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Chapter 1


I stood watching our cleaner shining up the brass plate outside the door. He was working his way down the long list of names using a yellow duster which he occasionally moistened with his lips.


It must have been something in the saliva – the brass danced like gold as it caught the morning sun.


“Come on, come on …” I put an arm around his shoulder and squeezed him closer. “I know you did it only last week, but nothing lasts forever – and there’s an awful lot of bottles on the floor …”


He turned to me and began scratching at the elastic bands he wore round the sleeves of his shirt. “Anything for you Mr Wallace. Just as soon as I’ve finished this.”


“Don’t bother with the environment,” I told him. “Just chuck everything in the bin.” I swung my red bag over my shoulder. “Oh … and I don’t suppose you could polish my car as well?”


I like being neat and tidy. Gives a good impression. Clean white shirt, immaculate stiff collar, shiny shoes, starched and fluttering bands. And now a gleaming car.


I strode into chambers and gave Doreen, our receptionist, an affectionate pat on the head. “Morning Doreen. No messages; no appointments; no visits to prison. Nothing. After court I’m off for an early lunch.” I lit up another cigarette as she winced and looked away.


“And where’s Giles? He said he had something to say.”


“He’s in his room,” she told me, “with Mr Jackson. I think they’re having a row.”


Not again. There’s always something. Giles, our newly elected head of chambers, trying to enforce what he sees as discipline. Our senior clerk, Jackson, sticking up for what he thinks is right.


I ran up the stairs and threw open Giles’s door.


“What do you want? We’re having a meeting.”


Giles seemed exasperated. He stood in the middle of his room, bursting out of his waistcoat, wagging a finger and trying to control his blood pressure.


“For Christ’s sake. Do you have to smoke? I think we should bring in a rule.”


“Not another one we don’t. We’ve got enough as it is.” I looked across at Jackson who was lolling indolently, half-sitting on the edge of Giles’s desk. He winked back and produced a cigar.


“We’re having a discussion …” he remarked, “about my expense account. Mr Baring here seems to think I spend too much.”


“No … no Giles … no …. Let’s not be hasty … Jackson has to entertain to bring in work.”


“Entertain! You call this entertaining?” He reached into the pocket of his well-filled trousers and struggled to produce a slip of paper. “A thousand pounds in under a month!”


“Add it up,” I suggested, “that makes, let me see, twelve thousand pounds a year. Chickenfeed! Count the numbers in these chambers. Fifteen doing crime. Half a dozen in family. One or two pretending to do civil. McIntosh a specialist in drains. That makes…”


“Twenty four.” Jackson told me.


“Yes. Divide that into twelve thousand. Comes to…”


“Call it £500?” said Jackson.


“Yes. Now take off tax. I assume at 40%. That makes…”


Jackson spread his hands and smiled. “About £300. Works out at about a ‘fiver’ a week. Oddly enough the approximate price of a packet of cigarettes. And what are you getting? Lots of lovely work. Which in my opinion wouldn’t otherwise come in. I have to take out people, and I have to treat them when I do. Runners, solicitors, the odd shandy for the C.P.S. It’s called entertaining – getting to know our clients and making them our friends. And now. If you’ve finally finished …” He carefully buttoned up his jacket and brushed down the lapels. “… If you’ll excuse me. I’ve got an appointment at ten.”


He walked off down the passage and whistled as he went down the stairs. We waited as he paused to bark at Doreen – deliberately loudly so we could hear.


“I’ll be back at four.”


“This is insufferable.” Giles turned his moonface round to me. “Oh for God’s sake, don’t light another one … I’m bloody head of chambers, not him. I should be taking out solicitors and clients …” He wafted his podgy hands at the smoke. “I should have a special account.” A thought struck him. “And how do we know what he is spending our money on? Does he ever put in a list of expenses? I can tell you. No he does not. Probably spends it on himself.”


“No … No Giles … no.” I was getting tired of saying this. I tried to soothe him. “… Wait till chambers meeting. Think about a special fund for you.”


I looked round at his tawdry surroundings. The peeling paint, his overflowing wastepaper basket, the piles of correspondence, his soiled shirts and collars thrown in a corner, the one solitary brief cringing on his blotter. Rows of dusty books stacked on woodchip shelves that stretched from ceiling to floor. Halsbury’s Statutes; The All England Reports; Atkins Precedents on Pleadings; Current Law. Did he read all this stuff? Where did he find the time? And what was the point if he did?


“Come on Giles.” He was sat now, slumped at his desk. “Come on. You won’t be long in court. Why not take me to lunch?”


Why not? What else was there to do? Come back from court and go to my room – my now immaculate room – and sit looking at a brief? Finally take off the ribbon and try to read the case. Make a few desultory notes. Nod off to sleep. Put in a bill for my work. Go downstairs and try to chat up Doreen. Listen to her boring bloody tales, all the time looking at the big black clock ticking away on the wall with its Roman numerals and filigree hands (I could describe it in detail). Finally giving in and going outside into the winding cobbled lane and pretending to be about some business or other striding purposefully away until, at the last minute, ducking into a passage and cutting through to the Stag at Bay to find Jackson – now at least four pints ahead of me – conducting his own bloody court.


And up on the bar pints and empty bottles, dirty plates stacked on a chair, a packet of cigars in his breast pocket, his arm round my shoulders, the barmaid leaning over ready to top up his glass.


No. I don’t think we need a list of ‘expenses’. I think we know where they went. With me, and McIntosh, and occasionally another chum Humphrey whiling away happy hours laughing at the generosity of the rest – until Jackson red-faced and tottering finally decided to go back to chambers, and having struggled out of his jacket, and found his half-moon glasses, would look up the court lists and dole out the work.


“Lunch?” Giles looked up miserably. “Why should I take you to lunch?” He recovered his lonely brief and felt the weight in his hands. “This job’s fucked,” he muttered. It’s what we always say. Perhaps this time we’re right.


I remembered when the previous head of chambers had finally retired, and the competition to step in his shoes. Giles had promised ‘efficiency’ a ‘cap on expenditure’, a ‘thorough audit of the books’. It had an ominous ring. But chambers went for it. Members saw expenses reducing, and less for them to pay. Giles won in a landslide and set about his task. He stopped smoking and has grown fatter and more useless ever since – delving into things that don’t concern him, forever rocking chambers’ boat. I don’t like it. I don’t believe in it. Why change a system that was working – to bring in something else? But it’s done now. And Giles keeps telling anyone who’ll listen he is ‘bound by his manifesto commitments’ to set everything to rights.


“Come on Giles … come on.”


But the intercom interrupted with Doreen’s unmistakable whine, “I’ve got Mrs Baring on the line…”


“Oh for Christ’s sake …” everything seemed to irritate him, “… tell her I’m out. Tell her I’ve already left for court.” He prised himself out of his chair. “Let’s get out of here before I choke.”


He threw his brief into one of those stupid shopping trolleys that people seem to use these days and staggered down the stairs into reception where Doreen was still talking to his wife and, (seeming to forget that he was supposed to have already left) announced, “Mrs Baring says she won’t be home till six.”


“Oh for Christ’s sake.” He pushed open our heavy oak door and we realised for the first time that McIntosh was waiting for us in the street.


Tall, elegant, and enviably slim he was leaning against the wall with some briefs bound up in the cord of his robing bag. I quickly counted five. Although we belong to the same chambers we are all independent; driven to actively compete. We share expenses – the rent; rates; the staff. The money I make I keep. But don’t think work comes to me for excellence; the way I perform in court. It doesn’t. It comes in, if it does come in, because of our head clerk, Jackson, and the way he pushes it, if he does push it, sometimes my way sometimes not. Or is it the way I ingratiate myself with solicitors or their runners or the way I get on with punters or the general luck of the draw?


There’s really no way of telling. I wonder why I try.


“Ready are we?” McIntosh looked around him at the fresh summer day and the angled sunlight already beginning to warm our narrow cobbled lane. “I’ve got a busy day.”


And with that we were off – McIntosh and I swinging our bags, and Giles pulling his trolley behind. We turned into Town Hall Square to the usual bunch of demonstrators – were they the same as last week? – clustered at the foot of the Town Hall steps waving their placards at the sky.


A man was pacing backwards and forwards at the front shouting into a megaphone, “What do we want? What do we want?”


“What do we want? What do we want?” his supporters chorused back. A lorry accelerating away from the lights drowned out the reply. Nothing special I supposed. More money and a little respect.


McIntosh sauntered across.


“What do we want? What do we want?” they started the old refrain.


He leant down towards the man with the megaphone confidentially. As if trying to be helpful, his voice in that penetrating way of his carried across the square.


“New anoraks would be nice.”


He turned to laugh with Giles as I hurried to catch them up. I could hear their voices wafting back. Confident, slightly affected, voices. Voices used to cross-examine a witness, persuade a jury, swing a judge. Seduce another man’s wife. Barristers. Trial Counsels. Gladiators in the arena but not their blood in the sand.


They waited for me at the flight of steps leading up to court. Our court. The Combined Court Centre. A new building to replace the Old Quarter Sessions with its ancient oak panelling and pointed metal railing round the dock.


‘A new court for a new millennium’ according to the fool who opened it; with its open plan courtrooms and cheap furniture; its limited use of stone facing and one – out of proportion – dome, sitting almost floating, semi-detached on the top.


“Harry. Listen to this.” Giles seemed to be cheering up. Waiting by the invalid ramp, he wanted to get in on the act. “Have you heard the one about the old lag?”


Had I heard it? Of course I had. Everybody had. Many many times. I squinted up into the sun.


“This old lag. Must have been seventy if he was a day. Up before Irvine in York. Done another string of burglaries. Judge gave him fourteen years.”


‘I’ll never do it. I’ll never do it.’ Giles mimicked an old man wringing his hands.


“Irvine told him … do as much as you can.”


And they ran up the last flight of steps (avoiding a crouching circle of smokers sharing their last cigarette) and pausing at the top, polite at last, but only to each other, still laughing, they disappeared inside. I stood watching the glass doors slowly swinging. Sometimes I loathe this job. Whingeing punters. Wading through the opaque Crown Court bureaucracy with its silly targets and figures. Inane listing, truculent ushers, and lying police.


It’s like going down a pit. All day in artificial lighting struggling to think of sensible questions, wrestling with legal argument, trying to dream up a speech. Listening to the moaning of a punter; avoiding his anxious relatives; dodging the criticism of a judge.


So why do it? And why, of all places, do it here?


Take a look at my card. Nicely set out in thick embossed lettering. ‘Henry Wallace. Barrister-at-law’, known as ‘Harry’ to his friends. One or two tried ‘Wally’. But what sort of friends call you ‘Wally’? I’ll tell you. Friends who don’t get a reply.


So ‘Harry’ Wallace a member of Whitebait Chambers – the only Chambers in Hull, or should I say Kingston Upon Hull? Because Hull is the name of a river. A muddy oily slick with the ramshackle city spreading out on either side of its slippery banks. But Kingston doesn’t suit. Not the land of a million council houses and one ridiculous fort. Not the permanent home to bomb-sites, gutted buildings, and litter driven by cold winds off the North Sea bowling past you as you hurry down the street. One miserable market and pasty faces queuing up outside the dole.


I’d wanted London. The Middle Temple or Lincoln’s Inn. Ancient stone and wisteria. A little evening’s croquet. Popping in and out of the Old Bailey, a flat in Chelsea, poncing up and down the Kings Road. But that’s not as easy as it sounds. Too many barristers chasing too little work.


Look a little further down my card. In smaller type. ‘Specialist in Crime’. There’s a rich vein of crime in Northern England and I’ve traced the mother lode to Hull. This is where the work is – the drug-crazed, binge-drinking, sex-mad, inbred, punch-drunk lunatics. A cancer of the estates whatever the Government may say. Breeding with all the profligacy and taste that only a cultural desert can bring.


Ignore solicitors, forget Jackson, put aside the luck of the draw. Meet my friends the punters. The beginning of the food chain. The men who really bring me work. My clients. My business and my pleasure. Read the final line, the small print at the bottom.


It gives you my telephone number and tells you when to call.


Don’t tell me crime doesn’t pay – it pays very well for me.




Chapter 2


I saw her as soon as I got through the door.


God. She was nice. Not bad at all. Short blonde hair. Very short, cropped hair really; probably dyed. I prefer it that way. Long neck; nice head; slightly shifty eyes.


She was tilted back on a chair near the window – bag on her knee, file on the floor, slowly swinging a foot.


I circled round to get a better look.


Pushing my way through the crowd of people studying the Court Lists, looking for their solicitor, asking for their barrister, trying to control their children, wondering whether to plead guilty or not guilty, wondering whether just to call it a day and fight their way back outside.


But who was this woman? Never seen her face before, she didn’t look like a punter; more the air of an official.


Maybe a solicitor. Or a solicitor’s ‘runner’. More likely a witness. An expert witness perhaps. But an expert in what?


I leant against a column and lit a cigarette.


Hidden by the crowd I studied her carefully, twenty yards away, from the side. Short straight nose. Slightly protuberant lips. A lovely, almost classical profile – with an arched and elegant neck. She held herself well. I watched her breathe, her heavy chest rising and falling within what I could now see was a smart but well-worn, and almost certainly cheap, suit. Shoes were expensive though. I watched the swinging foot. Black, very soft leather with high heels and a slight lattice on the top. Probably Italian. Probably size six.


I edged forward. Large hands. Who cares about that? So far as I could see – no ring. And yes, I could just make it out, a straight row of tiny black roots.


I walked behind her and could almost touch the nape of her neck. She was reading a solicitor’s file – the ones in a brown manila folder. Having produced a pair of glasses from her bag she was squinting at the pages with those tiny thoughtful eyes. Probably a party in a civil case. She looked too refined to be submerged in anything criminal. My spirits rose. Maybe a divorce case. Maybe she’s getting divorced. But then that meant almost certainly she was involved with somebody new. Somebody else. Hanging around with some rich boyfriend. Somebody who could afford expensive shoes. But then, why the cheap suit?


I started to mentally undress her. The shape of her breasts; the width of her thighs.


I felt a tugging at my sleeve. “Mr Wallace, Mr Wallace, you’re wanted.” A bossy female usher started to pull me away. “They’ve called your case on in court.”


She caught the line of my eye.


“Come on. The judge is waiting on the bench.” So I got changed and went in, but I might as well not have bothered. I hadn’t seen the punter and didn’t know what he’d done. Was he pleading guilty or not guilty? I hadn’t the time to find out.


The clerk read out the indictment. A string of dwelling-house burglaries – and from somewhere behind me a faint voice answered ‘guilty’ to every count.


Judge Irvine was sitting.


“Ah, Mr Wallace. Do you want to adjourn for a probation report?”


Who knows? I didn’t. I turned to look at the punter and he miserably shook his head. That was a quick conference.


“No thank you,” I told His Honour, “he wants to be dealt with now.”


So I sat back and half-listened to the prosecution opening the case and finally stood to mitigate – the usual platitudes – has pleaded guilty at the earliest opportunity, has co-operated with the police, demonstrated genuine remorse. Wife, girlfriend, whatever, standing by him. Children waiting patiently in the wings. Means to give up the drugs.


Was it true? Was any of it? Who knows? Who cares? The sentence already pencilled in, I hadn’t time for any of this nonsense, my mind was wandering off elsewhere.


“Thank you Mr Wallace. As ever concise. Stand up …” he told the punter, “Very serious offences – take him down. Five years.”


And I was off again leaving a bewildered punter wondering who it was I’d been talking about. He could have done it better himself.


And she was still there. Still rhythmically swinging a foot, now blowing smoke through those rather elegant nostrils. An excellent sign. There’s nothing more sexy than tobacco on a woman’s hot breath.


I stood looking at her. Nonchalant, relaxed, indifferent to the crowd ebbing and flowing around her. Waiting for something. Waiting for somebody. Waiting for somebody else.


“Mr Wallace. Mr Wallace.” Another usher pulling at my gown. “You’re wanted in Court Number three.”


I looked back over my shoulder. I had to get to know her. I had to get her name.


But of course there’s always the odd little problem. I had been happily married to Laura for thirty years. And I was wanted, rather urgently, in court.




Chapter 3


I bounced back onto the concourse after another memorable performance and, still there! The foot still rhythmically swinging, still surrounded by the eddying mob of burglars and petty thieves, drug addicts, drug dealers, dirty old men, dirty young men, maniacs behind the wheels of cars – drunken driving, dangerous driving, causing death by dangerous driving, causing death by drunken driving – a hundred different ways to cause death. Cruelty to children, abuse of children, abandonment of children, neglect of your child, paedophiles and gropers, homosexuals in public, buggery and rape.


Still there! Still elegantly dangling her file.


The Social Security fiddlers, handlers and robbers, armed robbers, breaches of public order, violent disorder, riot and affray, the punching, kicking and glassing, grievous bodily harm and the rest. All seething around her. Tattoos, earrings, nose-rings, shaven heads, dyed and tufted heads, ringlets, dreadlocks, a million baseball caps. The punters. Who are these people? They’ve turned into another tribe.


And the children. Why bring kids to court? Little miniatures of themselves. The same haircuts, the same clothes, the same identical piercing – little diamante studs in their dirty little ears. Running about, knocking down ashtrays; dropping wrappers; spilling drink.


The cleaners earn their money in this place. At the end of the day when the great doors finally swing shut, they wend their way through crisp packets, sweet wrappers, fag ends, even polythene trays and plastic knives and forks. They dust and hoover, and wipe away hand marks on the wall.


Needles on the stairs, syringes in the lavatory. Always, invariably, blocked.


A funny farm without the fun, run by idiots according to idiot rules.


I must be an idiot to care.


A Palace of Lies where sometimes punters answer their bail and sometimes Group Four (Global Solutions as they now like to be called), get their prisoners to court on time (even sometimes the right prisoners) where the evidence is sometimes ready and occasionally – very occasionally – the Crown Prosecution Service makes sense.


What brought her to court? What role in this circus was she expecting to play?


She was, in fact, a Legal Executive for Carter Cramner & Co. Solicitors of Kingston Upon Hull.


In other words, a runner. Freddie Platten (Cranmer’s office boy) pointed her out. “Over there. The blonde. Pushing forty.” Not the description that would have fallen from my lips. For a minute I thought he was talking about somebody else.


“What’s she like?” I asked casually. In fact I could see what she was like. What I really wanted to know was, is she married? Does she have a boyfriend? Is she spoken for? As they say these days, does she have a partner? Is she in a relationship? More importantly, is she attracted to thin, chain-smoking barristers? Pushing sixty as Freddy might say.


“Not bad,” Freddy told me, “only started yesterday. Doesn’t know much. A bit thick, but Mr Tomkinson likes her.”


Mr Tomkinson, Solicitor of the Supreme Court of England and Wales, and Head of the Criminal Department at Cranmers. Freddy’s immediate boss. In fact everybody’s immediate boss. The man who hires and fires at Cranmers. The man who sends his criminal work to Chambers. The man who decides which particular favoured barrister of the moment will have his name printed on the front of a brief.


Famous for his sneering snide sense of humour and his fruitless pursuit of love. There are those who try to avoid him.


I try to avoid him myself. I find it a strain trying to laugh at his jokes. Freddy doesn’t have the same problem. His job depends on it.


“You two should get on all right,” Freddy continued, “just show her what to do.”


“I will, Freddy, I will.” I patted his curly head. “She’ll be fine with me.” And then I said it. I didn’t mean to, but I did. “Don’t you think she’s rather nice?”


Whatever else Freddy might be, he’s not dumb. He gave me a glance.


“Not bad, I suppose, not bad. Not bad if you like middle-aged women that is. If you don’t mind them knocking on a bit so to speak.”


Knocking on a bit? Knocking on a bit? Come on Freddy, my eldest daughter’s nearly that. At my age, forty is beginning to sound young.


“Name’s Pauline Dawson by the way. Mrs Pauline Dawson.” And that radar set within his mind detected that somewhere, somehow Mr Tomkinson was looking for him, had noticed his absence; was wondering what was taking so long, and Freddy was away, running, so as to be by the great man’s side, and ready to hang on his every word – ready to laugh at his jokes.


I pushed my way through the crowd and introduced myself.


“Henry Wallace.” I held out my hand.


“I think I’m with you.”


She looked up and smiled. White even teeth (as it turns out not entirely her own).


“So you’re Mr Wally?” she enquired.


Let it pass. Just for today.


“Wallace.” I shot her a winning smile.


I was going to be especially charming. Debonair. Amusing. Tall. Good looking. Young. I would be anything. Do anything. Go anywhere for this girl. Go to the end of the world.


“So now what?” She put her glasses back in her bag. “Where do we go?”


“Why don’t we go to the cells?”


She stood up and smoothed her skirt. We were about the same size. Maybe she gave me an inch. She bent over and stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray. Perfect. Thin and slightly muscular legs.


“So what’s the routine?” She was smiling again. “Mr Tomkinson said I should follow you.”


So she should and so she will.


“Well, there is a set procedure.” I thought I would take my time. “Every morning the prison van rolls up and delivers the punters. They want the lavatory. Or they want a cigarette. They want to see their papers or their girlfriend or their mates. Above all they want to be free.


So we go down to the cells to have a conference. What we do is make them see sense.”


“Mr Tomkinson said we take instructions.”


“No we don’t. We give instructions. I tell them what to do.”


My mind went back to happier days when runners were invariably retired policemen. Hard as nails and heard it all before.


“Don’t give me the one about your look-alike brother. Nor the one about going to the lavatory on the roof. Come on. Not the one about finding the door open and going in to see if everything’s all right. Don’t tell me you were holding the gun for a mate.


I know you’re guilty. Mr Wallace here knows you’re guilty. You know you’re guilty. And that’s what you’re going to say.” And away to the pub before twelve.


Where are they now?


No doubt tending their allotments by the railway line. Or living in a bungalow in the middle of nowhere in Spain. Grey hair, white shorts, brown legs and arguing with the wife. These days runners are mostly women. Daft do-gooders with a touching belief in their clients. Worried, concerned, and stupid. Every last bit of barmy instructions written down. Every last ridiculous story believed, pens poised, faces etched with real concern.


“I’ve got a girlfriend. She’s standing by me.”


“I’ve got a job. I could start tomorrow.”


“I’m a student. I’m on a course.”


“What drugs? It’s a plant.”


“I wasn’t there. If I was there, I didn’t do it. If I did do it, it was an accident. If it wasn’t an accident it was self-defence.”


Ever onwards. Eternal excuses. Every last word recorded by the runner. The detailed jottings of a tiny mind.


I looked for the hundredth time at Mrs Dawson. Her first day with a clean notepad ready. She gave me a confident smile. So I signed us both through ‘Security’ and once inside the cell area entered our names on the Register of Official Visitors noticing (not for the first time) that Donald Duck had already paid a call.


“Right Mr er …” I shot a look at my brief, “Mr Turner. Mr Turner it is.” I tried to ignore his love bites, “You were found with the stolen property in a black bin-liner two minutes after the burglary took place.


It was three in the morning and, apart from your goodself, the streets were deserted.


You dropped your gloves and tried to hide the bin-liner by throwing it over a garden wall, and the police, more observant than usual, unfortunately saw it all.


You ran away and put up a fight when caught.


You bit a police officer through his blue serge uniform and your teeth penetrated the skin of his arm.


When interviewed you exercised your right to silence and to each question – no doubt on the advice of your solicitor – said ‘No Comment’ every time.


So for God’s sake, let’s stop fucking around and plead guilty.”


Mr Turner leant forward in his chair, looking to me for salvation.


What a waste of time, I’ve been here before. Too many times. And so turning to the more sympathetic cast of Mrs Dawson’s eye began, “I swear on my bairn’s life…”


I sensed rather than saw Mrs Dawson’s pen rise. Apparently, the note-taking starts here. But best start as we intend to proceed.


“Don’t bother with that,” I told her. “We don’t need a record of this.”


“But Mr Tomkinson told me to,” she persisted. “He said it’s very important to take proper instructions. Write them down. Get everything down. It helps the barrister.”


“Not me it doesn’t.”


Just relax. Relax and enjoy yourself. Watch the Master at work.


“So what’s the story then? The one you wouldn’t or couldn’t tell the police,” I continued. “The one when you were interviewed you hadn’t yet made up. The one you and your cell mates think’s so fucking good.”


Nothing like boosting his confidence and making him feel at home.


“Well I was walking the dog,” he started again. (What dog? A dog has never featured before).


“A bloke carrying a bin-liner came up to me. Unfortunately I can’t describe him. I have never seen him before. He asked me to hold it for him so, naturally, I did. At that very moment the police appeared. They were everywhere. Understandably I panicked and stupidly ran away. They were violent towards me. I was only defending myself. It’s police brutality. It’s all a big mistake.”


“Yes and you’re making it. Any idea what happened to the mystery man who gave you the bin-liner? Did he say, perchance, why he was giving it to you? Why did you take it? What were you going to do with it? Does it often happen that perfect strangers come up to you in the middle of the night and give you the proceeds of a burglary? And what steps have you taken to trace this offender who has got you into so much trouble? Have you got your mates, at the local pub for example, to ask around as to who he might be? Did the police by any chance come across anybody’s prints in the house or on the bin-liner? Apart from yours. What happened to the ‘look-out’? Did he leave you and run?


And, come to that, what happened to the fucking dog?”


I got the distinct feeling that our Mrs Dawson was not going along with this. Did I detect a faint sigh? A worried frown? A nervous jiffle? Fortunately she couldn’t write fast.


“Look, stop fucking about. You’ve got fifty previous convictions – most of them for burglary. You know the score. Put yourself on the jury. What would you think?”


The reality is in this busy world I haven’t time to hold his hand. Come to that, nor the inclination, my eyes drawn to the offending marks on his neck.


“Just plead fucking guilty. I’ve got an urgent appointment at one.”


“All right Mr Wallace. You’ve persuaded me, but what do you think I’ll get?”


The perpetual question. There is some consistency in this world after all. This is all the punter wants or needs to know, and I am going to tell him.


“Looking at your record – four, four and a half. Any more we might appeal.”


I sat back in my chair and waited.


The moment of truth. Would he go for it? A little bit of money for me. Or rather a lot. Mrs Dawson hadn’t the slightest idea what was going on. She thought we were trying to do justice. I knew I was trying to make some money. If this case went off for trial, I may be too busy to do it and may never see it again. Better a modest fee in the hand, than a larger one in the bush.


“Try and keep it under five. I’m happy with that. Do your best for me Mr Wallace. Don’t forget I’ve got a job waiting. My girlfriend’s pregnant. She’s standing by me. I’ve given up the drugs. I know you’ll do your best.”


I most certainly will. Trust me I’m a barrister. And in the fullness of time and with a fair wind and good fortune may it please God I will do the same for Mrs Dawson who, I saw, had crumpled up her piece of paper and thrown it on the floor.




Chapter 4


Laura and I had been together thirty years. Thirty years of total pleasure, twenty five of them married. She was a lovely girl. Black hair and green eyes. Wonderfully kind. The best mother in the world to five children and countless others of their friends – many of whom stayed for months (one girl four years) in a large Victorian house overlooking the park that had been our home since the day we married all those years ago. She had furnished it from salesrooms with heavy Edwardian furniture. Large tables and large chairs; some intricately carved and now grown valuable, others less so and accordingly worth much less. Many bits and pieces still worth nothing. Not to others, but everything to her. And the pictures. The walls covered in prints, in oils, in water-colours. Still lifes and the odd view of the Lincolnshire Wolds. One oil of Lake Tanganyika, as it then was, of a hollowed-out boat and its crew waiting motionless for dawn. Some by Laura herself. She denied her talent but she had it, or at least to my untrained eye she had. For me she could do anything.


She was a wonderful cook, natural and instinctive. Cuisine from around the world.


“Indian tonight? Chinese? A bit of both?”


And all of this twenty five years ago when foreign foods were just beginning to penetrate London and light years away from Hull.


Laura bought (and sometimes tried to grow) herbs. She invested in books. She was the proud possessor of a pestle and mortar, a mandolin, a tongue press, a bain-marie, a fish kettle and a hachinette. She would take on anything. Pork pies, chitterlings in white sauce, round Christmas puddings boiled between 2 large white basins held together with a knotted tea towel. Béarnaise, Béchamel, Hollandaise, fricassees of game, cassoulet, pastas, paella, purees, poppadums, and pies. She even had an ancient wooden butter churn – but never managed butter.


If only someone, somehow, somewhere, had discovered her. She could have been a T.V. chef. One with actual personality. She was quick and she was funny. A natural star forever languishing in our forgotten kitchen where cooking would start sometime around midday, and by 5 o’clock, after the first bottle of wine and twenty cigarettes or so later, would still be nowhere near completion and still hours to go before the final triumphant pissed-up presentation to a kitchen full of family, dogs, cats and friends.


Happy days. Gone forever.


I often came home late, but there were reasons. Laura always waited. Sitting in the same chair by the long kitchen table, the lights turned low. A bottle opened and a glass waiting. A cigarette in her lovely lips and the phone cocked under her chin.





I felt the usual surge of pleasure seeing her there. The reassurance of a base, the welcome of a friend. And we were off,


“You’ll never guess what happened today.” I couldn’t wait to tell her.


Her slow deep voice in reply, “Fuck that. The bank’s been on again. And no …. no we have not received £25 from the Community Chest. Where does all the fucking money go?”


I suppose scrutiny of the ashtrays, empty bottles, and scattered broken toys might have provided a clue. But this was the best home in the world and the best woman in the world. A home at which, in those days, I was still welcome. But I knew the bank was beginning to drive her mad. They had been on to her for months. Phone calls, letters, trips to see the manager. I couldn’t understand why it was worth their while to chase her tiny overdrawn account with such pitiless determination when they had lost millions lending money in the city to their friends.


I suppose they had to get it back from somewhere. They were finding it hard to get it back from Laura though.


We discussed the position. Or at least started to. It’s amazing how a few bottles of wine can improve the financial situation. Hours later we had it all wrapped up, and so with my arm draped over her shoulder we laughingly rolled off to bed, carefully stepping over the cat sleeping on the stair, to slide between the warm duvet for one last fag.




Chapter 5


“Let’s go see the judge.” The first day of a trial. What a good idea, everyone agrees. The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS for short) are in support, so is the defence, not forgetting the defendant, or defendants as the case may be, who are the most enthusiastic of them all.


“Let’s go see the judge and see what he thinks about guilty pleas to a lesser offence and the sentence he has in mind.” A splendid suggestion. We can acquaint the judge with any little difficulties in the case – such as the odd absent witness, tell him the views of the victim and the police, run a little of the defence case past him, and after a little negotiation and a bit of mutual give and take, agree what if anything the punter should plead guilty to, and what in that case his sentence will be.


There is one small snag, one fly in the ointment, one something or other in the woodpile, a trace of acid in the wine. The Court of Appeal, that exclusive club of eminent persons that meets in the Strand and lunches in Chancery Lane, has forbidden it. Over and over again.


Prosecution barristers should refuse to take part and if they are dragged into the Judges Chambers they must not forget to switch on their tape recorders, take a full note, disassociate themselves from any discussion about sentence and not forget to make a full report to the Crown Prosecution Service immediately they return to court. What a load of bollocks!


Negotiating behind the scenes (and out of the glare of the public eye) is carried out in courts all over the world every day of the year. In America it is called plea-bargaining. As I see it, this involves some sort of upfront, wheeler-dealer, knock-down, best offer, bargain basement, series of trade-offs between prosecution and defence.


Remember, no defendant has ever done all that the prosecution says he has done. No defendant has ever done nothing at all. Eventually he settles for a compromise. A lesser sentence for a lesser guilty plea. His offence is reduced to a more realistic level, his sentence diminished accordingly and the cost, trouble and endless messing about of a trial is avoided. And everybody goes home happy.


The prosecution wins something, and the punter starts his time. The lawyer is paid expeditiously, and the judge gets an early day.


So what’s wrong with that?


According to the Court of Appeal, a defendant may be persuaded by the promise of a lenient sentence to plead guilty to something he hasn’t done. What rubbish. Innocent punters don’t ask to see the judge.


But it doesn’t end there. In England, justice must be seen to be done. This means saying everything in open court where the public can hear what is going on.


Public. What public? Apart from the odd relative or family friend or occasional pensioner seeking shelter from the rain there is nobody in open court. And what if there is? It’s got nothing to do with them. Why shouldn’t a defendant know what his sentence will be if he accepts his guilt? Why should he plead guilty blind, be forced to roll a dice, to play some kind of game of chance when it is so much more civilised, dependable, safe even, to make a polite enquiry and know what his number will be. At this late stage only one thing obsesses the defendant’s mind.


Is he going to jail? And, if so, for how long?


If our learned friends can go behind the scenes, meander into the Judges Chambers and ask – then all is well.


“I was thinking of Community Punishment, or whatever they call it now. Putting back a little something into society by doing unpaid work to compensate for what he has dishonestly taken out.”


Thank you very much. A grateful punter puts his hand up. The prosecution have their success. Money is saved. Witnesses return home untroubled and everyone gets on with their lives. An unnecessary trial has been avoided.


“I was thinking of three years.”


Excellent. He’ll only serve half.


“I think 12 months should be about right.”


Wonderful. Even better. Under eighteen months prisoners can serve a mere quarter. Think about it. Just a quarter. Twelve months means twelve weeks.


The difference in actual time served – on either side of the various cut-off points is huge.


Perhaps the public are not aware of this. Perhaps justice is not being seen to be done after all. In fact, the truth is, short-term prisoners can get out even sooner. Leave aside day release, weekends at home, lunch with Jeffrey Archer. These days (at the discretion of the prison authorities) they are sent home early wearing an electronic tag. All they have to do is be at home before a certain time and be sure to stay in bed. A sentence of eighteen months can mean in real English only about three to serve.


So what is this, ‘Justice must be seen to be done’? When just sentences so obviously aren’t.


How useful if all this can be sorted out before swearing-in a jury and starting a long boring trial. A trial in which, remember, there is always a chance, however small, that the punter may for some mad inexplicable reason be gloriously acquitted and end up doing no time at all.


But the Court of Appeal is adamant.


No plea bargaining here. No creeping round to see the judges behind the scenes. Everything must be done in open court. No private discussions and the candour that might bring.


“Let’s go and see the judge.”


Things are done differently in Hull. We are a small court. By and large we trust people. London seems a long way away. The Court of Appeal out of sight.


Our system, the Hull system that is, is that both prosecution and defence barristers approach the court clerk. They ask to see the judge. Everybody knows what that means. Invariably he agrees. A procession forms of court clerks, defence and prosecution counsel, and an amiable discussion is held in the Judges Chambers which invariably results in the defendant in the Dock accepting some, albeit limited, guilt and everybody having an early day.


Our little procession duly forms up and marches away towards the Judges Chambers. Mrs Dawson bringing up the rear. No one has told her that these inner circle meetings are for the privileged few. She thinks – wrongly – as a legal executive representing the interests of the defendant on behalf of Cranmer Carter & Co. that somehow or other she is entitled to participate in matters affecting the future of her client. She is gloriously disabused.


“What do you think you’re doing,” the clerk demands, “where do you think you’re going?”


“I thought I had to come. I thought he was my client.”


Why did I not bother to tell her? I assumed she knew. Assumed she knew all about what we had been doing for years and she had been doing for days.
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