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            Prologue

         

         First, you light a cigarette, the smoke curling in on itself and up towards the ceiling. It catches at the back of your throat with the first draw before seeping into your lungs and easing into your bloodstream with a tingle. You put the fag down in the ashtray before turning to set your scene. Kneeling over the back of the sofa, you tie the rope onto the shelves, the smoke sliding up your face and stinging your eyes.

         Next, you wrap a silk scarf round the rope to soften it and pull at it once, twice, to make sure it’s secure. You’ve done this before. You have practiced, tested. Measured it to a perfect calibration. So far, and no farther. No drop. Only a little death wanted here.

         The screen is set up, the film you selected ready to play.

         And the final cut, the orange you have laid out on a plate. You pick up the knife, a sharp one with a wooden handle, a steel-dappled blade, and you push it into the fruit. A half, a quarter. An eighth. The peel orange, the pith white, the flesh bleeding out to red at the edges, a sunset spectrum.

         These are all the textures you need. The sting of the smoke in the air, the figures dancing on the screen before your eyes. The padding of the silk soft against the coarse rope. The thumping of the blood in your ears as you come closer and closer, the sweet burst of citrus on your tongue to pull you back from there to here, before the point of no return.

         It works every time. You know you’re safe, alone.

         Behind the locked door, just you and the glorious summit you’re about to reach.

         Only a few beats away.

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         The October sky lies gray above me and my wheelie bag’s heavy but I wait for the bus and count my blessings. The trial is finished, kicked out at halftime after a legal argument on the basis of insufficient evidence. It’s always pleasing to get one up on the prosecution and my client’s over the moon. And the biggest plus of all, it’s Friday. Weekend. Home time. I’ve been planning for this—I’m doing things differently tonight. One drink, two at the most, then I’m off. The bus pulls up and I make my way back over the Thames.

         Once I arrive at chambers, I go straight to the clerks’ room and wait for them to notice me amid the ringing phones and whir of the photocopier. At last Mark looks up.

         “Evening, miss. The solicitor called—they’re well pleased you got that robbery kicked out.”

         “Thanks, Mark,” I say. “The ID evidence was crap. I’m glad it’s done, though.”

         “Good result. Nothing for Monday, but this has come in for you.” He gestures down to a slim pile of papers sitting on his desk, tied together with pink tape. It doesn’t look very impressive.

         “That’s great. Thank you. What is it?”

         “A murder. And you’re leading it,” he says, handing the papers over with a wink. “Nice one, miss.”

         He walks out of the room before I can reply. I stand holding the bundle, clerks and pupils moving past me in the usual Friday rush. A murder. Leading my first murder. What I’ve been building up to all my professional life.

         “Alison. Alison!”

         With an effort, I focus on the speakers.

         “Are you coming for a drink? We’re on the way.” Sankar and Robert, both barristers in their thirties, with a collection of pupils trailing behind them. “We’re meeting Patrick at the Dock.”

         Their words sink in. “Patrick? Which Patrick? Bryars?”

         “No, Saunders. Eddie’s just finished a case with him and they’re celebrating. That fraud, it’s finally come to an end.”

         “Right. I’ll just put these away. See you in there.” Clutching my brief, I walk out of the room, keeping my head down. My neck’s flushed warm and I don’t want anyone to spot the red blotches.

         Safely in my room, I shut the door and check my face. Lipstick on, flush toned down with powder. Hands too shaky for eyeliner but I brush my hair and reapply scent; no need to carry the stench of the cells with me.

         I push the papers to the back of the desk, straighten the photograph frame I’ve nudged out of line. Friday-night drinks. But I’m only going for one.

         Tonight it’s going to go to plan.

         
              

         

         Our group fills half the bar’s basement, a dingy place frequented by criminal lawyers and their clerks. As I walk down the stairs Robert waves his glass at me and I sit down next to him.

         “Wine?”

         “Wine. Definitely. Only one, though. I want to be home early tonight.”

         No one comments. Patrick hasn’t said hello. He’s sitting on the opposite side of the table, engrossed in conversation with one of the pupils—that Alexia—holding a glass of red wine. Distinguished, handsome. I force myself to look away.

         “Looking good, Alison. Had a haircut?” Sankar’s buoyant. “Don’t you think she’s looking good, Robert, Patrick? Patrick?” More emphasis. Patrick doesn’t look up. Robert turns from talking to one of the junior clerks, nods and toasts me with his pint.

         “Well done on the murder! Leading it too. You’ll be a QC before you know it—didn’t I tell you, after you did so well in the Court of Appeal last year?”

         “Let’s not get carried away,” I say. “But thank you. You seem in a good mood.” My voice is cheerful. I don’t care if Patrick noticed me coming in or not.

         “It’s Friday and I’m off to Suffolk for a week. You should try having a holiday sometime.”

         I smile and nod. Of course I should. A week on the coast, perhaps. For a moment I imagine skipping through the waves like a figure in the playful portraits seen in a certain kind of holiday cottage. Later I’d eat fish and chips on the beach, wrapped up against the October chill blowing off the North Sea before lighting a fire in the wood-burning stove in my perfectly appointed house. Then I remember the files squatting on my desk. Not now.

         Robert pours more wine into my glass. I drink it. The conversation flows around me, Robert shouting to Sankar to Patrick and back to me again, peaks and troughs of bad jokes and laughter. More wine. Another glass. More barristers join in, waving a pack of cigarettes around the table. We smoke outside, another, no, no, let me buy some more I keep stealing yours and the search for change and the stumble upstairs to buy some from behind the bar and no Marlboro Gold only Camels but for now who cares yes let’s have some more wine, and another glass and another and shots of something sticky and dark and the room and the talk and the jokes whirling faster and faster around me.

         “I thought you said you were leaving early.” Focus now. Patrick, right in front of me. He resembles a silvered Clive Owen from some angles. I look for them, tipping my head one way, another.

         “Christ, you’re pissed.”

         I reach out for his hand but he moves sharply away, looking around him. I sit back in my chair, pushing my hair off my face. Everyone else has left now. How did I not notice?

         “Where is everybody?”

         “Club. That place Swish. Fancy it?”

         “I thought you were talking to Alexia.”

         “So you did notice me when you came in. I wondered…”

         “You were the one who was ignoring me. You didn’t even look up to say hello.” I try and fail to hide my indignation.

         “Hey, no need to get stressed. I was giving Alexia some career advice.”

         “I bet you bloody were.” Too late now, all the jealousy is spilling out. Why does he always do this to me?

         
              

         

         We walk together to the club. I try to take his arm a couple of times but he pulls away and before we reach the entrance, he pushes me into a dark corner between two office blocks, grasping my jaw for emphasis. “Keep your hands off me when we go inside.”

         “I never put my hands on you.”

         “Bollocks, Alison. The last time we ended up in here you were trying to grope me. You made it so obvious. I’m just trying to protect you.”

         “Protect yourself, more like. You don’t want to be seen with me. I’m too old…” My voice trails off.

         “If you’re going to talk like that you should just go home. It’s your reputation I’m trying to protect. All your colleagues are in here.”

         “You want to get off with Alexia, you’re just getting me out of the way.” Tears leak out of my eyes, any dignity long gone.

         “Stop making a scene.” His mouth is close to my ear, the words quiet. “If you make a scene I will never speak to you again. Now get off me.”

         He pushes me away and walks round the corner. I stumble on my heels, putting my hand against the wall to hold myself up. Instead of the rough texture of cement and brick, there’s a sticky substance smeared right where I plant my palm. Steady on my feet now, I smell my hand and retch. Shit. Some joker has smeared shit all over the alleyway wall. The smell does more to sober me up than anything Patrick has hissed at me.

         Should I take it as a sign to go? Hell no. There’s no way I’m going to leave Patrick to his own devices in that nightclub, not with all those hungry young women desperate to make a good impression on one of chambers’ most important instructing solicitors. I scrape the worst of the mess onto a clean bit of wall and walk with assurance to Swish, smiling at the doorman. If I wash my hands for long enough I’ll get the stink off. No one will ever know.

         
              

         

         Tequila? Yes, tequila. Another shot. Yes, a third. The music thumps. Dancing now with Robert and Sankar, now with the clerks, now showing the pupils how it’s done, smiling, joining hands with them and spinning and back to dancing on my own, my arms waving above my head, twenty again and no cares. Another shot, a gin and tonic, head spinning backwards falling through the beat as my hair falls round my face.

         Patrick’s in here somewhere but I don’t care, not looking out for him, certainly have no idea that he’s dancing very closely with Alexia with the smile on his face that should just be for me. I can play that game. I walk over to the bar, a wiggle in my stride. Looking good. Dark hair artfully pushed back from my face, fit for nearly forty—the match of any twentysomething in that room. Even Alexia. Especially Alexia. Patrick’ll see oh he’ll be sorry he’ll be so sorry he lost this chance messed this one up…

         A new song comes on, with a heavier beat, and two men push past me to get onto the dance floor. I sway on my feet, then fall, unable to stop the momentum, my phone dropping hard out of my pocket. I knock into a woman holding a glass of red wine that spills everywhere, all down her yellow dress and onto my shoes. The woman looks at me in revulsion and turns away. My knees are damp in a pool of spilled booze and I try to gather myself a little before standing.

         “Get up.”

         I look up, then down again. “Leave me alone.”

         “Not when you’re in this state. Come on.”

         Patrick. I want to cry. “Stop laughing at me.”

         “I’m not laughing at you. I just want you to get up and get out of here. That’s enough for one night.”

         “Why do you want to help me?”

         “Someone has to. All the rest of your chambers have found a table and are knocking back Prosecco. They won’t notice us leaving.”

         “You’ll come with me?”

         “If you get on with it.” He reaches out his hand and pulls me up. “Go outside now. I’ll meet you there.”

         “My phone…” I look around the floor.

         “What about it?”

         “I dropped it.” I spot it under a table near the edge of the dance floor. The screen is cracked and sticky with beer. I wipe it off on my skirt and trail out of the club.

         
              

         

         He doesn’t touch me as we walk to chambers. We don’t talk, don’t discuss it. I unlock the door, getting the alarm code right on the third attempt. He follows me into my room, ripping at my clothes without kissing me, before pushing me facedown onto the desk. I stand back up and look at him.

         “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

         “You say that every time.”

         “I mean it.”

         “You say that every time too.” He laughs, pulls me close and kisses me. I turn my head away but he puts up his hand and twists my face back to his. My mouth’s rigid against his lips for a moment but the smell of him, the taste, overtakes me.

         Harder. Faster. My head thumps into the files on the desk as he thrusts into me from behind, pauses for a moment, moves himself.

         “I didn’t say…” I start but he laughs, makes a hushing sound. One hand’s pulling my hair and the other’s pushing me down onto the desk and my words turn to a sob, a gasp. Again and again against the desk and then the files fall and as they fall they catch the photograph frame and it falls too and the glass smashes and it’s too much but I can’t stop him and I don’t want to stop him but I do, and on and on and no don’t stop don’t stop, stop it hurts, don’t stop until a groan and he’s done, standing and wiping and straightening.

         “We have to stop doing this, Patrick.” I get off the desk and pull up my underwear and tights, tugging my skirt neatly down to my knees. He’s doing his trousers back up, tucking his shirt in. I try to do up my shirt.

         “You ripped off a button,” I say, fingers shaking.

         “I’m sure you can sew it back on.”

         “I can’t sew it on right now.”

         “No one will notice. No one’s here. Everyone’s asleep. It’s nearly three in the morning.”

         I look around the floor, find the button. Push my feet into my shoes, stumble into the desk. The room’s spinning, my head foggy again.

         “I mean it. This has to stop.” I’m trying not to cry.

         “As I said, you always say that.” He doesn’t look at me as he pulls his jacket back on.

         “I’m finishing this. I can’t deal with it anymore.” Now I’m crying in earnest.

         He walks over, holds my face between his palms.

         “Alison, you’re pissed. You’re tired. You know you don’t want this to stop. Neither do I.”

         “This time I mean it.” I back away from him, trying to look emphatic.

         “We’ll see.” He leans forward and kisses me on the forehead. “I’m going to go now. We’ll speak next week.”

         Patrick leaves before I can argue any more. I slump into the armchair in the corner. If only I didn’t get so drunk. I wipe the snot and tears away from my face with my jacket sleeve, until my head slumps onto my shoulder in oblivion.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         Mummy, Mummy, Mummy!”

         My eyes are shut and I’m warm and lying in my bed and how lovely that Matilda’s there to say hello.

         “Mummy! You slept in your chair. Why did you sleep in your chair?”

         Chair. Not bed. Chair.

         “Open your eyes, Mummy. Say hello to me and Daddy.”

         Not a dream, either. I open one eye, shut it again. “Too bright. It’s too bright. Please turn off the lights.”

         “The lights aren’t on, silly Mummy. It’s morning.”

         I open my eyes. It’s my chambers, place of my working week, full of briefs, case law, the detritus from the night before. My daughter shouldn’t be standing here in front of me, one hand outstretched on my knee. She should be tucked up in bed at home, or sitting at the kitchen table eating her breakfast. She is here, though. I reach my hand out and cover hers before trying to get myself into some order.

         I’m curled up to one side in the armchair, and as I straighten up, I feel my left foot has fallen asleep. I move my legs and wince as blood returns to my extremities. That’s not the bit that hurts most, though. Flashes of the night before burst through my head. I can see the desk over Matilda’s head, shadows of Patrick pounding into me as she leans over and hugs me. I put my arms around her and inhale the scent of her head. It calms the pounding of my heart, a little. There’s nothing to worry about. I’ve just fallen asleep in chambers after a bit too much to drink, that’s all. That’s all that’s happened. And I’ve finished with Patrick, too. It’s going to be all right. Maybe.

         Finally I feel strength enough to look at Carl. He’s leaning in the doorway, disappointment in every feature, the lines from nose to mouth strongly pronounced. He’s in jeans and a hoodie, as usual, but the silver in his hair and the sternness in his face give him the air of someone decades older than me.

         I clear my throat, my mouth dry, looking for the words that might make this all go away.

         “I came back from the club to pick up the new brief and then I wanted to have a little sit-down and the next thing I knew…”

         Carl is unsmiling. “I thought so.”

         “I’m sorry. I really meant to get home sooner.”

         “Come on, I know what you’re like. But I really hoped that this time you’d behave like a grown-up.”

         “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

         “I hoped you’d be here, so I thought we’d come and get you and take you home.”

         Matilda starts to wander round the room. Before I realize what’s happening she crawls underneath the desk. A sudden cry, a scramble out, straight to me.

         “Mummy, look, Mummy, my hand, my hand it hurts, it hurts…” The sobs drown her words. Carl pushes past me and takes hold of her hand, wiping it with a tissue, which he holds up to me. There’s blood on it.

         “Why is there broken glass on the floor?” His voice is tight, even as he soothes Matilda.

         I get up slowly, move underneath the desk and fish out the photograph frame that was knocked off the night before. Matilda smiles out at me from behind jags of glass.

         “My picture was on the floor. Why was it on the floor?” She sobs even louder.

         “I must have knocked it off by accident. I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

         “You should be more careful.” Carl is angry.

         “I didn’t know you’d be coming in.”

         He shakes his head. “I should be able to bring Matilda to your office.” He pauses for a moment. “And that’s not the point. I shouldn’t have had to bring Matilda to your office. You should have been home last night. Like a proper mother.”

         There’s nothing I can say. I tidy up the rest of the glass and wrap it in an old newspaper before putting it in the bin. The photograph of Matilda itself is undamaged and I take it from the broken frame, leaning it up against the corner of my computer. I tuck my shirt down into my skirt. Carl’s face is furious, his brow knitted, before the rage subsides to an expression of deep sadness. I feel a tightness in my throat, a sharp sensation of guilt and remorse, strong enough to dull the acid taste of my hangover.

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

         He’s silent for a long while, tiredness etched on his face.

         “You look exhausted. I’m so sorry, Carl,” I say.

         “I am exhausted. Far too late a night waiting up for you. I should have known better than to bother expecting you home.”

         “You should have called.”

         “I did. You weren’t picking up.”

         Stung by his tone, I pull my phone from my bag. Twelve missed calls. Fifteen texts. I swipe delete. Too much, too late. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

         He takes a deep breath. “Let’s not argue in front of Tilly. You’re here now. We’re together.” He walks over to me and puts a hand on my shoulder and for a moment I put my hand up to his, before he takes a tighter hold and shakes me. “It’s time to go home.”

         Then he catches sight of my phone. He picks it up and examines the crack. “Honestly, Alison. You only had it mended a few months ago.” He sighs. “I suppose I’ll have to sort it out for you again.”

         I don’t argue, meekly following him out of the building.

         
              

         

         The journey’s quick to Archway, cars and buses slipstreaming down the empty streets. I lean my head against the window, looking out at the ruins of the night before. Burger wrappers, bottles, and here and there a small street-cleaning cart trundling along, its brushes turning as it erases the traces of Friday night.

         Gray’s Inn Road. Cast-iron railings obscuring the view into the expanses of lawn. Rosebery Avenue, Sadler’s Wells—books I read long ago spring into my mind. No Castanets at the Wells, Veronica at the Wells. What was the other one? That was it. Masquerade at the Wells. I know all about that, the masks, the doubling. My hands clench, the knuckles whitening. I’m trying not to think about how the rest of Patrick’s night might have gone. Did he believe me when I said it was over? Did he go home or go back out, to look for my replacement? Carl reaches over from the steering wheel and puts his hand over mine.

         “You seem tense. We’ll be home soon.”

         “I’m just so sorry, Carl. And tired. We’re all tired, I know.”

         I turn farther away from him, trying to push the guilt away, still looking out the window. Past Angel now, the restaurants of Upper Street that start well and end badly in a Wetherspoon’s on Highbury Corner. The hanging baskets trailing off along Holloway Road, student dives above curry houses and the curious row of latex clothing shops catering for tastes Patrick most likely shares.

         “Did the trial go well?” Carl says, breaking the silence as we start to drive up the hill towards home. I’m taken aback at the tone of his voice, more friendly than before. Maybe he’s stopped being angry.

         “The trial?”

         “The one you’ve been doing this week, the robbery.”

         “I got it kicked out at halftime…” My words come out from very far away, as if through meters of water, my head heavy and floating.

         “So you’re free next week? Be nice for you to spend some time with Tilly.”

         Not submerged anymore. Jerked suddenly above the surface, spluttering and fighting for breath. He’s still angry.

         “Are you trying to make a point?”

         “You’ve been very busy recently.”

         “You know how important this is to me. To us. Please don’t have a go.”

         “I’m not having a go, Alison. I just said it would be nice. That’s all.”

         Traffic slowing at the top of Holloway, and the turnoff before Archway. Home. Where the heart is. I reach into my pocket to make sure that my phone’s still there, but stop myself from checking to see if Patrick has texted. I get out of the car and turn to Matilda, a smile firmly on my face. She takes my hand as we walk into the house.

         
              

         

         I shower, scrubbing all traces of Patrick from me. I try not to think about my head pushed against the desk, him insistent above me, the pressure that drove hard edges into all of my soft surfaces. I eat the bacon sandwich that Carl leaves congealing for me on the kitchen counter, focusing on the sounds of Matilda playing in the garden, kicking through leaves and scooting round the lawn, back and forth, fort, da. She is a pendulum chiming between this reality and the other one that still isn’t texting me, however firmly I tell myself to stop checking. I start to open the murder file, then close it. The temptation to hide in the brief is almost irresistible, to retreat behind statement and summary rather than confront the reality of my own life and the mess I keep making of it, the ways I upset Carl and Tilly. But I know I’ll only make matters worse if I start working now. Later.

         Friends for lunch, Carl cooking—nothing but the best for these people he’s known since university. A leg of lamb spluttering in the oven, the tang of rosemary sharp in the air. The kitchen scrubbed clean, a frame waiting for its picture. Carl has laid the table already, napkins folded rigid on the side plates that crowd into the knives and forks. The blackboard in the corner is wiped clean of the week’s activities—no longer a litany of swimming, shopping, and the times for Carl’s men’s group meetings, it now simply says Love the weekend! in Matilda’s careful print, with a drawing of two stick people holding hands, one tall, one small.

         The kitchen counters are clear, the cupboard doors closed, an array of white surfaces blank against me. I attempt to rearrange a bunch of white lilies that Carl has put in a vase but fat splotches of yellow pollen fall on the table. I wipe them up with my sleeve and move away quickly.

         I join Matilda in the garden, admire the spider’s web that covers the blackcurrant bush and the collection of twigs in the holly tree that’s definitely a nest, Mummy, you can see that. Maybe a robin lives there? Maybe.

         “We’ll have to get some food, Mummy. For the bird so she can feed her children.”

         “All right, sweetie. We’ll go and buy some peanuts.”

         “Not peanuts. They told us about it at school. Birds like balls of fat with things stuck in them.”

         “That sounds revolting. What kind of things?”

         “I don’t know, seeds, worms maybe?”

         “Let’s ask Daddy, sweetie. Maybe he’ll know. Or we can look it up.”

         Carl calls us in. The guests have arrived, and he’s taking the lamb out of the oven. I admire it and move to the fridge to sort out drinks, both of us falling naturally into the roles we always play when Dave and Louisa come round. We’ve weekend-lunched with them since before the children, days when light falls to dark as we sit at the table drinking bottle on bottle, stuffed on Carl’s cooking. I give a glass of juice to Flora, their daughter, and uncork the wine.

         “Dave is driving. I’ll have some, though.” Louisa holds out her hand for the glass that I’ve just poured.

         “Are you drinking, Alison?” Carl puts some crisps in a bowl, having covered the lamb with foil.

         “Yes. Why not? It’s Saturday.”

         “I’d just have thought, after last night…” He doesn’t need to finish the sentence.

         “After last night what?”

         “You might have had enough? Anyway, it was just a thought. Don’t worry about it.”

         “I’m not.” I pour myself more than I mean to, splashing sauvignon blanc over the sides of the glass. Louisa crooks her head to one side, intrigued.

         “What happened last night?”

         I look at her face, hoping I’m imagining the edge in her tone. “Nothing, it was Friday, you know…”

         “Mummy was so tired she fell asleep in her chair in chambers! We had to go and collect her this morning. Daddy said we needed to look after her,” Matilda pipes up. I cover my face with my hands, rub my eyes.

         “Mummy fell asleep in chambers? She must have been very tired. Why don’t you  and Flora take some of these crisps through to the other room?” Louisa says, pushing a bowl of crisps into Matilda’s hand and ushering them to the door.

         Yes, tired, that’s all. Tired to the bone.

         
              

         

         “So they finally gave you a murder? That’s great news. You must have had to do some massive favor for that clerk of yours to pull it off.” Dave smirks.

         “All earned through her own hard work, Dave. I’m sure she deserves this.” Louisa glares at him, raises her glass to me.

         “What’s it about? Lots of blood and gore? Go on, give us the juicy details.”

         “Dave, not in front of the children…” Louisa says.

         “To be honest, I haven’t had the chance to look at it in detail. I’m going to start tomorrow, try and get to grips with whatever it’s about.” I raise my glass back to Louisa and down its contents.

         “I thought we might go out for the day tomorrow,” Carl says, face downcast. “Tilly, didn’t I say we’d all go out for the day?”

         “Yes, I want to visit that castle, the one with the maze. You promised we’d all go, Daddy.” Matilda’s bottom lip sticks out, her treat disappearing before her.

         “I wish you’d checked what I was doing first…” I swallow the words. I can always work when we get home, after she goes to bed. It’ll be fun. She’ll run round the maze and I’ll follow, turning right, left, right until we know we’re lost and shout for help, laughing all the while. “Of course we’ll go to the castle, darling.” The more we play happy families, the more it’ll come to pass.

         
              

         

         Dave’s work. Lou’s work. Carl’s therapy clients—no names, only some vague details about his new weekly group meetings for sex-addicted men that make Dave and Louisa laugh nervously. I half listen—I deal with enough sex cases at work to be that interested. No more talk of my murder. Holding my glass by the stem I take one drink, another, hoping I’ll drown the anxious voices muttering in my ear about the trial and how long it’ll take to prepare.

         “Shall we do some karaoke?” I say.

         “Let’s have some cheese. I bought some port.” Carl, the host with the most. He keeps house better than I ever could.

         “Brie?” I offer as I cut off a chunk.

         “Alison, look what you did. You cut off the nose,” Carl says.

         I look at the brie, then at the piece on my knife. My throat closes and I put the cheese back on the board, pushing the pieces back together. I can hear Carl sigh but I’m too tired to deal with it.

         “Seriously, anyone want to do some karaoke?” Singing will lift my mood. I’ll do Adele.

         “We’re going to have to go soon. Isn’t it a bit early for karaoke?” says Dave.

         “God, you’re always so sensible. Go on then. I’ll do it on my own.”

         “Don’t get annoyed—it’s nearly seven. We’ve been here for hours,” Louisa says.

         Nearly seven? It is late. Time’s slipped away again. I can’t remember half the conversation that we’ve had. I push myself off my chair, neck the contents of my glass. As I tip it hard towards my mouth, two tendrils of red snake down from the corners of my lips and onto my white top. I slam the glass back down on the table and stalk towards the door.

         “Well, I’m going to do some karaoke now. You be boring if you like. It’s the bloody weekend.”

         
              

         

         I’m in good form tonight. The children watch wide-eyed with awe as I hit all the high notes in “Wuthering Heights.” They’re enthralled. Heathcliff would let me in for sure. I roll in the deep with Adele, take a nod to Prince and his little red Corvette before hitting my musical peak, “There Is a Light That Never Goes Out.” Someone said once that I sound spectral when I sing it, and it’s always my showstopper. No “My Way” for me, this is my way to finish, outclassing Morrissey himself. Possibly. I hold the last note as long as I can and collapse back on the sofa, spent. I’m almost surprised not to receive a round of applause, so clearly in my mind are Carl and David and Louisa avidly listening and admiring my singing.

         “…how you put up with it.” Louisa’s voice, clear in the sudden silence after the end of my song. Then a shushing noise. Can they be talking about me? I haven’t been that bad…I lean back into the cream leather sofa and close my eyes. The door slams and I jump, but only a little before settling back into the cushions, eyes tight shut.

         
              

         

         A little later I come to with a start. There’s no noise in the house. I go into the kitchen and start to clear the rest of the dirty plates and glasses from the table to the sink. Carl’s used the good glasses, the heavy ones that look solid but chip as soon as one touches the other. I carry one load over and come back for the next.

         I’m confused about the way the afternoon’s ended up; I was so sure that everyone would want to join in. There’s a fear lurking in the corner of my mind that I’ve mishandled it all, somehow, my mind clouded with drink, my judgment askew. It’s not how it used to be. As I carry the glasses past the kitchen door I catch sight of the print of Temple Church hanging in the corridor—Carl gave it to me when I first got tenancy and I’d been so pleased with how thoughtful he was. I should be more sensitive to him. His confidence has never been the same since his redundancy, even though the counseling training went so well, and his part-time practice as a psychotherapist has really taken off. He never set out to be a househusband.

         “Don’t carry them like that. I’ve told you,” Carl says. I jump, nearly dropping the glasses. They chime against each other.

         “I was just trying to help.”

         “Don’t. Go and sit down. I can’t bear it if you break something.”

         There’s no point arguing. I look at him through my bangs. A vein is throbbing on his temple and his cheeks are flushed. The color gives him youth, suddenly, and the boy he was stands in front of me, just for a moment, hair dark and floppy, eyes creased in a smile. The vision recedes along with the hairline and I’m left with reality again, a cross man in his forties with thinned, graying hair and an impatient expression on his face. But enough of the memory lingers, the boy superimposed on the man, and a small surge of love stirs in me.

         “I’ll go and read to Matilda.”

         “I don’t want you to upset her.”

         “I’m not going to upset her. I’m just going to read her a story.” I try to stop my voice sounding plaintive. The surge has subsided.

         “She knows you’re drunk. She doesn’t like it.”

         “I’m not that drunk. I’m fine.”

         “Fine? When you’ve pissed off my friends so much that they’ve left early in embarrassment? When I had to scrape you off the floor of chambers this morning?”

         “I was on the chair. And it’s not that early.”

         “You know what I mean.”

         I do. I don’t agree, though. “I don’t think that’s fair. They didn’t leave because of me. They’d have been welcome to do karaoke.”

         “Jesus, Alison…I don’t even know where to start.”

         “This isn’t fair.”

         “Don’t shout at me. I’m not going to talk to you when you’re like this.”

         “I know I’ve pissed you off, and I’m sorry. We always used to have fun together, though. I hadn’t realized everyone had got so boring. Whatever. I’m going to read to Tilly.” I walk out of the kitchen before Carl can say any more.

         She’s sitting in bed reading a Clarice Bean book. Six years old but still my baby. She hugs me and murmurs, “Night night, Mummy, I love you.”

         “I love you too,” I say, and tuck her under her flowery duvet. Carl comes through as I’m about to turn off the light and for a moment we stand united, looking at the child we created. I turn to him and hold out my hand and he pauses, about to take it before he backs away, his hand partly outstretched but the fingers curled tightly into his palm.

         “I made you a cup of tea. It’s in the living room.”

         “Thank you.” He’s gone before I can finish the words but this is a start, the smallest of moves. Maybe he’s inching back in my direction. Though I know it’s more than I deserve. It was only twenty-four hours ago I’d promised to myself that I’d have one drink and then go home. For a moment I feel a deep sense of despair. I can’t even keep to one drink, I can’t make it home to my family as I ought to. I stare into space for a long while, remorse gnawing at my guts, before I shake myself out of it. I drink the tea and go to bed, overwhelmed by emotion and exhaustion. It’s been a long week. I fall into sleep soothed by gentle clinks and splashes as Carl washes up. At least I offered to help.
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         They leave before I wake up, off to the castle together as the brief note Carl leaves me announces. I couldn’t wake you. We had to leave. You’ve got work to do anyway. I finished the washing up. No kisses at the bottom. Cross, not crosses. I am too—I promised to go with them. They should have taken me. When I realize they’ve gone I try to call but his phone’s off. I lie in bed, listening to his voice on the voicemail message. Can’t take your call. Can’t take your call.

         Won’t, more like.

         Finally, I get through. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

         “I tried. You stirred, told me to fuck off. I thought I’d better just leave you to sleep.”

         I don’t remember that at all. “I didn’t wake up till eleven. It’s not like me.”

         “You were wiped out from the night before.”

         “I wished you’d tried harder to wake me up. Or that you’d waited.”

         “I did try, Alison. But you weren’t having any of it. We left at nine. There wouldn’t have been any point going if we’d gone any later.”

         “Right. Well, I’m really sorry. I didn’t do it on purpose. Can I speak to Matilda?”

         “She’s playing at the moment. I don’t want to upset her by making her stop. She was really sad you weren’t there but she’s better now. Just leave it.”

         “I don’t understand it—I never sleep so late. I didn’t mean to. Please tell her I’m sorry, at least.”

         “It is what it is,” he says. A pause, then he changes the subject so firmly I can’t argue. “Are you getting some work done?”

         “I’m about to start. Going to make a stew for supper.”

         “Well, I’ll let you get on with it.” He hangs up before I can say goodbye. I hold my finger above the call icon before moving it instead to home and canceling the whole process. We’ll talk later, over a nice dinner. I’ll make Tilly understand I’m sorry, that I didn’t want to miss the trip. I shake my head clear and get out of bed, pull on some pajamas, and go downstairs to work.

         
              

         

         Two coffees later I open the brief, blinking through the fog of a headache that’s lodged itself behind my right eyeball. Regina versus Madeleine Smith. The Central Criminal Court. Transferred from the magistrates’ court at Camberwell Green, the closest court to the scene of the crime—a rich residential area in south London.

         My phone beeps. I jump for it, hoping that Carl is ready to make up.

         
            Any thoughts on the case yet?

         

         Patrick. Pleasure sweeps through me, then anger. How dare he text me on the weekend, especially when I’ve finished with him. Then his message sinks in.

         What case? I text back.

         
            Madeleine Smith. Ur first murder, no?

         

         I didn’t think I’d mentioned it to him. It slowly dawns on me and I turn to look at the brief. There it is on the back sheet, the instructing solicitor in my first murder. Saunders & Co. Patrick’s company. For a moment I wonder exactly what I have done for the case, how far I’ve gone, how many times. How hard, how fast. But I know that’s not why. Patrick won’t fuck with work. Just me.

         Another beep.

         Hmmm yes, ur welcome. He’s being stroppy.

         I finished with you on Friday. I feel like I’m fifteen again.

         
            I know I know. But this is work. Conference nxt wk. Client wants to meet u ASAP. I’ll book w/clerks.

         

         The end of the conversation. Not the end of the affair. Nothing about Friday, nothing to worry about. If he’d shagged someone else he’d have told me. Not that I should care. I look again at my text: I finished with you on Friday. Delete it. Delete the whole exchange. Maybe I should refuse to work with Patrick for the good of my marriage, but this is what I’ve been working up to all my career. I push him out of my mind and open the files, start reading. I’m doing my job, that’s all.

         
              

         

         Later, I put the brief away and start to cook supper. I chop an onion slowly. The last sunlight catches the blade of the knife and I hold it out, angling it from one side to another, letting the reflection dance off the walls and ceiling. It’s one of the big kitchen knives we were given as a wedding present, me quickly handing a coin over to the donor, my friend Sandra from school. “I don’t want to cut love—we’ve known each other too long,” I said as she smiled and pocketed the silver.

         Madeleine Smith hasn’t just cut love, she’s hacked and chopped and stabbed at it repeatedly, leaving fifteen separate injuries on her husband in their bedroom in Clapham. There are several from which he could have died, though according to the prosecution case summary the pathologist has concluded that the most likely is the stab wound to his neck that almost severed the jugular vein. The red stains are vivid on the white bed sheets where the body was found, shown in pictures provided by the scene-of-crime officer.

         I select another onion and slice it finely.

         
              

         

         The stew has cooked to perfection by the time that Carl and Matilda return home but Matilda takes one look and says that she is hungry, but she doesn’t want to eat meat.

         “You ate lamb yesterday,” I say.

         “When I was talking to Daddy today I asked him about how chickens are killed and I didn’t like what he said.”

         “You don’t like very many vegetables,” I say.

         “I know, but I don’t want animals to die.”

         I look at Carl for help but he shrugs.

         “Okay, sweetie, I’ll make you an omelet. But maybe you should think about it some more,” I say, and she nods. I stir the stew round, hold out the spoon to Carl. “Do you want some?”

         He takes the spoon and looks at it, smells it. Then his mouth twists and he pushes it back into my hands. “No, not really. Not that hungry.”

         “I wish you’d said…You’re not going vegetarian too?” I try not to sound cross.

         “No, it’s not that,” he says. “It just smells a bit…”

         “A bit what?” I suppress my anger less.

         “A bit…Look, don’t worry about it. You made the effort, that’s what counts. And as far as Tilly going veggie, I’ll support her in any choice she makes. It’ll be fun, won’t it? We’ll find lots of new foods you like.” Carl smiles at Matilda. He walks over to the stove, stirs at the stew. “It was worth a try, Alison, but maybe let me stick to the cooking? I know what Matilda’s favorites are. And I’ll make her that omelet.”

         I don’t reply, and move past him to pick up the casserole dish and take it off the heat, putting its lid slightly to one side for the stew to cool down. I’ll take it in for lunch, freeze the leftovers. Its cloying, meaty scent will dog me for weeks. The chunks of carrot I’d so carefully chopped into batons poke their heads through the viscous gravy. It looks like sick. I feel sick. My offering, not even burnt, rejected.

         Matilda comes over to me and I kneel down and hug her.

         “I’m sorry I didn’t come with you today, sweetie.” I speak to her quietly, words meant for her alone. I put out my hand and stroke her cheek before pulling her into a hug. She hugs me back hard. I push her out gently to arm’s length, holding her shoulders so I can make eye contact. “I promise that very soon, we will go out. Just you and me. We’ll go wherever you like. I promise. Okay?”

         She nods.

         “I promise.” Then I pull her back and hug her again. She relaxes into me, head warm against my shoulder. A knot inside me loosens.

         
              

         

         Carl watches me bathe Matilda. I brush her hair and dry it, read her a story and sing to her as she falls asleep. After we shut her bedroom door he says, “It’s very important to keep promises to children.”

         “I’m not going to break it.”

         “Make sure you don’t.”

         “There’s no need to threaten me, Carl. I’m doing my best. Can’t you be more supportive?”

         “Don’t push me, Alison. You’re in no position to be reproachful.”

         Anger blazes in me, subsides. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m sorry…”

         He reaches over and runs one finger down the side of my face. I catch his hand in mine and kiss it, then put my other hand round the back of his neck to pull his face closer. We’re about to kiss. Then he pulls away.

         “I’m sorry. I can’t.” He walks into the living room and shuts the door. I wait for a moment to see if he’ll change his mind, then I return to the study and close the door behind me. I try to work, using statement and statute to dull the sting of rejection, while the stench of stew lies heavy in the air.

         
              

         

         Later that night, as I spoon the cold slop into small plastic containers, Carl comes into the kitchen and shuts the door behind him.

         “I’ve thought about it all day, whether I should show you this,” he says.

         “Show me what?” Something in his tone makes my hand shake and spill gravy down the side of the box I’m filling.

         “I need you to understand what it’s like sometimes, why we get so worked up.”

         “What do you need me to understand?” I put the big spoon back in the casserole and fasten the lid on the box.

         Carl doesn’t reply. He fiddles with his phone. I put the boxes into the freezer, tessellating them neatly, pushing the half-finished bags of frozen peas to one side. As I thump at the ice on the sides of the freezer, I hear the opening bars of “Rolling in the Deep” and smile, about to join in the singing in my head. But as I mentally draw breath, I hear myself already singing. If singing is what it can be called. I slam the freezer hard shut and turn to Carl. He holds his phone out to me, wordlessly, a look of something like compassion in his eyes.

         Last night, I’d been glorious, singing without a care in the world. So what if no one else was joining in, they didn’t know what they were missing! I was a star, riding a wave of music that had carried me away from all the petty wrangling that had dominated the end of the afternoon. Today, I see what they saw: a hammered woman, with her bra hanging out of her dress and her makeup running halfway down her face. I watch her, appalled. Her voice tears through me—the notes I’d hit so well, she misses by a mile. The rhythm off, the dancing worse. And worst of all, the looks on the children’s faces when she tries to get them to join in and dance with her. No, that’s not the worst—the worst is the muffled voices on the recording. There’s even laughter. Dave, Louisa—Christ, is that Carl’s laugh, too?

         “Why the hell didn’t you stop me?”

         “I tried, but you wouldn’t listen.”

         “Instead you thought you’d video me making a twat of myself?”

         “I wasn’t doing it to be unkind. I just needed you to see what it’s like, having to live with you, sometimes. Not all the time, but when you’re like this, it’s really hard.”

         I look again at the phone. The woman onscreen—the me onscreen—is clearly set up for a long night. She staggers across the sofa, sitting down heavily to sing Prince. Then, the finale, the Smiths song I was so sure I’d aced. It’s not a heavenly thing to watch. My hands are cold, trembling as I hold the phone. A flush prickles up my face, shame writhing in the pit of my stomach. I close my eyes but I can still hear my voice shrieking and slurring over the words I thought I’d sung so clearly the night before. Struggling to control my shaking hands, I press pause, and am about to press delete when Carl takes his phone back from me.

         “I was just trying to have some fun,” I say.

         “It isn’t fun if it’s upsetting everyone else,” Carl says, looking down.

         “I didn’t realize people were upset.”

         “That’s the thing, Alison. You never do.”

         He leaves the room and I keep spooning stew into boxes. Once I finish I wipe down the counters and start the dishwasher. I turn off the light and stand in the dark for a long time, listening to the humming of all the appliances, hoping it’ll calm my mind and drown out the sound of my own voice. I can still hear it shattering like broken glass.
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         Carl makes breakfast for Matilda in the morning, getting her ready for school. Given I’m not in court I’d planned to take her in but he’s being so efficient I don’t want to get in the way of it. I go down to the kitchen to get a coffee.

         “If you give me your phone I’ll get it fixed for you. There’s that shop near the therapy center,” he says.

         I try to look nonchalant, running through the dangers in my mind. I’m always careful. Very careful. Messages, emails—all deleted the moment they’ve been read. As long as I warn Patrick in time. I shrug. “If you can be bothered. It’s not that bad.”

         “It’s worth fixing the crack before it gets any worse. You don’t want to have to buy a new one.”

         I know he’s right but the prissiness of his tone grates on me. I swallow it down—he’s doing me a favor, after all.

         “Make sure you’ve done a backup. In case something goes wrong,” he says. He sits down and waits while I back up the phone wirelessly, wipe it, and hand it over.

         “Thank you—it’s very kind of you.”

         He takes it from me and leaves, Matilda hugging me briefly before trotting off at his heels.

         As soon as Carl is out the door I call Patrick’s office to get hold of him before he calls my mobile. His associate partner, Chloe Sami, answers the call and puts me through. Before I can speak, Patrick says, “I’ve booked the conference for tomorrow.”

         “I’ve read through the brief. No more papers from the prosecution yet?” My voice is cool. I can always talk to Patrick about work.

         “No. But she needs to meet you, start building confidence in her team.”

         “Okay.”

         “I think you’re perfect for this,” he continues. “You’ll make the jury see it from her point of view—they’ll relate entirely to you. And it’s complicated, legally speaking. You’re very strong at that.” Patrick sounds professional. It’s an objective assessment, not a compliment, but a small shiver of pleasure runs through me nonetheless. “Right, the conference is at two o’clock tomorrow,” he continues. “I’ll meet you at Marylebone station at half twelve. Madeleine is living at her sister’s in Beaconsfield.”

         “I wish you’d told me you were instructing me in this case when I saw you on Friday.”

         “I thought it would be a nice surprise for you. Anyway, I’ve got to go now,” he says.

         “Hang on, Patrick. Just to say, don’t call me on my mobile today? Or message? I don’t have it with me.”

         “We’ve just spoken. Why would I need to be in touch?” He hangs up. His words have a sting but I don’t want to call back. I put it out of my mind and get to work.

         The rest of Monday passes, the remnants of the hangover too and with it the fear. Mostly. There’s still a tender spot behind my right eye, a small reminder of the pain I’ve caused to myself and to Carl and Tilly. Never again, I think, hoping the words aren’t as hollow as they sound. I read the papers, highlighting and noting. He gives me back my phone at the end of the day, good as new.

         
              

         

         On Tuesday morning, I emerge booted and suited, with Matilda dancing along beside me. As I walk her into school, a group of mothers form a huddle against me, lithe in their gym clothes. I shake my head, trying to throw off the paranoia. I smile at one, wave at the others, say hello to a couple of fathers who walk past. Eventually the women smile back before talking to each other again, heads close together. Yes, her, for once. Amazing, isn’t it, that she’s made the effort. It’s always that poor husband of hers. I shake my head again. That’s not what they’re saying to each other. Why would it be? Matilda pulls my hand and we walk down the stairs into her classroom.

         “Bye, darling. Have a good day.” I lean down and hug her.

         “Are you going to pick me up?”

         “It’ll be Daddy today. I’ve got a meeting.”

         “Okay. Bye!”

         She hangs her coat up on the peg and walks away towards a clutch of her friends. I stand and stare after her for a moment. They smile at Matilda and move over to make space for her in their circle. I wave goodbye and she waves back before I walk swiftly out and through the playground, head down.

         “Matilda’s really happy, Alison, that’s what matters.” That’s what Carl says to me every time I worry about the other parents. Followed by “They’re always lovely to me.” I bet they are—not that I ever say that—and finally, “You just need to make more effort, that’s all.” Those were his words this morning, as he checked Matilda’s schoolbag and signed her reading book. I didn’t argue—he’s probably right. “I’ll pick her up today. My last client is at two,” he finished. At least that’s one less thing to worry about.

         I make it just in time for the bus and sit down in a seat hemmed in by strollers. My black case is right by my leg, containing the brief—photographs and pages of evidence summing up a brutality which it’ll be my job in the next months to understand more fully than the workings of anything else: my mind, my marriage, or my failings as a mother. I can’t wait.

         
              

         

         Once I arrive at chambers, I say hello to the clerks and unpack my wheelie bag, putting the brief on my desk. I sit down and look unseeing out the window. Fifteen years of practice building up to this, my first murder. I started with the usual: drunk drivers, shoplifting smack heads, recidivist robbers in the hell that was Balham Youth Court, pathetic pedophiles wringing their sweaty hands over indecent images of children, a rake’s progress of crime from the hapless via the helpless to those who could never be helped, whom even I occasionally agreed might be better locked up and the key thrown away for good. All so much in common, abusive childhoods leading to abuse of alcohol and drugs, deprivation and a desperation that sometimes externalized itself in raging demands: I want that phone, no, give me that fucking phone or I’ll stab you/punch you/drop you off this railway bridge in the path of an oncoming train.

         That last robbery trial, some ten years ago, was one of my favorites. It was a multihanded trial in Nottingham where all the defendants blamed each other for making the threats and ended up with five years’ custody apiece. It was a good team of lawyers, though, and we drank the pub nearest to the Travelodge dry every night.

         So. Madeleine Smith. I leaf through the file until I find the newspaper cuttings reporting on the case, with a passing nod to the restrictions required of a sub judice hearing. The main report shows a picture of Madeleine being shouldered by two police officers, her hands cuffed in front of her. She is a thin blond woman with a tired expression.

         
            Madeleine Smith, 44, was arrested by police following the discovery of the body of her husband, Edwin, stabbed to death in their bed. He was a senior partner at the American asset management company Athena Holdings. Police were alerted after a cleaner entered the £3.5 million property in Clapham, London, and raised the alarm. According to sources the suspect was found sitting on the floor beside her husband’s body, and submitted quietly to arrest. Neighbors expressed astonishment at the events that have occurred: “She was lovely and always volunteered to help with the street party that we have every year. I just can’t believe it,” said one source, who asked not to be named.
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