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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  PROLOGUE




  



  The tail end of August, and hotter than hell. Clemence wound down the window, glancing around to check for nosy neighbours as he did so: with the window open, he was

  conspicuous. The mingled scents of overblown privet and new-mown grass buffeted his face like a solid mass. He noted with alarm that the sun had crept round, slicing sharply across one edge of his

  camera, resting on the passenger seat. He snatched it up. It was warm. Shit! For a moment he held it to the cooler air at the window, but shifted it when he got a curious look from a kid

  walking past.




  He watched until she became a blurred tadpole shape in the distance. A combination of heat haze and the residual effects of twelve years staring at nothing further than thirty feet away. A

  slight deficit in visual perception, the doctor said. It would right itself, with time. The girl turned the corner and he settled back. The 28–200mm lens he had chosen for its versatility was

  a comforting weight in his lap.




  He armed the sweat from his forehead and a spiky trickle crabbed its way from his chest to the waistband of his chinos. If she didn’t come soon, he would have to move the car somewhere

  cooler.




  He squinted up into the shimmering mosaic of the sycamore canopy above him; the leaves had a hard, brittle quality, not yet tinged with autumn colour, yet well past the soft greens of spring. He

  would have to wait another year to see that on the outside.




  A couple of streets away, an ice-cream van clanged ‘Greensleeves’ at a mad pace, speeding to its favoured pitch, and for a moment the stink of privet was displaced by a childhood

  memory: running into the street after tea, the pavement a hot, searing white, coins slippery in his seven-year-old palm. Reaching the juddering, custard-yellow van and breathing in the heady

  combination of raspberry syrup and diesel fumes.




  The years inside seemed grey by comparison – leached of colour by their sameness and deadened by fear and rage. Those years, when the predominant smells of boiled cabbage and stale shit

  seemed almost interchangeable, had made him greedy for sensory stimulation of a more wholesome kind. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, purging himself of the prison smells, relishing the

  prickling sensation of the privet’s scent on his palate and at the back of his throat.




  A car pulled up almost opposite and Clemence slumped lower in his seat, cupping his hand protectively over the zoom lens in his lap, then, cautiously lifting the camera to waist height, he

  turned his head slowly, his heart thumping painfully in his chest. It was her.




  He experienced a curious mixture of excitement and anxiety: this woman represented a goal – perhaps even an ambition. It had taken some time to build to this moment. He had sought her out,

  and now he was determined that he would get what he came for.




  She got out of her car and walked towards the house with the faded red door, broken fence and overgrown privet hedge. He had imagined her somewhere grander – more picturesque – with

  neatly pruned shrubs, and borders planted with meticulous reference to the colour wheel: no clashing oranges and purples for her, but tasteful drifts of graded tints, and a carefully considered

  marrying of texture and form.




  She reached the front door and he zapped off a few shots as she turned into the sunlight to rummage for her keys in her handbag. He liked catching women unawares: it was at such moments that

  they often exhibited an unselfconscious grace.




  She went through the door and he waited. No point in startling her. Give her a few minutes to kick off her shoes, hang up her jacket, maybe put the kettle on. She might even offer him a cuppa.

  The anxiety had been replaced by a growing sense of dread. Group therapy sessions during his final three years inside had taught him to recognise the often confusing emotions he felt. They had also

  practised anger management: identify the signs and deactivate the rage or, if it got past control, walk away. Not always an option on the inside, but being on the outside made things easier on that

  score – it was so big for one thing; there were so many places you could go. And managing the anger had unexpected advantages: putting distance between what you might call the

  incitement, and the retribution made detection more difficult.




  He checked his watch. He’d given her long enough. He rolled up the window and reached for the door handle. A moment of doubt like a spasm of pain. What if she wouldn’t speak to him?

  He forced himself to take a few breaths. She would – he would talk, and she would listen. He would persuade her.




  He got out of the car and crossed the street.




  





  Chapter One




  



  Michaela O’Connor had that look on her that said she would pursue the case to its natural conclusion, which generally meant until she got her way.




  ‘Mitch, you know I’m grateful.’ Clara Pascal gathered up her papers, trying to avoid her friend’s eye. ‘I mean, for the work – and . . . well,

  everything.’




  This was a conversation they had had many times, and Michaela – Mitch to her friends – showed no sign of tiring of the argument. ‘So do this,’ she said, obdurate,

  implacable. ‘For me.’




  Clara shot her a look.




  ‘I’m a lawyer,’ Mitch retorted, answering as though Clara had voiced her disapproval. ‘Unscrupulous manipulation is in the job description.’




  It was such an outrageously inaccurate portrait of her friend and colleague that in other circumstances, Clara would have laughed. As it was, she finished packing her bundle to prepare for

  tomorrow’s case and set her briefcase upright on the scuffed oak desk top. She looked into Mitch’s frank, fearless face, and it pained her to see love and frustration, both directed at

  her.




  ‘It’s a woman, Clara,’ Mitch said. ‘Not some fifteen stone, testosterone-crazed thug. She’s just a woman who couldn’t take any more. She’s not denying

  she did it. She’s not trying to fool anyone, or get away with anything. But she wants justice.’ She left a silence that Clara, despite her resolve to get out quickly and agree to

  nothing, felt she had to answer.




  ‘She has a strong case, Mitch, anyone could—’




  ‘I don’t want just anyone,’ Mitch insisted. ‘She needs someone experienced. Someone persuasive.’




  ‘She could do worse than have you for an advocate,’ Clara said, forcing a smile.




  ‘I’m dealing with the unfair dismissal.’ Understatement was one of Mitch’s more disarming attributes: although she made it sound routine, this one looked like being a

  test case.




  Clara felt sick. ‘God, Mitch, please don’t ask me to do this.’




  ‘I am asking, Clara.’




  Mitch had been among the first to call after she had been released. She hadn’t been embarrassed like so many others who had left messages of goodwill, but God forbid that Hugo

  should disturb the invalid. Mitch had demanded to speak to Clara and immediately asked if she was up to a visit.




  ‘Is it important?’ Clara had avoided people right from the beginning. ‘Can’t we talk over the phone?’




  ‘Sure it’s important.’ Mitch’s Dublin accent was always strongest when she was delivering home truths to her friends. ‘And no, we can’t do this over the phone

  – I want to be able to see you when you tell me you’re fine, so I can look you in the eye when I call you a liar.’




  Since that day, Mitch had done her a hundred favours and she was asking for just one in return. If it weren’t for the cases Mitch’s practice had provided over the past months, Clara

  would have no reason to get out of bed in the morning. Her caseload at Jericho Chambers had dried to a slow trickle because she was so choosy about which she would take on. Within a few weeks it

  would be little more than a drip. But even the thought of taking a criminal case brought her out in a cold sweat.




  She looked into Mitch’s oval, pleasant face again and said quietly, ‘I’m sorry. I’ll do civil, I’ll do family – I’ll do the bloody filing, if it

  helps! Just don’t ask me to do criminal law.’




  Outside, she went through the ritual that always made her feel ashamed: looking both ways before stepping out onto the narrow pavement, crossing the road and walking up the gated path to

  Kaleyards car park, her car keys ready in her hand – for easy escape, or as a weapon. Kaleyards was hemmed in by the shops on one side and the sheer sandstone bank of Chester’s city

  walls on the other, but it was infinitely preferable to the grey concrete confinement of the multi-storey in Pepper Street. She checked over her shoulder as she pressed the remote door release, her

  heart pounding, her breathing as ragged as if she had been running. The worst part was getting the door open and sliding behind the wheel.




  When she was a child, she was afraid of something that hid on the landing; when she had to come downstairs alone, she always counted the steps. By the seventh, she knew it had crept to the bars

  and was peering down at her. By the tenth, it was at the top of the stairs, ready to pounce, the nameless, shapeless terror that lurked in the dark corners of her childhood. The trick was to get to

  the bottom fast and rush to the sitting room without looking back. Sometimes she thought she heard its heavy tread on the stairs at her back, and once, she felt a draught of warm air as it swiped

  at her and missed, but it never caught her. Not then.




  She had waited till adulthood to meet the bogeyman. She knew now that the bogeyman had a name and human form. She had looked the bogeyman in the eye.




  Pippa no longer ran to the door to greet her in the evenings. But Trish came into the hallway, as she always did, smiling a welcome.




  ‘Good day?’ she asked, wiping her hands on a towel. She had pulled her hair back into a ponytail, and her plump, friendly face was flushed. Trish had been with them since

  Pippa’s infancy, first as a nanny, later as child-minder and part-time housekeeper. She was the same age, and had similar tastes to Clara. They all regarded her as one of the family. In

  recent months Pippa had clung to Trish as the one steady, calming influence in an uncertain world.




  She kept her distance, but Clara knew Trish well enough to be sure that if she showed a moment’s weakness, a hint of receptiveness, Trish would seize her in a fierce hug, trying to squeeze

  the pain out of her.




  Clara hung her jacket in the cloakroom and kicked off her shoes. ‘What’s for dinner?’ she asked, her voice a touch too loud, a touch too bright. Brittle, Clara. You sound

  brittle.




  Trish half-turned, uncertain if she should give the news. ‘I think Hugo . . .’




  He appeared from the kitchen. He always had a hunched, slightly bruised appearance these days; nevertheless, he towered over Trish. ‘I thought we might go out,’ he said. ‘Give

  Trish a break from cooking.’




  It’s not just me who sounds brittle. Clara suffered a brief spasm of anguish. So much love, and for what? She clamped down on that. Clamped down on it and stamped on it,

  hard.




  ‘Good idea,’ she said, closing the cloakroom door, not wanting to see his pleased expression because a moment later she was going to disappoint him. ‘You three go. I’ve

  work to do.’




  ‘It’s just an hour or two . . .’ She couldn’t see the reproach or the hurt on his face, but it was clear enough in his voice.




  ‘I can’t spare two hours,’ she said. ‘This case—’




  ‘What case?’ Now he was angry. ‘It’s not as though you’re inundated with work . . .’




  She glanced up sharply, and Trish, embarrassed, sidled past Hugo, returning to the kitchen.




  ‘The case I’m working on,’ she said evenly.




  He bit back a reply and took a step towards her, regret and concern getting the better of his impatience.




  ‘I’ll be in my office.’ She headed for the stairs.




  ‘Pippa barely saw you over the weekend,’ Hugo protested.




  ‘I’ll be sure and kiss her goodnight when you get home.’




  ‘Don’t bother.’




  Pippa stood at the top of the stairs. Her father in miniature: the creamy skin was tanned a shade or two darker than his after a summer holiday spent mainly out of doors, but her hair was the

  same glossy black as her father’s and her eyes were the same startling blue. Her little body bristled with injured pride. ‘I wouldn’t want to put you out.’ She stalked past

  and Clara realised with detached interest that she felt nothing: no remorse, no hurt – not even anger at her daughter’s resentment.




  Hugo caught her as she stamped down the hall. ‘Apologise to your mother, young lady,’ he said.




  ‘No.’ The answer was unequivocal. She stared defiantly up at her father, the little frown line between her eyebrows a replica of his own.




  ‘Apologise, Pippa.’




  ‘Hugo, it really doesn’t matter,’ Clara said.




  ‘See?’ Pippa demanded. ‘She doesn’t care.’




  But Hugo was not about to let this one go. After a second or two, Pippa relented. ‘All right then. I’m sorry.’ She shook free of her father and stormed off, shouting,

  ‘I’m sorry for being such a bloody nuisance!’




  Hugo called after her, but she slammed the kitchen door, rattling it in its frame.




  ‘She’s confused, Clara,’ he said. ‘She doesn’t understand why—’




  ‘I’d better make a start,’ Clara interrupted.




  ‘We’ll stay then.’




  ‘For God’s sake, Hugo! Will you just go?’




  She knew she was driving him away and a part of her wanted that. She was angry with everyone and trusted no one. But why was she angry with Hugo? She would not let herself think about that

  – did not even admit it to herself consciously – but her rage against Hugo was real and powerful. She lashed out verbally. And sometimes she wanted to lash out physically. She

  hadn’t – not yet – but the ferocity of her feelings frightened her. She closed her eyes, willing away the urge to apologise, masking her guilt with anger.




  He spoke quietly: ‘I don’t like to leave you here alone.’




  She laughed. It sounded bitter and harsh, even to her own ears, and she barely recognised herself. ‘You needn’t worry,’ she said. ‘Trish keeps the paracetamol locked away

  these days.’




  Hugo looked more puzzled than upset. ‘I didn’t mean that.’




  She knew he didn’t. What he meant was he didn’t like to leave her all alone in their big old house with its creaky boards and sighing timbers; with the shufflings and thumps that

  kept her awake every night. Part of her wanted to go to him and smooth the worry line from his forehead, but the hard, self-destructive voice that had gained such power over her in the preceding

  months spoke with cold disdain: ‘I think I can manage for an hour or two on my own.’




  Half an hour after they left, Clara was back on the road, heading for Upton-by-Chester. Marcia Liddle lived in a big nineteen-twenties semi, backing onto the golf course. She

  conducted her therapy sessions in a high-ceilinged room with ornate cornices and honey-coloured floorboards, overlooking the golf course. In winter, a coal fire burned in the hearth, augmenting the

  central heating, but today the fireplace was resplendent with a huge vase of late summer garden flowers. The window sashes were thrown wide, admitting wafts of night-scented stock and occasional

  bursts of birdsong: wrens and robins and the two-tone creaking of great tits.




  ‘I’m pleased you came back,’ Marcia said, smiling a welcome and showing her to a chair. ‘I wasn’t sure you would.’ This was only their third session, and the

  second had ended acrimoniously.




  Clara bit her lower lip. ‘About last week . . .’




  Marcia didn’t speak, and Clara recognised it as one of her ploys: there was no polite negation of bad behaviour or emotional outbursts in Marcia’s sessions. No blame, either, but

  explanations were elicited, and she was capable of monumental silences to get the answer she sought. Clara tried letting her mind wander, taking in the shelves of books on counselling and

  psychology, the tape deck that Marcia sometimes used in her sessions, the porcelain masks she collected as a hobby.




  Marcia waited and Clara, unable to bear the silence any longer, said, ‘I was angry.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You’re supposed to tell me.’




  ‘We’re working on this together, Clara.’




  ‘I’m fed up with guessing games, Marcia,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand the rules.’




  Marcia looked at her in mild surprise. ‘There are no rules. Not in the way you mean. If there is a rule, it’s that we both try to make you well.’




  ‘I’m not sick.’




  ‘You’re not well, either.’




  Marcia was in her mid-fifties; she wore her fine, greying hair in a short crop cut. The only make-up Clara had ever noticed was her lipstick, which was a little too bright for the pallor of her

  skin. She held Clara with her kindly, myopic stare and Clara wanted to lash out at her, to dent her imperturbable calm. She closed her eyes, alarmed by the violence of her thoughts. It was a

  mistake: she should never have resumed her counselling sessions. She felt a prickling at the back of her nose and her eyes felt hot and wet. I will not do this. I will not cry!




  She swallowed, took a breath and opened her eyes. ‘Sometimes, I feel so full of rage . . .’ She stared at a porcelain Pierrot mask on the bookshelf behind Marcia, willing herself not

  to break down.




  ‘It’s a defence, Clara,’ Marcia explained. ‘The anger. A way of allowing you to feel you have some control.’




  Clara recognised this. Her kidnapper had robbed her of her liberty, but worse, he had denied her right to basic human dignity. He terrorised, brutalised and humiliated her, and during that long,

  cold, terrible incarceration her fear had turned to anger. Only her anger – only her downright fury – had kept her from despair. Now it served a different purpose: it stopped her from

  feeling helpless.




  ‘I don’t want Hugo to treat me like an invalid,’ she said.




  ‘Even when you behave like one?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’re afraid to go out. Afraid of the dark, of being alone, of enclosed spaces, of crowds, of practising your chosen career—’




  ‘Now wait a minute,’ Clara interrupted.




  Marcia raised a hand to silence her. ‘You’re sending out confused signals. You’re saying “look after me” and as soon as anyone makes a move, you fight them off,

  tooth and nail. Do you think you deserved what happened to you, Clara – is that why you refuse their sympathy?’




  ‘I don’t have to listen to this,’ Clara said, standing up and walking quickly to the door.




  ‘No – you don’t. So why did you come?’




  Clara rested her hand on the door handle, ready to escape. ‘I thought you’d help.’




  ‘But you don’t need help. You’re not an invalid.’




  Clara leaned her head against the glossy paintwork of the door. It felt cool, comforting.




  ‘Who are you most angry with – yourself, or Hugo?’




  The question was so bizarre that Clara turned to face her counsellor. ‘Why on earth would I blame Hugo?’




  Marcia raised her eyebrows. ‘Blame?’ she repeated. ‘I didn’t use the word “blame”, I suggested that you were angry.’




  ‘You’re twisting my words,’ Clara said. ‘I’m not angry with him and I don’t blame him.’




  ‘Why not? After all, he didn’t save you.’ Marcia’s voice was calm, warm, but insistent.




  Clara laughed in astonishment. ‘That’s preposterous.’




  ‘Is it? What about the irrational part of you – the part that hyperventilates at the thought of going into the basement of a building? Isn’t that part of you boiling mad

  because he did nothing to prevent your abduction?’




  ‘How could he? You’re not making sense . . .’




  ‘That’s the whole point of these awful events, Clara. Nothing makes sense any more. Our whole view becomes distorted. We no longer see ourselves as worthy – the world as

  benign.’




  ‘It never was,’ Clara said.




  ‘You’re right,’ Marcia agreed. ‘It’s all smoke and mirrors. But what do we have, without our illusions? An indifferent world? A hostile world? Worse yet – a

  dangerous one?’




  Clara closed her eyes briefly. ‘This doesn’t help,’ she said, ‘Going over and over it. I’ve been doing that for the last nine months, and all it does is make me

  more angry and more afraid.’




  Marcia nodded agreement. ‘The panic attacks are getting worse, and you’re developing more phobias because you’ve replaced your illusions with irrational fears.’




  ‘How can you say my fear is irrational, after what I went through?’




  ‘When a whiff of cigarette smoke can induce a panic attack, I think I’m justified in calling it an irrational response. You were in a horrible situation in which you were horribly

  frightened, and you were subjected to cigarette smoke. So now, smoke equals danger. Classical conditioning.’




  ‘It doesn’t make it any less real.’




  ‘I know. And as you’ve said, it doesn’t help, continually churning it over. The question is, what are you going to do about it?’




  Clara listened to the sound of her own breathing. ‘I don’t know, Marcia. I wish I did.’




  Marcia gazed at her intently for some moments, then she gave a short nod, as if satisfied that Clara was ready to hear what she had to say. ‘Illusions and irrational fears are both based

  on false premises, Clara. But given the choice, I’d go for the illusion every time. It makes life bearable. It helps us to get out of bed in the morning. Unfortunately, you can’t

  re-establish an illusion. Once it’s shattered it cannot be remade. But you can rationalise. You can apply logic, statistics, the laws of averages if you will.’




  ‘But it doesn’t help,’ Clara cried, wild with despair. ‘Don’t you think I’ve told myself all of this – “It’s only cigarette

  smoke”, “only a courtroom”?’




  ‘They’re learned behaviours,’ Marcia said. ‘Learned behaviours can be unlearned.’




  ‘I tried that with my last therapist – it didn’t work.’




  ‘You tried desensitisation?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How long did you try for?’




  Clara looked out of the window.




  ‘How many therapy sessions?’




  Two men tramped silently across the golf course, a couple of hundred yards away.




  ‘Clara?’




  ‘Three.’ When she looked back, there was amusement in Marcia’s eyes. She didn’t need to say anything: she had made her point. Clara smiled reluctantly, feeling a little

  foolish.




  ‘What do I have to do?’ she asked.




  ‘We’ll begin with relaxation techniques. We’ll tackle your phobias here in the therapy sessions initially, decreasing the level of anxiety you feel just thinking about these

  stimuli. When you’ve got that under control, then we’ll slowly introduce the stimuli themselves. We’ll work on managing your anger. I’ll set homework tasks: techniques for

  you to practise, relaxation, visualisation, rationalisation. We’ll go very slowly – you dictate the pace.’




  Clara nodded slowly. This sounded manageable. ‘Okay.’




  ‘Explain what we’re trying to your husband and friends – you’ll need their help.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘Hugo doesn’t know. Nobody does.’ It had been a relief when Hugo had told her of their plans to eat out: at least she wouldn’t have to lie about where she was going.

  Marcia waited and Clara sighed impatiently. ‘There’s nothing sinister in it. It might not work out. I just didn’t want to build up his hopes.’




  ‘And you didn’t want people asking awkward questions. After all, it’s easier to drop out if nobody knows but you and me . . .’




  It was true: Clara had arranged sessions during the working day, at night, changing the times so that neither Hugo nor Mitch suspected. She had even lied to Hugo about working out of town,

  anything rather than tell him what would give him hope – because she didn’t truly believe that she would see it through to the end.




  Marcia leaned forward in her chair, animated, eager, her professional detachment suspended for the moment. ‘You’re surrounded by people who love you. Let them help you. Give it a

  try. What’s the worst that could happen?’




  ‘I fail.’ Clara swallowed. The thought was almost unbearable. ‘I lose them.’




  ‘And if you don’t try? What happens then? D’you think you’ll keep them?’




  





  Chapter Two




  



  You tried to talk her round, but she wouldn’t listen. It wasn’t your fault. She wouldn’t see sense.




  You feel sick – you won’t enjoy this – but you can’t deny there is also a measure of triumph. Because she’s pleading. She’ll do anything. Now

  she’ll do anything. Now that it’s too late. Now that things have gone too far.




  The first swing, you’re so frightened it won’t be hard enough that you overcompensate. The crunch of bone and cartilage makes you think of treading on snails. Her eye socket

  shatters. Blood spatters everywhere. Oh, God . . . Blood and something else, grey, the texture of blancmange, lands with a splat on the wall. You feel weak with nausea. Too much force. Your heart

  is beating so hard you feel as if your chest will explode.




  She twitches and makes a gagging sound, but even now you know that she’s gone. Wait long enough and she’s gone. She’s not struggling. Take your time. You can stop now. All you

  need do is wait.




  But you can’t stop. It scares you how much you hate her. She fucked up your life. She refused to do what any decent human being would do. You want to wipe her out. To obliterate her. Face

  (smack!) body (smack!) mind (smack!) . . . You lose count how many times. You’re panting. Out of breath with terror and rage. Enough.




  The smell in the room makes you heave. Butcher’s shop. Butcher’s slime. There’s a taste in your mouth like sucking pennies. You hear a sound: a faint expulsion of breath.

  Dear God! Won’t she be quiet?




  ‘You’re dead, damnit! You’re dead! Why won’t you die?’




  You wait. For a few dreadful seconds her body twitches, her legs jerking and her hands flailing. Her head is a bloody mass, but her body won’t accept its death. It defies the reality. You

  want to scream. You want to run and hide, but you have to stay until she is dead, until you’re certain she can’t identify you. You cannot go to prison. You will not.




  How long do you wait? Until at last she is still. Until the fine pink spray from the pulpy mess that was her lips has ceased, and when you uncover your ears, you can no longer hear the ugly wet

  gurgle of blood and air in her throat. Until you grow cold as her body chills and your legs and back and head ache with the waiting.




  Clearing up is the hardest part. Harder than bluffing your way in? Harder than that first crack with the hammer?




  Yes. Because at the start, you had the anger to keep you from running. But now – what is there to rage against? It doesn’t even look like her any more. The legs and arms and torso

  are there, but she is not. She’s nothing but a smear on the sole of your shoe. You think again of snail shells crunching underfoot and you dry-heave.




  Stop. Stop and think. You have to keep a clear head. This stage is crucial. This is where most mistakes are made. Concealment is the next step. And disposal – of the weapon and of your

  clothing.




  You know you’ll have nightmares about this. Before, you told yourself to expect to see her bloody face in your dreams; blood and flesh and bone. But now you know for sure, the one thing

  you will recall is seeing her blue moccasin slipper, lying on its side by her naked foot.




  And even as you clean up, you know that the worst, the hardest part is yet to come. You will have to face people, knowing what you have done. And every time you will have to tell yourself that

  when they look at you they can’t see what’s in your heart. They can’t read what’s in your mind.




  Liars know that. And cheats and con-artists and adulterers . . . and murderers. When people look at you, they see what’s on the surface and they judge you by what they see.




  





  Chapter Three




  



  By six a.m., the thin mist that hugged the ground in pockets was all but gone. A dew pearled the neatly trimmed squares of lawn marking the boundaries between private property

  and public footpath, but the south-facing houses in Leahurst Street were already warming in the sun.




  A wood pigeon crooned mournfully across the empty roadway and the air, still pungent with the spicy-sweet scent of honeysuckle, blurred the margins of night and day.




  Mark Tidswell’s milk float wheezed down the street, stopping every twenty yards. He was a neat, wiry man and he worked fast. There were more orders for orange juice in the hot weather, and

  this August had been a right scorcher, which meant making the deliveries at a trot if he was to keep to schedule.




  Number twenty-nine was up early. The front door was open and the milk bottles gleamed on the step. Nice-looking bint, that one. He engaged in a mildly erotic fantasy as he bent to pick up the

  sun-warmed empties and replaced them with one pint of milk and one of orange. He wasn’t sure what made him turn back. Something he had seen, but which didn’t register on a conscious

  level. What he told his wife – but not the lads at the dairy – was that the hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and he felt a dark presence at his back.




  When he looked again at the white uPVC door frame, he saw blood. A wide track of blood, as if something very wet with it had brushed past, leaving a slick ten centimetres wide. There was blood

  on the door handle, too, like someone had tried to pull the door shut on their way out. He looked down and saw that the doormat was rucked and a corner caught at the bottom of the door jamb,

  preventing the door from closing.




  Tidswell eased the empty bottles back onto the doorstep, wincing at the faint clink of glass on glass. He dipped inside his uniform jacket, took his cell phone from his shirt pocket and

  punched triple nine. His finger hovered over the ‘call’ button as he pushed the door open, taking care to avoid the smears of blood.




  His heart was hammering; he felt both foolish and terrified. After all, what did he know? She might have cut herself pruning the roses – or it might not be blood at all – he might

  just open the porch door and see her padding about in her nightie, munching a piece of toast. The notion no longer had any erotic allure.




  He was about to step inside when he realised that he had nothing heavier than his mobile phone to heave at an attacker, and he bent to pick up a full bottle of milk. The hall was empty and

  still, almost as if the house held its breath.




  ‘Hello?’ he called, ready to back out fast if anyone replied. He took a couple more steps and called again. ‘Hello?’ He couldn’t remember her name – number

  twenty-nine – a pint a day and orange juice on Wednesday and Saturday, he knew that, but not her name.




  There was more blood on the door of the front room. On the broad wedge of carpet, visible through the open door, a footprint: large, man-size. And a smell. Like a butcher’s slab. His

  breathing grew more shallow and rapid. Press call and wait for the cops, Mark, he told himself. But pride made him go on. He would feel a prize prat if he called them out and Mrs twenty-nine

  came trolling downstairs wanting to know what the hell he was doing in her hallway, and why the police were clumping up her path.




  So he eased the door open, calling again, glad that the lads couldn’t hear that tentative, poncy ‘Hello-oo?’




  She lay on her back, her feet towards him. The milk bottle slipped through his fingers and bounced on the carpet. The pressure lifted an edge of the foil cap and it leaked silently onto the

  floor, turning pink as it mingled with a patch of blood. Her face was covered with a cushion, taken from the sofa near the window, but there was no doubt as to how she died. No doubt at all.




  He moaned, backing for the door, unable to take his eyes off her. Once in the hallway, he ran. Bolted for his milk float and collapsed on the step, his head between his knees, waiting for the

  faintness to pass. It wasn’t until five minutes later, when number forty-seven came across him on his way to work, that he remembered the phone in his hand and made the final keystroke that

  brought the police.




  DS Phil Barton arrived at the same moment two uniformed officers pulled up outside the house in a marked car – Leahurst Street was just three streets away from his own;

  his wife, Fran had taken the call as he towelled off from the shower.




  Barton was a stocky man, with an air of both authority and physical vigour. His hair was thinning and he wore it cropped close to his scalp; today it bristled with two days’ growth. He

  showed his ID to the uniformed sergeant and police constable as they got out of the car.




  ‘Who’s the informant?’




  The sergeant nodded towards the milkman, still sitting on the step of his float, wringing his hands. ‘Mark Tidswell,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a word with him, shall I? See if

  I can get anything useful out of him.’




  The constable set about shepherding a group of people, gathered at the front door of number twenty-nine, back onto the roadway. Barton stopped one of them at the garden gate. ‘Who’s

  the owner of the house?’ he asked. ‘Do you know?’




  The man shrugged, apologetic. ‘You don’t see much of folk. ’Less you’re home during the day.’




  Barton raised his voice. ‘Does anyone know her?’ All he got was shamefaced looks. ‘All right,’ he said, rubbing a hand over the fuzz of growth on his head. ‘Give

  your names and addresses to the constable, in case we need to speak to you again.’




  He walked to the house with his head down, almost as if he intended to shoulder-charge his way in. There were some who weren’t affected by this kind of thing. He wasn’t one of them.

  At the front door he took a deep breath, then stepped into the cool shadows of the hall.




  The smell was sickly sweet, with undertones of something sharper and more metallic. Blood. The door to the left of the porch was open. He edged in to the room, taking care not to touch the door.

  Barton’s first task was to establish that they had a crime scene; his second was to preserve the integrity of the scene for the forensics team.




  He stood in the doorway and took a long, hard look. A dark, drying stain had spread in a halo around the victim’s head, the edges now crusted and almost black. A table had been overturned

  in the struggle and its lamp lay broken beside it, but the bulb was intact and it was switched on. So the victim was attacked during the hours of darkness. Maybe.




  A milk bottle, half its contents leaked onto the carpet had mixed with some of the blood. It reminded him of the strawberry milk shake Timmy was so fond of, but he banished the thought before

  his digestive system could react, concentrating instead on the detail, keeping strictly to the facts, and suppressing any associations, any emotions.




  There was a lot of blood spatter – walls, skirting boards, even the ceiling. Was that grey matter on the walls? Jeez! He was grateful he wouldn’t have the responsibility of

  photographing this lot in all its close-up, fast-film glory. He thought he understood the cushion over her face, too: repugnance, if not of the deed, then at least of the aftermath.




  He felt a tremendous sadness, and a sense of outrage for the woman, not least because she had been so casually disregarded: the cushion seemed a final insult to her. But nothing could have

  compelled him to remove it – after all, he told himself, it wasn’t his job to establish they had a corpse: leave that to the police surgeon.




  A soft shuffle, followed by a thump! Barton’s heart-rate picked up a notch. Upstairs. Bloody hell! Was the killer still in the house? He took out his Casco baton and, walking

  at the edge of the stair treads, avoiding touching the banister, began a cautious ascent.




  A sudden sharp rattle of wood on wood. He ducked, freezing mid-step, and waited several beats before moving on. Near the top of the stairs, he heard the rattle again, a familiar sound, and yet

  so incongruous given the setting that he rejected the evidence of his own ears. He paused again, waiting – there it was – this time he knew for certain.




  A baby! My God – there’s a baby in the house!




  He ran to the bedroom. Outside the door, he lowered his baton and listened for any sign that there was someone in there with the child. There was nothing except the rattle of little hands

  batting the wooden bars of a cot and the incomprehensible burble of a child in quiet conversation with itself. He turned the handle, slowly opening the door.




  The little girl stood up in her cot, fair hair curling in wisps around a face slightly distorted by a teething rash on her right cheek. She couldn’t be more than a year old. She looked

  like she had been crying but now she was curious about the stranger at her bedroom door.




  Her eyes opened wide with astonishment and she shook the cot bars excitedly, sticking out her padded rump and calling ‘Mummummum.’




  Barton lifted her out. She twisted in his arms, pointed with one pudgy finger to the door, and made a surprised exclamation.




  Where’s Mummy? Barton thought. She wants to know where her mummy is. Had she been awake when the killer battered her mother to death? Had she heard her mother’s screams?




  He bent to pick up a teddy bear from the floor – the thump he had heard on his way to the front door – and handed it to her. She gave a cry of delight, burying her face in it. She

  was hot, despite the short-sleeved vest and pants she was dressed in. He reached into her cot for a teething ring. He thought she would be needing a comforter during the next few hours. She took it

  and immediately began to chew on it, dribbling onto her vest and the sleeve of his jacket.




  ‘Let’s go and see what we can find outside,’ he suggested.




  The baby squealed and jiggled up and down on his arm in excited approval. Barton shifted her to his left arm and flicked the Casco baton to full length before making his way carefully

  downstairs.




  





  Chapter Four




  



  Ian Clemence worked in total darkness. It was a skill recently acquired, and one which gave him a thrill he couldn’t explain. Maybe it was the manual dexterity it

  required. Maybe it was knowing the task so well that he could literally do it blindfold. He had prepared everything in advance: the solutions were mixed, measured and warming to twenty degrees

  Celsius in a tray he had improvised as a water bath.




  He prised the top off the film cassette with a bottle opener and took out the film, taking care to handle the edges only. Then he trimmed the film leader and felt for the plastic spiral on the

  counter in front of him, winding the film onto the spool before placing it in the light-tight developing tank and snapping on the lid. The rest of the process could be done in the light.




  He pulled the cord and checked the temperature of the developing solution. Almost ready. He was proud of his dark-room; Walker, the landlord, had insisted that the adaptations were easily

  removable, so he had fitted the hardboard blackout to the window with turn catches. He wasn’t too keen when Clemence said he wanted to rip out the single sink unit and wobbly cupboard that

  represented the entire fixtures and fittings of the old kitchen, but he came round when he saw the improvements Clemence had made by scraping off fifteen years of grease and dirt before painting

  and fitting units he had scrounged from a house refurb. up the road. Course, old Walker wasn’t too keen on black – said it didn’t really fit with kitchen ambience.




  ‘I was thinking more of Mediterranean colours,’ he said. ‘Terracottas and blues.’




  Clemence had to promise a repaint if he ever moved on. He was a bit concerned that the room was airtight as well as light tight, but he would take care of that if he stayed much longer.




  He timed each stage carefully: developer, stop bath, fixer, then on to the rinse, placing the tank in the double sink and feeding the mixer hose into the top. The rinse would take thirty

  minutes. He heard a door slam in one of the rooms above him, then the rapid thud of footsteps on the stairs. His kitchen dark-room had originally been a pantry, built under the stairs of the old

  house. Initially he had been worried about dust falling from the stair treads onto his drying negatives and prints, but he solved that problem by lining the treads with foil and finishing the job

  with panelling.




  As the front door slammed, he lifted a strip of thirty-six negatives he had developed the previous night, scanning for anything interesting. He found half a dozen of the woman in the little top

  with the shoestring straps. Her bra-strap showed, he remembered. These days, it seemed, showing a thin ribbon of bra-strap was all right.




  He smiled, running a finger along the contour of her face. It was a source of constant surprise and pleasure that photography allowed him such licence. He couldn’t imagine any other

  circumstances in which he could stare so fixedly at a woman without giving cause for offence. Not that he was a perv – but it had been a long time and, although he did like to look, it would

  take him a while to trust himself again around women in a social setting.




  He would make the contact prints now. He brushed the negs off with an artist’s brush, then turned on the safe light before flicking off the white light. He had thought that the confinement

  of this little, stuffy room would be a problem, but he discovered a serenity in the stillness and dark. He smiled, remembering something he had read in one of the photographic text books he had

  borrowed from the library: ‘Pictures,’ the author had lyricised, ‘are like women. They require your full attention – and your most delicate work is done in the

  dark.’




  Developing and printing was a new departure for him. Inside, he had no choice – all the photography class’s work was sent to a photo lab and, having worked in one since his release,

  he knew that there was no scope for artistic interpretation or even technical skill. All he did at the lab was load the films and check the paper levels; the machine did the rest. Still, he had

  learned a thing or two about camera technique and the manager had allowed him to take some waste material home – off-cuts and dregs, he’d said. And if Clemence was a little free in his

  interpretation of end-of-roll, and if, from time to time there happened to be more than a drain of fixer in the canisters, who would blame him for liberating it for himself?




  He cut the thirty-six negs into strips of six and laid them side-by-side in the contact printer’s lid, then placed an eight-by-ten piece of printing paper on the baseboard and transferred

  the lot to the enlarger. Fifteen seconds exposure would be plenty. Timing it to the second, he switched off the lamp and transferred the sheet to the developing tray.




  This stage had been a new revelation. Watching the pictures ghost onto the paper the first few times, seeing them rapidly take form and substance, he had to remind himself not to hold his

  breath. And he had overdeveloped a few, being so mesmerised by the sharpening of the image. Now he timed everything to the second, following the instructions on the solution bottles. He enjoyed the

  apparent contradiction that resulted in good photographs: the combination of science and art, honesty and artifice.




  Time up. He lifted the prints out of the developer with a pair of tongs and slid them into the stop bath. Shit. Even without a magnifying glass he could see a mistake. How the hell did he miss

  it? Behind the woman, scaffolding on the sandstone backdrop. Distracting and aesthetically displeasing. He had followed the maestro’s advice a little too closely, giving his full attention to

  the woman, when he should have looked at the setting, too. He should have used a wider aperture, reduced the depth of field and blurred the background a little. It was tempting to bin the lot, but

  he decided to continue the process through to completion. Maybe he would try making one of those vignettes – fogging the background with under- or over-exposure. Might be worth a try.




  Sometimes, he thought, you just have to coax the picture you want out of the picture you’ve taken. He hadn’t read that anywhere, but he had discovered for himself that sometimes the

  picture was hidden in the development and sometimes it was the sitter who was playing hide-and-seek, flirting with the camera.




  Clemence knew all about hiding. He was a master of concealment. For twelve years he had avoided discovery, hiding his feelings, his fears, his wants and desires. He had even learned to conceal

  pleasure. Inside, a smile was interpreted as a gesture of appeasement; most of the places he had been banged up, you might as well crawl on your belly as go around with a smile on your face.

  Smiling was for ponces; smiling was for victims. If you wanted to stay safe, you didn’t smile, and you learned to make eye-contact only when you intended to back it up with action.




  He hadn’t realised just how complete his disappearance had been until he noticed that his co-workers stayed clear of him when he started at the lab – well clear – as if he had

  a three-foot barrier around him and they were wary of invading his personal space. It had taken a conscious effort to relax his face muscles, to smile occasionally. And gradually he had gained

  their trust.




  When he looked at one of his black-and-white portraits of a con and saw something the man thought he had hidden, that was a moment of real excitement. Sometimes he saw sadness betrayed in the

  droop of an eyelid, defensiveness in the lift of the chin. Cons were masters of concealment, but the camera, although it did lie – of course it did, otherwise, where was the pleasure? –

  it was also capable of great honesty.




  Survival on the outside required a different sort of concealment – new rules. The image that had served him so well all those years – con, hard man – did not serve so well when

  people were free to walk away from you. You had to learn to get on with people in a different way, and it didn’t always involve strength. If you wanted to take pictures of people, you had to

  make them feel relaxed, safe.




  Developing and printing was the same. You had to coax the right contrast, balance the light and shade, keep it from becoming too hard, push it on from being too soft. He had learned a lot from

  the text books, some more by trial and error, but mistakes were expensive – in photography just as much as in life – and he didn’t have cash to spare. He had grappled with how to

  achieve texture and depth and movement and, more than anything else, clarity in his pictures.




  Not the kind of clarity that relates to focus and depth of field. This clarity was about ways of seeing. It was about catching the essence – of the person, the situation, even of the

  quality of light. It was about finding the picture in the scene, capturing the moment, distilling the feeling of that moment in the turn of the head or – Yes, in a smile.




  He gave names to his pictures; names, times and dates, and he catalogued and filed them carefully. They were a history, a record of his progress and, in a more undefinable way, they represented

  a return to life. The very difference of the scenes, the people, the settings he captured on film was a testament to his freedom.




  The luminous face of the clock reminded him that it was almost time for his shift. The rest would have to wait until later. He picked up his camera and opened the body. The film was already

  rewound into the cassette. He tipped it out, snapped in a new film and closed the catch, listening with satisfaction to the autowind preparing it for the first shot. He placed the completed roll in

  a cylinder and clipped on the lid.




  He cleared the foodstuff from the cupboard above the bench and, using a penknife, he flipped the catches and eased the backboard out a fraction, levering it the rest of the way with his

  fingertips. The gap behind the board was just sufficient to accommodate the film.




  The pictures on it weren’t his best work, but then conditions hadn’t been ideal. Using a flash had been out of the question and he’d had to get the shots and get gone fast.

  Still . . .




  He threw the tube in the air and caught it again. Worth the risk.




  





  Chapter Five




  



  The radio played at low volume. A local music station. Hugo and Pippa chatted at the kitchen table; Trish was coming to take Pippa to the zoo, and Pippa was looking forward to

  one of Trish’s famous picnics.




  ‘It’s a pity they don’t do elephant rides at Chester Zoo any more,’ Hugo said. ‘I could have told you how you get down from an elephant.’




  Pippa stared at him, wide-eyed. ‘How do you get down from an elephant?’




  He grinned. ‘You don’t get down from an elephant, you get down from a duck.’




  She giggled and elbowed him in the ribs. ‘You’re such a Sad Dad.’




  For a moment they were silent and the clink of their spoons against their breakfast bowls chimed with the alarm call of a blackbird. Though the kitchen windows stood open, barely a breath of air

  circulated: it was going to be one of those still, suffocating days when the consultation rooms at Wrexham County Court would be stiflingly hot.




  Clara hoped it would not put her client in a bad mood. She was representing Jill Quigley, a twenty-year-old, in a wrangle with her ex-husband over access. Clara believed that in their hearts

  neither truly wanted to deprive the other of time with their child, and yet twice when he had called to pick up Daniel, their son, Gary had found the house empty. It was difficult, Jill said, when

  she had to rely on public transport, adding that he had no such excuse when he had brought Daniel back late from his last visit, making her miss a hospital appointment.




  Clara suspected that each was trying to tell the other, first by poor timekeeping, and now through the courts, that they were hurt. That they had thought love was for ever, that it was supposed

  to make up for lack of money and poor housing. It was supposed to make life sweet and instead, before either of them had reached the age of twenty-one, they were consumed with bitterness and made

  helpless by an absence of hope.




  Clara sighed and Hugo reached across the table and squeezed her hand. She glanced up, surprised. Pippa looked from her father to her mother and back again, a wary expectancy lighting her face,

  then the letterbox rattled, breaking the spell. She jumped down from her chair and pelted out into the hall, yelling, ‘I’ll get it!’




  Hugo stroked the crease between Clara’s thumb and forefinger. ‘Okay?’ he asked.




  ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ She saw that slight retreat she had seen so many times in recent months. It was as though his focus shifted away from her – only by a fraction

  – but enough to create a safe distance between them.




  For God’s sake, Clara – he’s not accusing you of anything. Can’t you at least be civil? She put her hand over his, preventing its gentle withdrawal.

  ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m fine.’




  He leaned forward, increasing the pressure on her hand and the hope in his eyes nearly broke her heart.




  Pippa found a clear space at the end of the table and began sorting the post into ‘Mummy’, ‘Daddy’ and ‘junk’ piles, keeping up a constant commentary. The

  radio news had just started and Clara cleared the breakfast dishes, listening with half an ear. The news reader listed the main items in brief, each separated by synthetic drum beats. The third

  item gave her a jolt.




  She stood at the fridge door, the butter dish in her hand, and the cool draught that had been a welcome relief in the already sweltering air, became an icy chill.




  Hugo flicked the radio switch, and in the silence she heard again the piping of the blackbird, sounding the alarm: predator on the loose.




  Hugo turned to Pippa, who had stopped her sorting with two envelopes still in her hand. ‘You get yourself ready for your day out, Poppet,’ he said, smiling reassurance.




  ‘Daddy . . .’




  ‘Trish will be here in no time – I bet she’ll take you to the café first thing and buy you an ice lolly.’




  Pippa gave a quick nod and her hair bobbed and fell back into place. She had grown it out for the summer; it hung in a glossy black sheet, breaking on her bony shoulders.




  Clara waited until she heard her daughter’s footsteps on the stairs then she walked across the kitchen and switched the radio back on. The second item was just finishing. Clara listened,

  holding her breath.




  ‘Cheshire police have launched a murder hunt this morning,’ the news reader began in suitably solemn tones.




  ‘You don’t have to listen to this,’ Hugo said, talking over the commentary.




  Clara turned up the volume.




  ‘– the woman’s badly beaten body was—’




  ‘It doesn’t mean that you’re not safe.’




  Clara glared at him and increased the volume again.




  ‘Police say the shocking discovery was made by a local milkman on his rounds—’




  ‘All right. All right!’ He leaned past her and turned down the volume. ‘But you don’t have to make her listen.’




  ‘Do you want her to think she’s safe because Mummy and Daddy are here to look after her?’




  ‘Don’t, Clara. Please, don’t do this.’




  ‘Do what, Hugo?’




  She felt tears prick the back of her eyes, and the strength of emotion surprised her. She could feel – for Pippa, anyway. But these were tears of hopelessness, and she

  wouldn’t allow herself that indulgence. She fought them back angrily.




  ‘What happened to you was—’




  ‘Bad luck?’




  ‘It doesn’t happen all the time, and it doesn’t happen to everyone.’




  He was dealing in logic. What she felt was something more primal. Her abduction had wiped out every notion she had of security in the world. ‘Every day,’ he repeated. ‘Women

  are raped. Beaten. Terrorised. Vanished.’




  ‘It isn’t going to happen to you.’




  Why can’t he understand this didn’t end with my safe return home? ‘This isn’t about me.’ They both knew that was a lie, but she went on, ‘This is about

  a woman beaten to death in her own home, not more than two miles from where we live.’




  ‘It won’t happen to you,’ he repeated. ‘And it won’t happen to Pippa.’ He reached for her hand again, but she snatched it away.




  ‘How can you know that?’




  He seemed puzzled by the question, and she laughed, astonished by a sudden insight. ‘You’re thinking nothing so horrible could happen twice, right?’




  He raised his shoulders.




  ‘Who’s going to stop it happening, Hugo?’ Marcia had been right: as irrational as it seemed, she was angry with Hugo, because he hadn’t been able to prevent it happening

  to her – all his strength and love were not enough to keep her safe. And now, restored to her family, even in his arms she was afraid.




  Diva Legal Services was in a converted shop, mid-terrace, built of pink rustic brick, just outside the city walls on Frodsham Street: with its jumble of Tudor-style buildings

  and modern, flat-fronted shops, it had a cosiness that Clara found comforting. The pavements were narrow and busy with lunch-time shoppers, and Clara had to step into the gutter once or twice to

  let people pass.




  ‘Diva’ was a pun on Chester’s Roman name and an oblique reference to the fact that Mitch O’Connor allowed only female barristers through the doors of her practice. Clara

  thought that the arc of gold lettering looked a little old-fashioned, but Mitch insisted that people found the traditional frontage reassuring. Clara’s theory that it reminded Mitch of the

  ‘owld cunthry’ had earned her a clip round the ear from the Diva herself.




  There was no revolving door and no security access here. The outer office was bright and clean, and wooden blinds on the windows provided privacy for the clients, but the furniture, though

  carefully matched, was gleaned from a warehouse clearance and the carpet was industrial quality cord.




  Mitch dealt mostly in family law, and legal aid was rarely granted in such cases. Added to this was the problem that few of Mitch’s clients were wealthy. She employed a sliding scale

  – clients were charged what they could afford to pay, the better off subsidising the poor – but since Diva Legal Services’ fees were modest by most standards, nobody had yet

  complained.




  Fliss, the receptionist/secretary was on her lunch break when Clara arrived and Mitch came out of her office to check who had come in. She winced at Clara’s expression.




  ‘Bad morning?’ she asked.




  ‘The judge sent them home. Told them not to waste the court’s time until they have some positive suggestions about resolving the situation.’




  ‘I thought you were confident of a settlement today.’




  ‘I was. But I’d reckoned without Gary calling unannounced last Sunday, demanding to take Daniel boating on the Dee. Jill refused. They argued. It got ugly. Now neither is willing to

  compromise and Jill’s trying to get a restriction order on him. Insisting on supervised visits.’




  ‘So major set-back wouldn’t be an exaggeration?’




  ‘Total disaster wouldn’t be an exaggeration,’ Clara said.




  ‘You’ll feel better with coffee and carbohydrate inside you.’ Mitch locked the front door and led the way through to the little kitchen at the back of the building. Diva Legal

  Services lacked the state-of-the-art drinks vendor that Jericho Chambers boasted – and if you wanted coffee, you made it yourself – but Mitch did keep a fresh supply of good filter

  coffee grounds.




  Clara reached for the jug, but Mitch waved her away. ‘That stuff’s been stewing all morning,’ she said. ‘It’ll curdle in your stomach.’ She dumped the dregs

  and threw the old filter in the bin. While she prepared fresh, Clara dropped her briefcase in the corner and shrugged out of her jacket.




  ‘You look like you need this,’ Mitch remarked. ‘Not sleeping?’




  Clara shrugged. ‘The pills knock me out, but I feel like I’ve climbed Snowdon by the end of the night.’




  ‘Did you try that relaxation tape I gave you?’




  ‘Can we change the subject?’




  Mitch set the jug on the hot plate and the water began trickling through the filter, filling the kitchen with the rich, nutty aroma of Colombian coffee. ‘All right,’ she said.

  ‘What’s the plan?’




  Clara frowned.




  ‘Jill and Gary. What are you going to do?’




  ‘Oh,’ Clara relaxed a little. She had thought that Mitch was about to deliver one of her lectures on the general theme that accepting help was not a sign of weakness. ‘If I can

  get Jill to see sense, I’ll try for an early hearing. It might mean travelling out to Rhyl, to fit into the judge’s timetable, but it’d be worth it.’ She shifted

  uncomfortably under Mitch’s gaze: she wasn’t going to like this next bit. ‘I thought I’d pop round this afternoon.’




  ‘Pop round?’ Mitch said. ‘Pop round where?’




  Clara looked away. ‘To see Jill Quigley.’




  ‘At her house?’




  ‘I’m not planning to move in, Mitch. If I see her on her own territory – if she sees I’m concerned . . .’




  Mitch folded her arms. ‘Oh, and by the way, it means you’ll be able to “see” the boy as well?’




  In reply, Clara scooped a couple of mugs up from the table and took them to the sink to wash.




  ‘Clara,’ Mitch said, her tone disapproving. ‘You’ve read the court welfare officer’s report. Everything you need to know is in there.’




  ‘I know what Jill Quigley wants,’ Clara said, stolidly scrubbing and rinsing the mugs while the coffee machine spat and gurgled, steadily filling. ‘I think I know what Gary

  wants. I’d like to be sure I know what Daniel wants.’
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