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Henry Middleton frowned at his watch and sipped thoughtfully at his gin and tonic. This was the first time in fifteen years that Charles Dufty had been late for their Friday evening chess game in the lounge bar of the Dog and Tadpole – over ten minutes late, in fact. The board was set up in their customary secluded corner, Charles’s whisky and water was placed ready for him but . . . ‘Ah! There you are!’ Henry rose, stiffly, to greet his old friend. ‘Thought perhaps you’d bottled out after last week’s crushing defeat.’

Charles was apologetic: ‘Busy week at the office,’ he explained, easing himself into his chair and taking a welcome pull at his whisky.

Henry sat up straight and assumed an expression of outraged amusement. ‘Busy week at the office! You haven’t had a busy week anywhere for twenty years or more. I thought you only popped in for a couple of afternoons a week just to do the crossword and make a nuisance of yourself.’

Charles chuckled, his shaggy white eyebrows ruffling as his features crinkled in pleasure. ‘Reasonable summing up of the situation,’ he wheezed. ‘Just so happens there’s been a bit of reorganisation to attend to; one or two decisions to be made. I am still with the old firm on a consultancy basis, you know. Occasionally they listen to the rubbish I spout.’

‘That son of yours, Hugo, has his head screwed on. He’s supposed to be running the place now, isn’t he? I think you should let him get on with it.’

‘I do let him get on with it,’ Charles responded, somewhat peevishly. ‘Hugo’s in sole charge of all matters relating to the work of the firm. If he wants my advice on a particular case or a difficult client, he asks for it and I give it. My only concern is to ensure that the firm I founded almost fifty years ago continues to fill the role for which it was intended.’

‘And what role is that?’ asked Henry.

Charles Dufty scratched his cheek reflectively. ‘Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn was set up as and continues to be a small provincial firm of solicitors, catering for the needs of the people of Hockam and the surrounding villages. No more, no less. That’s what I envisaged when I founded the firm and I like to think of it as my legacy to Hockam. It’s a role we’ve filled very successfully for half a century – that’s who we are. But if we try to be something we’re not, we’ll lose our identity.’

Henry regarded him quizzically, the dome of his bald head reflecting the wall light above him. ‘Hugo been talking about expanding again, has he?’ he asked after a few moments.

Charles sipped his whisky and looked back at him through narrowed eyes. ‘Don’t miss much do you, old friend?’
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A blustery wind was rattling the shop blinds in Hockam’s little High Street and periodically ruffling the feathers of a solitary, disgruntled looking pigeon attempting to take an afternoon nap on the gable end of the half-timbered building which housed the offices of Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn, solicitors and commissioners for oaths.

Inside, in the little reception area, a tall, slim woman, perhaps in her late forties, her fair, shoulder-length hair neatly tied back, was peering through Christian Dior glasses at Conchita, the recently employed Spanish receptionist. ‘Is he in?’ she asked, inclining her head towards one of the two panelled doors in the wall to her left.

Conchita raised large, dark eyes from the copy of OK Magazine on her lap. ‘Mister Hugo is on his desk where he will have a client in five minutes.’

The woman took off her glasses, raised her eyebrows and regarded the receptionist with every appearance of being a headmistress, which, indeed, she was. ‘I think you mean at his desk, Conchita.’ She suppressed a smile, seeing the girl’s puzzled frown, and walked to the door indicated, where she paused and looked over her shoulder. ‘Oh, and Mr Hugo will be seeing a client, not having a client . . . Well, I assume that’s the case, anyway.’ She opened the door and went in.

Hugo Dufty looked up from the papers littering his desk, pushed a lock of floppy black hair from his forehead and greeted his wife. ‘Hello, Helen. You’re a bit early, I’m interviewing a possible new trainee any minute and I’ll be with him for half an hour at least.’

‘I haven’t come to give you a lift home,’ said Helen. ‘You came in your car today, remember? No, I just popped in to ask whether you’ve done anything yet about the empty premises next door. The place is still empty I see and the “To Let” sign is still up. The agents are Rookham and Selby in Walchester.’

Hugo leant back in his chair and sighed, massaging his jaw where a troublesome tooth had been plaguing him for over a week. ‘No, I’m still not sure it’s the right thing to do – or the right time to do it. Conveyancing’s a bit down at the moment and . . .’

‘Oh, Hugo!’ Helen flopped down in a chair in front of the desk. ‘It was only last night we were talking about the need to expand the firm and you agreed that the extra couple of rooms would enable you to take on at least one more fee earner and another secretary – both of which are much needed if the firm’s to increase its client base and achieve some sort of growth.’

‘Yes, yes, I know, Helen. But the property market won’t pick up until next spring and, with the extra rent and salaries, we’d have a pretty lean few months. It might be better to wait until next year and then look for larger and more suitable premises to move the whole firm into.’

Helen drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. When she spoke, her voice was rigidly under control, as though she was addressing a recalcitrant pupil who had been sent to her study for the second time that week for the same offence. ‘Hugo, I was under the impression that we had discussed this at some length last night and that we were in agreement. However, let’s remind ourselves of the main points: firstly, how often do office premises come on the rental market in Hockam? And secondly, where would you find a better arrangement than taking over the premises next door to this? Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn have been here in this building for almost fifty years. Why move the firm when you could just expand into next door? And you agreed that expansion would be a good move – space is at a premium here. Even this new trainee you’re thinking of taking on will have to be jammed into the secretaries’ office with Trish and Miss Metcalfe. It was you who said last night that these days standing still is not an option. And, looking to the future, if James does decide to take up the law – and he’s already showing an interest in what you do even though he’s only eleven – shouldn’t you be making sure there’s room for him in the firm?’

Hugo leant his elbows on the desk and rubbed his eyes. ‘Yes, I know. It’s just that this might not be the best time. But I will look into it.’

‘When?’ asked his wife.

‘Well, it’s too late today, the agents will be closed when I’ve seen this potential trainee. And I’m in Malverley Magistrates Court tomorrow morning. I’ll try and fit in a call to the agents tomorrow afternoon – after my two-thirty client, that is. Client work must come first, Helen.’

She sighed again and walked to the door. ‘Well, it’s your firm, Hugo.’

‘Not entirely, Helen,’ he pointed out, picking up the internal phone to enquire whether the applicant for the post of trainee had arrived.

She paused, her handle on the doorknob. ‘Ah!’ she said. ‘Your father’s been talking to you about it, hasn’t he?’

Hugo put down the phone and faced her. ‘As a matter of fact, Father and I haven’t even mentioned the empty premises next door. In any case, he knows that, as the senior resident partner, all decisions affecting the firm are mine to take. I know you think he’s a meddler, but . . .’

‘I don’t think he’s a meddler, Hugo. You know perfectly well that I think the world of your father. He’s the dearest, most loveable man I know. But he’s also the cleverest. If he wants the firm to stay as it is, it will, whether or not you decide otherwise.’

The door closed firmly behind Helen, and Hugo slumped into his chair, staring bleakly at the papers on his desk and trying to ignore his aching tooth until his secretary Trish came in to remind her employer that a Mr Bernard Summers was waiting in reception.

The aforesaid Bernard Summers, uncomfortable in his interview suit, had been nervously leafing through last January’s edition of Homes & Gardens for the past fifteen minutes, his gaze flicking between an article headed ‘Modern Colour Schemes in Vintage Settings’ and the surprisingly lustrous eyes of the receptionist as she spoke on the telephone in a fascinating Spanish accent. Inadvertently catching her eye as she put the receiver down, he coloured slightly and lowered his tousled head quickly to resume his intent study of a glossy picture showing a chaise-longue on which reclined a rather haughty looking woman, stroking a small, pug-faced dog and staring at a bunch of yellow flowers in an orange vase.

He was considering whether it would be appropriate to initiate a conversation with the receptionist when one of the two doors leading off the reception area opened suddenly and a tall, slender woman wearing spectacles came out. She closed the door very firmly behind her and swept past the reception desk. At the same time, a young secretary appeared from the passageway to the side of the reception desk, drew back to allow the woman to pass and watched as the street door banged shut behind her. The girl turned her friendly, freckled face to Bernard, made a wry expression and disappeared into the room from which the woman had emerged.

Bernard was about to make an almost certainly lame remark to the receptionist when he was saved from doing so by the door again opening and the young, freckle-faced secretary reappearing to say: ‘Mr Dufty Junior will see you now.’ She stood back to allow him to enter, murmuring ‘Good luck’ as he passed.

The office he entered was lit by the afternoon sun peering through the leaded light window and casting diamond-shaped patterns on the piles of files and papers littering the antique desk behind which sat his potential employer, who appeared to be massaging his jaw and frowning. Seeing Bernard, however, he smiled and stood up, extending a pale, long-fingered hand in welcome. ‘Mr . . . er . . . Summers?’ he said, his voice well modulated and enquiring.

Bernard nodded and shook the offered hand. ‘Mr Dufty, how do you do,’ he replied. Surprised and a little embarrassed by his own, unaccustomed old-world courtesy, he went on: ‘It’s Bernard, by the way.’

‘Bernard! Of course,’ Hugo smiled. ‘Do have a seat, Bernard. Now then . . .’ He leafed through the notes on his desk. ‘I see that you live in Walchester.’

‘I do at present,’ Bernard confirmed. ‘After I finished my law degree at Birmingham University, I went back to stay with my mother. But, obviously, if I . . . well, that is, if you were kind enough to offer me a position here, I’d move to Hockam – I understand there’s a small flat vacant in the High Street only a few doors away.’

The solicitor regarded him thoughtfully. ‘You don’t feel that, after university in Birmingham and then the comparatively bright lights of Walchester, Hockam might be a little . . . shall we say . . . quiet?’

Bernard shook his head. ‘I want to gain all-round experience and I feel I’m more likely to get that with a smaller, general practice than with one of the larger firms which tend to slot their trainees into specialist departments. In fact, I’ve already been for an interview with a large firm in Walchester who offered me a two-year training contract but I found the atmosphere there very . . . impersonal. Whereas I’m inclined to think that legal practice should be about people and their problems.’

‘Which firm was that?’ asked Hugo.

‘Pollock’s,’ replied Bernard.

Hugo was silent for some moments before saying: ‘Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn was founded by my father some fifty years ago as a small provincial firm, catering for the needs of the people of Hockam and the surrounding villages. That remains our aim and, to that extent, I agree with you that those needs are best served by a more general and . . . personal approach than that offered by firms such as Pollock’s. However . . .’ He stood and walked to the window where he looked out at the activity in the High Street, which, at that moment, consisted of an elderly man in a trilby hat walking a dog. ‘In these modern times,’ he continued, ‘standing still is not an option. To survive, we must look to the future. We must change with the times and we must grow. Plans are already afoot to expand and to . . . modernise.’

The solicitor was silent for some minutes, during which Bernard opened his mouth but, unsure what to say, closed it again.

Hugo returned to his desk. ‘And our desire to take on an articled clerk is, of course, part of those plans.’

Bernard looked up from his shoes, which he had been studying during Hugo’s reverie. ‘Actually, the term “articled clerk” is no longer used,’ he ventured. ‘We’re now known as “trainee solicitors”.’

But Hugo was again lost in thought, his hands clasped before him, his forehead resting on his extended forefingers, his eyes closed. At length, he looked up and placed his hands on his desk. ‘When could you start?’

The tousle-haired young man’s eyes widened. ‘Well, I . . . I suppose . . . Well, I’m free to start at any time, though, of course . . .’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Well . . . yes. But, of course we have to . . .’

Hugo stood up. ‘Yes, naturally, we’ll have to agree terms and draw up a contract – articles and so on, but I’m sure we can arrive at a mutually, er . . . Suppose you come in tomorrow morning and I’ll get Miss Metcalfe to introduce you to everyone and we can talk about arrangements and so forth.’

Bernard nodded, slightly bewildered, shook hands, made his goodbyes and left.

Hugo Dufty’s morning at Malverley Magistrates Court proved more successful than he had anticipated. His client, Jason Pullman, was exonerated of all blame in the incident involving his motorcycle and David Barstow’s prize dairy cow, the wind had dropped, the sun was shining, yesterday’s toothache was much abated and he arrived back at the office at around twelve noon, feeling more positive than he had for some time.

Slightly perturbed at finding the reception desk deserted, he popped his head round the door of the secretaries’ room. ‘No one on reception?’ he enquired.

Miss Metcalfe, Charles Dufty’s secretary, looked up from her computer screen, her friendly, motherly features smiling beneath greying hair. ‘Oh, Mr Hugo. We didn’t expect you back just yet. Conchita’s just popped out to buy some tea bags – the ones Mr Dufty Senior likes – we’re completely out of them. But I’m keeping an ear open for anyone coming into reception. She’ll be back at any moment.’

Hugo nodded. ‘That’s fine, Miss Metcalfe. When Conchita’s back, I wouldn’t mind a cup of tea before my one o’clock client, if that could be arranged. Trish, could you pop in with the file on Mr and Mrs Draper, please?’

Trish jumped up to do as bidden and Hugo withdrew his head and closed the door, only to open it again almost immediately. ‘Good morning, Bernard. We’ll have a talk in a few minutes and thrash out a contract – terms and so forth. I see Miss Metcalfe’s already sorted you out a desk . . . or should I say work station?’ Pleased with his attempt at modern parlance, he smiled brightly at everyone and again went out.

Bernard murmured ‘Good morning’ to the closed door and turned his attention back to his newly acquired ‘work station’ which consisted of a small, chipped desk which Miss Metcalfe and Trish had extracted with difficulty from the basement where it had reposed, undisturbed, for many years. This was wedged into a corner, leaving just enough room for a hard wooden chair, access to which was achieved by adopting a crab-like approach around the corner of the desk, a procedure which required care to avoid serous injury to the tenderest parts of the male anatomy.

Taking his training file out of his briefcase, he attempted, unsuccessfully, to open the top drawer of the desk. ‘Try the third drawer,’ suggested Miss Metcalfe. ‘The other two seem to be jammed. I think the runners need replacing.’

She turned to Trish. ‘Mr Hugo seems in a better mood this morning,’ she remarked. ‘Perhaps his toothache’s better.’

‘Just as well,’ said Trish, pulling the Draper file out of the filing cabinet. ‘I’ve got to tell him Mrs Biggs is coming in at three thirty about the sale of her cottage and we’ve lost the deeds.’

‘We haven’t lost the deeds, Trish.’ Miss Metcalfe’s tone was admonitory. ‘We’re just unable to locate them at present. It may be that they’re deposited with Mrs Biggs’s bank.’

‘Well, Mr Hugo’s still going to be in a bit of a spot when she comes in.’ Trish’s freckled features were unusually flustered. ‘And it’s me that’s got to tell him.’

And tell him she did, as she placed the Draper file on his desk.

To her surprise, he shrugged. ‘The deeds are probably either at her bank or with Pollock’s in Walchester who acted for her when she bought the place. It’s not a problem, Trish, I’m sure we’ll sort it out. I think I heard Conchita coming into reception – any chance of that cup of tea, do you think?’

Charles Dufty’s portly frame appeared in the open doorway, his shock of white hair even more ruffled than usual. ‘Did I catch a passing reference to tea?’

‘Hello, Mr Dufty,’ said Trish. ‘I was just going to make some for Mr Hugo so I’ll bring you one as well. I think we’ve got some chocolate biscuits, too.’

‘Trish, you have an instinctive ability to make an old man very happy. I’ll take it in my office. ’Morning, Hugo. How d’you get on with the beaks this morning?’

‘Very well, actually. In fact we got what could be termed a result. Young Jason Pullman was delighted.’

‘Splendid!’ beamed Charles. ‘Onwards and upwards, eh?’ He headed for his own room next to Hugo’s.

‘Actually, Father, I wanted a word, if you’ve got a moment,’ called Hugo.

The old man turned back. ‘Yes, of course, old boy. Problem?’

‘No, not a problem exactly.’ Hugo hesitated, his positive frame of mind faltering momentarily. ‘It’s, er . . . it’s just something I think we should discuss.’

Charles closed the door and sat down. ‘Fire away, I’m all ears!’

Hugo thought for a moment and then made up his mind.

This was no time for procrastination. This was a time for taking charge of the situation. ‘Father, I think you know that I have, for some time, been considering the possibility of expanding the firm.’ He studied his father’s impassive face, watching for any sign of dissent or hostility. Finding none, he continued: ‘Obviously, we would wish to preserve the ethos and . . . special characteristics of the firm which have been built up over the fifty years since you founded it – indeed, that objective is as close to my heart as I know it is to yours. But, that said, I am convinced that, in today’s world, one must move forward in order to survive. With that in mind, I have been considering ways in which we could expand our operations and increase our client base whilst still retai—’

‘How about the empty premises next door?’ said Charles.

Hugo stopped talking, his mouth still forming the word ‘retaining’. Trish entered bearing a tray.

‘Ah, the lovely Trish!’ boomed Charles. ‘Bearing refreshment for weary souls and choccy biccies to fortify us in our deliberations. Pop it down on the table over here, my dear, and I’ll do the necessary.’

When the door had closed, Charles busied himself pouring the tea. ‘Good girl, that,’ he remarked. ‘Knows just how to slot into the firm so as to keep the wheels turning smoothly. There we are, m’boy. One cup of Ceylon Orange Pekoe and two biscuits each. Now, what were you saying about the empty premises next door?’

Not for the first time in discussions with his father, Hugo felt the initiative slipping inexplicably from him and passing, almost imperceptibly, to the other. Surprised as he was at the old man’s willingness to discuss the premises next door, he was determined to retain the lead role in the proceedings. Expansion had been his own idea and he must continue to manage its implementation. He took a bite out of a chocolate biscuit which broke into two pieces, one of which fell into his teacup, splashing the Draper file on his desk. Dabbing at the droplets with his handkerchief, he said: ‘Well, actually, Father, it was you who mentioned it but, since you brought it up, I am proposing to look into the possibility of taking on the lease. Obviously, much will depend upon the terms offered – the amount of the rent and so on – but, assuming that the premises prove suitable and reasonable arrangements can be made to . . .’

‘Well, you’d better get a move on, old chap,’ said Charles. ‘I rather gather that some interest has already been shown in the place. If I were you, I’d pop in and see the agents straight away – Rookham and Selby in Walchester, I believe. No point in dithering, you know.’

Again surprised and encouraged by his father’s lack of opposition, Hugo replaced his handkerchief in his pocket and nodded. ‘Absolutely, I agree. I intend to visit their offices at the very first opportunity.’

‘When will that be?’ asked Charles.

Hugo studied his desk diary. ‘Well, I was planning to go this afternoon but I’ve just been told that Mrs Biggs is coming in unexpectedly so . . . Ah, tomorrow is out because I’m seeing Jonathan Bradshaw in chambers all morning, then there’s a Law Society lunch and then, of course, there’s that blasted meeting with the Dyson family at the Manor House. Let me see, I may be able to fit in a couple of hours on Thursday, that is if . . .’

‘Why don’t I go?’ suggested Charles.

‘You go?’ said Hugo.

‘Yes, me go, Hugo. Seems to me we need to do something about it straight away before someone gets in first – if they haven’t already. I’m free this afternoon, I could drive over to Walchester and see the agents for you. Find out what the score is and report back to you. That is, if you’re serious about this?’

‘Yes, of course, I’m serious. It’s just . . . well, yes, I suppose that would make sense. If you’re sure you don’t mind?’

‘Not at all, m’boy. Happy to be of some use. Let’s see this young fellow you’ve got lined up as an articled clerk and then I’ll pop over and see the estate agents and let you know how I get on when I get back – or, more likely tomorrow morning, there’s a meeting of the Gilbert & Sullivan Society Committee this evening so I’ll probably eat in Walchester after seeing the agents. How’s that?’

‘Perfect,’ said Hugo, draining his teacup and pressing a button on the intercom. ‘Trish, could you show Bernard in now, please?’

Bernard was again shown into the dusty office, straightening his best tie as he went. As before, Hugo Dufty stood to greet him, as did a short, rather portly elderly man with a shock of unruly white hair and the bushiest, whitest pair of eyebrows Bernard had ever seen. The old man, whom Hugo introduced as his father, Charles Dufty, shook Bernard’s nervous hand firmly, the corners of his surprisingly bright blue eyes creasing into deep crow’s feet as he smiled reassuringly at the young man. ‘Don’t know about you, young fella, but I can’t stand interviews. Difficult to be yourself when you’re expected to be someone else, eh?’

Bernard, feeling a relief of the tension he had been experiencing all morning, grinned back. ‘Well . . . I suppose there is always a bit of that. But I’ll try and be as honest as I can – this is definitely me.’

‘I can see that,’ chuckled Charles, waving him to a chair and settling himself back into his own. ‘I gather from Hugo that if you take a position with the firm, you’ll be moving here to Hockam from Walchester?’

‘That’s right,’ Bernard confirmed. ‘I think it’s important to be a part of the community in which you work. I’ve always believed that legal practice is about people rather than . . .’

‘Do you have any friends in Hockam?’ asked Charles.

Caught slightly off-balance, Bernard paused with his mouth slightly ajar. ‘Er, well, yes, there is someone I know here, though I . . .’

The old man leant forward in his chair, smiled conspiratorially and lowered his voice: ‘Pretty is she?’

Mentally cursing his unmanly tendency to blush, Bernard smiled back. ‘Well, I think so, but I . . .’

‘So, you want to serve as an articled clerk and qualify as a solicitor, eh?’ Charles continued, seamlessly.

Hugo cut in: ‘Actually, Father, the term articled clerk is no longer used. These days, they’re referred to as trainee solicitors.’

‘Same thing,’ pointed out Charles. ‘Tell me, Bernard, in not more than three words, why do you want to be a solicitor?’

Passing a hand through his dark, curly hair, Bernard Summers stared at the desktop in front of him, thought for a few seconds and then looked squarely at Charles Dufty. ‘To practise law,’ he said, almost defiantly.

The old man nodded. ‘That’ll do,’ he said, rising stiffly from his chair. ‘Now, I’m afraid I must leave you – spot of business with an estate agent in your home town. I’ll leave Hugo here to sort out the paperwork and so forth. If you do decide to throw in your lot with our little undertaking here, I shall look forward to working with you.’

Harold Selby, a short, spare-framed man who habitually sported a well-trimmed moustache and a bow tie, ushered Charles to a chair in his tiny room behind the spacious general office of Rookham and Selby, estate agents.

‘Charles, come in, take a pew. Haven’t seen you since that joint Rotary do the year before last in Hockam – sorry, “Hokum” – as in “poke ’em”,’ he added, remembering the pronunciation favoured by local residents. ‘How’re you keeping?’

‘Pretty well, thanks, Harold, aside from the inevitable ravages of Anno Domini. How’s business?’

The estate agent grimaced. ‘Bit slow at the moment, actually. Bit of a flat patch in the market. Still, should pick up in time. Usual ups and downs, you know. Things haven’t been easy since Ed Rookham retired. How are things in the legal racket?’

‘Well, I don’t play much part in it these days. I’m still with the old firm on a consultancy basis but my son, Hugo, runs the show now. Good job he makes of it, too – though he says conveyancing’s down at the moment. The property market affects us all, I suppose.’

‘Oh, speaking of your Hugo, there’s someone here you might like to see,’ said Harold. He picked up the phone, spoke a few words into it and a moment later the door opened to admit a smartly dressed woman of perhaps thirty-five, her bobbed blonde hair framing attractive, friendly features which lit up in a delighted smile upon seeing Charles.

‘Mr Dufty!’ she shrilled.

Charles stood up. ‘Caroline,’ he beamed, embracing her. ‘Lovely to see you. What are you doing here?’

‘I work here,’ she said. ‘Have done for almost five years now. I think Harold here took pity on me when I left Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn and gave me a job as his PA.’

Harold laughed. ‘Caroline may have started as a PA but she’s now a qualified estate agent in her own right. Useful member of the firm – though I don’t tell her that too often,’ he added in a confidential tone. ‘She’d probably want more money or something.’

‘Do give my regards to Hugo,’ said Caroline. ‘They were three very happy years I spent as his secretary. Next time I’m in Hockam I’ll pop in and say hello to everyone. Must go, I’m showing a couple round that cottage in Hay Green, Harold.’

‘Good girl,’ replied her boss. ‘Turn on the old Adams charm, won’t you? If we can shift that place, it’ll be champagne all round.’

As the door closed behind her, Harold said: ‘Caroline’s a first-class worker. Actually, she’s outgrown her position here. I wish I could give her more to do but in the present climate there’s just not the work available. I sometimes worry she’ll get bored and move on to one of the larger firms – and I suppose I wouldn’t blame her if she did.’

Charles nodded. ‘Hugo always thought very highly of her. He’s never really found anyone to take her place – although, of course, young Trish is coming along well.’

‘Yes,’ said Harold. ‘It was a pity about that junior partner of yours . . . what was his name?’

‘Mark Dunn,’ supplied Charles.

‘That’s the fella. He and Caroline had quite a thing going, as I understand it, and when he buggered off to . . . where was it?’

‘Spain,’ said Charles, his face creasing into a frown. ‘He moved to Spain with three friends to open a bar in Benidorm or some such place. Still there, as far as I know, though why he took it into his head to chuck up a promising career in the law for that . . . Well, there it is.’

‘Well, wherever it was he buggered off to, Caroline was pretty cut up about it. I gather that’s why she left the firm. And I was looking for a PA at the time, so here she is. Still carries a torch for him, I think. Very seldom goes out with anybody else. Thrown herself into her work to forget, I suppose. Which is why it’s a pity I haven’t got more of it for her to do at the moment.’

Charles was silent for a few moments but then brightened. ‘Why don’t you open a branch office?’ he asked.

Harold blew out his cheeks and considered this. ‘Never really thought about it. Wouldn’t work, though. We haven’t got enough work here as it is.’

‘That’s because you’re one of probably about twenty firms in Walchester. Do you know, we haven’t got a single firm of estate agents in Hockam since old Ted Barrows won the lottery and retired to the South of France? Anyone trying to sell a property in Hockam or the surrounding villages has to come to Wal-chester to find an agent – and then they’ve got twenty or so to choose from. Why don’t you open a small branch office in Hockam? You’d clean up.’

Harold stroked his moustache. ‘There’s something in that. But then I’d have to set on staff to run it and . . .’

‘No, you wouldn’t,’ countered Charles. ‘You’ve already said that Caroline’s outgrown her position here and you haven’t got enough for her to do. Why not get her to open a new branch of the firm in Hockam?’

Harold pondered this for a while. ‘Good point,’ he said. ‘But I don’t know of any suitable premises there.’

‘Yes, you do. There’s one on your books to let at the moment. Matter of fact, it’s right next door to our offices in the High Street. Prime position. If you were to open a branch there and get Caroline to run it, Dufty’s could no doubt put business your way.’

Harold was now sitting bolt upright with a faraway look in his eyes. ‘And we could reciprocate when opportunities arose.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Look, do you fancy a pint at the Cricketer’s Arms down the road?’

Bernard, still slightly bemused some eight hours after his interview, sat, toying with a half of bitter in the lounge bar of the Pig and Whistle, Hockam’s ivy-clad High Street inn. Having visited Ben Sharpe, the elderly proprietor of the newsagent’s a few doors away, inspected the tiny, two-roomed accommodation above the shop and agreed to take it at what appeared to be a manageable rent, he was now feeling a little swept along by events.

However, he reflected, opening a packet of cheese and onion crisps, his main objective had been achieved – relocation to Hockam. Relaxing into his seat and chewing contentedly, he mused upon the principal motivation for his application to Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn and his desire to take up residence in this tiny market town, some twelve miles from the bustling city of Walchester, which had been the scene of his boyhood. His reverie was cut short by the entrance into the lounge bar of the aforesaid principal motivation in person.

Joanna Dickinson was looking even more edible than usual as she caught sight of him. Tossing the thick fringe of fair hair from her astonishingly sparkling blue eyes, she made towards him, her long legs clad in tight-fitting jeans.

Seating herself at the rickety table, she directed towards him a smile so radiant that he was obliged to swallow hard, causing the crisp which he had been in the process of munching to lodge in his throat, giving rise to a bout of coughing which attracted amused glances from the three other occupants of the bar.

‘Sorry,’ he gasped, recovering himself. ‘Glad you could come. Got a bit of news!’

The girl’s smile faded slightly. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I was just going to tell you my news. Still, you first.’

There followed a short exchange of polite insistency which ended in Bernard’s favour. Drawing himself up in his chair, he announced, portentously: ‘I’m moving to Hockam!’

Aware of Joanna’s slightly mystifying lack of reaction, he went on: ‘Well, we’ve both had enough of catching the bus to either Walchester or Hockam whenever we want to meet so I decided to do something about it. I kicked Pollock’s into touch and, in the space of two days, I’ve landed a training contract with Dufty Dufty Popple & Dunn and taken a flat over the newsagent’s here in the High Street. Now we can see each other whenever we want without one of us having to catch the last bus home. Obviously, we can still have evenings out in Walchester but at least we’ll catch the bus together. And I’m sure there’s plenty to do here in Hockam.’

Having delivered himself of this, he sat back to take the applause he believed it merited.

‘Hokum,’ said Joanna, her flat tone exhibiting none of the expected emotion.

Bernard screwed up his eyes. ‘Pardon?’

‘Hokum,’ she repeated. ‘It’s pronounced Hokum, not Hockam.’

‘Well, whatever,’ he replied. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

The fringe of fair hair obscured her eyes as she stared at the table in front of her. ‘Do you want to hear my news?’

‘Yes, of course.’ His voice betrayed his disappointment.

‘I’m moving to Walchester,’ she said without looking up. ‘I’ve at last got a place in Walchester General Hospital and I’m moving into the student nurse’s accommodation next week.’

After a long silence, she said: ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

Charles Dufty’s presence in the office before three o’clock in the afternoon was a rarity, but he sat now at his desk, his head in his hands, the morning newspaper spread in front of him as the library clock chimed ten. Miss Metcalfe was busying herself at the filing cabinet which stood in a corner of his room, muttering that Mrs Biggs’s deeds must be somewhere. ‘Probably misfiled,’ she tutted.

Charles looked up. ‘Good try, Joan, and that would explain the reference to “motorway” but it’s too many letters.’

Miss Metcalfe turned to face him. ‘Motorway . . . Letters?’ she frowned.

‘Misfiled – begins with MI – MI – motorway,’ he explained. ‘But “misfiled” has eight letters. I’m looking for a six-lettered word which could, as you implied, begin with MI.’

His secretary’s face cleared. ‘Oh, it’s your crossword,’ she said. ‘What’s the clue you’re stuck on?’

Charles peered at the paper over his half-rimmed glasses. ‘Wrongly induced to toboggan on motorway,’ he read.

‘Try MISLED,’ she suggested and returned to her task.

He threw down his pen. ‘Miss Metcalfe, I sometimes wonder at the sheer potency of your intellect. Why am I sitting here pontificating at this fancy desk while you fritter away your powers filing and making tea . . . Oh, speaking of the latter . . .’

‘I was just about to put the kettle on, Mr Dufty,’ she said, pulling from the deep recesses of the filing cabinet a packet marked ‘Mrs Brenda Biggs – Deeds of Rosemary Cottage’.

As she opened the door to go out, Hugo could be heard in reception giving instructions to Trish prior to keeping his appointment with Jonathan Bradshaw QC in chambers. Seeing Charles through the open door, he came in.

‘Morning, Father,’ he said. ‘How did you get on at Rookham and Selby’s yesterday?’

Charles leant back in his chair. ‘Do you want the bad news, the good news or the even better news first?’

‘Give me the bad,’ said Hugo, gloomily.

‘The premises next door are taken.’

‘Ah well,’ said Hugo, philosophically. ‘Perhaps now wasn’t the best time to take on more expense, with the property market the way it is. At least I can tell Helen we tried – she was quite keen on the idea, you know. Anyway, must dash.’ He turned to go.

‘Don’t you want the good news?’ called Charles.

Hugo glanced at his watch. ‘Well?’ he asked.

‘The offices next door are to be occupied by a branch office of Rookham and Selby, with whom we are to have a useful association to our mutual benefit – thus countering to some extent the worst effects of the slack property market.’

Hugo closed the door and sat down in front of his father’s desk. ‘Really? That might be useful – an arrangement like that could lead to more conveyancing business. Mind you, depends on how well we get on with them. You know what some of these estate agents are like.’

‘Well,’ said Charles. ‘That brings me to the even better news. The branch office is to be run by someone with whom we already have a good working relationship – or, at least we had and there’s no reason why that shouldn’t be the case again.’

‘Well, who?’ asked Hugo.

‘Caroline Adams,’ replied Charles.

Hugo’s eyes widened. ‘Caroline? But how did . . . I thought she . . . ?’

The old man raised his unruly white eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Just the way things work out sometimes. You’d better be off, old boy. Don’t want to keep old Bradshaw waiting, do you?’

[image: images]

Stanley, the Dog and Tadpole’s Friday barman, brought fresh drinks to the corner table where he found the two friends chuckling over the chessboard.

‘Thanks, Stanley,’ wheezed Henry. ‘Though I don’t think Charles really deserves his whisky.’

‘And why would that be, sir?’ asked Stanley.

‘Because he’s a conniving old bugger who’s used to getting his own way by whatever means possible.’

‘Who, Mr Dufty, sir?’ Stanley stepped back a pace in mock outrage. ‘I refuse to believe it, sir. A more amenable gentleman I’ve yet to meet.’

‘Thank you, Stanley,’ said Charles, adopting a hurt expression. ‘As you know, my sole concern is always to ensure that matters are arranged in such a way that everyone is happy. “Getting my own way” as Mr Middleton puts it, doesn’t enter into it. Whether I win or lose is of no importance to me. What it is to be misunderstood, Stanley.’

‘Quite so, sir,’ said the barman, directing a reproachful glance at Henry, clearing the used glasses from the table and pottering back to his bar.

‘Well,’ mused Henry. ‘I suppose you’re not such a bad old stick on the whole. I admit you’ve generally got others’ interests at heart.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Charles, moving his queen four spaces diagonally. ‘Checkmate, I think?’


May It Please Your Honour

[image: images]

‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I would suggest to you that this witness is, quite deliberately, and for reasons of his own, attempting to mislead this court into believing . . .’

‘Objection, M’Lud!’

‘Objection sustained, Mr Carstairs, it could be considered that . . .’

‘But, M’Lud, I have reason to believe that . . .’

‘Shame!’

‘Let ’im go on – we all know that bastard’s lying!’

‘Silence! If there is any more interruption from the public benches, I’ll clear the court!’

‘Stanley!’ called Charles Dufty. ‘Can you please close that blasted door? Fellow can’t hear himself think in here.’

The barman obediently went over and closed the door, shutting out the increasing decibels from the television in the snug, allowing peace to reign once more in the lounge bar of the Dog and Tadpole. Henry Middleton looked faintly disgruntled. ‘I was quite enjoying that,’ he complained. ‘It was one of the best episodes of Carstairs QC. I remember it from the first time round. Carstairs is defending this electrician chap who’s accused of rigging up a device in the bathroom of . . .’

‘Bloody racket,’ snapped Charles.

Henry turned his attention back to the chessboard. ‘Well, I suppose that sort of thing’s just work to you; the courtroom confrontation, the cut and thrust of legal argument; the . . .’

‘Cut and thrust be buggered. If that lot had simmered down a bit and talked things through it might not have got to court in the first place. Most
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