name out of this, it’s got to be at a price I name.’ 
 
    The fat man collapsed in a cane chair, wheezing anxiously. His piggy eyes pleaded with Eric. ‘Friendship—’ 
 
    ‘Counts for nothing . . . your kind of friendship, anyway.’ Something touched Lansley’s blubbery mouth, a twitch, hastily covered by a wheezing cough. ‘Ah, you’re a hard man, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘You’re harder . . . when you’ve got the whip hand.’ Lansley coughed again, and raised a fat hand to wipe his trembling mouth. The cough was changing suddenly, turning into a rumbling wheezing sound that itself quickly became transmogrified into a deep belly chuckle. Eric stared at the fat man for a few moments in surprise, but the sound was infectious, his own mouth twitched and Lansley was suddenly laughing. The sound gained in volume and depth until the pool terrace echoed and the noise bounced back from the walls of the villa. The booming rose, converted into a shaky treble and then collapsed as a fit of asthmatic coughing took its place and the fat man wobbled helplessly in his chair. ‘Hey, dammit, you’re right, you’re bloody right.’ 
 
    Lansley rubbed his hand over his eyes, wiping away the tears of enjoyment. The reason for them escaped Eric, and he waited patiently. Lansley shook his head and sighed. ‘Dammit, you’re right. And you do have the whip hand. But then, what the hell — it does one’s soul good to lose every so often. Not too often, mind you, but once in a while. It sharpens the appreciation, know what I mean, it’s legitimate, and it’s a way of salting away my ill-gotten gains, to the benefit of European business. That can’t be bad.’ 
 
    He squinted suddenly up at Eric, the laughter still in his eyes, but controlled now, with a hint of calculation behind it. ‘You’ll be selling me a pup, of course — but pups have a way of growing into big bouncing dogs. I’ve got contacts: I’ll be able to unload the bloody issue here and there, a few pressure points, a few favours, the odd whisper here and roundabout . . . I bet you, Ward, I bet you I manage it.’ He grinned, writhing his lips back wolfishly. ‘I’ll manage it. Damned if I won’t! You’ve got a deal, son: I’ll take the issue, and place it, and you keep me out of this nasty business.’ He chuckled again, explosively. ‘And when I do make a killing on the bond market, I’ll send you a postcard.’ His laughter rumbled out again uncontrollably. ‘That’s it — I’ll send you a bloody postcard!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Leonard Channing replenished his whisky glass. He hesitated, then looked at Eric quizzically. Eric nodded: it was an occasion to savour. ‘I’ll join you.’ 
 
    Channing was silent while he poured a small measure of whisky and topped it with soda. He handed the glass to Eric and watched him while he sipped it. ‘So you’ve placed the whole issue. It doesn’t matter where. The whole issue . . .’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    Channing sniffed cagily. ‘Makes no difference, of course, to my stance on the ethical issues. Your behaviour has been reprehensible.’ 
 
    ‘But you would now find it a difficult matter to take to the board.’ 
 
    Channing nodded slowly. ‘Matters can’t be left to rest, nevertheless.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you intend to do?’ 
 
    Channing was silent for a moment, calculating. ‘I can’t trust you, Ward. But I realize I’ve also underrated you. You’re a novice in the world of merchant banking but you’ve shown me you possess a precious commodity. Luck.’ His glance was sharp. ‘If I come across a man I can’t weigh up properly, whom I can’t trust, and who is lucky, I know I face a dangerous combination. So, I shall be taking to Martin and Channing a different proposition from the one I intended.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I shall be proposing that the main board places a nominee to replace you on the board of Stanley Investments.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘And in return I shall be recommending that you be offered a seat on the main board of Martin and Channing itself.’ 
 
    ‘I’m flattered,’ Eric said ironically. 
 
    ‘Don’t be. It’s for one reason only,’ Channing said sharply. 
 
    ‘So you can keep an eye on me?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ A brief, wintry smile touched Channing’s lips and he raised his glass. ‘It’s something we might drink to our new relationship, and what might turn out to be a stormy future.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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Chapter One 
 
    A heatwave had been idling over the Northumberland hills. It had brought shirtsleeve weather to an area where the inhabitants were more accustomed to treating June with circumspection, going about their business with their coat collars turned up. 
 
    Eric Ward had taken a few days’ leave from his office at the Quayside in Newcastle. His work in personal terms had slowed somewhat of late, since he had taken on an assistant to deal with the commercial side of the business — an aspect of the practice that had grown on the mercantile side. Young Ted Grainger had proved to be keen, enthusiastic, and well able to cope, as Anne had forcefully reminded Eric when he had doubted whether he could afford to leave the practice for a week or so. ‘What the hell else did you take him on for if not to let him get on with the business?’ she had demanded. It was not an argument easy to counter. 
 
    So he had been able to take advantage of the early summer weather and enjoy long afternoon walks in the meadows and lanes of the estates around Sedleigh Hall. He had been able to afford the luxury of lunch with Anne on the terrace, with its distant view of Cheviot, blue in the afternoon haze — sole, a chilled glass of Chablis, fresh strawberries — and he had indulged himself further with an occasional siesta while Anne busied herself on the phone, discussing management of the Morcomb Estates and their vast holdings. 
 
    He even managed to avoid feeling guilty about it. The fact that the office was working without him, and Anne was conducting her own affairs without reference to him, gave no sour chill to the afternoon: he realized he was coming to terms with having a rich wife who could buy and sell a hundred practices like his own. And as for enjoying her house and land, well, he knew deep inside that he was still his own man, he had retained his own independence, and even the glaucoma seemed to have been kept at bay of recent months with the pilocarpine easing the occasional discomfort. 
 
    The afternoon had stretched out like a sleeping cat and the shadows had begun to lengthen before Anne returned to the terrace, glass of wine in her hand. She moved her chair to take advantage of the dying sun, leaned over Eric and kissed him, lingeringly, on the mouth. When she moved away, to sit down, he smiled. ‘You’re pleased with yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘Want to tell me?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She grinned wickedly, sipped her wine, hugged the secret of her pleasure to herself. Eric smiled. She would tell him in due course, but right now she wanted to savour her triumph, gloat over it with an almost childish pleasure, and when that was sated there would be time to tell her husband, and experience the whole thing again, through his eyes. Eric put his head back, enjoying the quiet of the hills and the lazy, late afternoon. Soon the dusk would come, softly, bringing with it the crushed-clove smell of night-scented stocks. The swifts would wheel in above their heads in the afterglow. Newcastle would be a world away, the noisy bustling streets, busy in spite of the depression brought about by closure of steel, coal and shipbuilding industries, distant. He could indulge his senses, allow himself the savouring of languid pleasures, like the tasting of a ripe peach. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Well, aren’t you going to get ready?’ 
 
    Eric came up muzzily from his doze, focused with difficulty. Anne was leaning towards him, her hair glowing against the dipping sun. 
 
    ‘Ready? For what?’ 
 
    ‘Dinner. We have guests.’ 
 
    ‘We do?’ Eric frowned, clearing his head. ‘I don’t remember—’ 
 
    ‘Because I didn’t tell you.’ 
 
    She grabbed his hand, dragged him from his chair and stood close to him, arms wrapped tightly about him. A mischievous light danced in her eyes. 
 
    ‘Your long phone call,’ he said, understanding. 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘So someone’s coming to dinner.’ 
 
    ‘Perspicacious.’ 
 
    ‘But you won’t tell me who.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I will. You only have to ask.’ 
 
    He tightened his own grip of her body, and the breath whoofed out of her. ‘So I’m asking.’ 
 
    ‘Well, do it more delicately,’ she complained, laughing and struggling against him. ‘Now you’ve asked, I’ll tell you. It’s Jim Edmonds.’ 
 
    Eric stared at her, amused. ‘That’s pretty anti-climactic, for great news. Who the hell is Jim Edmonds?’ 
 
    ‘An accountant.’ 
 
    Eric groaned. ‘For dinner? I mean, hell, accountants are more boring even than lawyers!’ 
 
    ‘That’s a matter of opinion. Besides, he’s more of a financial adviser than an accountant.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got financial advisers.’ 
 
    ‘And now I’ve got a new one.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to employ him and give him dinner? What exactly does this character Edmonds have, for God’s sake?’ 
 
    She chuckled. ‘Information. And from what he told me over the phone, it’s the kind of information I’ve been hoping for.’ 
 
    ‘And what kind is that?’ 
 
    Anne drew away from him and took a look at the bottle of Chablis. There was a little remaining: she glanced at Eric, he shook his head, and she poured what was left in the bottle into her glass. She raised it to him and sipped; she looked very young and very confident and quite beautiful. ‘You know I’ve been advised that the Morcomb holdings aren’t spread too wisely at the moment, in view of movements in the marketplace.’ 
 
    ‘So you told me.’ 
 
    ‘I had a long chat with the accountants some months ago and they came up with a few ideas, but it seemed to me they were just messing about at the edges. You know, not doing anything really constructive.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll hardly be the most entrepreneurial people you’ll come across. They’ll be protecting your money and their backs.’ 
 
    Anne nodded. ‘I understand that. But to be fair, they made some suggestions when I told them what I had in mind, and the clearest suggestion was that if I was serious, I ought to get a specialist in to advise me.’ 
 
    ‘A specialist?’ 
 
    ‘In acquisitions.’ 
 
    ‘Ahhh . . .’ Eric nodded, moving away to the end of the terrace. The hills were darkening now and soon the flight of owls would begin, sailing majestically through the still summer air, predators seeking a swift kill, a gain in the darkness. ‘Acquisitions. Yes. A specialism indeed. This is where your Mr Edmonds comes in?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. He’s the guy they all seem to recommend as the bright, up-and-coming star in the field. Apparently, he worked for one of the big accounting firms and very quickly got into the business of acquisitions. Proved himself to be good at it. Moved a couple of times, always into bigger operations. Then set out on his own, freelancing, contracting his services where they were best paid. He’s been in the States for some time, doing some searches there for several clients. I was lucky to get hold of him.’ 
 
    ‘Hence the triumph.’ 
 
    Anne ducked her head. ‘Sorry about that. But it wasn’t just getting him. I gave him a contract some ten weeks ago. No, it’s the fact that he’s done his acquisitions search and it sounds as if he’s come up with something interesting that’ll fit our particular bill very well.’ 
 
    ‘Our bill?’ 
 
    ‘Darling, you know all that’s mine is yours, except my bathroom, which is where I’m headed now while you clutter up your own. He’ll be here at seven-thirty, driving up from Newcastle, and he’s bringing his fiancée with him. She’s called Karen O’Neill. A fashion model, I understand. And from what he says, quite stunning.’ The mischief was back in her eyes. ‘He’s quite young, too.’ She finished her drink hastily at the look in his eyes and stood up. ‘Now if you’re going to look like that, you can share my shower: it might help you cool off.’ 
 
    In practice, quite the reverse, Eric considered, and decided to take up the offer. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They were both downstairs by seven-fifteen, Anne elegant in a cool blue dress that complemented her eyes beautifully, and while she took a pre-dinner gin and tonic Eric settled for a glass of mineral water. Alcohol could be taken in moderation, his doctors had advised him, but Eric seemed to have lost his taste for whisky and now drank only wine and, rarely, brandy. 
 
    By eight o’clock Jim Edmonds had not arrived. Eric wandered across to the window. ‘You think he’s playing hard to get?’ 
 
    As though in answer he caught the flash of headlights on the hill: a car, making its way over the brow, dipping down into the hollow and the entrance to the Sedleigh Hall driveway. Anne was at Eric’s side. ‘I expect that’s him.’ She sounded slightly nettled. Mr Edmonds might be a successful acquisitions expert but he seemed less adept at acquiring a reputation for good manners. 
 
    A few minutes later, he was announced. 
 
    As Anne walked forward, extending her hand, Edmonds was already apologizing. She shook her head, coolly, and looked behind him: he was alone. 
 
    ‘That’s the reason why I’m so late,’ he explained, ducking his head in embarrassment. ‘Karen . . . she phoned from London. I’d gone to meet the train, you see, and she wasn’t on it, and so I went back to the flat and then she rang . . . she couldn’t make it. I . . . I guess I should have rung Sedleigh Hall then, to warn you, but, well . . . I was a bit put out, you know, and not thinking straight . . .’ 
 
    ‘Think no more of it,’ Anne said quietly. ‘This is my husband, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard about you,’ Edmonds said, gripping Eric’s hand with a fierce nervousness. ‘You have a practice down at the Quayside, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘I’m never quite certain whether it’s flattering to be known about by accountants.’ He caught Anne’s warning glance and smiled, deciding to be on his best behaviour. ‘Would you care for a drink?’ 
 
    ‘If it’s not too late,’ Edmonds said awkwardly. ‘I mean, if dinner—’ 
 
    ‘Dinner can wait,’ Anne said crisply. 
 
    ‘A whisky, then, please.’ 
 
    Eric poured him a generous tot, added water at Edmonds’s request and then stood back. A clumsy young man, he thought, with the kind of clumsiness a woman would find endearing and a man irritating. He was big, well over six feet, with broad shoulders that seemed to strain at the oatmeal-coloured lightweight suit he wore. He had a long face, well chiselled features somewhat marred by a heavy chin, and a wispy moustache that somehow emphasized a social immaturity. His movements were heavy, he seemed to lurch rather than walk, and as a child, Eric considered, he might have had a reputation for breaking things. But never intentionally, never that. Maybe that was why Eric disliked him, because of his clumsiness. 
 
    Or maybe because he was little older than Anne. ‘Karen’s very busy, you see,’ Edmonds was explaining earnestly. ‘She’s contracted to a fashion agency which works her pretty hard. Don’t get me wrong, there’s plenty of money in the fashion modelling business, but it has to be earned. Hot lights, long hours. That’s what she says.’ 
 
    ‘And fame,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘Yes, that too. But she’ll give it up when we marry.’ 
 
    Anne laughed. ‘That sounds like a typical northern male attitude!’ 
 
    ‘No, we’ve agreed on it,’ Edmonds hurried to say, but something in his tone made Eric believe the agreement was hardly finalized. ‘My job, you see, it means necessarily I have to travel a lot, and it just wouldn’t make sense her being in one part of the world and me in another.’ His eyes were angry suddenly, hints of a smouldering dispute smoking deep inside him. 
 
    He finished his drink in a long swallow: Eric offered him another and Edmonds took it. The fact that Karen O’Neill was not with him was clearly a matter of some importance: he was bothered by it, possibly because he regarded his meeting with Anne here at Sedleigh Hall as of some consequence to him, an occasion that should have rightly demanded the support of his fiancée. Or maybe it was something else, something darker and deeper in the relationship that was bothering him. It was none of Eric’s business. He handed the drink to Edmonds. The man’s hands were large and powerful, backed by fair hair as blond as the thick, stiff hair of his head. They did not look like an accountant’s hands. They seemed to lack . . . precision, and neatness. 
 
    But this man wasn’t an accountant. He was an acquisitions expert. And acquisitions could be brutal. 
 
    ‘Shall we go in to dinner?’ Anne suggested. ‘Please, bring your drink with you.’ 
 
    Edmonds didn’t. He gulped it down. There was a rather good Fleurie with dinner tonight and a cool Sancerre with the fish. Eric guessed they might have to offer the impetuous Mr Edmonds a bed for the night rather than have him brave the Northumberland police patrols in a state of inebriation. 
 
    Over dinner, Edmonds did enjoy both the Sancerre and the Fleurie, but carefully, and with an air of quiet appreciation that did something to soften Eric’s first impressions of the man. One impression that did not change however was that of Edmonds’s obsession with his fiancée: he talked constantly of her over dinner, explaining about the contracts she had undertaken, Givenchy, Vanity Fair, Chagrin. Once or twice Eric caught Anne’s glance and raised one eyebrow but she gave him a little impatient shake of the head. She was too good a hostess to force Edmonds towards the business in hand, but over coffee the man seemed at last to unwind and relate more sensibly to his surroundings, to the fact that Karen O’Neill was not with him, and that Anne Ward had other things than fashion modelling to discuss. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I’ve been boring you,’ he suggested. 
 
    ‘Not at all. It’s been . . . interesting. I must admit I can’t remember having seen Karen’s name . . .’ 
 
    ‘Modelling can be a bit anonymous. The face, but not the name, that sort of thing. However, I’m aware I’ve trespassed on your time and your hospitality overlong before coming to the reason why I’m really here. As I told you over the phone, I think I’ve found what you want.’ 
 
    Anne stopped him, raising a warning hand. She smiled. ‘I think I should explain, my husband and I have business interests which rarely overlap. He plays little or no part in the management of Morcomb Estates; consequently, I haven’t told him just what arrangement you and I have come to, Mr Edmonds. I wonder whether you’d mind filling him in on the background?’ 
 
    Edmonds nodded and turned to glance towards Eric. ‘How much do you know about the acquisitions business, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Treat me as a tyro,’ Eric replied, studiously avoiding Anne’s glance. 
 
    Jim Edmonds furrowed his brow and nodded. ‘Okay. But I guess you’ll already be aware of my credentials and track record . . . Mrs Ward will have told you? In brief, a few leading accountancy firms, striking out on a freelance basis, a couple of big American contracts and a lot of luck—’ 
 
    ‘And now a certain reputation for success,’ Anne intervened, making the point to Eric. 
 
    ‘Okay. Well, I’ll tell it like I told it to Mrs Ward at the beginning. It’s the takeover bids for large companies that make the news but the vast majority of acquisitions are of unquoted companies, or divisions and subsidiaries of quoted ones. But before anyone starts putting his foot into this kind of pool it’s necessary to determine the reasons for doing so. You may want to acquire a business because of its entrepreneurial management; you may want to pump some financial injections into an ailing company to turn it around and make a few fast bucks.’ 
 
    ‘Or even pounds,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Sorry, a couple of months in the States . . . Anyway, I talked things through with Mrs Ward and was satisfied that she was thinking of acquisitions for the right reasons. She was looking to diversify the holdings, invest surplus funds from existing operations, and needed my advice to determine if the commercial rationale was sound. Then, we agreed, I should be put under contract to discover what relevant opportunities might exist out there in the market place.’ 
 
    ‘We even got into a discussion of synergy,’ Anne said, making a little moue in Eric’s direction. 
 
    ‘And what might that be?’ 
 
    Edmonds shrugged. ‘I think your wife’s playing a game with you, Mr Ward. Synergy can be described as a case of 2 + 2 = 5. For example, if you can integrate and rationalize the sales forces of two companies following an acquisition you might achieve the benefits of synergy. On the other hand, you might think you’ve achieved the benefits but overlook the initial expense and delay in setting the whole thing up. There are hidden costs: you have to take them into account. Buying a company at a bargain price can be superficially attractive. But it’s best to step warily.’ 
 
    Eric was not certain why he had been drawn into this game of Anne’s; he carefully kept his distance from Morcomb Estates matters, even though he had been drawn in, unwillingly, once or twice. Even so, he now began to get interested in spite of himself. ‘So what exactly have you been doing for Morcomb Estates?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The first step was to define an acquisition profile. It was all a bit delayed, because I’ve had a long job in the States I had to complete before I could spend too much time for Morcomb, but the general idea is to determine just what kind of business is best going to suit Morcomb holdings and future strategy.’ 
 
    ‘We talked about things like the market segments I should be thinking about,’ Anne added. ‘How much cash I was likely to have available for purchase, what might be the minimum size of company, we should go for—’ 
 
    ‘A most important point,’ Edmonds interrupted, warming now as he talked of things in which he was professionally expert. ‘You see, many unquoted companies start as family affairs and end up too overly dependent upon one man or a small group of people. Now the question is, should you buy into such a company? It could represent a high degree of vulnerability to the guy making the acquisition, believe me — at least, until he can arrange for some kind of experienced management support. That can take a lot of time and money — and it won’t be included in the purchase price! Then, there’s the further question of profitability. Unless you intend treating the acquisition as a tax device—’ 
 
    ‘Which I do not,’ Anne added. ‘I want a working investment.’ 
 
    ‘—then you have to look to something which is going to present at least a tolerable level of profitability. Ideally, it should already exist in the company you go for; you should certainly have a pretty good idea of what needs to be done to achieve it if it isn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine you’ll also want to consider things like management style if you’re going to retain existing personnel,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘Very much so.’ Edmonds cocked a quizzical eyebrow. ‘I’m not making this too obvious for you?’ 
 
    ‘I told you. Teach me.’ Even if I don’t know why, but can guess, Eric thought. 
 
    ‘Okay, well, there’s no such thing as the perfect company for acquisition purposes,’ Edmonds continued, ‘but we can have a good shot at picking the winners.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Desk research mainly,’ Edmonds replied with a disarming frankness. ‘You’ve got to know where to look, of course, but most of the research can be done by reading company reports, the Extel cards, financial surveys published on business sectors, and there are a number of online electronic database services now available that’ll give you unquoted company information.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve now completed all that,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘And come up with a suggestion,’ Anne added. 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it, Mrs Ward. And I think the suggestion is a sound one.’ 
 
    ‘The name of the company?’ 
 
    ‘Roger Graham, Ltd.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    As Eric had guessed might be the case, they had to offer Edmonds a room for the night. As he warmed to the discussion, so he warmed to the cognac Anne supplied and he was certainly in no fit state to make the long drive back to Newcastle that night. Even so, there was something nervous about the way he attacked the bottle. Eric commented upon it as he and Anne prepared for bed. 
 
    ‘Drowning devils,’ he suggested. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘That young man . . . the way he was drinking later on this evening, I got the impression he was trying to kill off something unpleasant. He’s got something on his mind apart from business.’ 
 
    ‘It’s obvious,’ Anne agreed. ‘Karen O’Neill. She let him down badly, I think, as far as he’s concerned. I mean, it makes no difference to me, she was just going to be a social passenger—’ 
 
    ‘Like me.’ 
 
    Anne ignored the remark. ‘But he clearly felt that she should have made an effort to be here this evening and consequently he feels let down — and the whole thing’s preying on his mind.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe a culmination of events.’ 
 
    ‘Incompatible careers.’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. So aren’t you glad we go our separate ways?’ Eric tested her. 
 
    Anne slipped into bed and sat up, staring at him. Her shoulders glowed in the subdued light and she looked very warm and desirable. A bad time to be talking business: he could be malleable on such occasions. 
 
    ‘Eric . . .’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me. I wasn’t there just as a social passenger.’ 
 
    ‘I need your help.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Morcomb Estates run very efficiently while I’m well away from the whole thing. You’re more than able; you know what you want for the companies; you’ve got independent legal and financial advice. What would you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘You’re a man, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I proved it in the shower, earlier.’ 
 
    ‘Be serious. You know what I mean.’ 
 
    He knew what she was driving at. He recalled the conversation with Jim Edmonds earlier that evening. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘In looking around at the acquisitions possibilities,’ Edmonds had said, ‘I finally came to the conclusion that as far as Morcomb Estates were concerned the best bet would be to concentrate on the more attractive, rapidly growing market segments. In recent years a number of unquoted companies have developed micro-processorbased energy management systems for buildings. Now this is a market with a huge potential, but it does require a substantial amount of investment in research and development.’ 
 
    ‘Surely an area for large company support?’ Eric queried. 
 
    ‘That’s so. It’s why some big companies have bought into unquoted companies in this sector, because it’s pretty difficult to pull together an experienced team on the R and D side. Otherwise, there’s a lengthy development time facing you.’ 
 
    ‘And Roger Graham, Ltd?’ 
 
    ‘Have lost their way. There are two operations involved,’ Edmonds explained earnestly. ‘They’ve done a great deal of research work on energy management but their original base was in the graphic arts. The old man, Roger Graham himself, started the whole thing some forty years ago and built up a sound graphics business on Tyneside. His elder son, Nick, kicked against his father’s traces early on and went to University to read maths — but then got hooked on computing. Two years after university he came into his father’s business after all because he’d seen the potential of the computer in the field of graphics. Roger Graham was no fool: he saw the chances that lay ahead. Now, they’ve been running for some years a small but successful business making computerized equipment for the graphic arts industry.’ 
 
    ‘So how have they lost their way?’ 
 
    Jim Edmonds pulled a wry face and shrugged. ‘It’s the old story, I suppose. I told you the old patriarch was cunning enough to see the potential in Nick’s ideas for change. But it’s another story if young Nick comes up with another idea, which will demand significant investment, and the old man can still see legs in the original company. Particularly if the new idea moves away from the field of graphics entirely.’ 
 
    ‘There’s conflict between father and son?’ 
 
    ‘You could certainly say that.’ 
 
    Eric looked across to Anne, who had been sitting silently. Her features were passive; clearly, there was yet more to come.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have thought,’ Eric said slowly, ‘that a company riven apart in this way would make a good investment potential.’ 
 
    ‘Depends on the circumstances,’ Edmonds replied, scratching his chin in a nervous, jerky gesture. ‘The conflict doesn’t end with Roger and Nick Graham. There’s another son: Chris. The younger brother always has it tough, I think, if his sibling is overly successful, or has a dominating personality. That’s the situation with Nick and Chris Graham. There’s a resentment there, which takes the effect of Chris wanting anything his brother doesn’t. And most of all, Chris wants to get out of his brother’s shadow.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that mean in practical terms?’ 
 
    ‘Roger Graham wants to build on the computerized graphics business, and resists the investment required by Nick to expand into energy management. Nick is fighting his father, and is confident he’s right — moreover, he has most of the staff with him, even though they have no final say, of course, in any decisions. It’s a three shareholding situation.’ 
 
    ‘And Chris Graham?’ 
 
    Edmonds blinked. ‘He just wants out.’ 
 
    ‘A plague on both their houses, you mean?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Precisely. He wants to take what money he can and run. He has no interest in the company, and he certainly does not want to see further investment being ploughed back into expensive new developments.’ 
 
    ‘This all sounds to me like a rats’ nest,’ Eric doubted. 
 
    ‘There’s one final point to be made,’ Edmonds said, leaning back in his chair and sipping his cognac thoughtfully. ‘The old man himself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Three months ago he suffered a heart attack. He’s on the way out. He’s still the major shareholder and they need his decision to go any particular way, but he knows his time is limited and he’ll want a solution which satisfies two incompatibles: the safe future of the company he built from nothing, and his dynastic dreams which are foundering on personalities.’ 
 
    Don’t they always, Eric thought to himself. ‘You got all this out of company reports?’ 
 
    Edmonds smiled beneath his wispy moustache. He had good teeth and the smile was engaging. ‘There are grapevines,’ he said noncommittally. 
 
    ‘And you consider Grahams are the stuff of which successful acquisitions are made?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘In my view they’re ripe — and they don’t come any riper. Maybe I should sketch out my reasons for the advice I’m giving Mrs Ward and Morcomb Estates. I’m advising the opening of negotiations with Roger Graham Ltd, for these reasons.’ He flicked up a finger. ‘First, there’s the market potential in this particular field.’ 
 
    ‘What is the potential?’ 
 
    ‘Exports have been limited by lack of finance. A capital injection at this stage could give the company access to distribution networks abroad — especially in the States — and to field sales forces that could more than double the company’s profitability.’ 
 
    ‘Right, that’s one reason.’ 
 
    Edmonds raised a second finger. ‘Not to be ignored is the possibility of later sale. If Morcomb Estates went in, did the job right, the company could be sold off at a considerable profit within five years. It just needs help at this moment to get off the plateau.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine there might be social implications, also.’ 
 
    Edmonds paused, and looked at Eric in surprise. He nodded. ‘Well, yes, of course, causing any company on Tyneside to grow will create employment and that’s a considerable benefit to the area.’ 
 
    ‘Does that play any part in company thinking?’ 
 
    ‘On Roger Graham’s part, certainly: he’s had some of his workforce a long time. Nick . . . he’s just for expansion, and thinks only of efficiency. I must say, though, Mr Ward, the social implications rarely figure largely in the acquiring company’s calculations.’ 
 
    ‘Just asking,’ Eric said mildly. 
 
    ‘The third consideration,’ Edmonds went on, flicking up a third finger, ‘is the particular dissension which currently exists in Roger Graham, Ltd. What we have is an almost classic situation: a dispute as to how the company is best managed for the future; a leading personality who is on the verge of retirement; a major shareholder who wishes to expand but cannot take the board with him in his thinking; a major shareholder who is unwilling to provide more equity capital against a background where company borrowings are already at a realistic limit. It all adds up to one common thread that must be already running through their minds even before we make any approach.’ 
 
    ‘Selling the company,’ Anne intervened quietly, ‘and retaining the existing management team, might provide the solution they all require.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it precisely.’ Edmonds nodded. He hesitated, then glanced at Anne and gnawed his lip. ‘There is one further issue, however which I’ve already mentioned to Mrs Ward. Roger Graham, Ltd is a typical Tyneside firm.’ 
 
    Eric was not certain what Edmonds meant. He shook his head, frowning. ‘You mean they’re under financial pressure?’ 
 
    ‘No, not that. Roger and Nick Graham, they’re carved out of the same basic material. Brought up in the North, fiercely independent, fixed in their views for all their undoubted entrepreneurial skills. And one very firm view they have is that women belong in the kitchen, not in the boardroom.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric smiled. ‘It’s odd, isn’t it — historically, I mean? In reality, the men only thought they ruled the roost. While they crowed, the women got on with the business, controlling the money in the family, making everything tick . . .’ 
 
    ‘Still a fact, Mr Ward. The Grahams have fixed views. They are not going to like dealing with a woman—’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be dealing with Morcomb Estates,’ Anne insisted. 
 
    ‘Owned — and run — by a woman,’ Edmonds replied. ‘Please, I’m just giving you the facts as I perceive them. What it means is there’ll be some very tough bargaining, and the tougher, and more resistant to common logic, because of the attitude. I merely make the point: but Grahams still remain my best choice for an acquisition by Morcomb Estates, and I shall of course be happy to assist in future negotiations in any way you desire . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘We could play their game, darling,’ Anne said, her fingertips light on his shoulder, gentle, soft. ‘I mean, if they think I’m ruled by my big brute of a husband, if they think you’re really the driving force behind Morcomb Estates—’ 
 
    ‘It won’t work, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? It might be rather fun to fool them. I’d quite enjoy sitting there, maybe acting the secretary or something, letting them think my name on the company is just a tax fiddle, a device for getting the Inland Revenue off our backs. They’d think you were ever so clever, doing that—’ 
 
    ‘Anne, I tell you it won’t work,’ Eric said quietly. ‘To begin with, it’s not what you want. You’d rather muscle it out with them personally, show them what you’re made of, and force them to accept you’re as good as, or better than, they are.’ 
 
    She was silent for a little while. ‘You’re right, of course,’ she said at last. ‘But, on the other hand, it would be even better if we were working together on this one. I know I’ll have Morcomb advisers, but it’s not the same, Eric, as having you there with me, supporting me—’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need my support, and you know it.’ 
 
    ‘But if there was need?’ 
 
    Eric made no reply, but took her fingers and kissed them lightly and then her mouth, more firmly. 
 
    Later as he drifted on the edge of sleep he was vaguely aware of Anne’s voice, as though at a great distance. ‘It’s a funny thing, you know . . . in spite of all Jim Edmonds says, I can’t say I’ve ever heard of this famous fashion model fiancée of his. Do you think she really exists, Eric?’ 
 
    It hardly seemed worth fighting sleep to answer. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Two days later the weather changed to a more normal, cool rain, and with it ended Eric’s relaxation at Sedleigh Hall. If he were honest with himself, he thought, he would have to admit that he had had enough of the lazy life, and it was time to get back to the office. He drove down to Newcastle on the Wednesday evening and stayed at the flat, then went down to the Quayside and the office next morning. 
 
    There were a number of messages waiting for him; he scanned the list, frowned at one of them and then went through to the office used by Ted Grainger. The young solicitor was at his desk, shirtsleeved, a pile of documents in front of him. 
 
    Eric sat down. ‘Like your tan,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Great weekend. Went sailing off Shields.’ 
 
    ‘What’s she like?’ 
 
    ‘Boat or girl?’ 
 
    ‘Both.’ 
 
    ‘About equal. Both move like a dream.’ Ted Grainger grinned, teeth white against the deep tan of his skin. ‘You look pretty healthy yourself. Life of the landed gent and all that. I’m surprised you even bothered coming back.’ 
 
    ‘And leave you to bring about the financial collapse of the multi-million-pound empire I’ve constructed here? To hell with that.’ Eric grimaced, pointing to the documentation in front of Grainger. ‘That business, or just for show, Ted?’ 
 
    ‘The show’s been on at the Five Bridges Hotel, Mr Ward, with some very splendid lunches; this is where it all hits the fan: we’re being asked to sort out the marine contracts on the Dawson insurance claims.’ 
 
    ‘All of them?’ 
 
    ‘All.’ 
 
    ‘So we’ll be eating for the next year or so, then.’ 
 
    ‘You could say so, boss.’ Grainger grinned at him, pleased at Eric’s understatement, aware he had pulled off a major coup, getting the Dawson business. And knowing too he was more than pulling his weight in Eric’s firm. 
 
    ‘Well, I’d better get on with my own desk-clearing,’ Eric said, hauling himself to his feet. 
 
    ‘One thing you’d better respond to, Eric. He’s been on the phone. Didn’t sound too pleased you’d taken time off.’ 
 
    Eric thought about the messages on his desk. He could guess which one Grainger was referring to. ‘I’m on the phone at Sedleigh Hall. He could have tried me there.’ 
 
    ‘So I suggested. I told him you had all mod cons in that desirable residence. He went sniffy, said he didn’t believe in disturbing a man at home.’ 
 
    ‘The hell he doesn’t. All right, I’ll deal with it. Thanks, Ted.’ 
 
    Eric wandered back to his office, arranging with his secretary for a cup of coffee on the way, and then sat behind his desk, scanning the messages again. When the coffee arrived, he said reluctantly, ‘You’d better get Mr Channing on the phone right away.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing. 
 
    Eric had not long since taken his seat on the board of Martin and Channing, merchant bankers in London. The invitation to do so had not been made in the best of spirits. Channing had made it clear that he felt he wanted Eric where he could see him, after they had crossed swords in the matter of the marine insurance claim over the sinking of the Sea Dawn. Eric had since attended two board meetings and found them deadly boring affairs, with Leonard Channing in the chair acting like a Chinese Tai-Pan. What was even more unsettling was that Eric was made patently aware of the fact that the rest of the board regarded him as a complete tyro, taking his seat only by virtue of his wife’s investment in the bank. Which was true on both counts, though he had no doubt that they had all bought their way on to the board in some way or another. And knowledge came with experience. He had kept his head down at the meetings, listened and learned. 
 
    But he hadn’t warmed towards Leonard Channing in any distinct degree. Neither man trusted the other, but distrust didn’t necessarily mean dislike: in this case, it did. Eric knew he would be foolish ever to turn his back on Leonard Channing. 
 
    The phone rang. Eric waited a moment, then picked it up. ‘You’re through now, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    Channing’s secretary of course was still on the line. 
 
    Eric waited patiently while the little power game was played, Eric waiting for Channing to deign to pick up the phone. 
 
    ‘Channing.’ 
 
    ‘Leonard, you rang me. I’m returning the call.’ 
 
    There was a short pause. ‘My dear boy, yes, thank you. How are you? A restful sojourn in the Northumberland countryside?’ 
 
    ‘Very much so.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t ring you at Sedleigh Hall because although it was urgent, I hesitated to break in on your peace and relaxation. How is Anne, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘Tell her we’re still looking after her investments, we workers down here in the City.’ Channing chuckled gratingly, gravel and sandpaper with no hint of sincerity. But the point was made. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, Leonard?’ 
 
    There was a short silence, as though Channing was considering. ‘Something’s come up, Ward, and although you’re still a very junior member of the board of Martin and Channing, I think it would be a good idea if you got involved. I mean, it would help you bloody yourself a bit in the bank’s affairs, get you a bit of useful experience, and it would in addition make you feel you’re keeping an active eye on your wife’s investments.’ 
 
    Eric ignored the dig. ‘What’s it all about?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be holding a meeting in a couple of days’ time,’ Channing said urbanely, ‘and while I realize it’s short notice, I gather you don’t have too much on at the little office on the Quayside, so do you think you could make it, if my secretary gives you the details?’ 
 
    ‘If it’s important, I can make time,’ Eric replied patiently. ‘But what’s it about?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give you all the details when you arrive: a briefing will be prepared. In a nutshell, Ward, we’ve been asked to help fight off the attack upon the Salamander Corporation — or at least, its English operations, to be more precise. Should be interesting, and it would be a good opportunity for you to get your teeth into something really important.’ 
 
    The underlying sneer remained with Eric after the phone call was terminated. He sat quietly behind his desk, thinking about the call. He didn’t trust Leonard Channing. It was perfectly logical to suggest that Eric might play a part in an important contract in order to learn more about the dealings of Martin and Channing, but that would be the case only if Leonard Channing were really interested in helping Eric or building on his existing skills. He wasn’t. Eric was under no illusions about the senior partner in the merchant bank: Channing was out to give Eric no helping hand. He would have a reason of his own for asking Eric to get involved — unless, of course, other members of the board had put pressure on. But that was unlikely: they were creatures of Leonard Channing’s, in the main. 
 
    The Salamander Corporation. 
 
    Eric had seen something about it in the financial press, but the last week or so at Sedleigh Hall had kept him away from latest developments, and he hadn’t really paid much attention to the whole business. But he knew someone who would have. 
 
    It had begun to rain, a light pattering against the window. Eric shook his head and turned to the other messages on his desk. He dealt with them, one by one, and by early afternoon had cleared the existing pressing business. The rain had stopped, though the clouds above Newcastle were grey and menacing when he left the office, having instructed his secretary to await a call from Channing’s secretary to fix the London meeting. 
 
    Eric made his way up Grey Street and turned into the narrow lane that led to the offices of the Newcastle subsidiary of Martin and Channing. The sign on the door had now been picked out in gold lettering — Stanley Investments Ltd — but it was one of the few changes that had occurred. The company was no longer moribund, it was true, no longer a dumping ground for Martin and Channing’s embarrassing contracts, and to Reuben Podmore’s pleasure it was actively trading again. Nevertheless the office was still a small one, meagrely furnished, barely adequately staffed and making only the slightest concessions to modern technology. 
 
    But that was the way Reuben Podmore wanted it. ‘If you look too affluent, Mr Ward, northern businessmen won’t deal through you. They’re canny folk, but they watch their pockets, so it’s better to keep a low profile and give a good service.’ 
 
    He’d been in the business long enough to know, so Eric had bowed to his advice. Since the Sea Dawn affair the board of Martin and Channing had left the firm to Eric’s guidance — he in turn relied upon Podmore, of course. Strictly speaking, however, Eric was in control: his one really active involvement in Anne’s affairs, since it was her investment that had bought the seat on Martin and Channing and control of Stanley Investments. 
 
    ‘Morning, Mr Podmore.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure to see you, Mr Ward.’ Though not entirely, Eric thought, smiling to himself. Podmore’s face always reflected a mixture of emotions when he greeted Eric: gratitude for the assistance he had given the man in Pink Lane some years ago, pleasure at the liking that had sprung up between them, respect for the way they had together defeated Leonard Channing over the marine insurance claim in the Sea Dawn affair, but anxiety that Eric was possibly about to bring more problems of an equally hazardous nature to disturb the equanimity of Podmore’s life. He did have his heart to think about, after all. 
 
    ‘You’re well, Reuben?’ 
 
    ‘As well as a frail old man can expect,’ Podmore replied, settling his bulk back behind his desk. He caressed his jowls thoughtfully as he inspected Eric. ‘You look rested.’ 
 
    ‘A few days off. But now back to business. And guess who calls me as soon as I get back?’ 
 
    ‘Guessing is for amateurs, Mr Ward. In the business of finance one takes calculated risks.’ 
 
    ‘Leonard Channing.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ It was a pregnant sound, emphasized by the twist of Podmore’s mouth. The financial manager of Stanley Investments did not care for Leonard Channing. 
 
    ‘So talk to me about the Salamander Corporation.’ 
 
    ‘Salamander?’ Reuben’s little eyes widened and his pendulous lower lip was thrust out in an expression of surprise. ‘You are to be involved?’ 
 
    ‘It seems so. But involved in what? I know very little about Salamander. I thought you’d be able to fill me in.’ 
 
    ‘So, tell you about the Salamander Corporation.’ Reuben Podmore wrinkled his nose and shrugged. ‘Where to begin?’ 
 
    ‘At the best place?’ 
 
    Podmore smiled. ‘For the beginning, one must go back to the takeover cycle that began on Wall Street after the recession in 1980. Raiders captured Getty, Gulf and the other big oil companies. Since then, the raiders have moved on into the industrial heartland of America. And you know what’s at stake, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘The whole industrial landscape of America. And for merchant banks, it’s important business. You see, corporate raiders, predatory companies who buy up others to restructure them, they all resort to the same answer when they hit financing problems. They issue bonds.’ Podmore half closed his eyes reflectively. ‘And you can look back to the 1840s in England to see the dangers. The railway boom then destroyed a lot of fortunes — as well as making some. Many people today consider that the bonds that are now issued could go the same way as the nineteenth-century railway bonds. They’ll end up as junk.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this got to do with Salamander?’ 
 
    ‘A little patience, Mr Ward. It is necessary you understand how Salamander came into being. Essentially, it is a child of its time.’ 
 
    Eric settled back in his chair. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I do not wish to suggest that raiders are simply unscrupulous financiers who enjoy profiting from the human misery caused by the redundancies their actions provoke. The world is not so black and white. Takeovers are not simply asset-stripping exercises.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. He thought back to the acquisition exercise Anne was entering into: in a smaller way, it was carrying out a corporate raid, but the thrust behind it was not merely financial: it would be driven by a sense that operating efficiencies could be achieved. 
 
    ‘But any takeover boom,’ Podmore continued, ‘will depend upon a bull market. If the cash dries up, the raiders retire. On the other hand, there’ll still be investors happy to buy the junk bonds that have been issued, in the hope that better times will return.’ 
 
    ‘Do they?’ 
 
    Podmore smiled. ‘Oddly enough, they do. But it is a risk.’ 
 
    Eric considered the matter. ‘But how do you recognize a junk bond?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bond that’s below its investment grade. The first investment bank to spot the potential of such bonds was Drexel Burnham Lambert. They still have more than a hundred billion dollars’ worth of the market.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying that big investors buy junk?’ 
 
    ‘The banks reckon there’s about sixty big institutional investors willing to take them. You see, the fact is, in spite of the gloomy predictions, junk bonds have on the whole disproved their below-investment-grade tag. The risks are certainly higher — more in the nature of a bet upon the company’s business than a stake in a corporate bond: 
 
    ‘But they’ve still shown a good return?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Twelve per cent, against a Treasury rate of just over seven.’ 
 
    ‘So let’s get down to it, Reuben. How does the Salamander Corporation fit into this picture?’ 
 
    Reuben Podmore sighed, and spread his hands wide. ‘A classical story. I believe the original bank had a much less colourful name — somewhere out in the mid-west USA. They were in the business of corporate finance but not in any large way, until an oil-rich Texan called Paul Everett came on the scene. He bought out the bank, and not a moment too soon. The oil crisis developed, some of his own oil investments crashed, a couple of dry fields turned up — he could have been in trouble. But he got out rapidly and in fact made it into the big time again. But not in oil — in corporate finance.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Would you like some coffee? So much talking, it makes me dry, like Everett’s oil fields. Margaret!’ He ordered the coffee and sat down again, perspiring slightly. ‘I am getting too fat again, so I must take my coffee black, and decaffeinated, of course.’ 
 
    ‘I understand. Salamander,’ Eric said firmly. 
 
    ‘But of course. Salamander — so Everett with his new company made it into the big time financially by lending money to finance their clients’ takeover bids. They then helped in the issue and placing of junk bonds to finance those bids — many of which were successful in the post 1980s boom. In turn, Salamander wisely invested a considerable part of its own capital in those junk bonds, and also in certain highly leveraged companies where the return on the equity was often astronomical.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking of big business.’ 
 
    ‘Big,’ Podmore agreed. ‘In 1984 Salamander used a million dollars of its capital to help Morgan’s buy a fifty per cent stake in Nicholas Holdings. It serves as a good example of the Salamander technique. Half of the money was up front, from Salamander’s own borrowings. The second half was a delayed payment.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    Podmore smiled. ‘The delayed payment never became necessary. Interest rates and improved company performance pushed up share prices. Salamander got a large slice in fees, of course, but by using its saved profits it also bought into Nicholas Holdings at just the right time. It’s the key to the success of Salamander. Everett always showed an uncanny aptitude to buy at the right time.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘But as I understand it, Salamander is now under some pressure.’ 
 
    Podmore nodded. ‘Not for the first time. The fact is, Everett learned the hard truth in the States. There is no company that’s too big to be taken over. Any company can be taken over, broken up, remoulded. And Everett’s success was too quick. He made enemies — not just his wives.’ 
 
    ‘Wives?’ 
 
    Podmore looked vaguely unhappy, as though wishing he had not mentioned the matter. It was gossip, not financial management. ‘He’s been married three times. It has cost him a couple of fortunes in alimony. He has a reputation as a womanizer: a girl in every capital. But the big enemies were those who sought to emulate his financial methods. Namely, corporate raiders saw what he had done and determined to do the same to him. Salamander was the subject of several bids.’ 
 
    ‘But if he was so big—’ 
 
    ‘Size is irrelevant,’ Podmore insisted. ‘In this kind of climate a minnow can swallow a whale, by obtaining credit, by issuing junk, by making the shareholders offers they can’t refuse. Of course, some of the raiders simply pushed up Salamander share prices by their bids, sold out their own holdings at a profit and disappeared. But it left Salamander in trouble: Everett had been forced to match bids, buy his own shares, and his position in liquid terms was severely weakened. On top of that—’ 
 
    ‘There was more?’ There was a tap on the door, and Podmore’s secretary, a middle-aged lady with horn rimmed spectacles and an ample bosom on which she balanced the tray, entered. ‘Ah, the coffee.’ 
 
    Podmore looked at his own black liquid and sighed, watching Eric add milk to his own. ‘I dislike black coffee. Do you know it rots the teeth? However . . . Everett had diversified, of course, but hit anti-trust actions just at a time when another corporate raider made a firm bid for his empire. The dollar was also weakening badly, and the story is Everett decided to call it a day in USA terms. He sold out, to the surprise of all, caught the raiders off balance and moved the whole business to London, where he had already registered Salamander under English company law.’ 
 
    ‘He went into the same business?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘It was a business he now knew intimately. But maybe some of the aggressive edge has been lost in the last five years. He does not hold the confidence in the City that he held on Wall Street. And history is repeating itself.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been threatened by a raider?’ 
 
    ‘The most vulnerable kind of company is one in which the management has lost credibility. The question is asked: are the shares trading at below true net asset value? If they are, the people who hold those shares will be willing to sell. This is the position with Salamander now. Everett’s flight from the States looked like a cut and run. The raiders are now after him in England. Salamander is the subject of an attack from Gower-Rue and they’ve put together a powerful bid. It’s why Paul Everett has brought in Hugh Nelson as a consultant.’ 
 
    ‘Hugh Nelson?’ 
 
    ‘The arbitrageur.’ Podmore smiled. ‘Interesting, isn’t it? And now Martin and Channing will be putting together the financial package in defence.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So what’s so interesting, bringing in an arbitrageur?’ Anne asked. ‘I don’t understand the point.’ 
 
    Eric lay on his back on the close-cropped turf above the mass of contorted whinstone below. He watched the hawk, hovering in the blue sky, wings trembling in the light breeze, scanning the stony channels and the scrub of the crags on the height up which he and Anne had ridden, down to the sprouting waves of fern on the lower slopes. 
 
    ‘The point is, Salamander have brought in the kind of talent that normally they’d find a threat. An arbitrageur makes his living by buying a large block of shares in a company that’s at the receiving end of a takeover bid. Since it’s in his interests to sell those shares to the highest bidder, he’ll be deaf to any appeals from the defending company.’ 
 
    ‘Does he have any stake in Salamander?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows? My guess is, Salamander is afraid he might step in — so they’ve bought him out of the action. He has quite a reputation on the City scene — no heart, and a fine sense of timing. Also a smooth line in talk: he describes what he does as providing liquidity in the market. Defending companies see him differently — as a ravening shark.’ 
 
    ‘Would it be worthwhile this man Nelson giving up the chance to play the market? I mean, would his fee from Salamander compensate?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘I doubt it. But he’s probably been offered some other slice of the action — maybe an equity in the defending company. I don’t know. I guess I’ll find out more about it when I get to the meeting on Monday.’ 
 
    Seated beside him, chewing on a piece of grass, Anne was silent for a few minutes. Some thirty yards away their two mounts grazed, tethered to the scrub. Beyond them the hog’s back of Cheviot rose, heather-strewn, patched with silky tufts of cotton grass. ‘Did I tell you Jim Edmonds has been on the phone again?’ 
 
    Eric made no reply, and after a short silence Anne went on. ‘He’s made the initial contact with Roger Graham. They’ve agreed to meet us to open discussions, with no commitment either side, of course. Will you be able to come to the meeting?’ 
 
    ‘Depends when it is.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll probably get to meet the fabulous Karen O’Neill.’ 
 
    ‘It’s to be a social gathering?’ Eric asked, shading his eyes to look at Anne. 
 
    ‘Social-business, I guess, to pretend none of us are really seriously bothered about the outcome. You know how it works.’ 
 
    ‘If I come . . .’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Anne said, a trifle testily. ‘It’s without commitment that you’ll get involved.’ 
 
    ‘Martin and Channing is your involvement,’ Eric pointed out. ‘If I get tied in with this Graham affair as well, I’ll have no time for my own practice in Newcastle.’ 
 
    For a moment he thought Anne was about to respond, but she clearly thought better of it. He was aware of her feelings about the practice: a bit of commercial law, a reputation on the criminal practice side, it was never going to be a gold-lined business, but it was what he enjoyed doing, it retained his independence, and somehow it kept him in touch with the side of life he had grown up with — Tyneside, the police force, law. And it was law that had kept him sane at the roughest time in his life, when he had been alone, facing blindness. 
 
    Relenting, he said, ‘I’ll help in any way I can, love. Much depends upon what this Salamander thing demands of me. We’ll see how it goes, okay?’ 
 
    The hawk had gone. A swallow-glide away, black grouse began to cackle again in the heather. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The offices of the Salamander Corporation occupied four floors of a glass tower in west London. Its brochures mentioned that it owned all thirty floors of the building with its views of the glistening snake of the Thames. Fronting the offices was a piazza, Italianate in style: the theme continued inside the building itself, the entrance hall being an extension of the piazza, air-conditioned, with water flowing down one wall over a sheet of glittering mineral that transformed the flow into a million points of variegated light. 
 
    Dark-suited men, security officers, wandered with a studied sharp-eyed nonchalance at the fringes of the entrance hall. The reception desk was staffed by two girls chosen for beauty and presence as well as ability. Eric ignored them. He knew which floor to head for. He walked towards the escalator, which took him to the mezzanine level and the lifts. No security man intercepted him: he had no doubt they had been briefed and would already have recognized him. 
 
    The bare floors echoed to his footsteps: the marble was smooth, hard and cold, not unlike Paul Everett, he understood. He reached the lift: a sign warned that it was under electronic surveillance. Eric reminded himself not to pick his nose in its privacy. 
 
    Inside the lift he noted the video lens in the roof: someone would be watching the top of his head as he was whisked rapidly to the twentieth floor of the Salamander building. 
 
    The brisk secretary who greeted him as he left the lift was no surprise: security would have warned her that Eric Ward was on the way. She smiled brightly. ‘The others have already arrived, sir. Would you come this way?’ Eric checked his watch. It was just on two-fifteen. He wouldn’t have put it past Leonard Channing to set him up as fifteen minutes late. 
 
    In the event, he decided the thought was an unworthy one. When he was ushered into the palatial office of Paul Everett it was clear that the meeting had not yet started. 
 
    The room was dominated by a massive desk placed near the curving windows, offering a view of the river and the skyline of London. The drapes were heavy silk, cream in colour, subtly patterned; the boardroom table glistened, the carpet was thick, the paintings on the walls were originals; a Matisse, two Cezannes. The girl who sat quietly to the left of the door would be recording the meeting, Eric had no doubt: she was also most decorative, with a lissom figure and a welcoming smile. 
 
    Leonard Channing was moving casually towards him, waving a languid hand, elegant, dark-suited. ‘Ah, Eric, although this isn’t my meeting, so to speak, perhaps I should undertake the introductions, in the circumstances.’ He inclined his head towards the big man who stood with his back to the window. ‘This is Paul Everett, managing director of Salamander.’ 
 
    And its major shareholder. Eric shook his hand. The man was over six feet in height, broad-shouldered and in his early fifties. He carried little excess weight: Eric had heard he showed a commitment to exercise in his private gym that was matched only by his approach to business. His hair was still dark, with wings of grey at the sides and his eyebrows were shaggy, forming a black ridge above a dominant nose. He held his head to one side as he was introduced to Eric, like a wise old blackbird sizing up a worm. His mouth was sensuous, but held a hint of cruelty, and Eric was not drawn to the man: his handshake was noncommittal, as though he feared giving something away, and his eyes were flat and grey, cold in their appraisal, hard in their assessment. 
 
    ‘And may I introduce you to Hugh Nelson?’ 
 
    A spare man, of middle height, carefully dressed, his bright tie being the only hint of the flamboyance he was credited with in the City, Nelson was in his late thirties old and was waiting for no man. His manner was crisp, his warm brown eyes alight with a nervous tension that would merely reflect the fires that burned inside him. He had made a considerable reputation for himself in the City and elsewhere; a bachelor, he was rumoured to like fast women and faster cars, but allowed neither to interfere with his business. He would never stand out in a crowd in physical terms, but in a small gathering like this, Eric guessed, he could soon become dominant by his sheer intellect and force of argument. 
 
    ‘It’s the first time I’ve met an arbitrageur,’ Eric said, smiling. 
 
    Nelson returned the smile; it was warm, and friendly. ‘It derives from the French arbitrer: to judge, estimate, arbitrate. It just means we’re accommodating guys, always willing to settle the differences between warring parties.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite how many in the City would describe you,’ Everett commented, with an edge to his voice. Nelson looked at him, retaining the smile but dropping its warmth. ‘I don’t listen to City gossip,’ he replied. ‘I make it.’ 
 
    Curious bedfellows, Eric thought: the arbitrageur and the financier. Everett would hardly welcome Nelson to his boardroom when he would inevitably see him as the opportunist who profited from imperfections in the money system, so there must be strong reasons for his presence. 
 
    Everett grunted and turned away, walked to the table and sat down. The girl near the door pressed a bell on the wall: seconds later the door opened and a tray of coffee was brought in as the others sat down at the table. Everett was silent for several long minutes; no one else attempted to speak. At last he placed the tips of his fingers together, and a little sourly announced, ‘This is your party, Channing. You’d better get it started.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing was unmoved by Everett’s characteristic sharpness. He nodded, drew a cup of coffee towards him and said, ‘Thank you, Paul. I’m grateful for this opportunity to meet you and Nelson. I’ve already explained to you the reason for Ward’s presence.’ 
 
    It was more than he had done for Eric. 
 
    ‘The concept of a war cabinet,’ he continued, ‘now seems to me to be necessary. You have received the details of the financial package we have put together for you as a defensive measure against the bid of Gower-Rue. It takes full account of the share price offer they made and the package they tied in with it. You’ll recall that the Gower-Rue bid was cleared as acceptable by the Department of Trade and Industry; the counter-bid we prepared for you offered your shareholders a better deal to persuade them to hold tight and support the present board under your chairmanship.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all old hat,’ Everett interrupted, shaking his head, ‘ever since Gower-Rue put in their new bid on Monday.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why I suggested the war cabinet meeting, and the involvement of Mr Nelson,’ Channing said urbanely, raising his chin slightly and meeting Everett’s surly gaze. ‘I’m here in an advisory capacity from Martin and Channing, Paul, and if you don’t like what I’m telling you that’s your privilege as a client, but I would be forsaking my duty if I did not tell you what you need to be told. Eric is here as a member of my board to keep me straight on the legalities; but Nelson brings to this war cabinet a new element — of surprise and entrepreneurship, and of imaginative counter-attack.’ 
 
    ‘At a price,’ Everett grunted. 
 
    ‘It’s opportunity cost, not marginal cost we’re talking about here,’ Nelson remarked, leaning back confidently in his chair. ‘If you think I come cheap, you’re wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll want results for the money.’ 
 
    ‘I always bring in results.’ 
 
    ‘To your own advantage.’ 
 
    ‘This time, to yours, since you’re paying.’ 
 
    ‘Gentlemen, please,’ Channing intervened. ‘I think this is a discussion we’ve already had, separately and together, behind closed doors. We’ve no need to go over it again now. Agreement has been reached; we’re together as a war cabinet to fight off the Gower-Rue “final” bid — a bid of some consequence. We now know the kind of fight we have to put up. The question is, what form does it take? Nelson is here to advise, you to approve, Paul, since it’s your company. Me, I merely act as honest broker who will then put together the defensive financial package you want.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. They all waited for Everett to speak. He didn’t; finally, he merely nodded, with a studied and deliberate reluctance. He didn’t like Hugh Nelson or what the man stood for, and he didn’t like him in his boardroom. Channing sighed. 
 
    ‘So, Nelson, what kind of counter-bid do we now put together to fight off Gower-Rue?’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson had quite small hands: he studied them now with care, as though seeing their structure and texture for the first time. ‘I think the time is already past for a defence of Salamander.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ Everett almost snarled. ‘Is that the kind of advice I’m paying for?’ 
 
    Nelson ignored him. He looked at Eric, the uncommitted lawyer in a highly charged atmosphere. ‘Risk arbitrage, which is what I’m good at, exploits the differences which exist between securities with a fixed relationship such as the terms upon which they can be switched from convertible to ordinary shares; that relationship becomes heightened in a takeover bid. In making my decision to dive in, I look at certain key factors.’ 
 
    Eric glanced towards Everett; the managing director of Salamander had cooled since his brief outburst of temper. 
 
    But his calm was the more dangerous: his glance was locked on Nelson, like a serpent ready to strike. 
 
    ‘I ask myself,’ Nelson continued, ‘whether the merger could make sense, how valuable the acquired company would be, how badly the managements want the fight, how well is the merger being handled, and how compatible the business is with general merger activity at that time. I’ve listed the factors; I’ve applied them to this game we have on hand. I’ve reached my conclusions. I would dive into this takeover, assuredly — if Mr Everett hadn’t made it worth my while with his fee and share package offer. And if I had dived in, I’d have backed Gower-Rue right down the line.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Everett hadn’t moved but the question came like a whipcrack. 
 
    Hugh Nelson remained unimpressed. ‘This company is over the hill in progressive terms. It needs a change of management. You’re getting out of touch, Everett; you ran from trouble in the States, but the hounds are gathering over here now. They want to do some assetstripping, of course, but they’ll also reconstruct this company and make it a leaner, fitter business, with a higher profitability level within three years.’ 
 
    ‘I can whip Salamander into shape.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you can, but will you? Do you have the clear incentive? Women and wine and the soft life don’t match up to the modern—’ 
 
    ‘Gentlemen—’ Channing tried to interrupt. 
 
    ‘It surprises me you agreed to come in, and take shares in Salamander,’ Everett said viciously, ignoring Channing, ‘if you see the company as underachieving.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong.’ Nelson said cheerfully. ‘Once we’ve beaten off Gower-Rue and settled the market place, I’m certain Salamander shares will rise. I’ll be holding my package: I’ll not stay with you, but sell at the best price. Who knows, I might even start a new attack upon you—’ 
 
    ‘You bastard—’ 
 
    ‘But the first job is to beat off Gower-Rue!’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve already said you’d have swung in with them! Defeatist!’ 
 
    The two men glared at each other. Eric was fascinated. 
 
    Neither man had raised his voice in the interchange. They had delivered their statements, explained their positions quietly, coldly and without open rancour in their tones. Behind the words lay bitter enmity, but Eric was beginning to realize what a masterstroke Channing had produced, throwing the two men together. 
 
    He guessed both Nelson and Everett knew it, too, and were merely fencing, searching out weakness for future reference. 
 
    ‘So where do we go from here?’ Channing asked. 
 
    Nelson shrugged. ‘Salamander is in a classical position. I believe its shares are — or were — trading below net asset value. Salamander has had two options open to it — cut operating costs and boost the share price higher by selling assets to buy in their shares — what we call restructuring. Or there’s the alternative: do nothing. That’s what Salamander has done: nothing. It’s OK as a strategy, but it’s high risk, and it’s now too late to restructure. Too expensive, with the share price already boosted by the Gower-Rue bid.’ 
 
    ‘So we just lie on our backs?’ Everett asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve already spoken to Channing. He’s put together a counter-bid — a mix of shares and cash incentive. It might pull in the investors to support you. I don’t think it will.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an offer which improves upon Gower-Rue,’ Channing objected. 
 
    ‘But not significantly enough. You’ll get some early selling — entrepreneurs taking their profits and running, small investors short of a bit of cash. But you won’t have cracked the problem.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you propose!’ Everett demanded. ‘Let’s see some action for the fee.’ 
 
    Nelson gazed blandly at the head of the Salamander Corporation. ‘No. I’ve no advice at this stage. I want to see the reaction to Channing’s package in the market. And I want immediate access to all relevant information behind the accounts.’ 
 
    ‘To hell with you,’ Everett stated evenly, but with a determined malice in his voice. ‘You must think I’m crazy.’ 
 
    ‘You ought to be desperate,’ Nelson rejoined. ‘And sensible enough to realize I’m on your side—’ 
 
    ‘For now!’ 
 
    ‘—and that the kind of information I’ll dig out wouldn’t be much use to me later when it’s all over.’ 
 
    ‘Except in a law court!’ Everett snapped. 
 
    Nelson smiled. ‘A chance you have to take. Except maybe what I recommend as a result of that information being supplied to me would be a sufficient gun for you to hold against my head.’ 
 
    Something tingled against Eric’s spine as he watched Everett take the remark, let it sink in, and then gradually relax. A touch of vulpine amusement became visible on his mouth, slowly, as he stared at Nelson and the arbitrageur held his gaze. Something was going on that Eric only dimly understood: the two financiers were of a mind; they knew the implications of Nelson’s stand. Eric did not. He looked at Channing. The urbane, patrician profile of the senior partner in Martin and Channing was unreadable. 
 
    Channing raised his head. ‘I have here the financial package we’ve been talking about — the shares and cash deal. I’ve also prepared a statement of the bond issues you might have to make in due course to finance the purchase of our shareholders’ loyalty. Perhaps if we could now look at these in a little more detail and I’ll explain the structure and timing of the issues . . .’ 
 
    Later, as he stepped into the taxi with Leonard Channing, Eric considered that the last hour spent in going over those details with Channing had not been the most important period in the meeting. There was a strange air of going through the motions: they were considering the information against a darker background. It was as though both Everett and Nelson had come to some private agreement on strategy in which Channing’s package would be seen only as a feint, a skirmish to draw the fangs of the enemy. The package was important, that was clear; on the other hand, he was left with the impression that both financiers knew that bloodier action lay ahead. 
 
    Eric settled in the taxi beside Channing. After Channing gave directions to the driver, he said, ‘No company car today?’ 
 
    ‘Gives the wrong impression to the client,’ Channing said with a wintry smile. 
 
    ‘And what impression did my introduction make to the client?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘And I don’t know what the hell I was doing there.’ 
 
    ‘As a member of the board of Martin and Channing you—’ 
 
    Eric cut him short. ‘That’s rubbish, and you know it.’ There was a short silence. At last, Channing inclined his head gracefully. 
 
    ‘All right. You’re entitled to know.’ He paused. ‘Your presence on the board has been noted, as has your inclination to . . . listen and learn. Certain senior members of the board now believe it is time you took more responsibility for board action than hitherto. You are legally qualified — the only board member so qualified. It’s time you used your . . . skills, to the benefit of Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    The tone was sincere, but still something rang not quite true. ‘I’m not a company lawyer, Channing.’ 
 
    ‘There is another matter. Members of the board know of your background . . . the police, not least of all. They feel you might possess, from that background, a certain ability to . . . recognize suspicious circumstances, the possibility of defalcation. It’s not a view I support, though I do grant you a certain low cunning . . .’ 
 
    This was more like the real Channing, Eric thought grimly. ‘It still doesn’t quite explain my involvement with the Salamander affair.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be there to listen, learn, and protect the back of Martin and Channing. You’ll be the legal officer — the compliance officer if you like — who’ll make sure we don’t offend the Department of Trade and Industry. You’ll be aware they’re like hunting wolves at the moment, slavering at the doors of most City institutions.’ 
 
    Protecting the public interest, was the way Eric would have put it. 
 
    ‘However, I’ll be drawing up a memorandum of our discussion today. It will be of restricted circulation, of course, and will not be available to members of the board at this time. Later, naturally, it will become common property. I’ll draw it up as a record of the discussion and if you would be kind enough to sign it as an accurate account . . . I get out here. You’ll be returning to Newcastle, Ward?’ 
 
    And be glad to, Eric thought, still uneasy about his position in the Salamander affair. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Darling, can you do me up?’ 
 
    Eric wandered into the bedroom. Anne had decided to wear a simple white sheath dress this evening and it showed off her figure to perfection. He zipped up the dress for her and she turned and kissed him lightly. You’re not ready yet?’ 
 
    ‘Won’t take me long. I’ll just finish reading the newspaper—’ 
 
    ‘Well, don’t leave it till the last minute. The car is calling for us at eight, and we’re picking up Edmonds at eight-fifteen. Do you think she’ll turn up this time?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Karen O’Neill!’ 
 
    ‘The woman of mystery. I guess so. If she doesn’t your acquisitions expert will throw a fit.’ 
 
    Eric walked back into the sitting-room and picked up the newspaper. He turned to the financial section. He had started to read a brief report when Anne had called. 
 
      
 
    DTI START DEALING PROBE 
 
      
 
    The City was wriggling with embarrassment today at the suggestion that recent clean-ups have still left some dirty laundry to be washed. Last month’s swoop on financier Reeves Grenham and the disclosure that two million in shares had been wiped off the account as a result of company peccadilloes seems not to be the end of the story. 
 
    DTI sources revealed today that further investigations are not ruled out. In particular, the movement of certain shares immediately prior to the Reeves Grenham wipe out, and the selling that went on through a series of offshore transactions are raising the question yet again: has the City Code really got any teeth? The rules against insider dealing are clear enough. In the old days the City followed its own code of practice because it was the City. Now, things have changed: there’s a new breed of pike in the millpond. The gentlemanly days are long since gone, and the new entrepreneurs stick at nothing. 
 
    The DTI seem determined to keep probing — but who will be found to have sticky fingers next? 
 
      
 
    Eric folded up the paper thoughtfully. He walked across to the window and looked out over the darkening Newcastle skyline. A golden glow hung above the distant coast, the last fading of the dying sun. Up at Sedleigh Hall the swifts would be whirling and darting . . . 
 
    He shook his head. He had been softened by those last few days of early summer up at their home in Northumberland. Tonight it was business again, if in the guise of a social get-together at Perastino’s Restaurant. 
 
    It had been the suggestion of Roger Graham himself that they should meet at Perastino’s. They would be in a relatively quiet part of the city, would have a private room to themselves, and would be able both to get to know each other better and open up the conversations Edmonds had already initiated. Wives would be present — though neither Nick or Chris Graham were married and the occasion would have at least the facade of relaxation. The tensions below might run sharply, nevertheless. 
 
    As for Anne, she seemed more interested in whether the fabulous Karen O’Neill would turn up than in her first encounter with the supposedly redoubtable Roger Graham. 
 
    The car arrived promptly and whisked them off to the flat Edmonds kept on the outskirts of the city. He was ready and waiting. When he joined them in the car, he made a perfunctory attempt at conversation but it was clear that he was edgy again: Eric could guess it would be his fiancée rather than the projected business that would be bothering him. Edmonds had control of his professional life, it seemed, but his social situation gnawed at his self-confidence. 
 
    They arrived at Perastino’s some fifteen minutes later. 
 
    A taxi was already drawing up at the restaurant in front of them. Edmonds craned his neck and then, almost before the car had stopped, he was opening the door and jumping out. He almost ran towards the woman standing beside the taxi and she turned to look at him, startled, then smiling. 
 
    ‘It would seem the myth has turned to reality,’ Anne murmured. 
 
    When they got inside the restaurant Eric was able to appreciate the reason for Edmonds’s obsession. Karen O’Neill was tall, with green eyes and light auburn hair. She moved lithely, and her tanned skin seemed to glow. There was something provocative about her features, a challenging lift to her chin as she spoke to a man, a natural coquettishness, but her handshake was firm and positive. Eric guessed that beautiful as she was, her beauty was matched by her intelligence . . . or perhaps something else. When he was introduced a shadow moved subtly deep in her green eyes and she held his hand just a fraction too long. 
 
    ‘My God,’ Anne said in a stricken voice to Eric, as they moved in ahead of Edmonds and his fiancée, ‘she’s gorgeous!’ 
 
    ‘It’s the make-up,’ Eric assured her, and received a dig in the ribs for his pains. 
 
    There were perhaps fifteen people in the private room that had been booked for them. Several of them were senior employees of Roger Graham, Ltd, members of the management team. They would be there to add to the social emphasis, with their wives in tow: the group to the left were the ones who really mattered. Edmonds introduced them. 
 
    ‘Roger Graham and Mrs Graham; Nick Graham and Miss Frain; Chris Graham.’ 
 
    Miss Frain was decoration, a well-developed young lady who probably served Nick Graham’s needs from time to time without impinging upon his life too seriously. Roger Graham’s wife was a Byker girl, now in her sixties, and clearly still uncertain how she and her husband had got where they were. Eric considered maybe she wished they never had got there: she seemed uneasy, particularly when she stood beside the glittering Miss Frain. 
 
    Roger Graham was short, stocky and pugnacious. He was completely bald and the recent sunshine had reddened his scalp, causing the skin to peel. He was powerful in his upper arms and shoulders, but the years had redistributed his weight somewhat, and he had become corpulent. His recent heart attack had jolted some of the weight from him, Eric guessed, but it had cost him none of his natural belligerence. His lips were half hidden by a grey moustache and he wore his side burns unfashionably long. ‘So you’re Ward,’ he grunted. ‘Heard of you. Quayside, isn’t it? Not many lawyers down there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s why I like it,’ Eric said, smiling. 
 
    ‘This is Nick Graham,’ Jim Edmonds said. ‘Mr and Mrs Ward.’ 
 
    Nick Graham was taller than his father. He was perhaps fifty years of age, maybe slightly younger, and he had inherited his father’s pugnacity of feature while managing to control the belligerence more effectively. He had snapping dark eyes, ever shifting: on being introduced to Eric he glanced at him, summed him up, then flickered towards Anne as though recognizing that it was she who was important to him, rather than Eric. It was an impression Eric was happy to support. This was Anne’s business. 
 
    ‘I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,’ Nick Graham said to Anne, and sounded as though he meant it. He was clearly at ease with women, and prepared to make use of charm even in business situations. Anne liked him, Eric thought as he watched her: a good enough start to what might be difficult negotiations. 
 
    Eric had stepped back slightly to take a soft drink from the tray offered him. Edmonds was turning towards Chris Graham, to introduce him in his turn, and as he did so Eric caught a glimpse of Karen O’Neill. She was frowning. It was gone in a moment but it had been there, and she had been looking at Chris Graham. Eric stepped forward to be introduced and the youngest member of the Graham entourage shook his hand. The man’s glance slipped past Eric, nevertheless, almost involuntarily, to Karen O’Neill. 
 
    Eric observed them as they were introduced. Once again, he received the impression that the girl held Graham’s hand just a second too long, though this time there was reluctance on Graham’s part to release the handshake. They were much of a height, Chris Graham’s eyes on a level with Karen O’Neill’s, but there seemed to be a certain tension between them. As she turned away with Edmonds, to speak to Roger Graham and his wife, Chris Graham took a whisky and then watched them. He had fair hair, long-lashed, almost feminine eyes, completely unlike his brother or father. He was slim, but well-muscled and he moved lightly, with an athletic grace. 
 
    ‘Beach boy type,’ Anne whispered in Eric’s ear. 
 
    ‘They don’t have beach boys on the Northumberland coast. Too cold.’ 
 
    ‘They do too. They just don’t stay in the water too long, that’s all. But what I meant is he’s the type — you know, golden-boy muscles and all that. Likes himself.’ 
 
    With no time for his father’s business. Eric was inclined to agree: there was the hint of the butterfly about Chris Graham. He would see his father’s business as a key to enjoying life, where Nick Graham was different: for him the business would be life. Nick would not have married because of the business; Chris . . . maybe thirty-five, thirty-eight years old . . . would not have married because life was too good to marry. It was a thought. 
 
    They wandered, groups changed in composition, the buffet was served, wine began to flow freely, the noise levels began to rise. Music intervened, softly at first, then more loudly and laughter became more frequent, and noticeable. 
 
    ‘Roger Graham wants to talk,’ Anne said in a low voice as she glided past Eric. ‘You’ll join us?’ 
 
    ‘Will Edmonds?’ 
 
    Eric nodded towards the financial adviser, trapped for the moment with Mrs Graham, but making no secret of his anxiety as he watched his fiancée, standing in one corner of the room, her back to the wall. Leaning close to her, talking urgently, was Chris Graham, glass in one hand, supporting himself with his left hand against the wall beside her head. He seemed flushed, and excited about something. 
 
    As Eric watched, Nick Graham joined his brother and Karen O’Neill. He spoke briefly to him and Chris turned his head, glared defiantly at his brother and pointedly turned his back. He took up his conversation with Edmonds’s fiancée, and after a moment, shoulders set angrily, Nick Graham turned away, stumped back towards where his father sat at a table near the door. ‘Let’s join the club,’ Anne suggested, humming discordantly. ‘It’s not going to be a happy night.’ 
 
    Jim Edmonds’s face said the same when he joined them at the table. He sat down, half turned, so he could keep half an eye on the still urgently talking Chris Graham. 
 
    Roger Graham lit a cigar his doctor had probably advised him against, drew on it, and said to Nick, ‘He not joining us?’ 
 
    ‘In his own time, I expect.’ 
 
    His father grunted. ‘No matter. Well then, Mrs Ward, I was always noted for my bluntness. Should have been a Yorkshireman, not a Geordie, I’m told. You’re interested in my company.’ 
 
    ‘As you’re interested in talking about it.’ 
 
    Roger Graham grinned sourly. ‘Talking about it, but not giving it away.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s talking money?’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking takeover!’ 
 
    ‘A merger of interest, I would have said.’ She was cool, Eric thought admiringly, and she was not going to be browbeaten by the old man. 
 
    He glanced back across the room towards Chris Graham. Karen O’Neill had straightened, placed a hand on Graham’s arm, as though she were trying to step away from him. Chris Graham was still talking rapidly, gesticulating, and Jim Edmonds’s hands were tense on the table. He was paying little attention to the conversation between Roger Graham and Anne. 
 
    ‘One of the key things we’d need to know, of course,’ Anne was saying, ‘is to what extent you would wish the existing management to play a part in the company in future.’ 
 
    ‘We’d be very positive about that,’ Roger Graham insisted. ‘There’s no way I’d want to see my company carved up. I’ve confidence in Nick—’ 
 
    ‘But just hold your horses,’ Nick Graham intervened. ‘We’ve not even said we’re interested in talking merger yet.’ 
 
    ‘Acquisition,’ Anne corrected quietly. ‘I think we should speak plainly from the beginning and not blur issues with soft words.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Ward,’ Nick Graham replied, his voice tightening, ‘I don’t care what you call it. There are no strings attached to this meeting. It’s merely an exploration, to determine whether the two companies concerned wish to pursue . . . possibilities. But let’s clear the air about certain things right now. We’re not really interested in a sale at this time: I reckon we could be in the market for finance in two years’ time, but we have anticipated success to realize right now and there’s no reason why we should give that away to an outsider—’ 
 
    ‘That’s rubbish, and you know it,’ Anne said coolly. ‘We’ve got your figures. Mr Edmonds?’ 
 
    ‘Er, oh, yes . . .’ Edmonds dragged himself away from other considerations at the far end of the room, and glanced awkwardly around the table. ‘The . . . the published figures, the profitability levels, your investment needs if you are to retain a sustained level of development in the micro field, all suggest you are under-financed.’ 
 
    ‘And you can’t realize your anticipated success without that financial injection.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Nick Graham wanted to speak, but his father’s hand was on his arm. The old man needled a glance at Anne, then looked at Eric. He seemed vaguely disturbed, probably by the lead Anne was taking and the positive way she argued. ‘You’ve done your homework, hinny, I’ll say that,’ he said grudgingly. ‘But I like plain talk. So let’s put some cards on the table and waste no time. If — and it’s still a big if, whatever your figures might say — we’d be prepared to talk . . . acquisition, there are certain things we’d always insist on. A broad price expectation needs to be looked at, of course; existing management would have to be protected—’ 
 
    ‘We’d need to know the intentions of your key directors,’ Anne interrupted, ‘the ones with a significant shareholding.’ 
 
    Roger Graham nodded, his bald head shining redly in the light. ‘There’s the type of deal to be decided, the kind of purchase consideration—’ 
 
    ‘Performance-related purchase?’ 
 
    ‘We wouldn’t like that,’ Nick Graham intervened sharply. Inadvertently, he too glanced across the room towards Chris Graham. Eric followed his glance. Karen O’Neill had managed to break free of the younger Graham brother; she had attached herself to a small group of company employees, and Chris looked about ready to join his father and brother once he had replenished his whisky. 
 
    ‘We’ll need to talk about it,’ Anne insisted. 
 
    ‘What else would you want as for now?’ Roger Graham asked, his old eyes squeezing almost shut in thought. 
 
    ‘Two things, basically,’ Anne replied in an even tone. ‘We need to get to know each other better, and learn to trust each other. That means we’ll need access to company information. I’d want to put a small investigative team into the company for a short period—’ 
 
    ‘Have outsiders snooping around with access to confidential information?’ Nick Graham expostulated. A red flush began to stain his face. ‘There’s no way I can accept that.’ 
 
    ‘Without it we can’t proceed. I spoke of trust—’ 
 
    ‘That would be a rip-off!’ 
 
    ‘Who’s talking of a rip-off?’ Chris Graham queried, as he joined them, standing beside his brother’s chair. 
 
    ‘An investigative team in the company,’ his father said grimly. 
 
    ‘Sounds reasonable to me,’ Chris Graham suggested. 
 
    ‘Keep out of this, for God’s sake,’ Nick Graham snapped, ‘You know damn-all about this.’ 
 
    ‘I know Morcomb Estates wouldn’t want to buy a pig in a poke,’ the younger man insisted, waving his whisky glass. ‘If you’re going to be damn well serious about these . . . discussions, at least have the sense to agree what’s necessary, without pussyfooting around.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. The old man glared at his younger son and then shook his head. ‘Why I ever . . . ah, to hell with it.’ He turned to Anne. ‘All right, Mrs Ward, I don’t like it but Chris is right. You’ve got your investigative team.’ He ignored the snort of disapproval from Nick Graham. ‘What else do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Just one more thing. We’d want an assurance that you’ll not get involved with other potential purchasers until our own detailed negotiations have been completed.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now that’s a different matter,’ Chris Graham said loudly. He waved his glass, spilling some of the whisky on the table. He was heading towards inebriation, fuelled by excitement. ‘Why the hell should Graham’s give you that sort of assurance? Damn it, we want to get the best price we can for the business, and if we can find a higher bidder, then of course we’d want to go for them. Makes sense, doesn’t it? And it’ll keep you on your toes. Always believe in keeping—’ 
 
    ‘Chris doesn’t speak for this company,’ Roger Graham growled. 
 
    ‘Yes, but hold on, Dad, I still think—’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Chris!’ Nick Graham put out a hand and gripped his brother’s arm. He squeezed, and Eric noted the viciousness in the grip. Chris Graham opened his mouth, staring at his brother, but then gritted his teeth, making no noise, denying the existence of the pain. The malevolence of his gaze was not lost on Eric, however: there was little love lost between the brothers, and Chris Graham would make Nick pay for this petty violence in other ways, when his turn came. 
 
    ‘We did speak of trust,’ Anne said quietly. 
 
    Roger Graham nodded his bald pate. ‘All right. No other deals for the moment. Now let’s have a drink, for God’s sake!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The old man had been rattled. Whatever he had expected of his negotiations, he had not considered the direct approach that Anne had employed. The smoke from cigars and cigarettes was beginning to affect Eric’s eyes; he had taken a couple of glasses of wine and it would be unwise to take more. Anne seemed to be enjoying herself, somewhat lit up by the way she had handled herself at the meeting, and Eric could easily slip away to get some night air. Perastino’s boasted a small patio and garden at the back, a stone figurine of Venus and a small fountain and covered walk. Eric strolled out to the patio and stood there, breathing in the soft, early summer air. The sky was a deep blue, the way northern skies were after darkness. From the city there came the distant rumble of traffic. 
 
    He heard a step behind him and turned. A cigar glowed; the paunchy form of Roger Graham stood there, inspecting the sky as though he owned it. He seemed to ignore Eric, but when he spoke, it was of Eric’s wife. 
 
    ‘She knows what it’s about, that woman.’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t expected . . . I thought you’d be doing the talking. I don’t like dealing with women. But with a woman like that . . . a man could have . . .’ The old man fell silent, maybe contemplating a past that could have been different, more exciting, with wider horizons. ‘Hang on to her.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘I intend to.’ 
 
    ‘That other one, now.’ 
 
    Eric turned. He glanced at Roger Graham. The man was looking back into the room he had just left. Framed in the oblong of light was Karen O’Neill, her back to the watchers outside. Her head was back; she was laughing. Eric could not see who she was with. 
 
    ‘She came with you,’ Roger Graham announced, almost accusatorily. 
 
    ‘She’s engaged to our financial adviser.’ 
 
    ‘Edmonds? Yes, of course. You know her well?’ 
 
    ‘Met her for the first time this evening. Heard about her modelling career in London, of course.’ 
 
    ‘—Model?’ Roger Graham humphed, stroked his hand over his bald pate and took a stiff pull at the gin and tonic he held. He waved his cigar generally, in vague emphasis. 
 
    ‘Your wife now, she’s one thing. That other girl . . . she’s another.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Trouble. Mrs Ward . . . she’s tough. That O’Neill woman, she’s hard as nails. Believe it.’ He puffed vigorously on his cigar. ‘But that’s this guy Edmonds’s business, right? Our business is different. How much are you involved, Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Morcomb Estates is Anne.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but—’ 
 
    ‘You’ll deal with her.’ 
 
    Roger Graham was inspecting him carefully in the dim light. He grunted. ‘I heard about you, Ward. You’re different. Ex-copper, solicitor, not one of the fly boys in the city centre squeezing their clients dry. But then you don’t have to, do you? Got a rich wife.’ 
 
    ‘That’s one explanation,’ Eric said evenly. 
 
    Graham chuckled wickedly. ‘And don’t rile easily, either, do you? Cool bastard. But straight, I hear. And your wife isn’t just a pretty face, eh?’ 
 
    ‘That’s for you to decide.’ 
 
    Roger Graham chuckled again. ‘Quite a combination. Work together.’ He was silent for a few moments, his mood changing. ‘Other families . . . different situations.’ His tone was grudging, underlaid with resentment. ‘I won’t have my company go to the wall, Ward, but I won’t have it screwed either. You understand?’ 
 
    He expected no reply, and received none. The old man humphed again and dragged on his cigar, then turned abruptly and marched back inside. 
 
    Eric stayed in the cool of the evening and wondered. 
 
    Leonard Channing strayed into his thoughts, and the Salamander affair; he mused over Anne’s performance; his mind dwelled on Karen O’Neill, and the summation Roger Graham had made of her. Idly, he wondered whether it had been a snap judgement, or something more securely based. In any event it was Edmonds’s problem, not his. 
 
    The point was well emphasized when they drove back to their respective flats. Eric sat in front with the driver: the two women and Edmonds sat in the back. There was little conversation; the atmosphere almost crackled with tension. 
 
    When they got back to the flat, Anne went straight to the bedroom. When he joined her, she was already naked, waiting for him. They made love with an eager passion and afterwards, thinking of her excitement, Eric smiled in the darkness. ‘You should go in for acquisitions more often,’ he said. 
 
    Anne turned, twining her left leg against his, locking her body close to him. ‘Huh! So what was turning you on, then? Karen O’Neill?’ 
 
    Oddly, the thought sobered him. He was silent for a while. ‘She’s bad news, Anne.’ 
 
    ‘For Jim Edmonds?’ Anne considered the matter. ‘I don’t know. Maybe he’s bad news for her. He’s so . . . possessive. 
 
    ‘They’re engaged to be married.’ 
 
    ‘Even so. I mean obsession . . . did you watch her? She can’t take it. I had the feeling in the car, she’s going to blow . . .’ 
 
    And if she did, Eric thought, how would Jim Edmonds take it? A woman and a financial investment, they were both risky adventures; both could ruin your life, but one was more likely to do so than the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Anne returned to Sedleigh Hall the following morning prior to taking a trip to Edinburgh for consultations regarding Morcomb Estates and some holdings to be developed north of the border. Eric remained in Newcastle at the flat, and caught up with some of the backlog of work that had arisen during the last few days. 
 
    He spent two days in court, largely unproductively, on a civil matter involving the libelling of a local councillor, and a couple of days interviewing and advising clients. It was all pretty run of the mill stuff, although he did manage one afternoon with Ted Grainger offshore, aboard one of Dawson’s fleet. There were occasional advantages to having a marine and commercial practice: certain perquisites did arise from time to time. 
 
    There was no point in returning to Sedleigh Hall at the weekend with Anne still in Edinburgh so he relaxed at the flat, sleeping late on the Sunday. He had only just woken up when the phone rang. It was Ted Grainger. 
 
    ‘You seen the papers this morning?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve only just got up.’ 
 
    ‘Leading article in The Times. You better read it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it about?’ Eric asked. ‘We don’t get a newspaper delivery here weekends.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Salamander,’ Grainger replied. ‘Gower-Rue have made a new bid, and it’s splashed all over the Sunday quality press.’ 
 
    ‘Hell’s flames,’ Eric said. ‘I’d better get out. Thanks for calling, Ted.’ 
 
    Eric dressed quickly after a brief shower and, still unshaven, he left the flat and walked to the nearest newspaper shop at the corner of the next block. Back in the flat he quickly found the article Grainger had mentioned. The headline was thick and black: NEW ATTACK ON SALAMANDER. 
 
    Eric sat down and read the article quickly. It began by summarizing the timetable of events that had led up to the present situation. It described how the Salamander Corporation had been built in the States and had then moved its centre of operations to London; filled in with some background on the smaller financial house of Gower-Rue and the sources of the backing for their takeover bid for Salamander, and then highlighted the steps in the chain of events. It began with the launch of the bid, and the rumours that emerged concerning the Salamander defence. The reference of the Gower-Rue bid to the Department of Trade and Industry and its subsequent clearance was dealt with and then comment was made about the Salamander response. 
 
      
 
    There are elements of uncertainty [Eric read], about just what the Salamander board is doing to fight off its importunate rival. As Gower-Rue snap at the Salamander flanks, the board seems to view the proceedings with a certain disdain, doing very little to persuade shareholders that confidence in the company remains unshaken. True, last week they engaged the services of Martin and Channing, not exactly one of the leading merchant bankers in the City, though a respectable and experienced one, to put together a financial package. Rumour has it too that they’ve engaged a certain arbitrageur — a surprising choice — as adviser. It might be regarded as hooking the sharks before they sink their teeth in. But the defence, when it came, was a low key one. Salamander made a counter-offer to shareholders — a shares plus cash deal. Attractive in itself, nevertheless it was almost bound to draw from Gower-Rue a further attack — and this weekend it was launched. In an open letter to shareholders Gower-Rue have launched a new, improved and ‘final’ bid. 
 
    The question’s obvious. What will Salamander do now? Have Gower-Rue got the lizard by the tail? 
 
      
 
    Eric shook his head, dropped the paper on the settee and went to the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee. The Salamander meeting he had attended would seem to have achieved what it set out to do: expose the fangs of Gower-Rue with their ‘final’ offer. It was hardly a world-shaking way of putting your house in order, nevertheless. 
 
    While the coffee was percolating, he went back to the sitting-room and picked up the phone. He dialled Leonard Channing’s home number. He got through right away. 
 
    ‘Channing.’ The tone was snappish. 
 
    ‘You’ve seen the newspapers?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘It’s you, Ward. Yes, I’ve seen the reports. Trying to get maximum leverage, launching at the weekend. The open offer in the advertising section, too.’ 
 
    ‘They mean business.’ 
 
    ‘So do we. There’s a board meeting Monday afternoon. I’ll have the records of the last meeting for your signature. You can make it, of course.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, thinking over his week’s programme. ‘I’ll be there.’ 
 
    ‘It should be an interesting meeting.’ 
 
    It should indeed, Eric thought: the battle was hotting up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The air of tension was palpable in Paul Everett’s office on Monday afternoon. That he disliked Hugh Nelson was obvious from the first meeting; that he now felt they had waited too long already by making the shares plus cash offer to the wavering shareholders hardly needed emphasizing. But he emphasized it. 
 
    ‘It was a bloody weak response. It gained us nothing.’ 
 
    ‘It brought some of the rats out of the holes,’ Nelson observed calmly. ‘The small shareholders, the nervous guys who have no stomach for the fight.’ 
 
    Everett glared at Leonard Channing. ‘Well, Channing, what do you have to say about it? We took a bloody hammering in the press over the weekend — they all see us as lying on our backs getting raped.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing smiled thinly, his patrician nostrils wrinkling in disdain for the press. ‘Their view of our position is somewhat melodramatic. It’s not as weak as they make out. As Nelson says, what’s happened now is that the decks have been cleared for action. What is important is that we can now set our sights on the decision makers, the institutional investors. We must target them, if we are to overcome the new Gower-Rue offer.’ 
 
    ‘Target them with what? A new package? What can we afford by way of a counter-bid?’ 
 
    Leonard Channing pursed his lips. ‘I’m afraid I have to advise that the financial package I put together for you, in making the last offer of shares plus cash, has taken Salamander very near the limit. The bonds issue hasn’t been quite as successful as we might have hoped; we’re still afloat, but any extension of the package will cause some listing of the boat—’ 
 
    ‘Very colourful,’ Everett sneered, ‘but where does that leave us?’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson straightened in his chair. ‘Where you’ve always been since you came to London, Everett: in trouble. The point is, what to do about it?’ 
 
    Everett drew his brows together darkly, and inspected the arbitrageur. Anger stained his eyes, but he kept it under control. After a long pause, he said in an icy voice, ‘Okay, what do we do about it?’ 
 
    Nelson smiled. ‘How come you called your company Salamander?’ 
 
    Everett, slightly taken aback, shrugged. ‘Not my choice. Originally, before I took over, they had some product or other . . . but what the hell’s the importance of that now, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Do you know about the salamander?’ Nelson persisted, ‘Ward, do you know what the salamander is?’ 
 
    Eric raised his head. ‘A kind of lizard, of a fabulous kind.’ 
 
    ‘And the fable?’ 
 
    ‘It lived in fire.’ 
 
    Nelson glanced towards Paul Everett. ‘The kind of fire you’re living in right now, seems to me.’ He turned back to Eric. ‘You’ll probably be able to tell us, then, how the salamander managed to live in the fire.’ 
 
    Eric shrugged, not understanding the point Nelson was leading up to. ‘The fable is that the salamander quenched the fire by the chill of its own body.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Nelson smiled. ‘The salamander chill. I think there’s something we can learn from that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m damned if I can see what,’ Everett said quietly after a short pause, but there was something in his eyes and manner which led Eric to believe the man was not entirely truthful. He watched while Nelson stared at Everett: their glances locked, and they seemed to be reaching some silent agreement, wordless, but binding in understanding. 
 
    ‘As I understand what you’re getting at,’ Leonard Channing said thoughtfully, ‘you’re suggesting that we fight off Gower-Rue by using our own internal strengths.’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Nelson replied in an offhand manner. 
 
    ‘So you aren’t going to propose a restructured financial package?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Channing’s already told us that ain’t on.’ Confidently, Nelson went on, ‘I told you last time that Salamander was already past the point where it could fight in its own defensive trench. We’ve got to get out there and grab the bastards by the throat. We’ve got to attack—’ 
 
    ‘And use the strengths we have,’ Everett added quietly. ‘Which are?’ Channing’s question hung in the air for several seconds. Nelson looked at him, but made no reply; a small smile touched his mouth as Everett also said nothing. Eric sat back, waiting. At last Everett rose abruptly, announced a break and left the room. The tension eased, as Nelson took out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. He gestured with the cigarette towards Eric. ‘Your wife . . . she owns Morcomb Estates, doesn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting company. Good financial profile. There’s a whisper doing the rounds that they’ll be buying in something soon.’ 
 
    ‘There are always whispers,’ Eric replied noncommittally. 
 
    Nelson laughed, and dragged on his cigarette. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not thinking of entering the lists. That kind of business is too small and too long-term in its projected benefits for a guy like me. I like to be in and out quickly — with no long-term commitments. But good luck with it . . . I hear they’re a firm with prospects.’ 
 
    Eric made no response. He was disturbed, nevertheless, that Anne’s plans with regard to Roger Graham, Ltd were known, and among entrepreneurs in the City, at that. It was something he’d need to warn her about. 
 
    Nelson was watching him; it was possible his thoughts were in his face, for Nelson was smiling again. ‘It’s about networks, Ward. The kind of business I’m in, information comes in from all sorts of sources. And you pick it up from wherever you can, even if it seems worthless. You never know when it will come in useful . . .’ 
 
    Leonard Channing touched Eric’s arm. ‘The records of the last meeting. You can sign them now.’ 
 
    There were two single sheets of paper. The account of the meeting, and the decisions taken, was brief. ‘It’s a bit vague,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    ‘It’s just for the Martin and Channing board,’ Channing advised. ‘It’ll be all they need. I’ll append details of the bond issues and the total financial package negotiated for Everett later.’ 
 
    Something still prickled at the back of Eric’s mind, but the notes seemed innocuous enough. He placed his signature to the record and handed the papers back to Channing who put them away in his briefcase. 
 
    The door opened and Paul Everett came back into the room. He gave no reason for his abrupt withdrawal and he scowled as he saw that Nelson was smoking, but he made no comment. ‘Right. Let’s get on with it. Nelson, you’re calling the play. What do you propose?’ 
 
    Nelson nodded. ‘Okay. Gower-Rue have now shown the colour of their money. They’ve made a “final” offer for the Salamander shares. It’s their response to our earlier counter-offer of a mix of shares and cash — which shook out the nervous guys in the system. The decks are now clear.’ 
 
    ‘We would not advise a better offer,’ Channing intervened. ‘So you’re suggesting a restructured one?’ 
 
    Nelson shook his head. ‘No. I propose that we stand pat with the existing offer.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric leaned forward, interested. ‘But that can’t match the new bid from Gower-Rue. Salamander shares will trade away and the battle will be over for control.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Paul Everett’s tone was harsh. He kept his eyes fixed on Hugh Nelson. ‘I know what Nelson’s driving at. We stand with the present offer — which is one we can afford . . . and we impose the salamander chill.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand—’ Eric said, but Everett ignored him. 
 
    ‘I’ve made a few calls,’ Everett said to Nelson. ‘I think it could be on.’ 
 
    Nelson stubbed out his cigarette. ‘I thought it might be. All right, Channing, I’d better spell it out because your firm is going to be central to the strategy. We’ve flushed out Gower-Rue’s final bid. If we assume it is final, we know that they’re as fully stretched as they can afford. We also know that, like us, they’ll be financing their bid by a junk bond issue. Fine. Now we know our bid can’t match theirs, so what we do is make it too expensive for them to play the game.’ 
 
    ‘And how do we do that?’ 
 
    ‘We set up a fan club,’ Nelson said flatly. 
 
    There was a short silence. The muted roar of the London streets came through as a confused murmur of sound in the boardroom; the tick of the moving hand on the wall clock was loud. 
 
    ‘You propose to sharply enhance the share value of Salamander,’ Channing observed. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘And the fan club—’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to put the chill on our friends,’ Everett intervened coldly. ‘There are a number of people who owe us, and there are others who over the years have been dependent upon Salamander. They’re still tied to us in a number of ways: contracts, products, share dealings, information trade-offs. I’ll be giving you a list, Channing. It’ll be your business to set up the deals with them. The fan club will consist of a number of rich clients, and a series of financial institutions who’ll be persuaded to make some fairly large purchases of Salamander shares.’ 
 
    ‘Persuaded?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to offer them certain guarantees, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Repurchase in due course, at a profit to them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a high-risk strategy, Nelson.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a high-risk business,’ Everett said sharply. ‘And we’re in a corner. Thing is — can you do it, Channing?’ 
 
    Leonard Channing made a steeple of his fingers and inspected it thoughtfully. He considered the matter for a short while. ‘If they do buy in, the share price will accelerate and Gower-Rue will be frozen out. But the repurchase condition could be disastrous for Salamander—’ 
 
    ‘As a merchant banker, what’s your prediction for this summer’s market?’ Nelson asked in a bland voice. 
 
    Channing grimaced, wriggled in his chair. ‘That’s always a problem . . . but . . . the signs are the market will rise. But it’s a gamble.’ 
 
    ‘Life is a gamble,’ Everett snapped, ‘and Salamander’s life is on the line.’ 
 
    Eric had been silent, listening hard. But it was time to step in: if Leonard Channing had meant what he said, Eric needed to intervene. ‘You’re taking another chance,’ he said abruptly. 
 
    Their eyes turned to him. ‘Talk to me,’ Everett demanded. 
 
    ‘There are legal traps. The City Code. You can’t buy in your own shares to inflate the price artificially.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re not doing that,’ Everett countered. ‘Our friends will buy in—’ 
 
    ‘Against guaranteed purchase.’ 
 
    ‘It’s legal,’ Nelson insisted. 
 
    Eric looked at him. ‘There’s another way of putting it. It’s not illegal, but it’s getting borderline.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s your function,’ Channing said. ‘Keep us the right side of the line. You have to agree, we’d be within the law?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Provided the guarantees are properly drawn . . .’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be properly drawn,’ Everett announced crisply. ‘Right. Channing, you’ll get the list this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘One further point,’ Eric interrupted. ‘These buyers . . . will any of them take more than a five per cent stake?’ 
 
    Everett eyed him carefully. ‘It’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘Then they’ll have to be declared.’ 
 
    ‘Some of them . . . won’t like that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s got to be done — otherwise it’s illegal,’ Eric insisted. ‘I’m aware secrecy is essential in this game; but either you keep their shareholdings below a five per cent stake or they have to be disclosed.’ 
 
    ‘If their purchases come into the open,’ Nelson said, ‘the market will know what’s happening and our strategy will be blown. This has to work fast and quietly, to be effective. So . . . okay . . . nothing above a five per cent stake to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Everett growled, glaring sourly at Eric. ‘Now there’s one favour additionally that can be called in. Garden City Enterprises — Jack Johnson. He owes me. I want his arm twisted, to support this deal.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be Ward’s task, I think,’ Channing said sweetly. ‘So we’ll be certain that the . . . arm twisting, as you put it, is undertaken in a legal fashion.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Below the summit of the hill was Temple Wood, aisles of ash and beech with the bracken thrusting dense between. As Eric walked through, climbing the hill, there were stirrings in the undergrowth, startled birds, the white scut of a rabbit. The sun was high, but the day was cool with an east wind coming in from the coast, bringing with it the hint of brine, even this far inland. 
 
    Anne had arrived the previous evening but had had to go across to Chollerford, so Eric had seen little of her. She had managed to tell him that the Grahams were expected for the weekend, as part of the general softening-up process as she put it, but she’d be back before they started to arrive. Everything was in hand, in any case. So Eric’s morning was free, and he chose to take some exercise, get the morning air in his lungs on the fell above Sedleigh, and think things through about Salamander. 
 
    He came out of the wood and took the last short, steep climb to the top of the rise. The crags loomed up there, rocky outcrops grey with lichen and moss; seated there he could see the spread of Sedleigh below him, the farmlands spreading north towards the hogs back of Cheviot, hazy in the morning sun, and to the east there was the distant glint of the sea. He sat back, leaning against the rough crag and thought again about the Salamander business. 
 
    His instincts told him there was something wrong about the whole affair. He didn’t trust Leonard Channing, to begin with, and while he didn’t quite understand what the financiers were up to, somewhere in the assumptions there was a flaw. He could appreciate that if the ‘fan club’ were persuaded to buy into Salamander the share price would rise and Gower-Rue would be frozen out; the guaranteed repurchase was another matter. Setting aside the legalities of it all, doubtful as they were, and assuming the market would still rise thereafter, he would have thought that the repurchase would financially cripple Salamander in any event — supported by junk bonds or not. 
 
    Clearly, he didn’t know the complete picture — but was that merely his lack of understanding, or was it a mere omission on the part of Everett, Nelson and Channing? 
 
    There was another, more unsettling explanation: he was being kept in the dark deliberately. 
 
    He had tried to draw Channing after the meeting but the man had been evasive. He’d insisted it could all come right, as Nelson had said, assuming the market kept moving upwards. ‘And let’s get one thing clear, dear boy,’ Channing had assured him with a wolfish smile, ‘either way, Martin and Channing doesn’t lose. Should Salamander go under, we still get our fees; on the other hand, if the chill works, we get our fees and an enhanced reputation for doing the business so skilfully behind the scenes.’ 
 
    It was an assurance that nevertheless left Eric feeling concerned: he would have preferred a situation in which he felt more in control. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anne returned from Chollerford in the late afternoon. Eric met her on the front steps and led her out to the terrace, where drinks were ready for them. 
 
    Anne sprawled in her chair, put her head back, and took a long pull at her gin and tonic. ‘God, I needed that. It’s been a long day. Bloody tenant farmers!’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a manager. Why do you bother?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, it’s so different from the rest of Morcomb Estates business. And it gets me out into the countryside — away from the financial wheeling and dealing.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be a bit of that this weekend,’ Eric reminded her. 
 
    She glanced at her watch and took another gulp at her drink. ‘That’s right. I hadn’t forgotten and time’s getting a bit tight. I haven’t checked on the arrangements—’ 
 
    ‘I have.’ Eric paused. ‘There’ll be one less adversary to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Chris Graham won’t be attending the weekend entertainment. He’s otherwise engaged, it seems.’ 
 
    Anne pulled a face. ‘That’s no great loss. He’s no interest in the negotiations, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite true. He wants as much money out of it as he can get.’ 
 
    ‘Just as well he’s out of the way, then. To our advantage.’ 
 
    ‘To our disadvantage, in my view,’ Eric disagreed. ‘He’s a thorn to his father and brother — he wants something different from them and isn’t concerned with the future of the company. To that extent he divides the ranks on the Graham side, and they can’t concentrate on a united front in argument. He’s a weak link for them.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think he’s been deliberately kept out of the way?’ Anne asked. 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘No, the impression I got when Roger Graham rang was that the old man was niggled by Chris’s backing off at the last minute.’ He hesitated. ‘By the way, I don’t think I told you that your talks with the Grahams are a matter of gossip in the City.’ 
 
    Anne stared at him in surprise. ‘You can’t be serious.’ 
 
    ‘I was asked about it in London.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s small beer! By City standards, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Look after the pennies . . . Don’t get me wrong, Graham’s is an unquoted company, but people are watching Morcomb Estates, noting what you’re up to. Interesting, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Very,’ Anne said thoughtfully. ‘But equally of interest is, who’s blown the whistle?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d wonder that.’ Eric sipped his brandy and soda. ‘It might be worth finding out what young Chris Graham’s been up to with his time recently.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s been shopping around for an offer better than the one we’ve come up with? He can’t do that!’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘You have an agreement with them that they’ll talk to no other potential purchaser until you’ve settled details. I’m pretty sure the old man and Nick Graham will stick to that . . . somehow, I don’t have the same confidence in Chris Graham.’ 
 
    From the look on Anne’s face, he gained the impression she similarly distrusted the youngest of the Grahams. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Roger Graham and his son Nick arrived just before seven that evening. They were shown to their rooms and invited to join Eric and Anne in the drawing-room at eight, for pre-dinner drinks. 
 
    They came down promptly, both men wearing dark suits, Roger Graham slightly self-conscious as he looked around him. With a glass of whisky in his hand he recovered something of his natural belligerence. ‘I was raised in Byker, me,’ he said. ‘I was always brought up to think there was something wrong, living in places like this.’ 
 
    ‘I pounded the beat in Byker for several years,’ Eric rejoined. ‘But I have to admit, I’m getting used to living at Sedleigh Hall.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, well, you know what I mean . . . Fact is, of course, I built up my business so my bairns could live in style, so it’s no different, really. Copper . . . aye, I heard you was in the force in Newcastle some years back. Bad combination for the villains, I reckon, copper turned lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anyone else joining us this evening?’ Nick Graham asked. 
 
    Anne shook her head. ‘Mr Edmonds will be with us in the morning for our discussions, but I thought we could treat this evening as a largely social occasion — get to know each other a bit better, you understand.’ 
 
    ‘Aye.’ Roger Graham looked a little uncomfortable. He twisted the glass in his hand, staring at the whisky. ‘I reckon I have to apologize for . . . for my younger son, Mrs Ward. He was invited, I know, and it was . . . bad manners to pull out at the last minute.’ His mouth twisted suddenly, as anger gripped him. ‘He’s old enough to have more sense! Damned infatuation! And it’s not as if—’ 
 
    ‘Chris was called away on business,’ Nick Graham interposed quickly. ‘He had to get down to London at short notice. Even so, it was, I agree, bad manners not to put off the . . . the business. I hope it’s not put you out too much.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Anne replied smoothly. Eric looked at Roger Graham. He was glowering at his son: clearly, Nick was covering up for his brother and the old man disapproved. But it was none of their business: that was obvious from Nick’s swift reaction. 
 
    Eric thought it time to change the subject. ‘I see the DTI are getting a bit active again.’ 
 
    ‘Not before time, if you ask me,’ Roger Graham said, making a humphing noise to emphasize his displeasure. ‘People like us up north, we keep our heads down, work hard all our lives and society and employment collapse around us, and then down there in the City there’s fat cats who pick up thousands . . . millions, just by making a few phone calls.’ 
 
    ‘Illegal calls, of course,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    ‘I’m not up with this conversation,’ Anne admitted. ‘What’s been happening?’ 
 
    ‘There’s been another wave of rumours,’ Roger Graham advised, ‘suggesting that some of the trading in recent months has been by way of insider dealing. The DTI, the press tells us, is going to launch another investigation, particularly into the Reeves Grenham trading. It’s said that a number of prominent dealers in the City have used privileged information to buy and sell shares in advance of the market.’ 
 
    ‘I thought the City Code—’ 
 
    ‘The City Code is worth the paper it’s written on,’ Roger Graham sneered. ‘But little more. Self-regulation will never work. Can you really expect people to resist the temptation when there’s so much money to be made, just by lifting the phone a few hours before you should?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll have difficulty, of course,’ Eric suggested, ‘pinning down the culprits, I mean. Unless they can identify the offshore bank accounts such people use, it’s next to impossible to trace just where the dealings have occurred.’ 
 
    Anne caught the eye of the butler at the door. ‘I think,’ she said, ‘it’s time we went in to dinner.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The evening passed well enough. Over dinner, Roger Graham entertained them with stories of Newcastle in the thirties, and the war years when the shipbuilding industry was in full swing. The old man seemed fit enough, in spite of his heart attack, although Eric noticed the surreptitious way in which he managed to take his pills with a glass of wine. He gave Eric the impression of a tough, sincere character who had come up the hard way, built a business based initially upon his own graphic skills, and who did not want to see that business die. He was reluctant to see control pass to others, but he was prepared to accept it — on the best terms he could get — provided the business continued and still bore his name. 
 
    There was a similar commitment from his elder son. 
 
    Nick Graham would never stand too long in his father’s shadow: there was an impatience in his manner on occasions as his father talked, and Eric guessed the two men would rarely have a smoothly running relationship. They recognized each other’s strengths, but had begun to pull in different directions of recent years: that much, Edmonds’s market intelligence had given Morcomb Estates. But it was more personal than that also: the old man’s belligerence and straight talking jarred on Nick Graham, and the son was hard put to it on occasions to take a back seat when his father held sway with opinion. 
 
    It was a social occasion, nevertheless, and Nick Graham controlled his tongue, even if he did imbibe rather freely of the brandy after dinner. 
 
    The following morning was bright. Eric was up early, and took a cup of coffee on the terrace. He heard a step behind him and turned, surprised to see Nick Graham, clear-eyed in spite of the amount he had drunk at dinner. He wore light-coloured slacks, an open-necked shirt and sweater. 
 
    ‘Grand morning.’ 
 
    ‘It is,’ Eric agreed. ‘Breakfast—’ 
 
    ‘Never bother with it.’ Nick Graham looked around him appreciatively, ‘Like to get some exercise first thing. Thought I’d take a stroll.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’ 
 
    Nick Graham glanced at him, smiled slightly. ‘It’s your land.’ 
 
    Eric finished his coffee and the two men left the terrace, to walk down the drive and out across the meadow, as Eric suggested. The bridle path led up through the copse of trees to the rise, and beyond that there was a track that skirted Top Farm and took them towards the first of the crags overlooking the burn and offering the spreading views above Sedleigh itself. Nick Graham walked quickly, and his breathing remained even in spite of the rising ground. He was reasonably fit, and used to walking, Eric concluded. 
 
    When they reached the crags, they paused to take in the view. The early morning mist had not yet been burned off the hills, and layers of drifting white hung in the valleys. There was an immense quiet about them, as though the morning had not yet come alive; it was broken after a little while by the vague murmur of a tractor in the distant fields. 
 
    ‘So what do you think, then?’ It was a demand, rather than a question. 
 
    ‘About what?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Our company, of course!’ Nick Graham replied, almost snappishly, as though there could have been nothing else on their minds. ‘Your people have had access to information, and the investigating team have been in. You must have formed some views.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not really my concern,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘But Mrs Ward . . . she’ll have talked it over with you. I can’t believe you remain . . . entirely distant in the matter.’ 
 
    ‘I think I could say,’ Eric suggested carefully, ‘that if I were involved directly, I’d be pretty happy at what’s been uncovered with regard to items other than financial data. You know, the marketing, manufacturing and research and development details that your people have supplied.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a good business,’ Nick Graham announced aggressively. 
 
    ‘No one doubts that.’ 
 
    ‘The old man . . . he’s got it wrong. But if we can pull off an agreement . . . the extra investment . . .’ Nick Graham hesitated. ‘We could do with some support.’ There was a short silence. 
 
    ‘Things don’t quite work like that in our family,’ Eric said coolly. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean . . .’ 
 
    ‘Shall we walk?’ 
 
    It had been a clumsy opening shot, and a line Eric was closing down even before it got started properly. 
 
    He should have shrugged off the clumsy approach, but he found himself irritated by it: possibly it had something to do with the feeling that Nick Graham was crass enough to think he could be suborned, his support bought in by some method or other. The irritation persisted, so that by the time Jim Edmonds arrived at ten-thirty Eric suggested, to Anne’s surprise, that he might take part in the proceedings. 
 
    ‘I thought you didn’t want to get involved,’ Anne said. ‘I’m pleased, of course, and you’re welcome to sit in—’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I want to do,’ Eric insisted. ‘Sit in, and listen.’ 
 
    It proved to be a fascinating meeting, but for unexpected reasons. Jim Edmonds arrived in his lightweight suit and crumpled shirt, looking as though he had spent the night before working on the books. His heavy, handsome face was set; there was a weariness about his eyes and a grimness about his mouth that suggested he was not in the best of humours. Any sense of goodwill that had been developed the previous evening between Anne and the Grahams quickly evaporated when Edmonds opened the discussions. It was clear he had come ready, looking for trouble. 
 
    ‘I now have the team report,’ he said crisply. ‘I think I should make my own position clear, as adviser to Morcomb Estates. Our approach will be that a maximum offer could be made only if full and comprehensive information is supplied.’ 
 
    ‘That’s understood—’ Roger Graham began. 
 
    ‘Not by your people, it seems. To begin with, your profit forecast is inflated and bears little relationship to the reality disclosed by past performance.’ 
 
    ‘Research and development costs—’ 
 
    ‘Your sales projections are based upon hope rather than scientific evaluation of the market potential,’ Edmonds interrupted sharply. ‘You have made no disclosure of indemnities undertaken, and there has been no reference in your papers to subsisting licence agreements. We did, in addition, ask for copies of internal management accounts so they could be studied off-site. These were not forthcoming.’ 
 
    ‘It was an unreasonable request,’ Nick Graham said angrily. ‘Security—’ 
 
    ‘Without such cooperation we cannot make an appropriate evaluation of the worth of the company,’ Edmonds asserted. 
 
    There was a long silence. Roger Graham was making a fierce effort to control his temper; Nick Graham’s lips were white at the edges. As for Jim Edmonds, Eric was puzzled. He had expected a smoother negotiating technique: this bull-at-a-gate approach was hardly likely to produce the atmosphere in which progress could be made. Moreover, as he stared at Edmonds, Eric was left with the feeling that there was more to this than business: two spots of high colour marked Edmonds’s cheeks and he glared at Nick Graham in a manner that suggested positive dislike. 
 
    Anne finally broke the silence. ‘I have to say,’ she suggested in a mollifying tone, ‘that wasn’t quite how I’d seen the papers—’ 
 
    ‘My advice—’ Edmonds began harshly. 
 
    He stopped when Anne raised her hand. Eric leaned back and listened: Anne handled the situation with delicacy and admirable control. She asked Edmonds to take each of the points in turn, but persuaded him to advance them with less heat. The Grahams still wriggled, seething, but Anne kept them in check, cooling the situation, bringing the discussion to a more acceptable plane. ‘Now as to the licensing agreements . . .’ she said. 
 
    ‘A capital equipment manufacturer,’ Edmonds said. ‘A fourteen-month forward order book at fixed prices with a totally inadequate allowance for inflation.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll look in to it,’ Nick Graham said. ‘Chris—’ 
 
    Jim Edmonds flared. ‘And there’s the patent in the electronics company — a renewal of the licence must be negotiated within eight months — it could cost a packet. Why wasn’t it mentioned?’ 
 
    ‘I said I’ll look into it, dammit! These are oversights—’ 
 
    Edmonds was difficult to control. He was edgy, unable to keep his hands still and his tone was brittle. It was as though he were under some considerable strain which made him short-tempered: his fuse remained short as the meeting wore on. When they broke up for lunch, Anne took the opportunity to have a brief conversation with him privately. Eric looked after the Grahams: they were moody and rebellious, clearly feeling they were being set up in some indefinable manner by Edmonds. 
 
    After lunch the meeting continued in an edgy, snarling, largely unproductive manner. Anne worked hard to keep things on the rails but Edmonds seemed possessed by a manic determination to score over the Grahams, and in a way that would expose their humiliation at being unable to answer his probing questions or resolve the issues he highlighted. Eric was fascinated: something was burning at the accountant, and his dislike of father and son was patent. It was surprising that it spilled over so clearly to affect his performance: he seemed incapable of separating professional and private judgments. 
 
    At five in the afternoon, Anne asked Jim Edmonds to sum up. The man was still feverish in his speech, sharp in his attitude. It was a performance that left the Grahams drained and Anne irritated. They sat grim-faced as Edmonds came to his conclusions. 
 
    ‘I think Morcomb Estates should still be interested in the proposals but only on the basis of fuller and more comprehensive information being supplied. In addition, I have been able to determine that there are in fact three separate activities in the present firm, even though they are not designated as divisions. Only one of these makes a clear profit; it would also be of strategic importance overall if Morcomb Estates were to offer support and buy in. The second operation breaks even, and could sensibly be retained, using as it does the raw materials developed on the computer graphics side. The third operation — the original base — closing down seems appropriate in order to obtain a reasonable return on investment.’ 
 
    ‘Over my dead body,’ Roger Graham snarled. 
 
    Eric had the feeling that even that could be one of Jim Edmonds’s recommendations to Morcomb Estates. 
 
    Anne looked around at the tense faces about the table. 
 
    She sighed. ‘I think we’d better break there. I’m sure we’ve all got a lot to think about.’ She glanced involuntarily at Jim Edmonds. ‘And talk about. May I suggest we relax for a couple of hours now: please take advantage of Sedleigh Hall. Then we can meet, say at six-thirty or seven for a drink, and if we treated dinner as a semibusiness occasion, maybe we can go over some of the points raised by Mr Edmonds then.’ 
 
    Jim Edmonds leaned forward. His jaw was tense; a muscle twitched in his cheek, and his breathing was ragged. ‘Mrs Ward . . . I regret . . .’ 
 
    Anne looked at him. ‘What’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t stay for this evening’s meeting.’ 
 
    ‘But I thought we’d arranged—’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Edmonds interrupted nervously. ‘I have another engagement I can’t break. It’s imperative . . . I’m sorry.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Anne’s feelings were clear from her expression. She had engaged Edmonds as a consultant, he had agreed to act in the negotiations with the Grahams and now, just after he’d delivered a tough line to them, he was backing lamely out of the inevitable confrontation, leaving her to face the arguments without his support and detailed knowledge. ‘I’m not sure this is acceptable—’ 
 
    Edmonds stood up. His face was paling, but there was a determination in his voice that brooked no argument and no discussion. ‘I regret it. I’m sorry, but I’m called away.’ 
 
    He hesitated, glanced around the table a little shamefacedly, then turned back to Anne. He bowed slightly, in an oddly old-fashioned gesture that perhaps underlined the shaky position he felt himself in and then abruptly turned and stalked away from the table. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell . . .’ Roger Graham rumbled under his breath. 
 
    ‘Let’s break now,’ Anne said grimly and rose. 
 
    While the others went upstairs to their rooms, Eric followed Anne into the library. She was standing with the palms of her hands flat on the gleaming mahogany table, her head bowed. As she heard him approach, closing the door quietly behind him, she raised her head. Her eyes were blazing with anger: he had never seen her in such a rage before. ‘What the hell was that all about?’ 
 
    ‘Edmonds—’ 
 
    ‘Does he really think he can get away with behaviour like that? He’s getting a bloody fat fee, and he expects me just to take a slap in the face like that? What’s got into the guy? Where’s his professional integrity gone suddenly? I mean, dammit, that summing up was hardly conducive to a reasonable negotiation — half of it was ultimatum! Does he expect people to respond to that kind of approach? And then just to walk off into the sunset? What’s got into the man?’ 
 
    She didn’t really want a reply. Eric walked across to the cabinet against the far wall, opened it and selected a whisky for her. He poured her a stiff drink and handed it to her, put one hand on her shoulder. She fought back prickling tears, and placed her head briefly on his shoulder. ‘No, dammit, I don’t want to act like a woman!’ 
 
    ‘There was something biting at Edmonds,’ Eric suggested. ‘I’m not trying to excuse his behaviour, but there’s been something wrong with him ever since he walked into the house this morning. He’s been edgy, uncontrolled, bothered about something.’ 
 
    Anne took a deep breath, recovering her temper. She eyed the glass of whisky for a moment, then took a pull at it. She gasped slightly. ‘Ahh . . . I don’t know. I should have nailed him there and then . . .’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t have done any good. He was shaky; he was determined to go. Nothing would have stopped him.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I don’t understand . . . He looked suicidal to me.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you going to do about this evening?’ 
 
    Anne shrugged. ‘Fight it through. The summary Edmonds gave is a starting point. The rest of his contribution today — there’s more than enough to talk about. I think my best bet is going to be to take their reactions, and just balance the arguments without going into the kind of detail that Edmonds could.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds a sensible strategy.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll help?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘All I can.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t get resolved this weekend.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have your work cut out just stopping the Grahams damaging the furniture as they bounce off the walls.’ 
 
    ‘Or off each other.’ They were both grinning, suddenly, conspiratorially, laughing after the tension of the last few minutes. ‘They’re hardly a negotiating team, are they?’ 
 
    ‘Imagine what it would have been like if Chris Graham had been here, instead of off on his London jaunt, or wherever he is.’ 
 
    ‘We’d never have reached a vote. There would have been four different resolutions.’ 
 
    ‘All contradictory.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are we laughing at?’ Anne demanded. ‘This is serious business!’ 
 
    Eric reached out for her and drew her close to him. ‘No. It’s a good marriage.’ 
 
    He gave her a long, affectionate hug; she returned it. 
 
    She was having a tough time, but she was showing her mettle. He felt a considerable sense of pride in the way she was handling things. She didn’t need him, but if she thought she did, he’d be there. The thought of Edmonds crossed his mind. The man’s behaviour had been distinctly odd — it was as though he was being swept along by some emotional crisis over which he had no control. What had Anne said about him . . . he looked almost suicidal when he left? 
 
    Eric would have said . . . murderous. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He parked the car some two hundred yards from the mews flats. He switched off the lights and sat in the darkness for a little while. There was a thunder in his chest, and he became aware that his hands were trembling. Lack of control. That was bad. What he needed now was every ounce of control he could get: he mustn’t let this thing get to him too badly. Stay cool; think; calm down; stop trembling. 
 
    He took a few deep breaths and waited. Gradually the tension eased and his heart rate slowed. He peered up at the sky: it was a dull night, dry, no moon. He got out of the car and locked it. 
 
    He wore a dark sweater and slacks; his trainers made no sound as he walked. 
 
    The streets were deserted. He avoided the pools of light that lay under the street lamps: in this area they were fashionably old-fashioned, electrified relics of the Victorian gas lamps. He saw no one; no cars passed, although there was the rumble of traffic from the main road some three hundred yards away. 
 
    A light glowed in the front entrance to the flats. He felt in his pocket for the keys. The smaller one was for the front entrance; the Yale key gave entry to the flat itself. He waited, the thunder growing in his chest again as his blood coursed more rapidly through his veins. He cursed, willed himself to calm down. At last he moved forward, into the light of the front entrance, inserted the key and stepped swiftly through the doorway, closing the door gently behind him and immediately crossing the narrow hallway so that he was outlined only briefly in the light through the front door. 
 
    He hesitated. Think. Think! 
 
    The door lay ahead of him. He selected the Yale key. From his hip pocket he drew a pair of thin cotton gloves. He hesitated, looked back, and then crossed to the centre of the lobby, reached up to quickly remove the light bulb. It was hot to his fingers; a second later, as he untwisted it, the hallway was plunged into darkness. 
 
    He groped his way to the door. He inserted the key: it slipped in smoothly, turning without a sound. A moment later he was inside the flat. 
 
    He stood with his back to the door. His heart was thudding again, but there was no shake in his hands: the adrenalin surge was acceptable, and necessary. He turned left, towards the kitchen area: he needed some light. He opened the door of the refrigerator and stepped back into the sitting-room. The dim light from the refrigerator ensured he collided with no furniture. He stood still, looking carefully around. 
 
    Near the fireplace, standing on a low coffee table, was a dark, heavy object. He moved forward, picked it up. Heavy, solid wood: the gleam of eyes, warrior eyes, reflected in the dim light from the kitchen. 
 
    With the heavy wooden warrior in his hand he turned, moving lightly towards the bedroom. His throat was dry, he wanted to cough, but it was essential he made no sound. The thunder was still in his chest, but there was something else there too, almost a pain, a surge of suppressed anger. It should never have come to this . . . a matter of trust . . . betrayal . . . 
 
    The door opened lightly to his touch. A small bedside light burned. She had been reading: the book was still open, lying on the bed. She still wore the glasses she used to read in bed: during the day, vanity had always dictated contact lenses, but in the bedroom, reading . . . 
 
    They gave her an oddly vulnerable appearance, as she lay there, arm flung wide beside the discarded book, hair a tangle on the pillow, the beautiful lines of her face in repose, the glasses tilted on her nose. 
 
    He took a deep breath; his hands had started to tremble again. He gritted his teeth, stepped forward hastily and stumbled. 
 
    Everything happened so quickly. 
 
    It was one of her slippers he had stepped on. He stumbled, struck the bed, she woke. It was not a slow awakening but the waking of someone disturbed, a nightmare in the darkness, a sudden starting up with a choking, pounding anxiety. 
 
    She sat up abruptly, dazed: he stood there in front of her and he had a surge of odd satisfaction that she saw him, recognized him before the heavy Maori warrior came slicing down at her head. 
 
    She had time to say nothing. The heavy wood struck her above the right eye, the blow sliding sideways towards her nose, crushing the glasses. She made a sound, an animal sound, but it was small and muted, and then she was turning aside, slowly, wounded, dazed, only half-conscious and incapable of resistance. 
 
    She was lying on her side, moaning slightly when he knelt beside her, put his hands around her throat. The cotton gloves bit, took purchase. He squeezed. 
 
    He knelt, arching his back and he raised his head, glaring at the ceiling as he squeezed, until the blood pounded in his head and his arms ached and his fingers stiffened with the tension. 
 
    When it was over he felt exhausted, his sweater damp with the perspiration that had soaked through, his biceps trembling from the strain. But there were things to do. 
 
    He moved back into the sitting-room and began, systematically, to empty the drawers, throwing things haphazardly to the floor. Then into the second bedroom. 
 
    Then back to where she lay. There was jewellery to be taken. 
 
    It could be thrown into the Thames, later. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    Eric turned away from the window. He had been watching the manoeuvring of a Danish freighter at its moorings on the Quayside: soon it would be slipping downriver, to take the long swing above Byker and then head out into a blustery North Sea. The river had once been heavy with international traffic: on his walls Eric had some old photographs of the Quayside at the turn of the century and earlier, the bustle of sail and steam. Now, the presence of a freighter, though not rare, was nevertheless noteworthy, though there were signs that trade was picking up somewhat. 
 
    He took up the phone. It was Anne. ‘Hello, beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve agreed.’ 
 
    Eric smiled. ‘Who’s agreed to what?’ 
 
    ‘The Grahams. A valuation meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Surprise, surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe Edmonds’s walk-out paid off after all!’ 
 
    Eric was amused by the crowing note of excitement in Anne’s voice . . . but she had cause for excitement. The situation after Edmonds had left the previous weekend had been a fraught one. Before resuming the meeting, the Grahams had clearly had a conversation about tactics. Disturbed by the aggressive summary provided by Edmonds, they had decided upon a strategy that would take advantage of the adviser’s absence. They had turned dinner into a full-blown business discussion, battling hard, not only over the summarized position but also over some of the other minor issues he had brought to light. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They had got more than they bargained for. Anne had been a revelation to Eric. As the pressure came on, so she responded to it with the kind of dogged determination that was required by the circumstances; they had attempted to undermine her position by directing some of the argument in Eric’s direction, but it had blown up in their faces. She had grabbed the problem by the throat, stating positively that the issues were nothing to do with Eric, they were her decisions and her responsibilities and if they didn’t like dealing with a woman, they could take their damned company and shove it. 
 
    The old man, particularly, had been taken aback. He had glanced, stunned, at Eric, and then to Eric’s surprise he had grinned. 
 
    From then on it had got tougher, but it was a battle of wits where the protagonists respected each other. 
 
    And now, a week later, the fruits were showing. 
 
    ‘They want an early meeting. They’ve got the extra figures we asked for, and they’re prepared to reconsider their position on the subsidiary contracts and divisions.’ 
 
    ‘What about Edmonds?’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ She sounded triumphant. ‘I got him on the phone. He sounded . . . contrite. He’ll be at the meeting, and has promised to give me a report on the new position figures before the meeting convenes. Tell you what, he sounded a much-chastened man.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t anyone be, dealing with a termagant like you?’ 
 
    ‘This termagant is prepared to crack a bottle of champagne with an old warhorse tonight, if he can make it back to the stable.’ 
 
    ‘I’m whinnying at the thought. But this meeting . . . you want me there?’ 
 
    ‘Is it so that I can watch your triumphant business march?’ 
 
    ‘So you can hold my hand when I get nervous.’ 
 
    ‘That,’ Eric said mockingly, ‘will be the day.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ted Grainger had hit various problems with the Dawson marine insurance contracts, so he and Eric were forced to work together for a couple of days during the week that followed. During his absence, Eric felt, things had in fact got a bit slack in the office: twice when he had come in at nine he’d found the two girls in the outer office poring over the local newspaper, dwelling over the details of some local girl slaying, and he’d been irritated. He hadn’t had time to read the newspapers for the last few days, even the financial sections to keep track of what the press was thinking of developments in the Salamander affair. The look on his face the second morning had been enough to bring a more business-like appearance to the front office thereafter. 
 
    Leonard Channing rang him a couple of times, to tell him that there was no immediate meeting scheduled for the war cabinet but to expect an urgent call when things hotted up. Eric was forced to explain he hadn’t had time to get to see Johnson, of Garden City Enterprises, with the brief he’d been given by Paul Everett, but promised to do it within the next few days. 
 
    Then, after that, there’d been the matter of his visit to the eye surgeon. He was always edgy before such a visit, and became more conscious of the vulnerability of his sight. On this occasion, he had so much on his mind he had little time to dwell on the matter before his visit. 
 
    He was able to report that he had had few problems of late. The scratchiness behind his eyes, the darting pains he had suffered from glaucoma had been largely alleviated as a result of the operation he had undergone, and he was sufficiently aware of the signals now to ensure that when the pressure did build up he could take immediate steps to relieve it with the pilocarpine. 
 
    The investigation was carried out, as usual, with little comment. The eye surgeon was a dour man, little given to conversation. The humphing sound he made at the conclusion of the inspection, however, meant that he was well satisfied at what he discovered. 
 
    ‘Things seem to be paddling along pretty well, Mr Ward. The vision remains impaired, of course, but there’s no great sign of deterioration. The old advice stands: not too many hours poring over your dusty law books; try to avoid tension; learn to know when it’s necessary to relax. And . . . keep taking the pills, as they say.’ 
 
    It was the only little joke he allowed himself. As for his comment about avoiding tension, Eric thought again how little the man could appreciate the life a busy lawyer led: tension was inevitable, and the more so when one had to deal with people like Leonard Channing. 
 
    The meeting arranged with the Grahams to take the matter of the acquisition further had been fixed for the Newcastle offices of Morcomb Estates. Anne had purchased a small block of offices in Jesmond, near the Dene, so that employees could have the opportunity to take their lunch breaks among the green and gold and copper reds of the trees that flanked the steep sides of the dene, above the stream. The boardroom on the third floor had been furnished elegantly but discreetly; Anne held the view that a working room should also be relaxing and comfortable if it were to be used to best advantage. 
 
    It was there that she held the briefing meeting before the arrival of the Grahams. 
 
    Jim Edmonds did not look well. There was a bluish tinge under his eyes and his cheeks seemed hollow, his skin dry, his colour pale. Clearly, he had not been sleeping well and although he was not overcome by the kind of nervous tension that had racked him on the last occasion they had met, he had still not recovered to present the kind of confident exterior he had shown some weeks earlier. Nevertheless, he had been working on the papers provided by the Grahams, and he was now able to take Anne through the salient points as Eric listened. 
 
    ‘Clearly, the aim of Morcomb Estates must be to purchase the income-generating capacity of the business. There should be the minimum of unwanted assets; we don’t want to get involved in any company peripheral activity.’ 
 
    ‘I think the Grahams got your message last time at Sedleigh Hall, before you left,’ Anne said. ‘They didn’t like it, but in the end, they took it.’ 
 
    ‘Will Roger Graham accept the need to close down the loss-making activities?’ 
 
    ‘Most reluctantly. He might want to hive it off, keep it outside the deal, try to get it up and running on his own account.’ 
 
    ‘That would be foolish. What about the views of . . .’ Edmonds hesitated, and an odd light burned in his eyes momentarily. ‘What about the sons?’ 
 
    Anne shrugged. ‘Nick Graham seemed to me to be accepting the strength of your argument. Chris Graham . . . who knows? I gather he will grace us with his presence today. Whether that will help or hinder is another matter.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well, I guess we’ll need to explore that issue. Assuming we can reach a form of agreement on that, we’ll go on to the question of valuation . . .’ 
 
    Eric listened while Jim Edmonds discussed the methods of financial analysis normally used for evaluating the worth of a company. He described the relative usefulness of using earnings multiples based on firms in the same industrial sector, the amount of return on capital employed in Roger Graham, Ltd, and he went into a brief discussion of discounted cash-flow analysis. Eric watched him as he talked. He was concentrating hard, attempting to get across to Anne the basic analytical techniques in a way she could use in the discussion with the Grahams, explaining the figures he had produced, but high colour burned beneath his paleness and his eyes were never still, flickering, betraying a shakiness behind the surface that suggested to Eric that the man was ill. He wondered whether he was using drugs: there was something about Edmonds that was different and uncontrolled. 
 
    ‘One final point,’ he was saying. ‘The value of a business can change in six months. Timing is important. My figures are based on now. There are certain predictive values built in. But if you are to acquire the Grahams company, you should do it now — to wait would change the whole picture. I think this should be made clear to them: it’s decision time for everyone.’ 
 
    Anne nodded, satisfied. She glanced at Eric, raising her eyebrows. He shook his head: it was her business. 
 
    ‘I think there’s time for a quick coffee before our friends arrive,’ she said with a sigh. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They sat around the table, a little distance apart from each other, each attempting to present a different image, a separate personality divorced from the common problems facing them. Roger Graham sat nearest to Anne, who took the chair. He sat squarely, thick-fingered hands spread on the table in front of him, a pugnacious set to his mouth as though he was determined to put up a fight for the principles he believed in, his firm and himself. His grey moustache seemed to bristle defiance, but Eric guessed the man had already reached compromises in his mind or he would not otherwise be here at all. 
 
    Nick Graham sat on his father’s right, not too closely. He seemed more at ease, confident, in control of the situation but his snapping black eyes were still, denoting the tension that was held in check. This was an important meeting for him: his father was coming to the end of his active business life if not his dynastic ambitions, but this was Nick Graham’s future. The acquisition by Morcomb Estates had to be on the right terms, obviously, but the financial injection the acquisition could provide for the research and development phase was critical and crucial to the future expansion of Nick Graham’s ideas. It would also solve the matters in dispute between father and son as to which direction the company should take. 
 
    Chris Graham sat apart. It was as though he wanted to declare both his lack of interest and his disinterest. By placing himself at the far end of the boardroom table, in touch with neither side, he appeared to be suggesting he was the honest broker in this business, the compromiser, the man who would bring things together when they looked like falling apart. If that was his view of himself, it was clearly held by no one else in the room. The others saw a slim, lightweight, fair-haired dilettante whose only interest in the matter in hand was to get out of it as much as he could, without involvement. 
 
    They were very different, the two brothers, physically, emotionally, and in their needs. Eric recalled the voluptuous Miss Frain, Nick Graham’s escort the evening at Perastino’s: that was Nick’s style, to make use of an available female and never allow women to affect his business drive. Chris would be different: business made money; money brought the soft life. Their objectives were different. 
 
    The curious thing was, all three young men in the room seemed to be studiously avoiding looking at each other. The subdued tension under which everyone laboured at this stage, prior to the opening of the meeting, was clear enough, and understandable, but Eric felt there was something else present to bring a crackle to the air. The two brothers had come in separately, had not spoken, and were avoiding each other’s eyes. Jim Edmonds was half turned in his chair, as though to avoid recognizing the presence of Chris Graham, and facing Nick Graham as he was, he kept his head down, staring at his papers, obviating the necessity to make eye contact with the elder brother. 
 
    It might have been imagination, of course, Eric thought, but he was left with the impression that all three were uncomfortable with each other. And it had nothing to do with the business on hand. 
 
    Anne opened the meeting. 
 
    ‘I think we’ve come a long way in a short time, since first we met to discuss business. The meeting at Sedleigh Hall might be seen as a breakthrough, perhaps: not the most friendly of meetings, but at least we managed to make our positions clear to each other.’ 
 
    Nick Graham managed a thin, tense smile. Roger Graham made no response, staring at his thick-veined hands. 
 
    ‘Mr Edmonds and I have had discussions as to how we might now proceed. If we are to talk about valuation—’ 
 
    Roger Graham raised his head. ‘Valuation principles if you like, Mrs Ward, but remember we haven’t yet agreed the make-up of the new company and its subsidiaries.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly; the point is made and taken. But while that has an impact upon valuation, it’s also necessary to agree valuation principles before we go further—’ 
 
    ‘In my view,’ Chris Graham cut in airily, to their surprise, ‘valuation is a simple matter. The company is worth the highest sum we can obtain, from any potential bidder.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric leaned forward. He stared at Chris Graham for a few seconds, wondering. ‘Any potential bidder?’ he asked softly. 
 
    ‘We’ve approached no other firm,’ Nick Graham cut in crisply. ‘Not me, not my father . . . and not Chris.’ 
 
    ‘That is our agreement,’ Anne said, watching Eric, recalling their conversation about gossip in the City. She waited a moment, but there was no further comment from the Grahams, so she went on. ‘So the first step is to consider the basis for valuation. Mr Edmonds, perhaps you could raise the options open to us?’ 
 
    Eric leaned back as the discussion swayed around the principles Edmonds now expounded. He watched Chris Graham: he didn’t trust the youngest of the Graham clan, and the intervention had aroused suspicions in his mind. Chris Graham had not been present at Sedleigh Hall. His absence had embarrassed his father and brother. He had been ‘called away’ to London on business. Could it have been acquisition business . . . the young man taking it upon himself to break the agreement and try to find another bidder who might come up with more money than Morcomb Estates? 
 
    An argument had developed between Edmonds and Nick Graham. Anne was letting it run its course: she was weighing up her own advantages, to be gained from Nick Graham’s loss of control. Because the dislike that had been simmering between him and Edmonds had come through to the surface: their voices had been raised and although they were arguing about the percentage asset backing and the estimated net current asset value of Roger Graham, Ltd the real needle to their passion lay elsewhere. It was possible Anne realized it, but Eric could not be certain: she was too closely involved with the basic argument itself perhaps to recognize the underlying tensions that had enhanced its bitterness. 
 
    Eric glanced down the table to Chris Graham. The man was taking no part, but he was also as tightly strung as a bow, and his eyes were glittering oddly as the two businessmen battled it out. 
 
    Anne called a halt. ‘Fine, let’s agree to disagree on the point. Maybe we can come back to it when we’ve cooled down a bit. I’d like to introduce certain other factors for valuation purposes. I’d like your views, Mr Graham, on the competition aspects we might face.’ 
 
    Nick Graham hesitated, damping down fires of resentment. ‘There’s always the chance the competition will bring out breakthrough products — but with a sound R and D programme we can keep a good lead in the field.’ 
 
    ‘And what if the licence deal Mr Edmonds referred to is not in fact renewable?’ 
 
    ‘We have assurances,’ Roger Graham rumbled, clenching his fist. ‘I’ve done business with them for years; there are still some old values around; I’ve every confidence—’ 
 
    ‘There are pressures we can put on,’ Nick Graham interrupted testily, as though afraid his father would become anecdotal. ‘We don’t need to rely upon old pals’ acts — they aren’t reliable.’ 
 
    Roger Graham’s bald head went pink. Quickly, Anne went on. ‘We’ll need convincing in our valuation analysis that the critical source of supply remains protected, and acquisition can lead to an improved distribution network.’ 
 
    ‘What you haven’t told us, however,’ Chris Graham announced, ‘is just what you’re prepared to pay for a major interest in Graham’s. Sure, you talk principles, and you talk analysis, but when are you going to talk about cash?’ 
 
    Jim Edmonds slowly turned his head, dragging his glance reluctantly towards the youngest Graham. He seemed to struggle to find his voice; when he spoke, it was raspingly, his dislike oddly emphasized by the reasoned response he made. ‘There is a point with which I would agree here. The price must be talked of — and I hope that we can get towards an opening bid this morning. But not prematurely: it has to be based upon an understanding of the valuation principles involved.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still not saying how much!’ Chris Graham taunted, sneeringly. 
 
    The rasp in Edmonds’s tone became more noticeable. ‘I have already given Mrs Ward my view as to the best offer that should be made—’ 
 
    ‘Opening offer, or final?’ Chris Graham snapped in derision. 
 
    Edmonds glared at the man. ‘All things are negotiable. Experienced businessmen know that. Only idiots presume otherwise. I can’t expect you to appreciate what I’m saying, however: your presence in these negotiations seems to me to be superfluous and indeed, an irritant to any sensible discussion on a business basis.’ 
 
    ‘You think you can talk to me like that?’ Chris Graham coloured, half-rising in his chair, his fingers jerking spasmodically as though he wished to have them around Jim Edmonds’s throat. ‘A bloody paid lackey, a nonachiever in the real world, business or bed, I guess, forced to advise others rather than do it himself! The only irritant here is you, my friend — start talking to me like that when you prove yourself to be a man, the kind to hold on to a woman even, and then—’ 
 
    ‘Chris!’ Nick Graham’s voice was like a whipcrack. ‘Siddown, and shut up. Now!’ His face was white with anger and his fists were clenched. There was something of his father in him suddenly: the passion, the anger and the belligerence that made him look as though he wanted to snap his younger brother in two. ‘You’ve said enough. It’s finished. Now leave it, and let’s get back to business.’ 
 
    Anne was shaken. She looked to Eric; he smiled slightly, nodded. She took a deep breath. ‘All right, time to cool down. A ten-minute break, perhaps, and coffee?’ 
 
    It was a welcome suggestion. 
 
    The Grahams filed out, heading for the executive washroom, no doubt to make their way to the private room set aside for their use; thereafter, to hammer at each other the need to maintain a concerted front. Edmonds gathered up his papers moodily and marched out, heading for the other negotiating room earmarked for himself, Eric and Anne. 
 
    Left together in the boardroom, Anne and Eric stared at each other. Anne let out a whoofing sound. ‘Just what was that all about?’ 
 
    ‘Not the acquisition, I suspect.’ Eric shook his head. ‘They’re like scorpions waving their tails at each other every time they look across the table. For some reason, there’s no love lost between Edmonds and the Grahams.’ 
 
    ‘It makes me wonder,’ Anne said slowly, ‘whether we should continue to use Edmonds, if this is the effect it has.’ 
 
    ‘He has the skills, and I think he’s giving you sound advice.’ 
 
    ‘But like you said . . . scorpions.’ 
 
    The door opened and the two girls came in with the trays of coffee and biscuits. Eric took Anne’s hand. ‘Come on, let’s get some air for a few minutes.’ 
 
    They walked out of the boardroom and down the corridor. At the end of the corridor there was an emergency exit; it led out to a small terrace that overlooked the car park at the side of the office block, and beyond that, Jesmond Dene. 
 
    There was a light breeze blowing from the west. It brought with it the sounds of the city, and across from Jarrow Slakes the sound of a tug siren. 
 
    ‘Is that a police car down there?’ Anne asked. 
 
    Eric looked down to the car park. The car was stationed near the entrance to the park; a uniformed constable was behind the wheel, his arm showing through the side window as he leaned, waiting. 
 
    ‘They must be in this building, somewhere,’ Anne suggested. 
 
    Eric frowned. Anne led the way back towards the boardroom after a few minutes and he followed; as she entered, he hung hack, however, allowing the remainder of the group to file in, stragglingly. Eric turned back, walked towards the lift. 
 
    Someone was coming up. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    The lift doors soughed open. A slightly flustered receptionist stood there, about to come out. When she saw Eric, relief flooded into her eyes. ‘Ah, Mr Ward, this gentleman—’ 
 
    Eric knew him, slightly. He was some years younger than Eric, but he had a sound reputation: he had appeared in a number of prosecutions in the Newcastle courts. 
 
    Detective-Inspector Lyle: an able man with a solid record. He didn’t get sent out on trivial matters. 
 
    ‘Hello, Lyle.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward,’ Lyle acknowledged, somewhat warily. 
 
    ‘Business?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Lyle’s glance slipped past Eric towards the boardroom. ‘You’ve got a meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Important one.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about that.’ He began to walk along the corridor. The receptionist faded into the background, as Eric walked with the detective-inspector. 
 
    ‘You want to see someone in the meeting? As I say, it’s an important—’ 
 
    ‘Do you think you could ask Mr Edmonds to come out? I don’t want a fuss made,’ Lyle said almost apologetically. ‘He is in the meeting, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘That’s so,’ Eric replied. ‘I . . . I can ask him.’ He hesitated, wanting to ask, but knowing he would get no satisfactory reply. Then he nodded, turned, went back to the boardroom. He caught Anne’s eye, seated at the head of the table. ‘Excuse me . . . Mr Edmonds, would you mind stepping outside for a moment? You’re . . . wanted . . .’ 
 
    Edmonds looked up. He stared at Eric without comprehension, and then slowly what colour remained in his hollow cheeks faded. He rose and walked out, his awkward, shambling gait suddenly vulnerable. 
 
    He did not close the door behind him. DetectiveInspector Lyle met him in the corridor; Eric saw him put his hand on Edmonds’s wrist, before Eric closed the door and turned to face the room again. 
 
    Anne sat with a worried frown on her face, feeling the tension that had suddenly arisen in the silence. Only Roger Graham seemed unaffected. The two younger Grahams were staring at each other. Their glances were stony. 
 
    They seemed to know why Edmonds had left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    ‘Murder?’ 
 
    Sunlight spilled across the broad steps at the main entrance to the hallway at Sedleigh Hall. Anne was dressed for riding; when she had heard Eric’s car in the drive she had waited, sitting hugging her knees on the steps, leaning against the stone balustrade. Eric put down his briefcase, leaned over and kissed her in greeting, then sat down beside her. Shock still registered on her face. 
 
    ‘But I can’t believe it!’ 
 
    ‘It was on the car radio now, as I was driving up from Newcastle,’ Eric confirmed. ‘Jim Edmonds has been formally arrested, and it is expected that charges will be laid against him regarding the murder of Karen O’Neill.’ 
 
    ‘But she was his fiancée!’ 
 
    ‘So he told us,’ Eric nodded. 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Anne demanded. 
 
    ‘I don’t really know. I suppose . . . well, Edmonds introduced her to us as his fiancée, but there was something . . . odd about the whole thing, don’t you think? I got the impression he was absolutely obsessed with her—’ 
 
    ‘Dotty.’ 
 
    ‘But equally, it seemed to me she didn’t exactly feel the same way about him. That night we met her — I know we were talking business and Edmonds couldn’t dance attendance on her the way he might have wished — but I didn’t get the impression she was one to pine away in a corner for lack of attention.’ 
 
    ‘Chris Graham almost monopolized her for the first part of the evening.’ 
 
    ‘And Edmonds was less than pleased. You remember how tense the atmosphere was in the car coming home? It was clear they were heading for a bust-up that night.’ Anne sighed, and shook her head. ‘Even so, it’s another story, talking about murder.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ Eric looked around him, squinting in the late afternoon sunshine. The trees on the hill were very still; there was not a hint of a breeze and above Cheviot a delicate tracery of cloud trailed pink-edged against the dark hogs back of the mountain. ‘I wonder whether this had anything to do with the state he was in when he came here for the meeting with the Grahams?’ 
 
    Anne stood up, frowning. ‘He was certainly odd that day. Not himself.’ 
 
    A high state of tension, Eric considered. The man had been shaky, short-tempered and, late in the day, seemingly seized with the determination to leave the meeting and charge off elsewhere at short notice. To London, perhaps? To quarrel with Karen O’Neill, and kill her? Eric shook his head. He linked his arm through Anne’s. ‘You going riding? Okay, I’ve got some paperwork to do before dinner, so I’ll have that finished by the time you get back, and we’ll have a drink on the terrace before we eat.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a date.’ 
 
    As she turned to make her way towards the stables he called after her, ‘You’ll remember I’m off to Bristol in the morning?’ 
 
    ‘Flying or by train?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘Train, I guess.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    * * * 
 
    It meant an overnight stay, of course, but Eric rarely flew if he could avoid it. His meeting in London at Martin and Channing’s behest normally meant a flight from Newcastle Airport. He no longer suffered from the tension that had occurred when he was in the worst period with glaucoma, but he disliked the short haul business flights. Travelling over longer distances was not so bad: he felt less constrained and confined with room to stretch his legs, but the brief flights within the UK meant cramped seating and poor service. So, if he could, he took the train. 
 
    He managed to do some work as he travelled to Bristol the next day, preparing for his meeting with Jack Johnson, the managing director of Garden City Enterprises. Paul Everett had given him a file on the relationship between Johnson’s business and Salamander and it made interesting reading: there had been close ties between the two since long before Salamander had moved to London, and Eric could see that it would be in the interests of both parties that the Gower-Rue bid should be beaten off. 
 
    Inadvertently, Eric’s thoughts strayed back to Jim Edmonds and the murder of Karen O’Neill. He had heard no details beyond the bare announcement of the arrest, and oddly enough neither he nor Anne had seen anything about the killing in the newspapers. He recalled the gossiping girls in the reception area of his office on the Quayside: clearly, they had been talking about the newspaper coverage of the killing, but he hadn’t had time to read the papers and consequently had known nothing about it. 
 
    A fashion model slaying would have made news. But why was Jim Edmonds arrested? She would have known many people in London, the kind of life she led. Maybe that had been the trouble . . . Jim Edmonds had been obsessed with her, and jealousy could have led to violence. 
 
    At Temple Meads Eric left the train and hailed a taxi to take him to Johnson’s office. The address given was interesting: it was certainly not a city address. The taxi took him through the town, up Park Street past the tower of the University and up over Clifton Downs. They crossed the suspension bridge that Brunel had built and then they were among cool woods and elegant houses, the university preserve and the havens of rich men from the days when wealth had poured into the city from the slave trade. 
 
    Johnson’s ‘office’ was a sprawling mansion set back some little way from the road among groves of beech trees. Birds sang and the noises of the city were distant and muted. Eric paid off the taxi in front of the pillared main entrance. He looked about him. Johnson worked in stylish surroundings. 
 
    He told him so, when they met in the office on the first floor. 
 
    ‘And why not?’ Johnson replied. ‘The kind of business I do, most of it’s over the telephone. Why commute into the city to do that? I can just as easily do my trading out here, where it’s quiet, and pleasant, and just what is needed by a country boy like me.’ 
 
    It was not how Eric would have described the man. He was short, well-padded with flesh around the stomach, and bucolic of complexion, but his button eyes were those of a city man, sharp, quick and restless. His movements too were nervous; he seemed unable to keep still. As Eric sat on the leather settee Johnson prowled, moving from table to desk to chair to window, restless, crackling with energy. It was the energy that would have made him a success in the world of share dealing and trading of commodities; it was the restlessness which made him come early to the point of Eric’s visit. 
 
    ‘Let’s say I’m not too happy about it at all,’ Johnson said, stabbing a half-chewed but unlit cigar in Eric’s general direction. ‘The fact is, I believe a guy should fight his own battles. And I don’t like markers getting called in, not like this.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not quite how Paul Everett sees it,’ Eric suggested. ‘You have mutual interests—’ 
 
    ‘Interests, yes, and more than that. We go way back, you know,’ Johnson said, a hint of confidentiality creeping into his voice. ‘I could tell you some things, tell you about some wheeling and dealing we did in New York ten years ago . . . But that kind of tightrope-walking when seconds — I mean seconds — counted in deciding whether you were broke or high as a kite, they’re gone. I got a stable business now; it runs smoothly. I don’t need to handle the kind of arbitraging pressures—’ 
 
    ‘Salamander thought it didn’t need to either,’ Eric reminded him, ‘until Gower-Rue came along.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not Salamander.’ 
 
    ‘You’re closely tied, in interests.’ Eric hesitated, then leaned forward, offering the file to Johnson. ‘Paul Everett suggested you might be interested in looking at this.’ 
 
    Eric had read the file. It consisted of a list of contracts, share positions and active dealing situations in which Salamander and Garden City Enterprises were interested. In most of them Salamander was in a pole position, but in each case, there was a significant financial commitment from Garden City Enterprises. Eric suspected some of them had been joint activities; in others, however, Johnson had probably followed a Salamander lead, trusting to Everett’s renowned ability to buy — and sell — at the right time. 
 
    ‘So?’ There was a certain belligerence in Johnson’s tone. 
 
    ‘The Salamander view is that if the Gower-Rue bid is successful most, if not all, those positions will be at risk. There will be an asset-stripping exercise. Garden City Enterprises will be unable to off-load its dealings in a falling market. Some of your holdings could be halved; some of your portfolios virtually wiped out.’ 
 
    ‘That’s guesswork!’ Johnson snapped. 
 
    ‘It’s Salamander guesswork.’ 
 
    ‘When Everett’s got his back to the wall.’ 
 
    Eric ignored the sneer. ‘The truth can loom up pretty clearly when you’re in that position.’ 
 
    Johnson chewed on his cigar thoughtfully. He prowled the room like a chubby tiger, restless, nervous but dangerous. He slammed the file down on his desk, and shook his head. ‘The bastard could be right, that’s the problem . . . All right, so what’s he wants from Garden City?’ 
 
    ‘It’s quite simple,’ Eric replied. ‘Everett wants Salamander protected. The best protection is a rising share price, so shareholders aren’t tempted by the Gower-Rue bid. The price will rise if there’s some solid buying.’ 
 
    Johnson glared at Eric. ‘He wants me to buy Salamander shares at a time when he’s facing the firing squad?’ 
 
    ‘There will be others doing the same. That’s the strategy.’ 
 
    ‘I bet it is. Calling in the bloody markers . . . paying back old debts . . .’ Johnson shook his head in anger, and prowled again. He glanced sideways at Eric, a twist of cunning in his voice. ‘There’s more to this, of course. How long will Salamander want me to hang on to the shares?’ 
 
    ‘No time stipulated,’ Eric said calmly. ‘The . . . investment should not exceed five per cent, of course, because Salamander would not wish the supportive exercise to become obvious to Gower-Rue too soon—’ 
 
    ‘We keep our mouths shut, in other words. Well, that’s sensible. But there must be some other guarantee.’ 
 
    ‘Company law forbids a company to support its own share price—’ 
 
    ‘Never mind all that balls. There’s got to be something else,’ Johnson insisted. 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘A guarantee of repurchase.’ 
 
    ‘At what price?’ Johnson said quickly. 
 
    ‘That’s something you must talk to Everett about. I imagine it will not leave you in a losing position.’ 
 
    ‘Too bloody right,’ Johnson agreed. ‘A guaranteed repurchase . . . after the smoke has cleared . . . I’d be taking a chance, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a risky business,’ Eric agreed blandly. 
 
    The irony was lost on Johnson. He screwed up his button eyes lost in calculation. Then he turned suddenly, hurled his damaged cigar at the wall and cursed. ‘That Everett, he’s a dodgy bastard, you know.’ A fat, unpleasant chuckle rumbled in his chest. ‘Calling in the markers . . . but offering a chance for a killing at the same time. A guaranteed repurchase could leave me with a tidy profit at the end of the day . . . I always disliked those fancypants Gower-Rue people, too.’ He shook his head admiringly. ‘Paul Everett . . . he always was a chancy one. You know, you wouldn’t think it to look at him but he had the biggest appetite I ever came across. Not for food — for excitement and tightrope-walking. The two best for him have always been money and women. How the hell he’s kept that third wife of his these last years I don’t know, because he’s hopped in and out of so many beds between here and New York . . . He kept a mistress in an apartment in Manhattan for years, and another in Tokyo. Those were in the fat USA years . . . I never heard what he might have had going in London, but there’ll have been something. Whether his wife knows, or ever knew, who can tell? She’s never raised waves, but then, why should she? Comfortable life. But Paul, he’ll have had something going . . . dammit, he might even have rolled that O’Neill character a few times.’ 
 
    Something cold touched the back of Eric’s neck. ‘O’Neill?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. The woman who got put to sleep. Sounds just like Paul Everett’s type.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting—’ 
 
    The button eyes sparkled maliciously. ‘Hey, don’t get me wrong. I’m not suggesting Everett had anything to do with her being blown away. It was always going to be a chance she took, after all, girl like that!’ 
 
    Eric leaned forward on the settee. ‘She was a fashion model, wasn’t she?’ 
 
    The unpleasant chuckle came again; it was louder this time, and longer, and held a trace of genuine amusement, if of a mocking kind. ‘Fashion model? You don’t tell me you believe that kind of title, do you? Look, a rat-catcher is still a rat-catcher even if he describes himself as a rodent control officer! Fashion model in this context, Ward, means she was able to charge more than usual!’ 
 
    ‘Charge?’ 
 
    ‘This O’Neill woman was a high-class whore!’ 
 
    Eric leaned back, surprised. Johnson looked at him shrewdly. ‘You’re not going to tell me you guys up north are so innocent . . . hey, she was from up there somewhere, I hear. Did you know her?’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Eric shook his head thoughtfully. ‘No. I . . . I met her once, recently.’ 
 
    ‘And it didn’t show, is that it?’ Johnson sighed, clucked his tongue. ‘Yeah, well, maybe you didn’t know the signs. Fact is, Ward, the City is something else . . . Maybe it’s the excitement and the pressure of the trading; maybe it’s the kind of money that goes through a guy’s hands. The thing is, there’s no going back to put your slippers on at night and sit before the fire with the little woman. High-pressure day . . . you need to unwind. And in my experience, all these high-pressure guys are the same: they need the relief, and they find it. There are always fashion models available; sometimes it’s safer, and in the long run cheaper, to set one up somewhere. Maybe this O’Neill girl was set up; all I know is, City talk is she was a whore. And believe me, the market for them in the City, at the right level, is big. Me, now . . . well, there was a time . . .’ He grinned, wickedly. ‘Truth is, my wife scares me — so it was Bristol, a few years back. Not that it stops me . . .’ 
 
    A shadow crossed his eyes suddenly, as he became aware, he was straying into confidentiality. He marched to his desk, took out another cigar from the box there, stuck one end in his mouth and chewed vigorously. He jabbed a pudgy finger in Eric’s direction. ‘Anyway, we’re getting off the subject. We were talking about Salamander. So Everett’s setting up a fan club, is that the way the wind’s blowing?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the way.’ 
 
    The cigar rolled from one corner of Johnson’s mouth to the other in cogitation. After a short silence, the managing director of Garden City Enterprises nodded. ‘Okay, you can go back to Salamander and tell them I’m prepared to talk figures and details. You can tell Everett, personally, I don’t like getting my arm twisted, but I’ll go along with it this time — if the deal is right. In other words . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘That repurchase guarantee had better be tight as a bloody drum.’ 
 
    Not that Johnson would have much by way of a sanction if it wasn’t, Eric thought, and Johnson knew it. If Salamander did renege on its agreement, financial credibility and the retention of image would probably prevent Johnson from complaining too loudly. But as Eric was learning, there could be many ways to skin financial cats, and he guessed Paul Everett and Jack Johnson had utilized most of them in the past. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric had booked into a hotel at St Vincent’s Rocks, overlooking the gorge. It was a modest enough accommodation but it suited him, since it allowed him to take an evening walk along the Downs after dinner. He pondered over what Johnson had had to say about Karen O’Neill and life in the City. It would he an exaggeration of course, the view of a man who had been part of the scene but was now an outsider. Eric could understand how some of the City entrepreneurs might adopt the life style Johnson had described — and indeed, he could appreciate that there could be a link between edgy dealings, high-pressure financial activities, and easy sex. 
 
    But what about Jim Edmonds? He said he was engaged to Karen O’Neill and that she was a fashion model. Had he really been so naive — assuming the City gossip as retailed by Johnson was correct, or had his statement had some foundation in truth? 
 
    He stood at the edge of the Downs, looking at the dark gleam of the river far below him in the gorge and the string of lights along the suspension bridge. It all seemed such a long way from murder and financial deals . . . as did Northumberland. He turned on his heel and walked back to the hotel. Time to phone Anne before he went to bed. 
 
    When he got through, she sounded groggy. 
 
    ‘Ah, Eric, it’s been a hard day, I went to bed early.’ He could imagine the musky smell of her, struggling through sleep, and the warmth of her body as she held him. 
 
    ‘Sorry to wake you. I thought I’d ring, let you know things went OK here, and I’ll be back on the early train. I’ll come straight up to Sedleigh — I won’t go into the office—’ 
 
    ‘Eric.’ Her voice was suddenly sharper, as the fogs of sleep cleared. ‘I don’t think you’d better do that.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    There was a short pause. ‘Ted Grainger . . . from your office. He phoned this afternoon. He wanted to talk to you — I told him you’d be back tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it about?’ 
 
    ‘This Karen O’Neill thing. It’s Jim Edmonds.’ She hesitated again. ‘He’s been charged with the murder. He wants you to represent him.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a typical interview room: small, bare, a table and two chairs, grimy, pale-yellow-painted walls, obscene graffiti barely removed, depressing. Eric sat and waited, hands between his knees, fingers laced together. This put him back fifteen years and more, and the grind of the beat, the back streets of Newcastle, Byker, the West End, Saturday night violence and the snarl of dogs, late night hunting in a pack. The room smelled of urine, as they always did: he could never understand that. 
 
    The door opened behind him and he turned his head. 
 
    Detective-Inspector Lyle stood there staring at him, a file clutched under his arm. His eyes were cool and his expression discouraging. ‘Mr Ward,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Detective-Inspector Lyle.’ 
 
    The policeman came in soft-footed, closing the door gently behind him. He crossed the room, pulled out the chair on the other side of the plain deal table and sat down. He looked down at the file cover in front of him. 
 
    ‘You asked for an interview.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. I’ve been asked to represent Jim Edmonds in the O’Neill case.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t help you. Not our manor.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘I know that. I realize since the killing occurred in London it’ll be an Old Bailey job eventually, with the arraignment down there as well. He’s held there, and that’s why I haven’t seen him yet. But I thought it would be useful to . . . have a chat, find out what the case against him might be.’ 
 
    ‘So go ask down in the Met.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it might be better to ask here first.’ 
 
    Lyle raised his head slowly. He looked at Eric and there were shadows of resentment in his eyes. ‘I told you, not our case.’ 
 
    ‘You made the arrest.’ 
 
    ‘I made the collar for the Met. They shipped him down for questioning. Not our case. Can’t help.’ 
 
    ‘Or won’t?’ 
 
    Lyle bared his teeth thoughtfully and was silent for a little while. ‘Just because you were a copper here once, it doesn’t mean you can walk in at any time and ask for privilege, inside information, work the old pals act. I know you didn’t ask to speak to me, but to one of your old mates; he’s off shift, so I’m here. Fact is, Mr Ward, there’s nothing owed to you here. You got out. Don’t you realize there’s even a bit of resentment scurrying around from time to time, especially when you give us the hammer in court?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my job.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Well . . .’ 
 
    ‘And in the end, we’re both talking about justice.’ 
 
    Lyle gave a short, barking laugh. ‘That’s a giggle! A lawyer, talking to a copper about justice? The way you guys swing things in the courtroom — when we know a guy is guilty?’ 
 
    ‘And do you know Edmonds is guilty?’ 
 
    Lyle shook his head. ‘This is a bad one, Mr Ward. I’d walk away from it if I were you.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the story against him?’ 
 
    Lyle was silent again. He stared at Eric, weighing him up, and he smiled slightly, an unpleasant twist at the corner of his mouth. ‘I told you . . . it’s not our case. But, I suppose, if you want the bare facts there’s no reason why you can’t have them. You are representing him, after all, and we don’t want to obstruct justice. All right, it’s like this. She was hammered, and the guy who hit her didn’t like her, believe me. I seen the photographs.’ 
 
    ‘The weapon?’ 
 
    Lyle smiled again. ‘A blunt instrument. But that didn’t kill her. Edmonds hit her, laid her half-unconscious, forensic think. Then he just wrapped his hands around her neck, and squeezed. I tell you, he really didn’t like that girl!’ 
 
    ‘Strangulation . . .’ 
 
    ‘That’s it. And we can link Edmonds with the flat. We can prove he was there. We can show motive. And there’s a print on the . . . blunt instrument. Open, as they say, and shut. So don’t go briefing any expensive silks, Mr Ward: it’ll be a waste of time. Now, I don’t think I can help you anymore, so—’ 
 
    ‘Just one more thing, Detective-Inspector,’ Eric said. 
 
    Lyle paused, half-risen from his chair. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about Karen O’Neill?’ 
 
    Lyle hesitated, and then the smile came again, more broadly, worldly-wise. ‘About Karen O’Neill — a bloody sight more, apparently, than Mr James Innocent Edmonds!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a further twenty-four hours before Eric was able to manage an interview with his new client. When he’d spoken to Ted Grainger to hear that Edmonds had been taken to London and had asked for Eric Ward to represent him, he had agreed to accept the situation with reluctance. Grainger had already taken the necessary preliminary steps, assuming that since Eric knew the man he would want to represent him. Eric had mixed feelings about it, however: the case had unpleasant overtones, he did not particularly care for Edmonds, and he was already heavily embroiled in other matters, not least the Salamander business. There was also the fact that if Edmonds was now unable to assist in the matter of the Graham acquisition, Eric had the feeling he might have to spend rather more time assisting Anne than he had bargained for. 
 
    When he did finally get down to London to meet Jim Edmonds, he was somewhat surprised to see the change in the man. The last occasion they had met there had still been signs of tension — a different tension from that displayed at Sedleigh Hall, but still there. Now, the man seemed calm: it was as though events had been taken out of his hands, he was no longer in control of his circumstances, and he was passive, prepared to accept what came to him. But a light had died in him, in addition: the drive and thrust he had displayed in the Graham negotiations were lacking. He was pale, and looked tired. He was a man prepared to give up, to surrender. 
 
    ‘So,’ Eric said heavily. ‘Where do we start?’ 
 
    Edmonds shrugged, almost indifferently. 
 
    ‘Did you kill her?’ 
 
    The eyes flickered up sharply, a quick gleam of anger directed at Eric. It died, and Edmonds shook his head. ‘They say I did. It’s not true.’ 
 
    ‘They also say they can prove it.’ 
 
    Edmonds was silent, staring at the table in front of him. He shrugged. ‘Maybe they can.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘You can prove all sorts of things . . . to yourself, for instance. That a woman is — what she isn’t. That she loves you. But then . . . the reality . . .’ 
 
    ‘What was the reality?’ 
 
    Edmonds took a long breath. He looked at his hands, inspected them, shaking his head slightly. ‘The reality . . . ? Possessiveness, on my part, I suppose. On hers . . . I don’t know. Indifference, in the end.’ 
 
    ‘When she died?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘So what proof do they have? You’ll have to tell me what happened, Edmonds.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Edmonds seemed dazed for a moment, staring at Eric in a vague incomprehension. ‘But that’s the point — what did happen?’ 
 
    Eric had the feeling they were talking about different things: perhaps the way forward was to draw Edmonds out by concentrating on what Edmonds was concerned with. ‘When did you first meet her?’ Eric asked. 
 
    Edmonds frowned, contemplating a past that must now seem distant and hazy and uncertain. ‘It was about two years ago. I’d been to the States, came back to Newcastle, we met at this party . . . I fell for her almost as soon as I saw her, and I thought she . . .’ He shook his head. ‘She was kind of at a loose end. She was thinking about going to London . . . she told me opportunities would be better there.’ 
 
    ‘Was she working as a model in Newcastle?’ 
 
    ‘In a small way, I guess. I went back to the States, we wrote, she came out for a few weeks and I asked her to marry me.’ He chewed at his lip, thoughtfully. ‘That was a good time.’ 
 
    ‘When did things change?’ 
 
    ‘Change?’ For a moment there was resentment in his tone, as though he was going to deny there had been a change. The flare died, and he shrugged. ‘Not long after she went to London, if I’m honest about it. She rarely wrote, said she was busy, seemed reluctant to meet me in London when I returned from the States at odd times. Then, when Mrs Ward came up with the offer, I saw it as a chance to get back for a solid period and persuade Karen to marry me.’ He hesitated. ‘Karen . . .’ The name tasted unfamiliar on his lips: he tested the sound and it was the name of a stranger, someone he had never really known. 
 
    ‘Things weren’t right between you at Perastino’s,’ Eric suggested. 
 
    Edmonds grunted. ‘Before that. I asked her to come up to meet Mrs Ward: it was important to me. I suppose I wanted to tie her in with my career, my future back here in the UK. She was reluctant, but I thought I’d persuaded her. Then she called it off at the last moment, and I thought that was bad. More than that . . .’ He frowned. ‘I suppose it made me insecure. I began to realize I was going to have to struggle to keep her. If I’d ever had her . . .’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    His glance was vague. ‘I’m not sure now, what she wanted. I thought . . . well, I don’t know. Perhaps she saw something . . . glamorous in the kind of work I was doing, the travel; the high pressure . . . But once she moved to London, I guess she met other people . . . and I was small beer . . .’ 
 
    Or, if she was what Johnson had suggested, a better opportunity had come along, Eric thought to himself. ‘Did you quarrel after the evening at Perastino’s?’ 
 
    Edmonds was silent for a few moments. He shrugged. ‘I don’t know that you’d call it a quarrel. I got . . . upset. She was different. Cooler; not prepared to talk to me. So I decided to have it out with her. We discussed it. We . . . worked it out.’ 
 
    He was lying. Eric recalled the anxious prowling at Perastino’s, the jealousy, the tension in the car on the return home. The two had been set for a quarrel that evening, and Edmonds was lying now. Eric let it pass for the moment. 
 
    ‘So what happened after that?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see her again.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the engagement was broken off?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. No . . . not exactly.’ Edmonds appeared confused. ‘She said she thought it best we let things slide for a while . . . she didn’t want to be tied down. I argued a bit, but she was determined . . . a strong-minded woman.’ 
 
    ‘But you didn’t quarrel?’ 
 
    ‘It was a . . . a rational discussion,’ Edmonds said slowly, like an actor rehearsing his lines. 
 
    ‘You agreed to part?’ 
 
    ‘More or less.’ 
 
    ‘So what were you so disturbed about at Sedleigh Hall?’ 
 
    ‘Disturbed?’ 
 
    Grimly, Eric said, ‘Don’t play the fool with me, Edmonds. You were like a cat on hot bricks that day. You were committed to our meeting and yet you behaved as though you didn’t want to be there. You were impatient to get the meeting over; you wanted to be away; you tried to muscle the Grahams into submission by an all-out attack, and when it didn’t work you just backed off, said you had to be elsewhere, and you shot off like a crazed rabbit. You weren’t concentrating on the Graham acquisition, your mind was elsewhere. So what was bothering you? It was something to do with Karen O’Neill, wasn’t it? You were obsessed with her; she wanted to finish with you; you were beside yourself with anxiety — and now you tell me it had been settled rationally? How rational was the solution, in fact? Did you beat her? Did you strangle her? Or did you just want to?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that! I was in love with her and—’ 
 
    ‘And she was a whore!’ 
 
    The chair went over with a crash as Edmonds lurched to his feet. Anger twisted his mouth; his eyes were wild, glaring at Eric and his hands reached out, fingers crooked. ‘That’s not true!’ he snarled. 
 
    Still seated, Eric looked up at him calmly. ‘The story I hear is different . . . and maybe you heard it too. It’s what the police will push as a line. They’ll say she was a high-class whore. You loved her; you found out; you killed her. The motive was jealousy. That’s what I am pretty certain they’ll say. But I understand they have more.’ 
 
    He paused, and Edmonds sat down slowly, a pulse beating strongly in his throat. He did not look at Eric. 
 
    ‘They say they have the motive,’ Eric went on. ‘And they also say they can link you to the flat she lived in: opportunity. The story is they can also tie you in with the actual murder. Edmonds, I can’t do a damn thing to help you unless you are honest with me. You did quarrel with Karen O’Neill, and any competent counsel will have it out of you in the witness-box in ten seconds flat. What you now have to tell me is what happened between you after that — and I have to know how the police can tie you in with that flat, and the murder.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill her.’ 
 
    ‘Then tell me your side of it. All of it.’ 
 
    Edmonds nodded slowly, put his hand up to his neck, touched the pulse there as though he wanted to still its tremor. He shook his head; nodded; shook his head in a slow, mechanical movement as though he was trying to clear it of the fantasies that surrounded him. 
 
    ‘It’s true, we did quarrel. It was a shouting match, that night we got back to my flat in Newcastle. I was angry about the way she seemed to have changed, and she told me she’d only come back to tell me it was over and done with between us. I was mad as hell, and, well, she was a . . . a passionate woman, Mr Ward. In a funny way the argument excited us both . . . in the middle of it I grabbed her, shook her, there was more violence in me than I knew, and suddenly the anger was excitement and we were making love . . . and for a few hours it seemed all right again . . .’ 
 
    He paused, and Eric watched him carefully. He had the feeling the man was now telling the truth. 
 
    ‘I woke in the early hours. She was lying there. I loved her, and we’d just made love, but I knew that once she was back in London . . . I was angry, and bitter, and I wanted to know why . . . I rose and went to the sitting-room. I found her handbag; I went through it. There were things there . . . I found a set of keys . . .’ 
 
    ‘You took them?’ 
 
    Edmonds nodded. ‘She had two sets. One set was attached to her car keys; the other lot on a general bunch. I left the ones on the car keys tab: I guessed they’d be the ones she’d normally use, and keep the others as spares. I just slipped two keys off.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know what they were?’ 
 
    ‘I guessed . . . but one was obviously a door key — a Yale — and the other was one of those flat things you often see used for external door locks in shared buildings.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do then?’ 
 
    Edmonds shrugged. ‘Nothing, really. I stewed over things for days. After she went back, she didn’t contact me. I knew it was finished. I got very angry over it: got drunk a few times. And that weekend at Sedleigh . . . I’d made inquiries, you see. Checked phone books — no luck. So then I tried an inquiry agent . . .’ 
 
    Eric groaned inwardly. He could see the police case building up inexorably. The inquiry agent would be one of their witnesses: he could understand Lyle’s confidence now. 
 
    ‘The address was a smart one. Mews flat, fashionable. How could she afford that? It gnawed at me. I had to find out. I decided, that weekend, I couldn’t wait any longer. You were right about Sedleigh Hall . . . but I was beside myself.’ 
 
    ‘You went down to London, to find her?’ Eric asked quietly. 
 
    Edmonds nodded. 
 
    ‘You found the flat. And the keys.’ 
 
    ‘They fitted.’ 
 
    Eric sighed. ‘And you went in.’ 
 
    It had been dark, Edmonds said: he had been walking around for hours, trying to make up his mind to go through with it, have the confrontation he wanted and yet dreaded with Karen. It was almost two in the morning before he’d finally raised enough determination to use the keys. He’d gone in. 
 
    When he entered the flat it was in a state of chaos. 
 
    Clothing, personal effects, spilled over the floor. There was a little light coming from the kitchen. He walked towards the bedroom and at first, he couldn’t make it out: the blood was dark, the room sickly with the smell of death; the bundle on the bed was hardly recognizable as Karen O’Neill. He was in a state of shock. He had gone to the bed, tried to move her, to see if it was really her, if she was still alive . . . 
 
    ‘Two things,’ Eric asked heavily, in the silence that followed. ‘You say you moved her body. Do you recall touching anything in particular, apart from . . .’ 
 
    Edmonds thought for a few minutes, head down, concentrating on a scene he had tried to wipe from his mind ever since he had left the flat. He nodded, and Eric’s heart dropped. ‘There was something on the bed, beside her. An object . . . heavy, dark wood. A carving of a Maori warrior . . . its eyes sort of gleamed. I picked it up, moved it as I reached for her . . .’ 
 
    The ‘blunt instrument’ Lyle had mentioned. They’d have Edmonds’s print on it. Bad. 
 
    ‘Secondly, the keys. What did you do with them?’ 
 
    ‘I kept them.’ 
 
    ‘You what?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think,’ Edmonds protested uncertainly. ‘I was distressed, shaken . . . scared. I’d put the keys in my pocket when I entered the flat; I closed the door behind me when I left and I just . . . forgot about the keys.’ 
 
    ‘And later?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I just didn’t use those clothes. They reminded me—’ 
 
    Eric stared at him. The man had been incredibly stupid, and naive, and careless: a combination that suggested innocence. But the police had motive, opportunity, and evidence in the form of the print on the Maori warrior. ‘Who has the keys now?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘The police,’ Edmonds said unhappily. ‘They took my clothes.’ 
 
    Eric sighed and shook his head. ‘One last thing. When you entered — or left — the apartment, did anyone see you?’ 
 
    There was a short silence; Edmonds’s mouth was set grimly. He no longer wanted to talk about this matter: he could see the case building up against him more clearly than he had previously envisaged. Reluctantly, he nodded. ‘As I went in . . . there was a woman. She came into the hallway. I think she saw me.’ 
 
    ‘What was she doing there?’ Eric demanded. 
 
    ‘I think she was going into the other flat.’ Edmonds looked at Eric, frowning. His heavy jaw was loose, anxiety pouching his eyes. ‘It . . . it looks bad, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    Bloody bad, thought Eric. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Salamander chill had begun to take effect. Share prices had begun to move, Eric noted in the financial press, and although it had occasioned little comment, the movement being put down to normal processes of the market, there was a hint in the Financial Times that a certain nervousness was becoming apparent in Gower-Rue. 
 
    Eric had no way of knowing whether the movement was due to Johnson’s buying shares, or whether the ‘fan club’ had begun to pick up momentum, but Leonard Channing was wary in his conversation with Eric over the phone: he asked for a report on Johnson, but insisted on vagueness regarding the outcome. 
 
    The fact that Jim Edmonds was now held in police custody meant that Anne turned to Eric more for advice on the Graham acquisition during the following week. They had now produced their internal management accounts and Anne had taken financial advice on them from Morcomb Estates accountants: she also wanted Eric’s views. He did what he could to help, but as far as he could see Edmonds’s advice, even if given under stress at the time, had been sound. Together, he and Anne agreed that further pressure was necessary to agree the management involvement terms, and those other terms that might affect the valuation. Only then would they be able to negotiate sensibly on the actual purchase price to be offered for a major stake in Roger Graham, Ltd. 
 
    The Metropolitan Police had proved to be uncommunicative — and perhaps rightly so, when Eric attempted to obtain more information concerning the charges against Jim Edmonds. He was told coolly but politely that all would be revealed upon arraignment, and evidence presented in outline at the magistrates hearing. 
 
    It was likely that information could be obtained in Northumberland, but with Lyle having blocked him once, Eric was reluctant to try again: it could cause his old colleagues and contacts in the force trouble if he were to persist. 
 
    But there were other ways to make the approach. He rang Jackie Parton. 
 
    The little ex-jockey was a product of Scotswood, where he had learned in a tough school. He still maintained contacts in the West End because in his riding days he had become the image of local boy made good, and his cheerful, extrovert personality and refusal to turn away from his roots had retained for him a great deal of credibility. The end of his racing career had come with a pulped face and broken ribs, the legacy of a refusal to go along with track bookies who had attempted to fix a race, but that hammering he had taken on Dog Leap Stairs years ago had if anything enhanced his legend and his popularity. 
 
    For Eric he was a source of information — most of it by way of back stairs, all of it difficult to prise out through formal channels. 
 
    A pint of Newcastle Brown in the Hydraulic Engine was sufficient to re-open the acquaintance. Jackie Parton twinkled at him over the top of the beer glass. ‘Well, bonny lad, it’s been a while.’ 
 
    ‘It has that, Jackie.’ 
 
    ‘Big financier, these days.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. Splitting my time, you could say.’ 
 
    ‘And now there’s this Edmonds character.’ Parton scratched his narrow jaw thoughtfully. ‘That Karen O’Neill woman, quite a looker, I’m told.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Jackie.’ 
 
    ‘Thought it mebbe. So what do you want, Mr Ward?’ The pub was noisy; in the small room leading off the main lounge a billiards table had recently been installed and now shouts of laughter echoed through as one of the players fell far short of the skills shown by their televised heroes. Eric leaned forward across the table. 
 
    ‘I want to find out just what the prosecution case against Edmonds is. My own avenues into Morpeth are closed. The facts are these: they know he went to the flat, and they have the keys he used; I think they have a print of his; I want to know what else. Notably, will they be calling an inquiry agent he used as a witness? And will they be calling a witness who may have seen him enter the flat?’ 
 
    Jackie Parton’s eyes had clouded vaguely. He looked down at tough, lean, wiry hands, powerful hands that had ruled powerful mounts. ‘Does the second witness exist?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ Eric said calmly. ‘A woman. Same mews.’ 
 
    Parton sniffed, his eyes still uncommitted. ‘Sounds like they got Edmonds well booked. Did he do it, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Eric had expected the question. He met the ex-jockey’s gaze frankly, knowing the man’s local ethics, knowing Parton had to live in Newcastle, and retain his position of respect among his contemporaries. ‘No, Jackie, I don’t think he did.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Another roar of laughter came from the billiards room and from outside the Hydraulic Engine a tug siren sounded, echoing up from the flats on the bend of the river below the power station. Jackie Parton took a long pull at his beer. ‘Aye, all right, I’ll see what I can dig out. I’m owed a favour.’ 
 
    ‘One more thing.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, bonny lad, I thought there’d be more.’ 
 
    ‘Karen O’Neill,’ Eric said. ‘She was a local lass. It was up here Edmonds met her. She’s not been down in London long. I want to know about her — where she was brought up, her antecedents, the people she knocked around with. I want to get a picture of her, Jackie: I want to get to know her, if you understand me.’ 
 
    The ex-jockey nodded, and finished his pint. ‘I know what you want, Mr Ward. You want to get inside her head.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric visited Jim Edmonds again a few days later. The man seemed more cheerful, oddly enough, as though his conversation with Eric had removed some of the pressures from him. Possibly it was due to the fact that Eric seemed to believe his story, weak though it sounded. 
 
    Eric brought him up to date, told him he’d set certain inquiries in train, and went over Edmonds’s account again, concentrating this time upon Karen O’Neill. He gained from Edmonds the now rather more detached view that maybe Karen O’Neill had been attracted to him, but not just for his physical presence: she had seen in him a money ticket, a route to a better, more luxurious life. Until she had gone to London. 
 
    At the conclusion of the interview Edmonds relaxed, leaned back in his chair and changed the subject. ‘How are things going in the Graham acquisition?’ 
 
    ‘As well as can be expected,’ Eric replied cautiously, feeling like a doctor calming a patient. ‘But I’m not sure you should worry about it: you’ve got more important things to think about.’ 
 
    Edmonds grimaced. ‘That assumes I want to think about them. Fact is, I’m being treated pretty well here, Mr Ward, and I have time on my hands. I get the financial papers and I’ve time to read. I see, for instance, that the City is still in turmoil. Interesting movements in Salamander shares . . . no great panic yet, but . . . you want to go canny there, Mr Ward.’ 
 
    ‘You think so?’ 
 
    ‘The DTI are a bit sharp these days. Too many breaches of the City Code. I see they’re sniffing at some new insider dealing rumours over the Reeves Crenham issue. There’s a hint that some of the arbitrageurs were involved. But chasing after those shadows doesn’t mean they won’t also be watching Salamander. If there’s anything odd going on there — like a sudden upward spiral on share prices, they could well get interested in the defence, even though they’ve already cleared the GowerRue bid in the first instance.’ 
 
    Eric kept his features impassive. ‘Thanks for the advice.’ 
 
    Edmonds nodded. ‘I’ve also had time to think about the Graham acquisition. The distance this . . . situation . . . lends me, makes me think more objectively, maybe. But if I were still advising Mrs Ward, I’d strongly suggest she presses Graham’s on a performance-related purchase.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I think when she comes to valuation and decides a purchase price she should put forward an initial sum only, maybe linked to their immediate research and development needs.’ 
 
    ‘Chris Graham won’t enjoy that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s one reason to push it. I’ve had the feeling maybe he’s been fishing for other offers in the City . . . Anyway, the additional payments thereafter could maybe be dependent upon pre-tax profit performance. You could make further payments calculated on a defined formula.’ 
 
    ‘Over what period?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe three . . . five years,’ Edmonds suggested. ‘After all, the assets you’re getting in the Graham acquisition are only worth a relatively small part of the purchase consideration.’ He paused. ‘Will you pass the advice on, to Mrs Ward?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that,’ Eric promised. 
 
    When he told Anne she pulled a doubtful face. In her opinion it would be a tough negotiating point: they would be unlikely to agree. Eric felt it was worth a try and spent several hours over the weekend, working on some models with her. They finally agreed upon a tactical approach: a meeting had been scheduled with the Grahams later the following week. ‘It’s nice to know that Mr Edmonds is still bearing us in mind,’ Anne said. ‘He must have plenty to worry about. Is it still looking bad, Eric?’ 
 
    ‘I would think it couldn’t look worse.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric was rather later than usual leaving Sedleigh Hall on the Monday morning. Consequently, he arrived in a hurry at the office and had to leave the Quayside almost immediately for a hearing in the county court. He walked up through Grey Street, past the station and Stephenson’s statue, and got to the Registrar’s office with a few minutes to spare. The solicitor acting for the other side was seated there, reading a newspaper. He looked up as Eric entered. ‘Fun and games in the City, I see!’ he exclaimed. 
 
    ‘I’ve not had time to see the news,’ Eric replied. ‘What—’ 
 
    The usher appeared in the doorway. ‘Are you ready, gentlemen?’ 
 
    The hearing dragged on for most of the morning. At its conclusion Eric was engaged in a conversation regarding fees by a barrister’s clerk and it was past lunch-time before he got back to his office. As he entered, the girl at the reception desk waved her hand. ‘Oh, Mr Ward, there’s a gentleman to see you. I said you’d be busy but he said he’d wait anyway. A Mr Parton.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see him,’ Eric said. ‘Get some coffee brewing, and slip out for some sandwiches, will you? Send Mr Parton straight up.’ 
 
    Eric dumped his files on the desk and sat down; he felt weary, and there was a slight prickling at the back of his eyelids. The early morning drive, the hours in the courtroom; the problems of keeping several balls in the air at once . . . he’d need to go carefully, make sure the pressures were kept at bay. 
 
    There was a tap on the door, Jackie Parton entered and Eric waved him to a seat. ‘I’ve got some sandwiches on the way. And coffee.’ 
 
    Parton pulled a face, and Eric smiled. I’ve got whisky, if you prefer.’ 
 
    The look on Parton’s face convinced him and Eric rose, walked to the drinks cabinet and poured the ex-jockey a generous glass. 
 
    ‘Cheers!’ Parton said. 
 
    ‘Good health. News?’ 
 
    Parton smacked his lips appreciatively at the whisky. 
 
    ‘You could say, bonny lad, you could say. Where do you want me to start?’ 
 
    ‘The interesting bits?’ 
 
    ‘All interesting,’ Parton suggested. ‘First of all, me contacts tell me yes, they got a print on something that was used to hammer the O’Neill woman, and it’s from Edmonds; second, they do have a guy called Stoker, private detective from Hammersmith, who’ll testify for the prosecution that he found where O’Neill lived at Edmonds’s request. Tie that in with the keys, and the guy’s in trouble: they can link him to the flat. They also got someone to talk about some noises that occurred on the stairs of Edmonds’s flat a few weeks back: a quarrel between the pair of them in Newcastle.’ 
 
    ‘They’re really stitching it up,’ Eric murmured. 
 
    ‘You’re right there, hinny,’ Parton agreed. ‘But one thing they haven’t got.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘The witness you mentioned . . . the one Edmonds thinks saw him enter the flat. She’s not on the prosecution list.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to offer?’ 
 
    ‘Or not prepared to say anything,’ Parton suggested. 
 
    ‘Interesting . . .’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d think so, Mr Ward. I got her name, too. She lives just along the hall from O’Neill’s flat.’ He paused as the door opened and the sandwiches were brought in. He eyed them, sniffing slightly in appreciation. ‘Prefer stotty cakes, mesel’, but . . .’ 
 
    ‘What’s her name?’ Eric asked, preparing to make a note. 
 
    ‘Calls herself Freda Sanderson. Don’t know much more about her except she don’t like coppers, maybe. However, Karen O’Neill, now, I got to find out more than a little about her.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Eric said. 
 
    It was a story disclosing not a unique experience: over the years Eric had come across many such young women, passing through lawyers’ offices for one reason or another, or appearing in the courts. O’Neill had not been her real name: she had been born Karen Bellamy, in a one-parent family, the father having disappeared early in the parental relationship. 
 
    She had been raised near Wallsend, her mother having formed an association with a man working in the shipbuilding industry; when that relationship collapsed there had been a series of ‘uncles’, until at thirteen Karen herself had got involved, Jackie Parton explained with a wrinkling nose, with one of the ‘uncles’ in an unsavoury episode that only just managed to steer clear of criminal charges. Taken into care, Karen was later fostered with a family in Kenton, but she had left school at the first opportunity and drifted into several poorly paid jobs before undertaking some photographic modelling for a small-time photographer in South Shields. It was here she had got the idea of making a career for herself out of modelling but it had remained a dream until Jim Edmonds came along. 
 
    ‘She was young, beautiful and tough as old boots,’ Jackie Parton said. ‘The story is, she liked Edmonds, probably did think of marriage — but what she really wanted was excitement, money and a good time. My guess is she got fed up fairly soon with him, but managed to raise enough cash from him to get down to the Smoke.’ 
 
    ‘Edmonds hasn’t admitted lending her money.’ 
 
    Parton shrugged. ‘So the rumour goes. But she was certainly taking the guy for a ride . . . using him until something better came along. Like a modelling job in London.’ 
 
    Carefully, Eric said, ‘I’ve been told there was nothing to the modelling story. It’s suggested she was just a whore.’ 
 
    Parton blinked. ‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve had a sketch of her life on Tyneside; London’s something else again. However, there is one very interesting little titbit you’ll want to hear.’ 
 
    The phone rang. Eric picked it up. It was a call from London. Eric agreed to take it. Parton looked at him, raised his eyebrows, gestured to the door but Eric shook his head. 
 
    ‘Ward?’ This is Leonard Channing. Are you alone?’ Eric glanced at Jackie Parton; the little man was reaching for a sandwich with his left hand, holding the half-empty glass of whisky in his right, fully occupied and concentrating. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got problems.’ Channing’s voice had a raspy, edgy quality to it. 
 
    ‘I’ve not heard.’ 
 
    ‘Salamander. You’ll have seen the shares started to rise.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘There’s been a bad slide today, and it puts our whole strategy in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Why has it happened?’ Eric asked. 
 
    There was a short pause; Eric could hear Channing’s breathing, ragged, uncertain. ‘Why? Some idiot at the DTI has nothing to do at the moment and has decided to take a closer look at the Salamander defence. At least, that’s what we think. There’s been no official announcement, but the rumour in the City is that the DTI will investigate.’ 
 
    ‘We have no reason for concern, have we?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a question of whether we’ve acted legally or not,’ Channing snapped. ‘I’m happy enough on that score. It’s the fact that the Salamander defence will fall apart if the rumour isn’t scotched; the shares will drop and the price won’t freeze out the Gower-Rue bid.’ 
 
    There was something unconvincing in Channing’s tone; Eric hesitated, watching Jackie Parton munching at his sandwich unconcernedly. He had the feeling that Channing somehow was not disclosing the whole story. ‘You’re calling a meeting then, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Everett is. Urgently. The war cabinet has to meet tomorrow to discuss these developments and develop a contingency plan to deal with the situation if the DTI rumour continues to have credence in the market place.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow’s difficult—’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, Ward.’ 
 
    Eric was silent for a moment. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ 
 
    ‘Two o’clock,’ Channing snapped and put down the phone. 
 
    Eric looked at Jackie Parton. 
 
    ‘Trouble?’ the ex-jockey asked. 
 
    ‘Isn’t there always . . .?’ The prickling had returned, scratching at the back of Eric’s eyelids. He reached for a sandwich and chewed it moodily, hardly aware of its taste. 
 
    ‘No way I can help, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘None. Thanks, anyway, Jackie. Look, unless there’s anything else, I think we’d better leave it at this point. It’s been useful—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we’d better leave it like that Mr Ward,’ the ex-jockey interrupted. ‘There was one more juicy bit I was coming to — saving it for last, like.’ 
 
    ‘In relation to Karen O’Neill?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. You ought to know about it, before I leave you to get on with all this other business.’ Jackie Parton finished his whisky in a gulp and set down his glass. ‘Like I told you, I asked questions about her background. She was fostered out at Kenton, I told you. There was a family livin’ out there at that time, moved later when they stopped putting all their money into the business, like they did in the early years. Karen, she got friendly with one of the family . . . real close, like. Just before she left school it started, and for a few months afterwards, when she was drifting.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I hear you and Mrs Ward, you’re tied up with a company called Roger Graham, Ltd, in some way or another.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘It was that family that Karen Bellamy — as she was then — got friendly with. Or to be more precise, with the sons.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘From what I hear,’ Jackie Parton said, standing up to leave, and reaching for a sandwich to speed his way, ‘there was a time Karen Bellamy and Chris Graham had a thing going which got very close. In fact, very, very close!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Eric had the opportunity to catch up on his reading of the financial press on his way down to London, and he could appreciate the nervousness that now must be appearing in the war cabinet. At least one commentator was speculating openly whether there had been illegal dealing in the movement of Salamander shares; two others suggested there might be some link between the DTI investigation into insider dealing in the Reeves Grenham issue and the interest being shown in the battle for Salamander. 
 
    It was a matter that was discussed immediately the meeting of the war cabinet opened at two o’clock. The pressure was getting to Paul Everett: however successful he might have been in the States and more recently in the UK, the situation in which he now found himself, with his stake in Salamander threatened, was making him edgy, and he was more than prepared to fasten blame. 
 
    ‘It seems to me one of our basic problems is the presence of an arbitrageur in our dealings here,’ he snapped as the meeting began. He glared at Leonard Channing, as though willing him to dispute the matter. When Channing said nothing, he turned his ire towards Hugh Nelson. ‘Your name is being openly linked in the City with the Reeves Grenham DTI investigation into possible insider dealing.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson smiled thinly. ‘It’s never been a secret that I was and have been for months, in receipt of information — which I paid for — which could have placed me in a situation where I could have bought and sold early, before the market woke up to Reeves Grenham problems. It’s another matter to suggest I used that information to gain—’ 
 
    ‘There are plenty who are suggesting it!’ 
 
    ‘Not to my face,’ Nelson said coldly, a challenge in his eyes as he stared at Everett. ‘And certainly not in print.’ 
 
    ‘Your name is linked with it all,’ Everett insisted stubbornly. ‘And I’ve got a right to demand—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve a right to demand nothing,’ Nelson interrupted, a dangerous note in his voice. ‘I’m here to help in the Salamander defence. My private interests — my arbitraging activities — are none of your business, and not an issue here.’ 
 
    ‘They are if they’re leading the DTI in our direction!’ Everett snapped back. ‘It’s clear they’re after you, want to get their hooks into you. What I want, and I think we have a right to it, is the knowledge that you’re clean—’ 
 
    ‘Clean?’ Nelson sneered openly. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean? Who in this room can claim to be clean?’ 
 
    The prickle was at the back of Eric’s neck again. 
 
    Leonard Channing leaned forward abruptly, his lean, ascetic features cool and unemotional. ‘One moment. Let’s not get too heated about this. I think what Paul is after is quite simple. He’s concerned — we’re concerned — that any interest the DTI have in the Reeves Grenham business doesn’t spin off into an attack upon Salamander. That could happen, if the DTI feel that they can obtain evidence against you on an insider dealing issue — they could then step up into an investigation of the part you play in this war cabinet. That could lead to problems . . .’ He was avoiding Eric’s eye. 
 
    ‘So just what do you want from me?’ Nelson asked coldly. 
 
    ‘An assurance, I suppose,’ Channing replied in an even tone. ‘This insider dealing—’ 
 
    ‘There’s no evidence to connect me with it,’ Nelson said. 
 
    ‘There’s no record of phone calls, or share dealings which can be dated—’ 
 
    ‘There’s no evidence to connect me with the insider deals,’ Nelson repeated. His tone had flattened, become more formal. 
 
    ‘Give a dog a bad name, and it sticks,’ Paul Everett interrupted. He watched Nelson carefully for a few moments. ‘In my experience there are always . . . loopholes, through which an inspector can squeeze. If you try to tell me that you’ve had no sticky finger dealings in Reeves Grenham, I’d be inclined to say you’re a liar, Nelson: that scene was too good for you to miss. But I’m not going to ask you that question. I’m going to ask you this: have you closed all the loopholes? And are you certain they’re closed?’ 
 
    Nelson hesitated. He had paled, and dangerous glints lurked in his eyes. ‘I don’t have to listen to this.’ 
 
    ‘You do if you want, to stay in this war cabinet.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need . . .’ 
 
    ‘You do need to stay,’ Channing insisted quietly. ‘If you leave now the whisper will very quickly go out that Salamander is nervous about your connection, and that’ll give the DTI bloodhounds all the encouragement they need to really tear you apart!’ 
 
    Nelson was cornered, and Eric could see he didn’t like it. His lips were tight and his dislike of Everett and Channing clear. But he had got into this financial bed and it would serve him badly if he now had to leave it. He moistened his lips. ‘There’ll be a day . . .’ 
 
    ‘Every dog has one,’ Everett rasped. ‘Talk to me now about loopholes.’ 
 
    ‘Loopholes . . .’ Hugh Nelson shook his head slowly. ‘Salamander will have no trouble from me over Reeves Grenham insider dealings. There are no . . . All avenues have been closed.’ 
 
    ‘Dead?’ Everett insisted. 
 
    ‘Completely,’ Nelson confirmed. 
 
    There was a long silence as Paul Everett stared at Nelson, holding his glance. Neither man was backing down, and though there was a light sheen of sweat on Nelson’s face his glance was steady and his hands still. At last Everett grunted, satisfied. ‘All right. So let’s get down to the real business. Channing?’ 
 
    ‘Garden City Enterprises reacted favourably to Ward’s visit, and bought in a considerable slice of Salamander shares. That purchase, together with others from within the fan club we established, pushed the share prices above the Gower-Rue bid and the market reaction was most favourable. However—’ 
 
    ‘They’re getting cold feet,’ Nelson offered. ‘It’s obvious.’ 
 
    Channing nodded. ‘The market has slipped back again. The DTI rumours have shaken City confidence in Salamander and our fan club members who have made large commitments have been ringing in—’ 
 
    ‘Chicken-livered bastards!’ Everett snarled. 
 
    ‘They’re concerned that if the price slides much more they’ll be left in a bad position; moreover, if Gower-Rue push anymore and Salamander collapses, their repurchase guarantees will be worth next to nothing.’ 
 
    ‘What do they think this is, a kindergarten?’ Everett demanded. He released a stream of obscenities, and then glared at Nelson. ‘Okay. So you’re part of the problem. How do we handle things now?’ 
 
    ‘We increase the chill,’ Hugh Nelson replied. His tone was confident, edged with scorn. ‘This is a flurry: you know how the City panics. It’s the time to buy in fact. There’s only one way you’re going to close down the possibility of a DTI investigation, and that’s by closing down the deal as quickly as possible. Once the Salamander defence works and Gower-Rue walk away again the DTI will back off — it’ll be none of their concern, the shareholdings will have been finalized, a commercial deal will have been concluded.’ 
 
    ‘Closing down the deal . . . easier said than done,’ Channing offered. ‘you say we should increase the chill, but the financial package I’ve presented already stretches to your issue limits: junk bonds—’ 
 
    ‘We need a new financial investment,’ Nelson said crisply, ‘and we need to make some additional offers.’ 
 
    ‘Investment?’ Channing queried. ‘From where?’ 
 
    Nelson glanced at Everett and smiled coldly. The managing director of Salamander stared back and some kind of silent message passed between them. After a few moments Everett looked at Channing. ‘From a merchant bank?’ he suggested quietly. 
 
    There was a long silence. Eric waited, feeling the pressure being put on Channing and waiting to see how the man would react. He had no choice, really, but he would have to consider it. 
 
    Channing hesitated. ‘It’s a . . . possibility,’ he admitted. 
 
    Eric could hardly believe his ears. ‘Channing—’ 
 
    ‘It could be a possibility,’ Channing continued thoughtfully, ‘if the terms were right.’ He ignored Eric as he went on, ‘The share price would have to be negotiable, of course, and the repurchase guarantees suitably framed.’ 
 
    ‘Details,’ Everett murmured wolfishly. ‘Let’s talk about principles.’ 
 
    ‘In principle—’ 
 
    ‘Channing, wait a minute,’ Eric insisted, breaking in before decisions and commitments were made. ‘You have no authority to make such a commitment.’ 
 
    Channing’s head did not turn. ‘As senior partner in Martin and Channing—’ 
 
    ‘You’d need the board’s support before you could commit Martin and Channing funds to this project!’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time for that,’ Everett snapped angrily. ‘This is a today decision — we’ve got to close down any possibility of DTI involvement!’ 
 
    ‘I think that if we entered a suitable agreement,’ Channing said, ‘I would be able to swing the board behind me later. Even so, the amount of funds available would hardly bring about the desired effect. Nelson, you talked of other steps—’ 
 
    ‘I think we’ll have to consider an offshore operation, maybe through Guernsey where purchasing—’ 
 
    Eric rose to his feet. ‘Wait a moment, Nelson. I can’t countenance this.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t what?’ Everett demanded, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    Eric was cool, unmoved by Everett’s bluster. I’d better make my position clear. I understand I was asked to attend this war cabinet as an adviser and as a representative of Martin and Channing. So I’m advising . . . now. You’ve already sailed close to the wind with the deals you’ve struck with the fan club. In my view you’re in breach of City practice: such deals should be disclosed. That’s your problem. The re-purchasing agreements . . . well, I’ve not been given any details so I can’t comment, but I think they could well be not just a breach of the City Code — they could well be illegal in themselves. I’ve kept a low profile so far because I see my position largely as that of an observer, but now that the situation of Martin and Channing has been brought into it, I have to make a stand. Channing is a senior member of the board, but he can’t speak for the board—’ 
 
    ‘Any more than you can!’ Channing flashed. 
 
    ‘And consequently any commitment he might make in the name of Martin and Channing is one I can’t go along with.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. ‘It seems,’ Everett said icily, ‘there’s a couple of things here you can’t go along with, Ward. Lost the stomach for a fight?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a lawyer. I’m in practice. I can’t support illegal practices.’ 
 
    ‘Show me one,’ Nelson murmured. 
 
    ‘They’re bordering—’ 
 
    ‘The best answer for us all would be if you were to withdraw,’ Everett cut across him. ‘That way, everyone’s conscience would be at ease.’ 
 
    The sneer was not lost on Eric. He looked at his senior partner. ‘Channing?’ 
 
    Leonard Channing had lost some of his customary urbanity. He seemed to be struggling with his feelings: there was a glint of cupidity in his eyes at the thought of his bank taking advantage of the position Salamander found itself in, but there was nervousness too: Ward had been placed in the war cabinet as a compliance officer and his advice right now was that the war cabinet was hardly complying with the City Code, or possibly, legal rules. The question in Channing’s mind was — if Eric left the war cabinet, could Channing swing the Martin and Channing board behind him at the relevant time? Eric watched while the man struggled with the problem. At last, after a long silence, Channing raised his head and looked Eric straight in the eyes. There was a confidence about his tone, even if it was not supported by the lurking doubts at the back of his eyes. 
 
    ‘I don’t think we need detain you here any longer, Ward,’ Channing said. 
 
    Eric nodded briefly. He picked up his papers and left. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric could not be certain he had taken the right course. He was in the war cabinet as a Martin and Channing appointee, and he had now left Channing with a free rein. The board might later see that as a dereliction of duty. The trouble was, he couldn’t be certain whether illegalities were taking place because he hadn’t had sufficient information about the fan club. And he himself had ‘recruited’ Garden City Enterprises to the flag of Salamander, albeit under instructions from the war cabinet. 
 
    He gnawed at the problem in his room at the club that evening, before he went around to see Jim Edmonds, on remand. His own understanding of the City Code was somewhat sketchy: he was no company lawyer. He was still mulling it over when he met Jim Edmonds in the interview room that evening. 
 
    Briefly he ran over what Jackie Parton had told him about Karen. Edmonds took the information woodenly. He agreed he’d known little about Karen’s background: it hadn’t been important to him at the time. He knew nothing about her living in Kenton and when Eric told him about the old association with Chris Graham, Edmonds paled. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know about that.’ 
 
    ‘The evening at Perastino’s — the way he was almost pestering her — didn’t you discuss that?’ 
 
    Edmonds shook his head. ‘It bothered me . . . I told you. It . . . it was the reason for our quarrel. But she never told me she knew the family—’ 
 
    ‘And they kept pretty quiet about it,’ Eric said grimly. ‘They closed ranks, of course, later. The old man never liked her, I guess, and . . .’ He hesitated. ‘Karen never admitted knowing Chris Graham previously?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Edmonds confirmed. ‘And like I told you . . . our argument turned to . . . making love.’ 
 
    Eric frowned. He was thinking back to something said at Sedleigh Hall. Roger Graham had been angry at his youngest son’s failure to turn up. Nick Graham had covered up something that day; he’d said Chris was in London on business. But the old man had used the word infatuation. 
 
    ‘Do you think,’ Eric asked slowly, ‘there’s a possibility that the relationship between Chris and Karen never came to an end?’ 
 
    Edmonds stared at him, his wispy moustache looking sad at the very suggestion. ‘I can’t . . . I can’t believe that. When she came to the States . . .’ 
 
    ‘She could have been keeping him dangling until she had you firmly hooked.’ 
 
    Edmonds didn’t like it. He shook his head. ‘I can’t believe that. Her attitude to me . . .’ 
 
    Lovers could be blind, Eric thought. ‘If not a continuing relationship, maybe it sparked to life again at Perastino’s — for Chris Graham, at least. Maybe his visits to London weren’t for business . . . but to pursue Karen.’ 
 
    Edmonds remained silent. After a little while, Eric sighed. ‘All right, now about this other woman, the one in the lobby of the building. Did she really see you?’ 
 
    Edmonds wrinkled his brow, happier with ascertainable facts that did not touch too closely on raw emotions. ‘I . . . I feel sure she did. She looked straight at me. I was anxious, you see; shaky. I just stood there looking at her, foolishly . . . I’m certain she saw me.’ 
 
    ‘So why isn’t she telling the police?’ 
 
    ‘Have they asked her?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine they’ll not have asked her,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘I’m sure she saw me. Why she hasn’t come forward, I don’t know . . .’ 
 
    They went over Edmonds’s story again and Eric explained the procedures that would now be followed over arraignment and proofs. Then, finally, at the end of the interview Eric leaned back hesitantly and looked at Edmonds. ‘You know I’m involved in the Salamander defence?’ 
 
    ‘You have problems?’ 
 
    There was a short silence, and Edmonds smiled wanly. ‘Confidential, hey? Well, I’m in no position to disclose information. Want to talk to me about it?’ 
 
    Eric did. The man was an acquisitions expert, well used to the techniques, demands and rules of the City in merger and acquisition situations. It could be useful, bouncing off him some of the anxieties Eric felt. Edmonds listened, nodding from time to time, smiling occasionally. When Eric had finished, Edmonds sighed. 
 
    ‘The chill, hey? The Salamander chill. Never heard it put quite that way before, but a good enough way to describe the defence operation.’ He was silent for a little while. Then he said slowly, ‘I think you were right to make your play, and pull out They’ll be nervy, now. And I’m pretty certain there’ll be shenanigans behind the scenes you won’t know about. The only way you’ll find out, though, is through unofficial channels. There’s a guy I know . . . a financial journalist. It’s taking a chance, but he’s discreet, and if you give him a few titbits, he could feed them to certain people and come up with a few answers. 
 
    ‘What people?’ 
 
    ‘Some of the Salamander fan club,’ Edmonds said. ‘They’re in big trouble, if it all hits the fan.’ 
 
    ‘A tricky strategy.’ 
 
    ‘You could try it, even so. His name is Cooper. If he unnerves a few of the people in the fan club with information he seems to have, they could give him a lot more than he really has to start with. Try it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
    Eric was still mulling it over when he took dinner in his club that evening. It was a high-risk strategy, and one that could blow up in his face. He glanced at his watch uncertainly. Cooper . . . If he rang him, talked to him for a while, using Edmonds’s name . . . It could bring down the whole Salamander defence, and that was a risk: on the other hand, it could give Eric the basic information he needed to confront Everett, Nelson and Channing, in the interests of Martin and Channing. A direct approach to the Martin and Channing board would be useless: they would want facts, and they’d back Leonard Channing in the absence of facts. 
 
    Deciding, Eric pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. 
 
    ‘Ward!’ 
 
    Eric turned. A matter of feet away from his table stood Chris Graham, eyes wide in surprise, fair hair falling boyishly over his forehead. Eric stared at him, and a guilty flush stole across the young man’s face, as though he had been caught out in some nefarious act. ‘Ward,’ he said, ‘what are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘This is my club,’ Eric said evenly. ‘I didn’t know you were a member.’ 
 
    ‘Well . . . about six months ago . . .’ Graham was ill at ease. He glanced around uncertainly. ‘I . . . I’ve got a friend, expected here for dinner . . . Nice to see you. I’d better get to my table . . .’ 
 
    He moved away. Eric walked towards the lobby. A coincidence, Graham being a member of this club. And he had been coming to London recently: Eric recalled Nick Graham saying so, that evening at Sedleigh Hall. London. On business. Seeking other bidders? 
 
    Leaving the club, Eric stopped to make a call to the financial journalist, Cooper, whom Edmonds had mentioned. The call began warily, but lasted for some twenty minutes. At its conclusion, Eric told the porter to charge the call to his room. Then, hesitating, he said, ‘I believe Mr Chris Graham is staying at the club at the moment. How long is he booked in for?’ 
 
    ‘One moment, Mr Ward . . . Three days, sir. He arrived this afternoon. Shall I call—’ 
 
    ‘No, not necessary, I’ll meet up with him later,’ Eric replied evasively. 
 
    He walked out into the late evening air. It was cool along the Embankment and the Thames glittered under the lights, moving darkly and menacingly towards the distant coast. He had a great deal to think about: the wisdom of having contacted this man Cooper; what would happen to the Salamander chill if someone was indiscreet; the continued presence of Chris Graham in London and the purpose of his present and past visits; the impact a new bidder might have upon Anne’s proposals for the acquisition of Roger Graham, Ltd. 
 
    And Jim Edmonds. The case against Jim Edmonds in the murder of Karen O’Neill. Eric quickened his step, turned away from the river and headed for the brighter lights away from the Embankment, where he would be able to hail a taxi. 
 
    There was a question niggling at him: this was as good a time to have it answered, maybe. 
 
    He climbed into the taxi he obtained and gave the driver the address. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ the driver exclaimed in interest. ‘Ain’t that where that fashion model got choked?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was surprisingly easy getting into the building. The external door was locked and Eric guessed that if he requested admittance it would be denied, so he waited, standing just across the road from the entrance. After some twenty minutes a man parked his car nearby and walked towards the door. He reached it, inserted a key and Eric walked swiftly across: as the man entered and was about to let the door swing shut Eric put out his hand and with a muttered ‘excuse me’, entered the lobby behind him. 
 
    The man hesitated, glanced awkwardly at Eric but, seeing the confident way he walked across the lobby, turned and made his way towards the stairs to the right. He was out of sight quickly and Eric looked around him. The address and number he’d received were in his hand: the flat door was facing him. 
 
    He rang the bell. 
 
    There was a short silence. Then the peephole in the door was lifted and he was viewed critically. The voice that spoke had slurred tones. ‘Who the hell are you?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Coppers, again?’ 
 
    Eric raised his head slightly, making no reply, but it was taken for assent and, grumbling, the woman opened the door. ‘What the hell do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Just a few questions—’ 
 
    She muttered an obscenity, turned away and Eric followed. ‘I already told you bastards all that I had to, but it’s typical, isn’t it, you can’t leave things alone, you got to keep pestering away. But I got nothing to add, so what’s the point?’ 
 
    She swung around to face him. She was short, about thirty years of age, with hair that was dark at the roots but exploding into blonde elsewhere. She wore a white shirtwaist blouse and dark blue skirt and she had been crying, dark smudges around her eyes from the destroyed mascara. She was also well on the way to becoming drunk and there was a shadow in the dark brown eyes that made Eric feel she was scared. 
 
    But not of him. 
 
    ‘You’re Freda Sanderson?’ he asked, in his best police voice, following the impression he had created in her mind. 
 
    ‘Who else would I be — crazy enough to stay in this place after what happened across the way?’ She reached to the mantelshelf above the fireplace for her glass: it was whisky, and the bottle on the table was half empty. ‘But I told you all I had to say about Karen’s death.’ 
 
    ‘You knew her, then?’ 
 
    ‘A bit. We didn’t socialize, like. Passed the time of day, more like.’ 
 
    ‘You saw her the day she died?’ 
 
    Something happened briefly to Freda Sanderson’s mouth. She shook her head. ‘No,’ she lied. 
 
    ‘You didn’t see her come home? You didn’t see anyone visiting her?’ 
 
    ‘I told you before, I saw nobody.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you trying to protect?’ Eric demanded roughly. 
 
    ‘Me!’ She flashed in a sudden anger and raised her glass as though she was about to throw it at him. ‘I don’t want nothing to do with all this, I never did, and I’m not getting involved now.’ 
 
    ‘Never did?’ Eric stared at her closely. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    She was confused. She turned away, took a pull at the whisky. ‘It doesn’t mean a thing. Just a way of talking.’ 
 
    But it had been more than that. Eric moved forward to face her: she raised her face sullenly, but the shadowed fear in her eyes was stronger now. ‘You say you saw no one at the flat that evening. What about other evenings? Did she have many visitors?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ 
 
    ‘You’re her neighbour.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t her keeper. And what she got up to was her business.’ 
 
    ‘Was she a whore?’ 
 
    Her eyes widened and she stared at Eric as though she began to see him clearly for the first time through the haze of alcohol. ‘You’re not a copper! I said all I had to say to them. I don’t know a thing about Karen O’Neill, or who killed her. Who the hell are you?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. ‘I’m a solicitor. I’m representing the man who’s been charged with her murder.’ 
 
    Freda Sanderson chewed her lip. The flaring fear in her eyes had diminished. She stared at Eric, undecided, and the indecision grew as though other conflicting facts and ideas crowded in upon her. She shook her head, as if trying to clear it, reach peace again. ‘You’d better go.’ 
 
    ‘I’m trying to get at the truth. I don’t believe Jim Edmonds killed her. He was her fiancé—’ 
 
    ‘You crazy? Fiancé? He must have been nuts!’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    The woman struggled with her thoughts again, regretting the scornful outburst. ‘A solicitor . . .’ 
 
    ‘Why was Edmonds a fool?’ Eric insisted. ‘Because he trusted Karen O’Neill? Because she was a whore?’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t! She was . . . all right.’ Freda Sanderson finished her drink and glared moodily at the empty glass. ‘They asked me that . . . they said she was on the game, like she couldn’t have afforded that flat on the bits of work she picked up in London. Bloody coppers . . . I’ve no time for them.’ She squinted suspiciously at Eric. ‘How come I thought you was one at the door?’ 
 
    ‘I used to be a policeman once, years ago.’ 
 
    She gave a short, barking laugh. ‘And the mark never disappears, is that it? I’m damned . . . but a solicitor, hey? Maybe that’s what I need, a bloody good lawyer . . . or a bloody good drink.’ 
 
    Eric watched her as she moved unsteadily to the bottle on the table, and poured herself a drink. ‘What are you scared of, Freda?’ he asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Scared of?’ She giggled suddenly. ‘Other people’s business. And that’s what lawyers are good at, isn’t it? Minding other people’s business?’ 
 
    ‘And keeping them out of trouble,’ Eric replied in an even tone. 
 
    ‘I’m in no trouble.’ 
 
    ‘You’re scared of something. Is it to do with Karen? Tell me, if she wasn’t on the game, and if there wasn’t all that much modelling work for her, how did she afford the flat?’ 
 
    ‘That was her business.’ 
 
    ‘But she talked to you about it.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    The answer came too quickly and too vehemently. She knew it, and the fear was back in her eyes. Something was worrying her badly, and it wasn’t the thought of entanglement with the police. Eric considered what she had already said in her whisky-slurred carelessness. ‘You never did want to get involved with Karen . . . but you knew her, you liked her . . . and you knew what she was doing . . .’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that,’ Freda Sanderson said sullenly. 
 
    ‘You’re afraid whatever she was up to might rebound on you,’ Eric suggested. ‘Was it something to do with her death?’ 
 
    There was a long silence. She kept her head down, her eyes averted, and she was shaking slightly, desperate to get control of herself. Eric tried one more tack. ‘If you need a lawyer—’ 
 
    ‘Like a hole in the head, I need a lawyer,’ she said with sudden spirit. ‘You better go.’ 
 
    There was nothing more he could do. Eric nodded and turned. He began to walk to the door. A sudden thought struck him. He paused. ‘Tell me, does the name Chris Graham mean anything to you?’ 
 
    She stared at him, her mouth working loosely. One hand strayed to her throat in an involuntary gesture. ‘I . . . I never went in for names,’ she replied. 
 
    Eric opened the door. He stood there for a moment, looking at her, and he had the feeling she didn’t want him to go: the dark shadows were back in her eyes, and she was afraid of being alone. He waited, and she watched him, confused and indecisive. 
 
    ‘Remember,’ he urged her quietly. ‘If you think I can help . . .’ 
 
    For a moment he thought he had got through to her. 
 
    The sullen features began to crumple and tears welled up in her eyes, glittering on her smudged eyelashes. But doubt came back again, and uncertainty. ‘I . . . I’ll think about it. You . . . you said your name was . . .’ 
 
    ‘Ward,’ Eric replied swiftly and, dragging out his wallet, extracted his card. ‘You can get me at this office, and for the next few days I’ll be staying at my club. This is the address . . .’ He wrote it down quickly, on the back of the card. ‘You can catch me there during the next couple of days.’ 
 
    Some of the toughness was coming back to her mouth. ‘I’ll bear that in mind, Mr Ward. Make sure you close the outside door behind you.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘The Salamander chill. That’s what they’re calling it, hey? I like it. And I’m sure as hell no one who’s at the receiving end does!’ 
 
    Phil Cooper was built like a tank. His suit seemed to strain at the seams and his muscular shoulders threatened mayhem to his jacket. His square-shaped frame was topped by a similarly constructed head: solid, chunky, square. His eyes were a bright ice-blue, but his smile had a warm, genuine look to it. He was known to be shrewd and reckoned to be discreet and Eric liked the look of him. He was too wary to be taken in by a superficial impression, however, and here in his club, in a corner of the library, he was still weighing up what the financial journalist could be trusted with. 
 
    ‘So what have you got for me?’ he asked. 
 
    Cooper screwed up his eyes thoughtfully. ‘Beyond the impact of the strategy you’ve outlined for me — the chill — not a great deal. I’d need a great deal more information before I could help very much.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Names,’ Cooper announced blandly. ‘I’d need to talk to people.’ 
 
    ‘If you talked to them, their cover would be blown and the strategy could collapse.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a risk for Salamander, certainly,’ Cooper agreed. ‘But you’ve already taken a risk talking to me at all. I’m still not certain why you’ve done so.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated. He’d gone this far; it was pointless holding back now. ‘It’s . . . it’s because I’m concerned that maybe . . . irregularities have occurred.’ 
 
    ‘Spoken like a lawyer.’ Cooper nodded thoughtfully, his eyes keen on Eric. ‘I guessed that was so . . . not least from the reaction to the few phone calls I’ve already made.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve not disclosed—’ 
 
    ‘No sources, no comebacks.’ Cooper held up a placatory hand. ‘But look, before we go further, I got to tell you we have a deal to reach. I agreed over the phone to play cool and set no real hares running scared. That’s fine. But if we now go further — and I don’t think we can just stop — there’s a price on my discretion and silence.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there always?’ Eric asked sardonically. 
 
    Cooper hardly blinked. ‘The price is, I want an exclusive on all the information when — or if — it blows.’ 
 
    It was a good bargain. Eric nodded. ‘Provided I decide when — or if — the whistle goes,’ he insisted. 
 
    ‘It’s a deal.’ 
 
    ‘So, what have you got?’ Eric asked again. 
 
    Cooper sighed, leaned back into the comfort of the leather armchair, which echoed his sigh, and took out a pocket notebook. ‘The City is a vulnerable place,’ he said, ‘without really knowing it. The assumption is that all is very secret, close to the chest, but that’s not the way it can ever be. There are always avenues . . . Take the Reeves Crenham thing, for instance. There’s a few guys going to catch a cold over that. The DTI are ferreting around and one of these days they’ll get their hands on some paper, some notes, some details, simple enough in themselves, maybe, which will open up the whole can of worms. And this Salamander thing is the same.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all about money, and power,’ Cooper explained. ‘And that means people. And people are human. They’re greedy. They get scared. And in the right circumstances, when the pressure comes on they’ll run for cover. When they do that, they do foolish things: they expose themselves, their backs, their papers, and the doubtful deals come out into the open.’ 
 
    ‘And Salamander is like that?’ 
 
    ‘The chill, as you call it, is a sound strategy, and it’s got Gower-Rue worried. That’s clear. But the whole thing is skating on thin ice. And it depends upon one assumption.’ 
 
    Something cold moved in Eric’s stomach. Right from the beginning of the war cabinet discussions he had felt there was something wrong, something that didn’t quite fit, something missing in the equation Nelson and Everett had presented. 
 
    ‘What’s the assumption?’ 
 
    ‘The marketplace.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘There’s got to be an assumption that the market will continue to move upwards. If it doesn’t, the whole of the strategy collapses.’ 
 
    ‘That simply means Salamander will lose in its defence, and Gower-Rue will win in their takeover bid.’ Cooper shook his head slowly, his ice-blue eyes hard. ‘No. I think it means more than that. It means the roof falls in on everyone concerned.’ 
 
    Eric leaned back and watched the financial journalist sprawled awkwardly in the leather armchair. ‘You’re not spelling out the problem.’ 
 
    Cooper tried a shrug, and the armchair groaned. ‘Maybe, but it’s because I haven’t got all the facts. You have. But on the few names you’ve given me so far, and my review of the market movements, together with your description of the chill . . . okay, let me ask you straight. Does it include repurchase agreements, your fan club dealings?’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, uncertain. That uncertainty was confirmation enough. 
 
    Cooper nodded. ‘Okay, you don’t need to tell me. I assume it does. So, this is the scenario, as I see it, and this is the danger the whole strategy can face. You’re in rough waters, my friend, and the rocks are sharp.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Salamander has established a fan club. It’s busy persuading the members to buy in shares and push the price up. I don’t want to know what the persuasion is, but I can guess. And it won’t just be re-purchasing agreements.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Eric said levelly. 
 
    ‘The shares will lie in these safe houses, but that can only stay that way for a period: the fan club will want to get rid of the holdings in due course to take their profits once Gower-Rue ride off into the sunset. The key to that must be that Salamander will have to buy in their own shares. And that is illegal.’ 
 
    ‘Not if the shareholders give their approval.’ 
 
    ‘But they’ll never be asked,’ Cooper said blandly. ‘The whole strategy surely depends upon their never being told.’ 
 
    The coldness in Eric’s stomach was spreading. ‘Why are you so certain of that?’ 
 
    ‘Because my guess is that Salamander is already overstretched on its junk bond issue. The financial package that’s been raised by your own merchant bank — and the market tells me this — must be as far as Salamander can go. Therefore, how the hell is it going to be able to afford to repurchase the shares in a month’s time, or whenever? As soon as it goes to the shareholders for approval of the purchase there’ll be all hell to pay. Questions will be asked, the strategy called into question, the ethics and legality of it all will be looked at by the DTI . . . No, my friend, the Salamander chill is based upon an entirely different end game.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘The assumption about the market. It has to move up. While it does, the legal trap will be avoided. In a rising market the “overhang” of stock can be made to disappear quietly, covered in the accounts by the profits that Salamander itself will show in its shareholdings. The evidence will just disappear and the DTI won’t be able to do a thing. The buying-in will cover, and more than cover, the shares lying in the safe houses. It’s a strategy Everett has used before. Offer a guarantee, and pay for it out of the profits you make before the guarantee gets called in. Classical. Provided the market stays on an upward spiral. But what’s going to happen even then, when the dividend cheques go out?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    Cooper smiled wolfishly. ‘It’s the avenues I told you about; the bits of paper; the seemingly inconsequential, unimportant things that suddenly get an inflated importance. Take a look at Salamander accounts. They’re shortly due to issue dividend cheques on all their shares. Now, will any of the shareholders become embarrassed when they receive those cheques?’ 
 
    ‘Why should they?’ asked Eric, puzzled. 
 
    ‘Because, maybe, some of them have taken up more than five per cent of the shareholding. And not disclosed it. And that means they’re in trouble, and the DTI will have evidence of a breach of the City Code, and everyone will start to run for cover and mistakes will be made and the market will drop . . .’ 
 
    ‘I got an assurance that no purchases would be made in excess of five per cent,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘An assurance? From whom?’ Cooper grinned. ‘From Everett, when his back is against the wall? Can you really rely on that assurance?’ 
 
    ‘Can we?’ 
 
    There was a long silence. Eric waited with the phone in his hand while Leonard Channing collected his thoughts. Eric could hear the rasp of the merchant banker’s breath, rattled, uncertain, defensive under Eric’s demands. 
 
    ‘Now look here, Ward, I think you’re over-reacting. I—’ 
 
    ‘Can we rely on the assurance given?’ Eric repeated. ‘In all matters like this discretion is necessary. I haven’t personally checked the individual holdings. The information hasn’t been given to me and—’ 
 
    ‘When I left the meeting,’ Eric cut in coldly, ‘you were in the process of agreeing a substantial investment in Salamander by Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. 
 
    ‘Did you go through with it?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘Ward, when you walked out of that room—’ 
 
    ‘Did you go through with it?’ 
 
    ‘If you think that just because you’re a lawyer you can start browbeating me in this way, I’ve got news for you—’ 
 
    ‘And I’ve got news for you, Channing!’ Eric interrupted. ‘I’ve reason to believe this whole defensive strategy could blow up in our faces. We’ve been given assurances that may or may not have been kept. It’s always been a high-risk strategy that bordered on illegality, and it now looks as though it has strayed over — and seriously, in its basic assumptions. Now that’s something Martin and Channing can’t afford to get involved with. And it’s certainly something which they can’t invest in!’ 
 
    ‘Ward—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a choice, Channing. Either you call an immediate meeting of the war cabinet, or I go over your head and make a report, at once, to the full board of Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘Ward, you can’t push me into—’ 
 
    ‘Channing, you’ve got your choice,’ Eric said grimly. ‘Make it!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The following morning Eric scanned the newspapers carefully. The market was uneasy, dithering. It was clear there was considerable uneasiness about rumours of DTI activity, but the initial impact was over, and Salamander shares had begun to climb again. There was a good prospect, Eric guessed, that the chill would work but he also knew that the small rise in the share prices could be part of the Salamander war cabinet gamble, made in his absence. And supported by a share purchase on behalf of Martin and Channing. 
 
    He turned quickly to the article written by Phil Cooper. He breathed a sigh of relief: the financial journalist had kept his word. It was a wide-ranging article that concerned itself with OPEC and oil prices: it made no mention of DTI activity and contained nothing that might affect Salamander, nor demonstrate the holding of insider information regarding the Salamander defence. The war cabinet would, therefore, be unaware of Eric’s stand in detail, and the institutional investors would not get nervous and upset the boat. 
 
    At ten o’clock he was still waiting in his club for a phone call from Leonard Channing. It finally came, a few minutes after ten. 
 
    ‘Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘It’s agreed.’ Leonard Channing’s tone was crisp, and cold. ‘We shall meet at two this afternoon. I may add . . . they don’t like it.’ 
 
    ‘The thought doesn’t make me tremble.’ 
 
    There was a short pause. ‘I think you’re making a mistake, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘In my view, you’ve already made one. I’m assuming your commitment of Martin and Channing funds has helped the slight rise in Salamander this morning.’ 
 
    Channing ignored the remark. ‘You’re raising this wind at a bad time. There’s every prospect that the chill is working. From information supplied to me by Everett it seems the institutional investors in the fan club are almost all committed, with two large purchases to be made before close this afternoon. Coming late like that, they’ll push the price up beautifully and on the morning call we could see Gower-Rue running scared. They’ll be out to skin you this afternoon, my friend—’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine that’ll cause you to lose any sleep.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a representative of Martin and Channing—’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m demanding this meeting.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still not too late to cancel it,’ Channing suggested softly. 
 
    ‘Two o’clock,’ Eric said. ‘Let’s make sure we’re all there.’ 
 
    Leonard Channing was breathing hard. He would be struggling with his temper: Eric visualized him, sitting bolt upright in the leather chair behind his ornate, polished desk. Channing cleared his throat. ‘As you will. However, the point has been made to me quite forcefully by Everett that we have to move carefully. The market is in a delicately poised situation right now. Gower and Rue are getting nervous. The last thing the war cabinet would want at this juncture is for it to appear that Salamander is losing its nerve. A hastily called meeting of the kind you’re demanding could give us a bad press—’ 
 
    ‘The meeting’s necessary, Channing!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not disputing that. It’s the location that’s concerning us! If we meet at Salamander, or at the offices of Martin and Channing, there’s always the danger that some smart financial journalist will get to know about it and put two and two together to reach a conclusion damaging to the defence strategy. Consequently . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘It might be better if we had not a formal meeting as such but . . . well, a lunch date, say . . .’ 
 
    It made sense. Eric could appreciate the point. ‘All right,’ he agreed. ‘Where would you suggest as an innocent location?’ 
 
    ‘Not only that, Ward, but secure. A restaurant would mean the denial of privacy. Your club, on the other hand, or mine . . .’ 
 
    ‘My club,’ Eric said crisply. ‘I’ll make the arrangements right now for a private room. Lunch, then, Channing, at two.’ 
 
    ‘A little uncivilized,’ Channing said coolly, recovering his customary urbanity at last, ‘but we’ll be there.’ 
 
    ‘I look forward to seeing you all,’ Eric replied. He did not add, with pleasure. 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was time now to prepare his brief. He went over again in his mind, and in notes, just what Phil Cooper had given him. He sketched out the possible scenarios and checked in the club library — where they held a small but useful collection of law books, many out of date, but generally of some utility — on certain aspects of company law and City practice. 
 
    Time passed swiftly; it was almost twelve before he realized he hadn’t even had a coffee that morning. He walked down the wide marble staircase to the smokingroom where he knew coffee would still be being served. He sat down, ordered coffee in the half-empty room. 
 
    It arrived at the same time as Chris Graham. 
 
    The youngest of the directors of Roger Graham, Ltd, stood in front of Eric and stared down at him. He wore a dark grey business suit, pale blue shirt, and a dogged expression. His fair hair was carefully brushed and there was a certain light in his eyes that suggested to Eric the young man was imbued with a feeling of triumph. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Graham.’ Eric nodded formally. 
 
    ‘May I join you for a few minutes?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I have a meeting to prepare for,’ Eric said warily. 
 
    ‘So do I.’ The glint was brighter in Chris Graham’s eyes. ‘That’s why I think we should talk a while.’ 
 
    Eric gestured to the chair opposite him, across the small table. ‘Coffee?’ 
 
    Graham shook his head. ‘My lunch appointment is for twelve-thirty. After that I’ll probably be heading north with something to say to my father and brother.’ 
 
    Eric nodded thoughtfully. ‘I imagine this will have something to do with the Morcomb Estates acquisition proposal.’ 
 
    Chris Graham nodded and leaned back casually in his seat, as though to bely the excitement he felt. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘So why do you wish to talk to me?’ 
 
    Graham grinned unpleasantly. ‘I’m not fooled by the arrangement you have with your wife, Ward. It’s perfectly clear to me you pull the strings: she might have the old man fooled, and maybe Nick too, but you’re always there, aren’t you, playing the innocent? But in reality—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got it all wrong, my friend,’ Eric said. 
 
    Chris Graham paused, then shrugged. ‘No matter, then, if you want to keep playing the game. Situation remains the same . . . What I wanted to ask you was to be frank with me. After all, we don’t want to waste your time, do we?’ 
 
    Eric glanced at his watch, pointedly. ‘We do not.’ 
 
    ‘All right. The facts are these. Morcomb Estates are still negotiating with us on the acquisition deal. One of the points raised for discussion has been a performancerelated purchase.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that is the case.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not acceptable.’ 
 
    ‘To the board?’ 
 
    ‘To me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the board of Roger Graham, Ltd.’ 
 
    ‘But I carry some weight . . . and they’ll have to listen if I come up with a straight cash purchase offer.’ 
 
    Eric stared at him thoughtfully. ‘Ah, you have been a busy little businessman, haven’t you? Is that your lunch appointment this afternoon? To close a deal?’ 
 
    ‘To agree details, yes.’ Chris Graham’s mouth was hardedged. ‘I’ve never made any secret of my lack of interest in the development of the firm, Ward. My view is that as far as the Graham family is concerned the company has run its course, it’s had its best days. What it now requires to grow and expand further is new management, new drive, the thrust that an entirely new set-up would bring. To retain the existing management would be suicidal: Nick is still fighting Dad, and the firm could implode once Dad’s out of the way because Nick . . . well, I have no confidence in him.’ 
 
    ‘Your opinion is not necessarily well founded. But aren’t we really talking about money?’ 
 
    Chris Graham raised his head at the challenge in Eric’s tone. ‘All right, yes, we are. I’m not interested in the bloody company. Never have been — except as an asset that could be sold. If Nick gets working control everything will be ploughed back into the company and where does that leave me? It’s all right for him, the company’s his damned life!’ 
 
    ‘Whereas all you want is money in your hot little hand.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t patronize me, Ward!’ 
 
    The sudden sharpness of Graham’s tone caused Eric to eye the man warily. He had never thought of Chris Graham as being anything other than weak. Now, suddenly, there was a toughness in the man’s mouth, a determination he had not noticed earlier. Perhaps it was time to reassess Chris Graham; as the thought crossed his mind, something darker touched his memory. He held it for a few moments, suppressing it. 
 
    ‘All right, I won’t patronize you, Graham, I’ll just put it to you that you had an agreement with Morcomb Estates. It was, quite simply, that you would not negotiate with other prospective purchasers until final details had been thrashed out—’ 
 
    ‘Hold on! I didn’t agree. The others might have done and that’s their stupid business! How the hell can you negotiate a suitable and sensible price for a business if you don’t check an offer against what the marketplace is prepared to raise?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t do business by breaking agreements.’ 
 
    ‘Ethics? You’re stuffing ethics at me, you, a bloody lawyer? Look, like it or not, I’ve opened negotiations with another bidder. It’s looking good, in purchase price terms. What I want to know is this: how committed are Morcomb Estates to a performance-related purchase? I tell you, it’s not on. So if you’re serious about the acquisition you’ll have to drop that as a main plank and concentrate upon a cash offer.’ 
 
    ‘The rest of the family—’ 
 
    ‘To hell with them! Is Morcomb Estates stuck with the performance-related principle of valuation?’ 
 
    Eric smiled gently. ‘Well, that’s something you’ll have to raise with my wife, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Chris Graham glared at Eric, glinting devils glancing deep in his eyes. The dark memory that had touched Eric’s mind returned, and he said quietly, ‘However, I’m glad to know that it was business that brought you to London on so many occasions recently.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I wondered whether there might have been other reasons.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. The glint of anger had gone now, to be replaced by wariness. Chris Graham’s lips were thin, careful. ‘I’m not sure I follow you. What other reasons?’ 
 
    ‘To meet a woman, maybe? An old friend, from a few years back?’ Eric smiled gently. ‘I mean, you did know Karen O’Neill in Newcastle, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘At Perastino’s—’ 
 
    ‘No. Before that. Both you and Nick knew her . . . and you were pretty close to her, I understand. Did you renew the acquaintance, down here in London, after you met again at Perastino’s?’ 
 
    The colour was retreating slowly from Chris Graham’s face. His gaze slipped past Eric, looking out to a point over Eric’s left shoulder as though he were seeking old memories or older dreams. There was a stillness about his body that suggested control, however; he hardly seemed to be breathing. ‘Have you been talking about me to the police?’ Graham asked, his voice edged with anger. 
 
    ‘I represent Jim Edmonds. I’m pursuing my own line of inquiry. I—’ 
 
    Eric stopped. A uniformed waiter was approaching the table. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a telephone call for you, sir. A Miss Freda Sanderson.’ 
 
    Freda Sanderson? Eric stared at the waiter in surprise. ‘Where can I take it?’ 
 
    ‘If you’d just step across to the lobby, sir.’ 
 
    Eric glanced briefly at Chris Graham, before he muttered an apology and rose, leaving the table. He followed the waiter and was shown to a phone at the end of the reception desk. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward? This is Freda Sanderson.’ She sounded fluttery, nervous, out of breath as though she had been running. He guessed it was caused by something near to panic. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Not that. It’s what I can do for you . . . I didn’t come clean the other day.’ 
 
    ‘That was my guess.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t want involvement . . . never did. And coppers . . . I’ll have no truck with coppers. But now . . .’ 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing . . . except I’ve been thinking a lot, and I’m scared, Mr Ward. It’s nothing to do with me, and I didn’t want to get involved—’ 
 
    ‘You knew Karen O’Neill better than you admitted, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeh. And though we each minded our own business . . . well, she wasn’t a whore like the police say she was . . . once they get an idea in their heads, they kind of stick to it, don’t they?’ 
 
    Through thick or thin, Eric thought grimly, and often in the face of the evidence. 
 
    ‘She wasn’t like that . . . but there was this guy—’ 
 
    ‘Someone who visited her?’ Eric asked. 
 
    ‘And . . . and paid for the flat.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he?’ 
 
    ‘I told you . . . I don’t go in for names when it’s not my business.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever see him?’ 
 
    ‘Couple of times. I don’t think he saw me . . . but I can’t be sure, maybe he did once . . . but I saw him visit—’ 
 
    ‘Freda, listen, we have to talk. I have an important business meeting shortly—’ 
 
    ‘I can’t get away for an hour or so . . . there’s this other thing, you see.’ 
 
    ‘Thing?’ 
 
    ‘A book.’ 
 
    There was a short silence. Eric felt cold, a slow excitement growing in him. ‘What are you talking about, Freda?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a little notebook. It’s got numbers in it. A few dates. A few names. I can’t make nothin’ of it but it belonged to Karen. She gave it to me, for safe-keeping.’ 
 
    ‘Safe-keeping?’ 
 
    ‘She said it was her insurance policy.’ 
 
    Eric took a deep breath. ‘Freda, listen to me. I know you’re scared, I know you feel you’ve got into something that may be dangerous. The best thing to do is to go — immediately — to the police—’ 
 
    ‘No! I’ll have nothing to do with coppers! I hate ’em and I don’t trust ’em! If it suited them, they’d file this away, throw the notebook away, and I’d only be in trouble. No — you said lawyers was to help people. I want you to help me.’ 
 
    Eric hesitated, glanced at his watch. ‘All right. Listen. I have a meeting here, at my club. You have the address. Make your way here this afternoon; ask for me; I’ll meet you here, at the conclusion of my meeting.’ 
 
    ‘All right, Mr Ward, I’ll—’ 
 
    ‘And Freda!’ 
 
    ‘Yeh?’ 
 
    ‘Bring the book.’ 
 
    Eric replaced the phone as she rang off. He stood there, staring at it woodenly for a while. Words tumbled around inside his head, confused phrases, ideas, a miscellany of possibilities that didn’t make sense. For some reason, something that Phil Cooper had said teased at him; a remark of Paul Everett’s; an attitude of the arbitrageur Hugh Nelson. He shook his head, unable to clarify his thoughts. 
 
    He went back to the smoking-room. Chris Graham was no longer there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    The private dining-room in Eric’s club had been laid out with the degree of elegance that was traditional there. The table was covered in a white damask cloth; the table linen itself was spotless white with a pink rose motif; the cutlery glittered, highly polished, and it was with a sense of affront that the waiter discovered that none of the men present were particularly interested in food. Channing ordered a light salad; Nelson agreed to sole; Everett grunted he merely wanted coffee, while Eric found he was too edgy to want anything substantial. He ordered an omelette. 
 
    With his nose in the air and his back speaking his displeasure, the waiter left with the orders. There was a carafe of water on the table; Leonard Channing poured himself a half glassful, sipped it and turned to Eric in the silence. 
 
    ‘This is your show, Ward. You demanded this meeting. You had better get it started.’ 
 
    ‘And you’d better have something important to say,’ Everett added in an unpleasant tone. ‘Channing made it clear that you as good as threatened him. I take it you’re unhappy with the Salamander strategy — why the hell didn’t you come up with some counter-proposals at the beginning?’ 
 
    ‘I was never invited into this war cabinet in that capacity,’ Eric replied. ‘In Channing’s words, I came in as a compliance officer, looking after the interests of Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘And then you walked out!’ 
 
    ‘Because I felt that I hadn’t been given sufficient information, and because I could not go along with what I thought was counter to the bank’s interests.’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ Everett grunted. ‘So now you’re back. Why?’ Eric paused. ‘Because I think I’ve now been able to obtain the information that none of you saw fit to reveal to me.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson turned his head to stare at Eric. He had seemed preoccupied up to this point, even rather bored by the necessity to be present, as though his thoughts were elsewhere. Now he was interested and so was Channing; more to the point, Everett’s colour was rising as anger twisted his mouth. ‘You’ve obtained information? From where? What questions have you been asking? If you’ve blown our cover, revealed the strategy, it could hand Salamander over to Gower-Rue on a plate! Damn you, Ward—’ 
 
    ‘Look at the newspapers, Everett,’ Eric snapped back. ‘The shares are still rising. Would that have been the case if I’d been indiscreet?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ward has a point,’ Nelson agreed quietly. ‘I think I would like to hear what he has to say. You’ve obtained information, you say. Precisely what?’ 
 
    Eric glanced at the arbitrageur. ‘Let’s just say I’ve been given instruction from a qualified source on the working of the marketplace, and the way the Salamander defence fits into those operations.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson leaned back, his glance sharper now. ‘So what has your . . . instruction led you to conclude?’ There was a short silence as Eric held his glance for a few moments and then looked around at the others. ‘My conclusion is that you’ve all been part of a conspiracy that is probably illegal, and certainly unethical.’ 
 
    Everett gave a wolfish smile, cynical, edged with illtemper. ‘I’ve had harder things than that said about me for years. It seems to me, Ward, you’ve just no stomach for a good tough fight.’ 
 
    ‘In addition,’ Eric said, ignoring Everett’s comment, ‘Channing has placed the bank in a position where it, too, could be subject to a DTI investigation, for the part it played in stitching together the financial strategy.’ 
 
    Channing turned cold, unimpressed eyes upon Eric. ‘You’re bluffing.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Hugh Nelson said slowly. ‘I don’t think he is. I believe he should, in everyone’s interests, explain why he takes these views.’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘All right. Under the Companies Act 1985 it is a criminal offence for a company to buy its own shares in order to artificially inflate the value of the company.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not news. And we haven’t been buying—’ 
 
    ‘Similarly, it is a criminal offence for a company to give financial assistance to others, to help them buy the shares.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been over this,’ Channing said testily. ‘The fan club hasn’t been given such support. Persuasion, the calling in of favours—’ 
 
    ‘And the offer of repurchase at a given price.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So if it isn’t exactly illegal, it’s near it. If a secret deal is struck — such as to make good any losses sustained — it must be disclosed; otherwise the City Code on takeovers is broken.’ 
 
    ‘I never said—’ 
 
    ‘And if the company funds are used, thereafter, actually to make good the losses, that is a separate and even more serious breach of the law.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson leaned forward, his features in repose, but his eyes watchful. ‘But who says company funds — Salamander funds — will be so used?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t they already been so used?’ 
 
    Everett glanced involuntarily towards Leonard Channing. The merchant banker sat still, his hands flat on the table in front of him. He was glaring at Eric, but some of the colour had gone from around his mouth. ‘You’d better explain yourself, Ward.’ 
 
    Eric shook his head, smiling contemptuously. ‘But you must already have guessed, Channing: dammit, you know the City! Guessed, but didn’t want to know so didn’t ask?’ 
 
    ‘What are you driving at?’ Channing demanded angrily. 
 
    Eric pointed a stabbing, accusing finger in Everett’s direction. ‘The fan club is of his making. The persuasions were his. It’s my guess some of those would have been illegal in nature: contract promises; trademark and patent rights; cash payments to groups to buy in at the right price. I wasn’t told about any of that — were you, Channing? I was told it was to be done by re-purchasing agreements . . . legal, but only just.’ 
 
    ‘This is just talk—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. I think I’m right. But more critically, maybe, is the fact that the Salamander chill always depended on a market movement that might or might not have happened. And that’s where the rub lies, Channing. The market has slipped in the last week. The question is: did all the fan club hold firm?’ 
 
    Channing opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. His eyes did not meet Eric’s for several seconds; the time ticked away with conundrum slowness. Then he looked up. ‘I have no such information.’ 
 
    There was a sneering sound from Paul Everett. ‘Come on, you never even asked!’ The major shareholder in Salamander turned back to Eric. ‘Okay, so what if the line did break. So what?’ 
 
    The door opened; three waiters came in, carrying the plates ordered. The room fell silent as they served; when they had gone the food remained untouched. No one seemed interested; instead, tension crackled in the atmosphere about them as they awaited Eric’s reply. 
 
    ‘If the line has broken — and I believe it has,’ Eric said, ‘Salamander will have had to buy those shares at a loss. It will not have had shareholder approval, for the secret transaction; it will be in breach of company law; and every director who is party to such a transaction can be held personally liable and is subject to a sentence of imprisonment.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a director,’ Hugh Nelson said casually, ‘but I’m getting a rather uncomfortable feeling. I think you’ve been digging, Ward, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Enough to piece together the picture as it is, and as it’s likely to be,’ Eric replied. ‘It was always a high-risk strategy: that was explained. What I wasn’t told was that the risk was too high to be backed by legal methods only: it always depended upon bending the law. For instance, the moment Gower-Rue back off there’s going to be a scramble to sell Salamander shares to reap the profit while the price is high. Salamander will have to buy its own shares then, even if it already hasn’t done so. In doing so, Salamander will be certain to lose money — without disclosing this in the end of year accounts.’ 
 
    ‘If the shares continue to rise,’ Everett insisted, ‘the rush won’t occur.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s the big gamble,’ Eric said. ‘It’s one I can’t support as a representative of Martin and Channing.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Channing said in a thin, nasal tone that served to emphasize his nervousness. ‘Where do we go from here?’ 
 
    ‘Out,’ Eric replied. 
 
    ‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’ Everett demanded. 
 
    ‘It means I must insist that Channing withdraws the bank’s support from the Salamander defence. And if he has gone through with the share purchase, using Martin and Channing funds — rather than promising to do so — that deal must be resiled from.’ 
 
    ‘Or what?’ 
 
    ‘Or I’ll expose the whole strategy of the Salamander chill,’ Eric said pleasantly. 
 
    ‘I’d break your back first,’ Paul Everett snarled. Eric looked at him: he had always suspected there were subdued fires of violence in the man, largely damped down by his need to present an acceptable face to his business colleagues, but Eric recalled Jack Johnson’s summary of him as a womanizing, egocentric tough. In the right circumstances the veneer would peel away and the real violence emerge. Perhaps the circumstances were approaching. 
 
    Leonard Channing cleared his throat. Eric could see that the banker was shaken: his patrician features seemed suddenly drawn and his mouth had lost its customary composure. There was a greyness about his skin which drew attention to his age, something one was rarely aware of because of the innate sharpness of the man. He was looking at Paul Everett and there was a hesitancy about him that was uncharacteristic. ‘We’ll have to talk about this.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson raised an eyebrow, still in control, side-lined and not allowing himself to be drawn into the argument too deeply. He was not averse to pushing it along, nevertheless. ‘Talk about what, Channing? No secret discussion with Everett, please: if the chill is to be undermined, we all need to know what’s happening.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . my board will need confirmation . . .’ Channing was conscious of pressure from Eric and he didn’t like it. He swallowed his pride with difficulty. ‘I will need confirmation, in addition, that none of the share purchases made to date, or planned, exceed five per cent of the stock. The necessity for disclosure—’ 
 
    ‘Dammit, Channing,’ Everett interrupted, glowering at him from under heavy brows, ‘don’t start getting lily-livered with me now. The chill is biting; the share price is going up again; the market signs for the next month are looking good; there’s every chance we can beat the hell out of Gower-Rue and then it’ll just be a matter of mopping up—’ 
 
    ‘Everything I’ve said still stands,’ Eric intervened, watching Channing’s hesitation. ‘And you haven’t had your confirmation, have you?’ 
 
    There was a long silence. Channing looked down at the plate in front of him. Like the others, he hadn’t touched it. ‘I think . . . I think we need time.’ 
 
    Everett began to say something, then stopped. The room was still, silent except for their breathing. In an abrupt motion Channing stood up. ‘I’ll have to get back to the bank. Everett, I’ll call you later this afternoon. I think we’d better leave things at that point, now we have, so clearly, this ultimatum from Ward.’ 
 
    ‘Time’s running out, Channing,’ Eric warned. Channing glared at him but there was little fire in his eyes. He turned and walked out of the room. Everett rose. His mouth was grim, his eyes like slate. He bunched his fists as he looked towards Eric. ‘There’ll come a time . . .’ he threatened. 
 
    Only Hugh Nelson seemed still at ease, but perhaps his stake in this was less than the others. He might be having his own problems outside this room with the DTI investigation rumoured into Reeves Grenham, but in the Salamander battle he was only an adviser and a strategist. Eric’s intervention had threatened that strategy, but that merely meant he would now have to come up with some alternatives if Salamander was to beat off the challenge from Gower-Rue. He managed a thin smile as he appraised Eric, as though he had never really seen him before. ‘Quite a performance, Ward. You’ve done your homework well. Clearly, you have contacts in the City.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we all?’ Eric replied, recalling a conversation he had had with Nelson concerning Morcomb Estates’ intentions regarding Roger Graham, Ltd. 
 
    ‘Hah . . . but my guess is you’ve been talking to a financial journalist, maybe, or a City analyst. No matter, it all helps us stir the pot. And who knows what the next twenty-four hours may bring? That’s what you have to learn about the City — plan long, but expect short-term hiccups. I’ll be seeing you, Ward.’ 
 
    He smiled and walked out, a confident, arrogant young man; likeable, but cold. He had coined the word for this defence strategy and maybe it was a mechanism he always employed in his own life: always depend on your own resources to kill off the opposition. That was what the chill had been about — the salamander, freezing out the danger to itself. 
 
    Eric walked across to the window, thinking. He stood there, looking out over the park to the London streets beyond, bustling with life and noise, and he thought about Channing returning to the bank. He would be ringing Everett: he would have to get the confirmations, and when he didn’t get them, he would have no option but to pull out. 
 
    There was a tap on the door. The waiter looked in; his eyebrows rose when he saw the untouched plates. ‘Can I clear away, sir?’ 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘We’ve finished.’ 
 
    He walked past the waiter, glanced at his watch and turned towards the stairs. As he reached the top of the marble staircase, he caught a glimpse of Chris Graham in the lobby. He was heading for the main entrance. He seemed to be in something of a hurry. Probably running to give the Grahams what he considered to be good news, Eric thought grimly. He wondered how they’d take it. 
 
    He made his way down the staircase, his hand gently sliding along the polished banister. There were a few people lounging around in the lobby, but no one he recognized: the war cabinet had all gone. 
 
    Eric walked across to the uniformed porter behind the desk. ‘I’m expecting a visit from a young lady.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Her name’s Sanderson. Has she arrived, in the last few minutes?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll just check, sir.’ 
 
    The porter stepped behind the partition and walked into the office beyond. An older man came out, wings of grey carefully brushed back below a bald patch on the top of his head. ‘Mr Ward?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘The young lady you mention — Miss Sanderson. She arrived here about twenty minutes ago. She asked for you, and I directed her to sit in the ladies’ room, the waiting-room just across the lobby over there. She’d be able to see you when you came down the stairs, then.’ 
 
    Ladies’ waiting-room. Some things never changed in the clubs, Eric thought, smiling to himself. He turned, began to walk across the lobby. The man with the grey hair called after him. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, I’m sorry, I didn’t make myself clear.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘She arrived about twenty minutes ago, and I directed her over there, and she waited for a while. But then, suddenly, she left again.’ 
 
    ‘She left?’ 
 
    The man looked at him, lowering his head confidentially. ‘Another appointment, I would imagine, sir.’ 
 
    Eric frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Well, sir, she left as though she realized she was late for another appointment. I mean, one moment she was there, and the next she was rushing out through the main entrance.’ 
 
    ‘Rushing?’ 
 
    The man smiled. ‘If you don’t mind me making the allusion, sir, your young lady friend went out through those doors just like a startled rabbit!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric went up to his room, puzzled and edgy. He could not account for Freda Sanderson’s behaviour, but the words used by the porter left a cold feeling in his stomach. He picked up the phone, hesitated, glanced at his watch. If she had decided to return to her flat, she would hardly have reached there yet — there was no point in ringing. If she had gone there. It could have been the reaction of a frightened woman. 
 
    Frightened. Of what? 
 
    And if she’d suddenly got scared of what she was doing, had had time to reflect, sitting there with the book, waiting for Eric, changed her mind, gone back to her flat . . . would she stay there? 
 
    Or would she move on? 
 
    Eric gritted his teeth; he couldn’t lose her now, and he wanted to see that book. He made his way quickly downstairs and asked the porter in the lobby to call him a taxi. 
 
    It arrived some ten minutes later. Annoyed by the delay, largely due to the traffic hold-ups the cabbie explained, Eric was short in his manner, directing him to Freda Sanderson’s address. It possibly accounted for the taxi-driver’s reaction: an uncharacteristic, sullen silence as they drove across London, and the suggestion that ‘This should do you ’ere, guv, won’t it?’ when they were still on the main road, some three hundred yards from the mews flat side-street. Eric noted the bowler-hatted character with his arm raised and knew that the cabbie scented a useful fare. He got out, paid the fare. It was just as easy, instead of arguing: the taxi would have had to drive to the lights at the end of the road and turn there in any case. And Eric was reluctant to incur more delay: Freda Sanderson might have flown the nest. 
 
    The traffic was heavy; he had to wait for almost a minute to cross the road. He was suddenly filled with a sense of foreboding: time was slipping away, the girl could be on her way . . . but there was something else too, and the prickling was back in his eyes as the adrenalin began to surge in his veins. 
 
    He crossed the road and turned into the side-street which led down to the mews. Expensive cars were parked along its length; surprisingly, there were a number of free spaces in spite of the bustle in the main road. A Porsche, badly parked . . . a Mercedes, two Rovers . . . a Peugeot . . . an elegant Toyota, a young man getting into it with a girl. They were both laughing. 
 
    The building he wanted was just ahead. He approached the entrance, wondering how he would get in if she refused to answer his call when he used the phone. He stepped up to the door and realized it was not quite closed. Puzzled, he pressed the door lightly and it swung open: he was in the lobby. 
 
    He closed the door behind him; it seemed to stick a little but a little gentle pressure and it closed easily enough. Eric frowned. If Freda Sanderson had come in, hurriedly, she might have left the door to swing to behind her, not applying sufficient pressure. 
 
    On the other hand, if someone had wanted to make as little noise as possible . . . 
 
    A pulse beat in Eric’s forehead and his hands were suddenly clammy. He strode across to the entrance to Freda Sanderson’s flat. He rang the bell. Silence followed. He rang the bell again. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    But there was something wrong. Eric felt it: in the air, in the atmosphere, in the prickling of his skin. The years in the police force in Northumberland had taught him to rely upon that instinct. He stepped back, looked at the door, and its Yale lock. 
 
    He knew the technique. 
 
    Without thinking more, he raised his foot and crashed it against the door. It was flimsy; it splintered with a harsh, cracking sound. He attacked it again, the blood pounding now in his temples and the hinges gave way, the door sagging backwards: one more crash and it was ripped away from its supports and Eric staggered into the hallway of the flat. 
 
    It was dimmer than he had expected: the curtains were drawn and there were no lights on. He walked towards the sitting-room and turned, to look about him when the soft, sibilant sound behind him made him whirl, try to avoid the blow he knew was coming. 
 
    It caught him heavily, painfully, on the back of his neck, numbing his shoulder-blade, dizzying him, sending him to his knees. A second blow followed but again it was wild, striking him across the shoulder, missing his head, but its force was sufficient to send him sprawling. He lay almost spread-eagled, half-conscious, and there was a long moment when he could hear a man’s harsh breathing, felt the hesitation in his attacker, a decision to be made . . . 
 
    His senses faded to the sound of his assailant moving away, back to the destroyed door, out into the hallway. Then, for a while, there was silence. 
 
    Coloured lights danced behind his eyes; he thought of Karen O’Neill, and Nick Graham’s face merged with hers until they became one face; the beating of the blood in his head was insistent and demanding and he could feel the pile of the carpet under his fingers. Full consciousness was returning, but slowly; painfully, Eric raised his head and winced as the stabbing agony shot through his shoulder. He managed to roll over, began to sit up, and he saw the small case lying on the floor, its contents scattered from the burst lid. 
 
    He knew now what had happened. He rose to his feet carefully; he breathed deeply, waiting for the dizziness to stop. Then he walked across to the bedroom. 
 
    She was still fully clothed. She was lying on the floor, on her back. Her eyes were wide open, engorged, staring. Her tongue had forced its way between her teeth; it looked black and swollen. 
 
    The scarf — brightly coloured, thin silk — was still around her neck. It had cut deep, as it had strangled the life out of Freda Sanderson. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He hadn’t been able to come up with many answers when the police arrived. He went along with them while an incident room was set up, the forensic people came, the photographers were called for. A doctor gave him some painkillers, and he was interrogated at the local headquarters by a not unsympathetic detective-inspector. Eric knew the routine; and he knew there was little he could tell them. 
 
    She had been coming to see him with some information which might have had some connection with the death of Karen O’Neill. Something had made her change her mind and she had returned to the flat, packed a case, and was getting ready to leave. The rest was largely guesswork: as she had opened the door to leave someone had pushed her back into the hallway, hit her with sufficient force to half-daze her, and then dragged her into the bedroom, where he had strangled her. 
 
    He had either opened the case and had been looking for something — possibly, the book, Eric suggested, or it had burst in the struggle. 
 
    There was little to go on. She had not managed to get her nails into the killer: it seemed there were no obvious scrapings under her nails, although that would be for forensic to confirm later. 
 
    ‘I think you’d better see the doctor again,’ the detective-inspector suggested in a kindly tone. ‘You’re looking a bit groggy.’ 
 
    Eric shrugged. ‘I don’t know. At least, you can go ahead and arrange for the release of Jim Edmonds now.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Because he’s still inside. He couldn’t have got out and killed Freda Sanderson.’ 
 
    ‘But you must realize no connection has yet been demonstrated between the deaths of Karen O’Neill and Freda Sanderson.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell! Are you telling me it’s coincidence that you get two killings in the same building?’ An unnatural anger seized Eric: the blood pounded dizzily in his head and the back of his skull ached. He felt odd, unable to concentrate properly. 
 
    ‘I’ll arrange for you to get into St Mark’s; they’ll keep you under observation tonight,’ the detective-inspector was saying. ‘you’re still shaky . . . concussion, I expect. You were like that when we found you in the street.’ 
 
    ‘Street?’ Eric puzzled for a few moments, not understanding. ‘Oh yes. After the phone call, after I called you . . . I went out into the street.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I was dizzy . . . needed fresh air.’ 
 
    No. There was something else. Behaving like a good copper, that’s what he’d been doing. But he wasn’t a copper, he was a solicitor now. 
 
    Checking, just checking . . . 
 
    ‘I’ll arrange for a car, sir,’ the detective-inspector said. 
 
    His voice seemed a long way distant, like the voices of children playing on a sunny summer afternoon on the rolling Northumberland hills. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric spent the night in the hospital. He rang Anne and told her what had happened, underplaying the violence that had occurred so that she was not too much worried, and told her they were keeping him in for observation. There was every expectation that he would be released to come home the next day. He would fly back, as soon as he had checked on the outcome of the discussion between Paul Everett and Leonard Channing. 
 
    He slept badly that night in the hospital. It might have been the strangeness of his surroundings, but his sleep was fitful and lit with confused dreams in which people and places and events tumbled one over the other in a disturbing melange that left him tossing and turning in a seemingly airless room. 
 
    The police came again the next morning to take a statement from him, and to check whether there was anything more he could add: there was not, though even as he said it, something niggled at the back of his mind. Again he was asked if he could provide a description of his attacker; once again he said he could not. He had been attacked from behind, and had seen nothing in the dim, curtained room. All he could confirm was that the assailant had been a man. 
 
    At the end of the interview the detective-inspector agreed there was no reason why he should not be allowed to return home to Northumberland. The doctor, when he arrived later that morning, was less confident. 
 
    ‘I’d prefer it if you stayed in another day,’ he suggested, fingers straying to his lapel. ‘You’re still concussed; you need rest; and I’d really like to have Mr Farley look at you. He’s an eye specialist . . . I mean, we don’t want anything to have gone wrong in that direction, do we, with your history . . .’ 
 
    Eric was forced to accept the judgment; he was still feeling dizzy, and although his vision did not seem to have been affected, the proposal the doctor was making seemed sensible. Anne approved of it, when he told her over the phone, but he refused to allow her to come down to London to collect him. It was not necessary, he assured her. 
 
    Nor was it, he felt next morning. He felt fine. His vision was as normal, he ached along the shoulder and there was a faint ringing still in his ears on occasions, but it was ridiculous staying in hospital any longer. He felt fit enough to leave. He discharged himself. 
 
    There was a moment in the street, as he left the taxi outside his club, when a wave of dizziness came back but it passed almost at once. He collected his things from the room still booked for him at the club, then picked up the phone, calling the office of Leonard Channing. 
 
    Channing’s secretary answered. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid Mr Channing can’t be disturbed, Mr Ward.’ She had a way of pronouncing his name that irritated him; the inflection was tinged with contempt. 
 
    ‘It’s urgent I talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘I regret—’ 
 
    ‘Never mind regretting. Get him on the phone.’ Eric was determined not to be fobbed off: he wanted to know what Channing had agreed with Everett. 
 
    ‘Mr Ward, I’m sorry,’ the secretary insisted frigidly. ‘Mr Channing is in a meeting and expressly said—’ 
 
    ‘Who’s he with?’ 
 
    ‘I beg your . . . I’m sorry, Mr Ward, I don’t think I can let you—’ 
 
    ‘Listen. I know it’s a very important position you hold. But I am a director of Martin and Channing. I want to know what the meeting is that he’s attending. The board?’ 
 
    Flustered, she said, ‘No, it’s not exactly a meeting of Martin and Channing—’ 
 
    ‘Is Paul Everett with him?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Everett is there, yes, and—’ 
 
    ‘That’ll do.’ Eric put down the phone. He could imagine her sitting there, flurried, her agate eyes annoyed behind her spectacles, her middle-aged features flushed. She’d not be someone he could ever ask a favour of. His head was aching slightly, a vague, indeterminate pain. 
 
    Why had he gone out into the street after finding Freda Sanderson? 
 
    He rang down to the lobby and asked the porter to call him a cab. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Leonard Channing didn’t like it. His thin nostrils were dilated with anger; his eyes were slitted and the edges of his mouth were hard with disapproval as he stared at Eric. The stiff-backed secretary was standing behind Eric, ready to close the door. Channing wanted to make the point in front of her, but thought better of it: Eric was a member of the board of the merchant bank. His glance slipped past to her and he nodded. With her nose in the air she left the room, closing the door with an excessive quietness. 
 
    ‘You weren’t invited to this meeting, Ward.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t even told about it.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re fit? We heard about—’ 
 
    ‘I’m fit.’ Eric sat down, and looked around. Apart from Channing, there were three other men facing him: Paul Everett, Hugh Nelson, and a man he had never seen before. 
 
    Channing tried again. ‘This meeting is an exploratory one — 
 
    ‘About Salamander?’ 
 
    ‘That’s so, but—’ 
 
    ‘Then I’d better be here,’ Eric said flatly. 
 
    Channing spoke with an effort, restraining himself. ‘It’s not a meeting precisely about . . . about the discussion we had and I’m not sure—’ 
 
    ‘If it’s about Salamander, I need to be here,’ Eric insisted. There was a buzzing in his ears now and he felt his temper rising, irrationally. 
 
    Channing breathed through his thin nostrils; it came out as an impatient sigh. ‘Well, if you’re sure you’re fit enough. Mr Pearson, this is one of my colleagues on the board of Martin and Channing . . . Mr Ward. He was involved in some unpleasantness a couple of days ago.’ 
 
    From the venomous glance Channing directed to Eric it was clear he felt the unpleasantness could have been greater. 
 
    ‘Mr Pearson,’ Channing added, ‘is an inspector employed in the Department of Trade and Industry.’ 
 
    He was small-boned, bespectacled, with thinning reddish hair and a mouth that found it easy to smile. The smile was an artificial aid, however, a prop for conversation, something that would be switched on and off from time to time to emphasize a point. His eyes were sharp and intelligent: he wore a grey, pin-striped suit like a uniform and when he rose to shake hands with Eric his grip was surprisingly strong, testing in its firmness. He would be a man accustomed to evasion and used to ignoring it. From the tension in the room it was clear that he had already met some, sidestepped it, and was pursuing the line of inquiry. 
 
    ‘I was just saying,’ Pearson announced to Eric, ‘that the conversation we’re having here is just exploratory, and off the record. There’s nothing formal about my request for an interview with the group; it was simply that I felt a meeting might help clear the air, establish a few points of principle; maybe get rid of some misconceptions that seem to be flying around.’ The smile came on like a red light and vanished again. ‘From your side as well as ours, of course.’ 
 
    Eric was interested. He had come in to find out the result of the Everett-Channing conversation, but he seemed to have stepped into a different nest of hornets. This request from the DTI might be exploratory, but it was also a thunderous warning shot across the bows of Salamander, and everyone in the room knew it. 
 
    ‘What I’d particularly like to explore with you,’ Pearson was saying in a friendly, offhand manner, ‘are the events leading up to the counter-offer that Salamander made in response to the Gower-Rue bid that we approved. If one of you could take me through . . .?’ 
 
    He glanced around. Sourly, Paul Everett hunched himself forward in his seat and nodded. ‘I suppose it would be best if I took you through them . . .’ 
 
    Everett’s voice took on a droning note, as though he was reciting a well-worn text. Pearson was listening carefully and smiling a faint-edged smile; Nelson was inspecting his nails; Leonard Channing was flicking nervously through some papers in front of him, as though expecting to be called upon any minute now and eager to prepare himself for the ordeal. 
 
    Eric found his attention wandering. He was listening to Everett, but as he watched him he began to think about his visit to Garden City Enterprises. What was it Johnson had told him about Everett? A womanizer; a man who had married three times yet still had affairs; a man who might possibly have come across Karen O’Neill. One of a breed: City men who could not switch off after the heady excitement of a day spent trading in millions and needed to keep burning the candle. Eric’s glance slipped to Hugh Nelson. Was the arbitrageur one of those men? 
 
    He wished he could remember precisely why he had gone out into the street after finding the body of Freda Sanderson. 
 
    ‘Perhaps now,’ Pearson was saying, ‘you’d care to explain to me in some detail the nature of your defence strategy. I’m aware you’ll wish to keep back some information, of course—’ the smile broadened, friendly, understanding, then vanished again—’but if you could perhaps sketch it out for me. I remind you, there’s nothing formal in this visit. Just an exploration . . .’ 
 
    There was a new tension in the room now; Channing’s eyes slipped involuntarily towards Eric. Clearly he was nervous, worried that Eric might intervene at the wrong time, divulging something of their recent arguments to the detriment of the Salamander situation. Eric had no such intention: it was not his place to destroy Salamander; merely to protect the bank. He sat and he listened as Everett went over the ground carefully, talking about the fan club but omitting the repurchase guarantees and the methods of persuasion. As he spoke, gradually, the buzzing in Eric’s head eased and he began to feel more normal. By the time the coffee came his head felt clear, and he could think straight. 
 
    And at last he remembered why he had gone back into the street after Freda Sanderson died. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The morning drew to a close. Pearson had questioned Everett closely, but had made little comment about Channing’s presentation, when he discussed the financial package the merchant bank had put together for Salamander. He expressed himself satisfied, but Eric had no doubt that the inspector had not been fooled by Everett’s performance: this would not be the last they would hear from the DTI. 
 
    Pearson leaned back in his chair. ‘Well, gentlemen, I think it’s necessary for me to thank you for your patience this morning. I’m a lot clearer now about the position and—’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be investigating the Reeves Grenham issue as well, I imagine,’ Eric said suddenly. 
 
    Momentarily, Pearson was taken aback. ‘Er . . . well, yes, I’m involved with some colleagues in looking at the matter of insider dealing in that affair. But—’ 
 
    ‘We were a bit concerned at one point,’ Eric went on cheerfully. ‘You know, having an arbitrageur advising on the Salamander defence might have rebounded on us.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson had turned his head. His eyes were icy as he glared at Eric. Pearson was slightly embarrassed. ‘No, we don’t work that way. The . . . the fact that Mr Nelson is involved here has no bearing—’ 
 
    ‘Channing mentioned I’d been involved in some unpleasantness. Had you heard about it?’ 
 
    ‘No, I—’ 
 
    ‘It was a matter of murder.’ 
 
    The room was silent. All four men stared at Eric as though he had introduced a forbidden topic into the discussion. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid—’ 
 
    Eric cut across Pearson again. ‘It has City connections, so I thought it might be useful to pick up any vibrations you’ve sensed in the matter.’ 
 
    Pearson was breathing lightly, a nervous smile at the edge of his mouth. He was a perceptive man, one used to evasions and nuances, and Eric knew he was suddenly aware of the new tensions in the room. It interested him. He raised an interrogative eyebrow. ‘I can’t say I’ve picked up any information . . . City connections, you say?’ 
 
    ‘Well, in the sense that there’s a story going the rounds that the victim was a City-available whore; you know, available to hyped-up businessmen who couldn’t sleep at night.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a story. I don’t believe it myself,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘Who exactly are we talking about?’ Channing intervened. 
 
    ‘Oh, Karen O’Neill, of course,’ Eric said brightly. Everett frowned, leaning forward. ‘But this thing you were involved with the other day—’ 
 
    ‘The murder of Freda Sanderson. Oh yes. It’s all part of the same series of events,’ Eric said. 
 
    ‘The murders are linked.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Eric paused, watching Paul Everett carefully. 
 
    ‘Do you know a man called Chris Graham?’ 
 
    Everett’s face was smooth. He shook his head. 
 
    ‘What about you, Nelson? You ever come across him?’ Hugh Nelson stuck out his lower lip in thought. ‘Chris Graham? Can’t say I have. Is he something to do with the murders?’ 
 
    ‘My wife’s company is considering the acquisition of Roger Graham, Ltd. Chris Graham has been trying to find another buyer, recently. I just wondered whether any of you would have come across him in his travels.’ Eric paused. ‘He’s also an old friend of Karen O’Neill’s.’ 
 
    Everett shook his head. ‘The City’s rarely interested in the kind of acquisition you’re talking about. Small beer. North of Watford as well, hey? No interest. So there’s little likelihood we’d meet him.’ 
 
    ‘He was in the club the other day, when we met,’ Eric said. ‘The day Freda Sanderson died.’ 
 
    The comment quietened them; a shadow passing over the room. Pearson frowned, caressed his lower lip with one finger. ‘What’s the link-up in all this, Mr Ward? And forgive me, but what’s it got to do with this meeting?’ 
 
    ‘The connection with this meeting is coincidental. It’s just that, with the exception of yourself, Mr Pearson, we were all at the club that afternoon . . . and so was Chris Graham.’ 
 
    ‘And —?’ 
 
    ‘Freda Sanderson came to the club to see me. She was bringing some information with her. She reached the club, sat waiting for me — and then she saw someone she recognized in the club. It panicked her, she ran out, got a taxi back to her flat, started to pack — and then she was killed.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Eric paused. ‘In my view, because the person she recognized was the one she could identify as having been the lover of Karen O’Neill.’ 
 
    The silence grew around them. Brows knitted, Paul Everett leaned forward. ‘Is that the information she was bringing you?’ 
 
    Eric shook his head. ‘No. She didn’t know the man’s name. You see, Karen never told her the name and she deliberately didn’t ask. She didn’t want to get involved. She knew Karen was a tough young woman out to make the best for herself. That involved taking a lover, being kept by him in some luxury at the flat. But she was also a woman who was on the lookout for the main chance. And it seems she came across something — some information — which was valuable. Extremely valuable. But then something happened. Maybe the lover was cooling. Maybe he suspected she’d been prying into his affairs. Whatever the reason, Karen thought she would be well advised for the moment to have the information out of her possession. So she gave it to Freda Sanderson. She said it was her insurance policy.’ 
 
    ‘And this was the information she was bringing to you, this Sanderson woman?’ Hugh Nelson asked. 
 
    Eric nodded. ‘That’s right. But she saw Karen’s lover in the club. And he saw her. When she hurried out, I guess he realized she could link him with Karen, even though she didn’t know his name. He went after her. He killed her, to silence her. I arrived and he attacked me.’ 
 
    ‘But what was the information she was carrying?’ Leonard Channing asked in a nervous voice. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. It was a book. It contained dates, numbers and a few names.’ Eric glanced at Pearson. ‘I wondered whether Mr Pearson might have some thoughts on the matter.’ 
 
    ‘Me? No . . . I can’t see . . .’ The smile suddenly came and switched off again as the inspector was struck by a thought. ‘Unless . . .’ 
 
    He was silent, thinking, watching Eric’s face. 
 
    ‘That’s why I wonder about the City connection,’ Eric said softly. ‘Let me hypothesize. This man is active in the City. He takes a mistress — Karen O’Neill. She becomes aware of some of his activity which borders on the . . . unethical. She’s no fool. She takes notes: the dates of a few phone calls, a few names she’s picked up, and possibly some numbers of bank accounts. Explosive information, in the wrong hands. They could send a man to jail.’ 
 
    Pearson’s eyes widened. He was getting the picture. ‘When the man in question becomes suspicious — maybe he caught her listening to a call he’s made — he decides she has to be removed. He does it coldly, and efficiently. That’s the kind of man he is. Indeed, it’s the way he always works. An attitude of mind, if you like: he summed it up in a defence strategy, when he said you should try to put out the fires that threaten you by using your own resources. Use the chill to remove the problem — the Salamander chill.’ 
 
    Paul Everett began to say something angrily, but then stopped, frowning. ‘But I didn’t—’ 
 
    ‘No. You didn’t devise the strategy,’ Eric said. ‘Hugh Nelson did.’ 
 
    Channing’s head came up, a wolf scenting blood. He looked at Eric in surprise and then turned towards Nelson. The arbitrageur was at ease, lolling in his chair, confident. ‘That’s right. The phrase was mine. But so what?’ 
 
    ‘As I said . . . nothing but an attitude of mind. But there are a few more things.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘How did you know about the Roger Graham acquisition plans?’ 
 
    Nelson raised his eyebrows. ‘I knew about it?’ 
 
    ‘You did,’ Eric affirmed. ‘You asked me about it, the first time we met. You’ve already told us you didn’t know Chris Graham. He hadn’t started his search for another bidder at that stage. There could have been no City gossip about the acquisition, even if, as Everett says, the City would have been so out of character as to be interested. So — how did you know about it?’ 
 
    ‘Gossip—’ 
 
    ‘No. I don’t think so. The thing was under wraps in the North. But there was one person who could have told you. A person who came to a party at Perastino’s in Newcastle. Someone who was very close to the man advising Morcomb Estates. Karen O’Neill.’ 
 
    Hugh Nelson raised his eyebrows, smiling thinly. ‘Are you suggesting—’ 
 
    ‘There are a few other things that sort of click into place for me now, too. Something a financial journalist told me recently. Secrets in the City, he said, are never secrets. There are always avenues for information . . . pieces of paper, names, dates . . . It was a word you used yourself, Nelson.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘With Everett. When he demanded to know if there was any evidence of your involvement in Reeves Grenham insider dealing.’ 
 
    Pearson, the DTI inspector, leaned forward with interest. ‘What was the reply, Mr Ward?’ 
 
    Ward still watched Hugh Nelson. ‘Everett actually asked about loopholes. He asked Nelson if they’d been closed. Nelson replied all avenues have been closed. And Everett persisted.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Pearson wetted eager lips. 
 
    ‘Dead? he asked,’ Eric replied. ‘And Nelson confirmed it. I think now he was able to say that because Karen O’Neill was just that. Dead.’ 
 
    Nelson grinned boyishly, shaking his head. ‘You’re playing with words, Ward, making suppositions and arguments out of thin air, out of innocent conversations.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Eric disagreed. ‘You chose your words with care. When you spoke to me of the Morcomb takeover of Graham’s you laughed at my surprise, told me there were always sources of information. In this case, the information was of no use to you, so you tossed it away, being clever, trying to impress me. But I think you got that information from Karen O’Neill — and maybe when you learned the shoe was on the other foot, and she had got information about you—’ 
 
    Leonard Channing cleared his throat nervously. ‘You’re not telling us Nelson kept this woman—’ 
 
    ‘What car do you drive, Nelson?’ 
 
    ‘Is that an issue?’ 
 
    ‘When I went to Sanderson’s flat,’ Eric replied, ‘there were several cars parked in the street. I noted them; an old policeman’s instinct. After I was attacked the same instinct took me back into the street. I needed to check, find out if a car had been moved. Because the killer who hurried from the club after Freda Sanderson would probably have driven his own car — too hurried to take precautions. He’d have parked nearby to make a quick escape. When I came out of her flat, one of the cars had gone. It was a Porsche. What car do you drive, Nelson?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see—’ 
 
    ‘A Porsche,’ Paul Everett rasped harshly. 
 
    There was a short silence. Hugh Nelson looked down at his hands; they were trembling slightly, fingers curled. His smile was stiff. ‘You did say, Ward, that this was merely a hypothesis.’ 
 
    ‘But one that should now be tested,’ Eric said softly, ‘by the police.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘The odd thing is,’ Eric said to Anne as they walked along the track to the crags, ‘I don’t believe Nelson ever actually knew about the book, Karen O’Neill’s “insurance policy”. What we’re getting from the police is the suggestion that he killed her because he knew she was prepared to use information she’d acquired to blackmail him.’ 
 
    ‘But why would she blackmail him when he had set her up in the flat?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘He’d tired of her, it seems. Wanted rid of her. She then made it clear she would want a payoff: he wasn’t prepared to have that hanging over him, not with the insider dealing investigation going on.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what the information was about?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Nelson had traded illegally in the Reeves Grenham issue and was about to be investigated by the DTI. He couldn’t afford to have O’Neill around, talking about what she knew. The notebook included details of some of the dealings — they’ve found it in the Sanderson flat. I don’t know whether Nelson would have looked for it and found it, but my arrival prevented that. My guess is, nevertheless, he didn’t even know about it: he killed Sanderson to stop her identifying him as Karen’s lover — particularly when the police had as good as convinced themselves Edmonds had done the killing, in a jealous rage.’ 
 
    ‘So she wasn’t a whore after all,’ Anne mused. 
 
    ‘Terminology.’ Eric smiled. ‘A kept woman, a hard woman, one whose greediness killed her. Anyway, talking of greed: what’s the position on Chris Graham?’ 
 
    Anne chuckled. ‘They gave him a flea in the ear. It’s odd, you know: when the acquisitions bid started, Roger Graham was against dealing with a woman. Now, when his youngest son hasn’t played fair, has broken our agreement and attempted to sound out another buyer, some innate chivalry is one of the reasons why Roger Graham is so mad.’ 
 
    ‘That old warrior? I don’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘Well there’s self-interest too,’ Anne admitted. ‘He wants to see the firm continue, not get wiped out. Anyway, the upshot is, oddly enough, that they want to go ahead and are even prepared to agree a performance-related purchase — a sort of reaction to Chris Graham’s foolishness. Anything he raises now gets shot down.’ 
 
    ‘Will you use Jim Edmonds in the remaining negotiations?’ 
 
    Anne hesitated. ‘If he’s up to it. I’ll ask him . . . he’s had a rough time of it, and it’s not over for him yet, but maybe to be drawn back in is the fillip he needs to get back on the rails again.’ She smiled. ‘It’s not that we’re a recuperative agency — he’s a good man, and he knows the acquisitions business. I think it makes sense to use him.’ 
 
    ‘So do I.’ 
 
    They had reached the top of the hill. To the west the sun was low in the sky and the moorland about them was purple-blue in the fading light. A family of plover called plaintively on the hill and under Cheviot there was a glint of gold, a tint of rose on the slopes. 
 
    Eric slipped his arm lightly across Anne’s shoulders. It was good to be back in the North for a few days. It would give him the chance to gear himself mentally for the board meeting at Martin and Channing. He was not yet certain how far he would push things: after his warning, Channing had not completed the deal with Everett and so the bank had suffered no financial loss. Nevertheless, the question was whether Eric should try to censure Channing for the way he had behaved. At this stage, it would probably be unwise: Eric would not have sufficient support on the board, when Leonard Channing could show no harm had occurred. 
 
    ‘And what about the Salamander chill?’ Anne asked. Eric shrugged. ‘You saw the papers this morning. The City . . . well, you know how it is. Nelson was involved in the Salamander defence; his arrest has had repercussions. Share prices have slipped and the fan club will get even more nervous. Ranks are breaking and I don’t think the DTI will need to investigate: Gower-Rue will win. It was always a gamble, the Salamander chill — it depended too much upon luck, and was based upon an illegal premise. Doesn’t pay, you know, to bend the law.’ 
 
    Anne laughed at the mock-seriousness of his tone. ‘And there,’ she said, ‘speaks a lawyer!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    GLOSSARY OF ENGLISH SLANG FOR US READERS 
 
    A & E: Accident and emergency department in a hospital 
 
    Aggro: Violent behaviour, aggression 
 
    Air raid: an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets 
 
    Allotment: a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetable or flowers 
 
    Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket) 
 
    Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings 
 
    A Level: exams taken between 16 and 18 
 
    Auld Reekie: Edinburgh 
 
    Au pair: live-in childcare helper. Often a young woman. 
 
    Barm: bread roll 
 
    Barney: argument 
 
    Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids 
 
    Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle 
 
    Benefits: social security 
 
    Bent: corrupt 
 
    Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb) 
 
    Biscuit: cookie 
 
    Blackpool Lights: gaudy illuminations in seaside town 
 
    Bloke: guy 
 
    Blow: cocaine 
 
    Blower: telephone 
 
    Blues and twos: emergency vehicles 
 
    Bob: money 
 
    Bobby: policeman 
 
    Broadsheet: quality newspaper (New York Times would be a US example) 
 
    Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead 
 
    Bun: small cake 
 
    Bunk: do a bunk means escape 
 
    Burger bar: hamburger fast-food restaurant 
 
    Buy-to-let: Buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit 
 
    Charity Shop: thrift store 
 
    Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket 
 
    Care Home: an institution where old people are cared for 
 
    Car park: parking lot 
 
    CBeebies: kids TV 
 
    Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments 
 
    Chemist: pharmacy 
 
    Chinwag: conversation 
 
    Chippie: fast-food place selling chips and other fried food 
 
    Chips: French fries but thicker 
 
    CID: Criminal Investigation Department 
 
    Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army) 
 
    Clock: punch 
 
    Cock-up: mess up, make a mistake 
 
    Cockney: a native of East London 
 
    Common: an area of park land/ or lower class 
 
    Comprehensive School (Comp.): High school 
 
    Cop hold of: grab 
 
    Copper: police officer 
 
    Coverall: coveralls, or boiler suit 
 
    CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward 
 
    Childminder: someone who looks after children for money 
 
    Council: local government 
 
    Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic 
 
    DC: detective constable 
 
    Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block 
 
    Deck: hit (verb) 
 
    Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character 
 
    DI: detective inspector 
 
    Digestive biscuit: plain cookie 
 
    Digs: student lodgings 
 
    Do a runner: disappear 
 
    Do one: go away 
 
    Doc Martens: Heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole 
 
    Donkey’s years: long time 
 
    Drum: house 
 
    DS: detective sergeant 
 
    ED: accident and emergency department of hospital 
 
    Eagle: boys’ comic 
 
    Early dart: to leave work early 
 
    Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled egg 
 
    Enforcer: police battering ram 
 
    Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects) 
 
    Estate agent: realtor (US) 
 
    Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982 
 
    Fag: cigarette 
 
    Father Christmas: Santa Claus 
 
    Filth: police (insulting) 
 
    Forces: army, navy, and air force 
 
    FMO: force medical officer 
 
    Fried slice: fried bread 
 
    Fuzz: police 
 
    Garda: Irish police 
 
    Gendarmerie: French national police force 
 
    Geordie: from Newcastle 
 
    Garden Centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold 
 
    Gob: mouth/ can also mean phlegm or spit 
 
    GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community 
 
    Graft: hard work 
 
    Gran: grandmother 
 
    Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s 
 
    Hard nut: tough person 
 
    HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck 
 
    HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents 
 
    Home: care home for elderly or sick people 
 
    Hoover: vacuum cleaner 
 
    I’ll be blowed: expression of surprise 
 
    Inne: isn’t he 
 
    Interpol: international police organisation 
 
    Into care: a child taken away from their family by the social services 
 
    Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman 
 
    ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital 
 
    Jane Doe: a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous 
 
    JCB: a mechanical excavator 
 
    Jerry-built: badly made 
 
    Jungle: nickname given to migrant camp near Calais 
 
    Lad: young man 
 
    Lass: young woman 
 
    Lift: elevator 
 
    Lord Lucan: famous aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974. Has never been found. 
 
    Lorry: a truck 
 
    Lovely jubbly: said when someone is pleased 
 
    Luftwaffe: German air force 
 
    M&S: Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop 
 
    Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie 
 
    MOD: ministry of defence 
 
    Mobile phone: cell phone 
 
    MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area 
 
    MRSA: A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 
 
    Myra Hindley: famous British serial killer 
 
    Naff: lame, not good 
 
    Naff all: none 
 
    National Service: compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s 
 
    Net curtains: a type of semi-transparent curtain 
 
    NHS: National Health Service, public health service of UK 
 
    Nick: police station (as verb: to arrest) 
 
    Nowt: nothing 
 
    Nutter: insane person 
 
    Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale) 
 
    Old bag: old woman (insulting) 
 
    Old Bill: police 
 
    OTT: over the top 
 
    Owt: anything 
 
    Pants: noun: underwear adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible 
 
    Para: paratrooper 
 
    Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone you pay for calls in advance 
 
    PC: police constable 
 
    Pear-shaped: go wrong 
 
    Petrol: gasoline 
 
    Pictures: movie 
 
    Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence 
 
    Pillock: fool 
 
    Pips: police insignia indicating rank 
 
    Piss off: as exclamation, go away (rude). Also can mean annoy. 
 
    Pissing down: raining 
 
    Playing field: sports field 
 
    Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting) 
 
    Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc. 
 
    Post: mail 
 
    Planning Department: the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property 
 
    PNC: police national computer 
 
    PSNI: police service of Northern Ireland 
 
    Prat: silly idiot 
 
    Premier League: top English soccer division 
 
    Proms: concerts held at the Albert Hall 
 
    Public Analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes 
 
    RAF: Royal Air Force 
 
    Rag: newspaper 
 
    Ram-raiding: robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window 
 
    Randy: horny 
 
    Recce: reconnaissance 
 
    Red Adair: famous oil well firefighter 
 
    Resus: resuscitation room 
 
    Right state: messy 
 
    Ring: telephone (verb) 
 
    Roadworks: repairs done to roads 
 
    Rozzers: police 
 
    RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 
    RTC: road traffic collision 
 
    RV: rendezvous point 
 
    Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc. 
 
    Rugger: rugby (posh American football) 
 
    Sarge: sergeant 
 
    SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command 
 
    Scrote: low life 
 
    Section: to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws 
 
    Semi: Semi-detached house, house with another house joined to it on one side only 
 
    Shedload: a large amount 
 
    Shop: store 
 
    Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way 
 
    Sickie: day off work pretending to be ill 
 
    Sixth-form college: school for high school students in final two years. 
 
    SIO: senior investigating officer 
 
    Skell: tramp or homeless person 
 
    Skip: a large open container used for building waste 
 
    Slapper: slag 
 
    Smackhead: heroin addict 
 
    Snout: police informer 
 
    SOCO: scene-of-crime officer 
 
    Sod: an annoying person 
 
    Sort: to do or make 
 
    Solicitor: lawyer 
 
    Sparky: electrician 
 
    Spook: spy 
 
    Spuds: potatoes 
 
    Squaddie: a soldier of low rank 
 
    Stunner: beautiful woman 
 
    Super: superintendent (police rank) 
 
    Surveyor: someone who examines land and buildings professionally 
 
    Sweeting: endearment, like sweetheart 
 
    Tabloid: newspaper 
 
    Tea: Dinner (Northern English) 
 
    Tea towel: drying cloth 
 
    Till: cash register 
 
    Tip: a mess 
 
    Tipsy: a bit drunk 
 
    Top himself: commit suicide 
 
    Torch: flashlight 
 
    Tutor: university teacher 
 
    Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing) 
 
    Twoc: steal a car, often just for joyriding 
 
    Upmarket: affluent or fancy 
 
    Wacky baccy: cannabis 
 
    Wally: silly person 
 
    War Cry: Salvation Army magazine 
 
    Wash: the washing machine 
 
    Water board: company supplying water to an area 
 
    White van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck 
 
    WI: Women’s Institute, organisation of women in UK for social/cultural activity 
 
    Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning 
 
    Wilco: will comply i.e. yes 
 
    Wrinklies: old people 
 
    Yellowbelly: native of Lincolnshire 
 
    Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person 
 
    Yorkie bar: type of chocolate bar 
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