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      Chapter One

    


    There was an air of tense expectancy in the courtroom. Somewhere in the distance thunder rumbled. Though no windows looked out towards nearby St Paul’s, Deena King knew that the cathedral’s dome would be silhouetted by rain-heavy cloud. She also knew that the case she was presenting was a case she was about to lose.


    Her eyes locked with those of the man whose testimony she had been so sure of.


    ‘Five minutes, Mr Graveney?’ she queried, her voice studiedly neutral in order to give him room to admit to a slip of the tongue. ‘You are quite certain?’


    In his statement Mr Graveney, a retired policeman, had been quite categorical about the time. ‘Forty-five minutes,’ he had said. ‘That’s how long the van was parked outside the house with a man seated in the front passenger-seat and with the house door shut. I was clearing out my garage. My driveway slopes down from the road so steeply that when they drew up the driver and his passenger wouldn’t have seen me. I saw the driver get out of the van and go in the house and then someone – who, I couldn’t say – closed the door. I was opening my garage doors and was listening in to the England–Ireland match on my tranny. It had just kicked off when they arrived and it was when I was going back into the kitchen, at half-time, that the van moved off. So I’m quite sure of the time that the driver of the van was in the house. It was forty-five minutes.’


    Coming from so reliable a source it had been vital testimony in a case that rested entirely on the plaintiff’s unsubstantiated allegation that, for over thirty minutes, she had been prevented from leaving her home and during that time had been subjected to unwanted sexual advances and, finally, a sexual assault. It was an assault the defendant, twenty-three-year-old Malcolm Porritt, denied. He had, he said, been in the Mustafa home for no more than five minutes and the friend who had accompanied him to the house had been with him throughout.


    It was a statement his friend had corroborated. ‘We’d just popped in to see old man Musty about a plumbing job he wanted doing. He wasn’t in, so we said we’d come back another time. That was all there was to it. In and out, we were. Five minutes at the most, and the door was open the whole time. If she says any different, she’s a nutter.’


    Throughout the previous day eighteen-year-old Naheed Mustafa, the plaintiff, had been seated in court with her father and sister, a black scarf swathing her head and shoulders so that only her eyes were visible. A Bosnian Muslim, her testimony had been spoken in such a low, hesitant voice that Deena had been well aware of the Judge beginning to lose patience.


    She had not lost patience, though. What she had been – and still was – was angry. Furiously, monumentally angry. Five years ago in her home village of Sjeverin, Naheed Mustafa had, together with her mother and her sister and other women from Sjeverin, been rounded up by Serb soldiers who had fire-bombed their homes and, as their homes had burned, gang-raped them.


    Her mother, who had been unable to live with what she perceived as her shame, had committed suicide. The rest of the family had eventually been granted refugee status in Britain. After the horrors they had known, Deena could only imagine how safe, a sanctuary Britain must have seemed to the Mustafa family.


    And then, in Britain, men she did not know had again entered Naheed’s home. Not soldiers this time, but young, casually dressed Londoners. And one of them, watched by the other, had forced her into a sexual act that Deena knew would have ripped wide the years, bringing back unspeakable memories, robbing her of all sense of newly regained safety.


    ‘Five minutes,’ Mr Graveney repeated, Deena, seeing how white his knuckles were clenched, knew that nothing was going to budge him. He’d been got at, either by bribery or intimidation.


    She hitched her gown a little higher on her shoulders, struggling to maintain her air of outward calm. Usually, if there was the remotest chance of a witness being got at, she was at least aware of it – and prepared.


    This time, though, the possibility hadn’t even crossed her mind. And she wasn’t prepared, not in the slightest. In a case which rested almost entirely on who was speaking the truth – the plaintiff or the defendant and his friend – she had been so sure Graveney’s evidence would clinch things in Naheed Mustafa’s favour that she had left herself with no fall-back position.


    For someone whose case preparation was usually so very thorough it was an unforgivable error. As Mr Graveney apologetically explained to the Court that he was epileptic, that he had suffered a petit mal whilst listening to the rugby and therefore been totally disorientated about time, she knew it was an error that was irrecoverable. Five minutes may have been long enough for a forced act of fellatio to have taken place, but no jury would now be convinced that it had done so.


    As speedily as possible she brought her disastrous examinationin-chief to a close, knowing quite well why she’d been so negligent. Her mind had been on other things – had been ever since Hugh had failed to register at college after his summer holiday in Turkey. That, at twenty, her son was a more than capable adult hadn’t lessened her anxieties – and in succumbing to them she had failed Naheed Mustafa in a way she would not soon forget.


    ‘We ran into bad luck there,’ her junior counsel whispered to her as the case was dismissed and they gathered up their papers and rose to their feet. ‘Graveney was nobbled, wasn’t he?’


    Deena nodded, privately determined to find out exactly how he’d been nobbled. Malcolm Porritt hadn’t looked as if he would have had either the nous or the wherewithal to coerce a witness, but appearances, as she well knew, were often deceptive.


    Twenty minutes later as she left the lady barristers’robing-room and began walking along the busy concourse towards the main staircase she saw Porritt, standing in conversation with his solicitor. And she saw something else. She saw a metal badge of two scarlet amalgamated letters in his lapel. A badge that had most certainly not been on display when he had been in court. NF. National Front.


    Her jaw tightened. So that was who had intimidated Graveney. It hadn’t been Porritt alone; it had been the ugly organisation of which he was a member.


    Sensing her eyes on him, Porritt turned his head, met her gaze and, with a look of triumph that made her flesh crawl, winked.


    Trembling with anger, she strode on to the end of the concourse and then hurried down the broad sweep of the stairs. It wasn’t the first time she’d been treated with such leering contempt by men she’d faced across a courtroom. Usually, though, as they were found guilty and their sentences handed down, the final triumph was hers. That hadn’t happened in this instance and the failure anguished her.


    She stepped out on to the pavement, her junior scurrying at her heels.


    ‘Are you going straight back to chambers, Ms King?’ he asked as, instead of heading into Fleet Street on foot as, she usually did, she crossed to the kerb and began flagging down a cab.


    ‘No. I have some other business to take care of.’


    As a cab slewed to a halt she didn’t trouble to explain that the business in question was personal. Just yards away the Mustafa family were also getting into a taxi-cab and she was too acutely aware of them to be in the mood for speech of any kind.


    ‘Whitehall,’ she said tersely to the driver, stepping inside the cab and sinking back against the cracked leather seating, her fingers pressed against her temples in an attempt to relieve the pain fast building up there.


    ‘You don’t look very well, Deena dear.’ Rupert Pembury-Smythe, a Foreign Office official with so many years’service behind him that retirement was seductively beckoning, cocked his head slightly to one side, eyeing her with concern.


    She stood at a window near his desk, looking down at a magnificent view of the Cenotaph. ‘I’ve had a bad day in court,’ she said bleakly. ‘All my own fault, and all because I’ve been so worried about Hugh that I didn’t give the case sufficient thought and attention.’


    ‘Were you prosecuting or defending?’ As he poured out two glasses of dry sherry, there was real interest in his voice. She was the daughter of a long-deceased friend and, though their relationship wasn’t very close, he had always followed her career with interest.


    ‘Prosecuting,’ she said, and something in her voice told him that, whatever it was that had gone so disastrously wrong, it wasn’t up for discussion.


    He handed her the sherry, reflecting that her father, who at his death had been one of the youngest High Court judges in the country, had been similarly unforthcoming about any case in which he was involved.


    ‘Hugh is missing,’ she said, coming straight to the point of her visit. Her fingers tightened around the stem of the sherry-glass. He went to Turkey during the summer vac, backpacking with a friend. ‘He’s at Oxford, as I think you know. Term started, two weeks ago and he hasn’t returned, hasn’t been in touch with me in any way.’


    ‘Two weeks?’ He raised silvered eyebrows. ‘Two weeks isn’t very long, Deena. Not when the young person in question is male and … how old? Eighteen? Nineteen?’


    ‘Twenty.’ She turned away from the window to face him, jaw-length black hair swinging glossily. ‘But I know my son, and his not being back for the start of term is totally out of character. I wondered if you would help, Rupert. If you would ask the British Embassy in Istanbul if they could contact him for me …’


    He took an old-maidish sip of his sherry, surprised at the depth of her anxiety. Remembering the circumstances – that there was no husband on the scene and hadn’t been since she had returned from St Hilda’s at twenty-two, married and with a child – he said: ‘I could certainly ensure that the Embassy is informed Hugh is travelling in Turkey and that there are concerns as to his exact whereabouts – I take it that once you know where he is, your anxiety will be alleviated whether he then does, or doesn’t, contact you?’


    ‘Yes,’ she said, setting her sherry-glass down on the corner of his Biedermeier desk, well understanding his reluctance to put Foreign Office officials into the nannying position of asking a twenty-year-old man to telephone home for no urgently valid reason. ‘I know how neurotic this sounds, Rupert, but I keep thinking of the two hundred and fifty or so tourists who have vanished in Turkey over the last few years. I know the Foreign Office plays down passport theft, but it is rife and, all in all, Hugh has now been out of contact for six weeks.’


    She gave an expressive lift of her shoulder, amethyst eyes meeting his. ‘He’s all the family I have, Rupert. You’re in a position to have my fears either eased or verified, so I had to come and I had to ask.’


    He wasn’t a man who went in for much physical contact but he stepped towards her, putting a comforting hand on her Armani-jacketed shoulder. ‘My dear Deena, though I certainly don’t share your fears as to Hugh’s safety – and have to admit that I find them excessive – I shall most certainly make enquiries regarding his whereabouts. Now, let me recap. He is a young academic who is backpacking in Turkey because …?’


    ‘Because he’s interested in Islamic art. He intended visiting Iznik, Edirne and Istanbul, returning to Britain the first week in October so as to be back in Oxford for the start of term. I contacted the police yesterday and reported him missing. They said they would put a passport-check in hand.’


    He suppressed any surprise he felt at that last bit of information and, his voice full of reassurance, said: ‘Then as well as seeing to it that the strongest representations regarding Hugh are made to our Embassy in Istanbul I will chivvy up the results of that check. Stop worrying, my dear. Leave things with me.’


    ‘Thank you, Rupert,’ she said gratefully and, having kissed him on the cheek, walked across to the door, not wanting to take up any more of his time.


    Now that they were no longer in eye contact, his facial expression changed, becoming so sombre it would have scared the life out of her if she had seen it.


    As the door closed behind her he was profoundly thankful that she’d had no way of knowing how expected her visit had been. He gave a heavy sigh. There were now many telephone calls to be made. None of which would be to Istanbul.


    Deena stepped out into Whitehall and began walking in the direction of Trafalgar Square, well aware that she should be going straight back to chambers. She was in court again tomorrow and as it was already late afternoon, Cheryl, her clerk, would by now know which court she would be appearing in and would have an updated brief awaiting her attention.


    She paid no heed to the busy traffic, thick with taxicabs. It would only take her twenty minutes or so to walk to Lincoln’s Inn and it was a walk she needed in order to clear her head. Had she been idiotically premature in asking for Rupert’s help? In her experience all Foreign Office mandarins were ascetic pricks who hadn’t a clue about real life and Rupert was no exception to the rule.


    Instead of curving right, into the Strand, she embarked on a detour by walking briskly down Northumberland Avenue to the Embankment. It was a warm day for mid October and the sun was bright. She dipped into her shoulder-bag for her sunglasses, aware of how gilded her picture of Hugh had been. ‘I know my son,’ she had said in categorical tones. The truth was, of course, that like many other mothers of twenty-year-olds, she was only too aware of how little she knew her child.


    Still deep in thought she began to walk through the soothing green swathe of the Embankment Gardens. Hugh’s self-containment was something she had long become accustomed to and, if he kept his thoughts to himself, it wasn’t so surprising when she tended to do so, too.


    She turned left, walking through the narrow alleys and courtyards of two of London’s Inns of Court, the Middle Temple and the Inner Temple. As a member of Lincoln’s Inn, the Temple wasn’t home to her, but she had always found its atmosphere particularly peaceful.


    In Middle Temple Gardens she sat down on a considerately placed bench seat.


    Did it matter that she had perhaps misled Rupert into thinking that Hugh had been far more precise about his arrangements than, in fact, he had been?


    ‘Hi Mum,’ he’d said with typical teenage nonchalance. ‘I’m taking off to Turkey for the rest of the summer vac. Iznik, Edirne, all those ancient pottery and tile places. I’ll send a postcard.’


    He hadn’t, of course, but then, like most backpacking teenagers, he wasn’t in the habit of sending postcards; not unless he was asking for money to be wired to him.


    She foraged in her bag for cigarettes and lighter, darkly reflecting that, on far too many occasions, bringing up a son single-handed was no joke. Pleasant and well-mannered though he was, Hugh never talked to her in the way she was sure a daughter would have talked. After an evening out he never came into her study, or bedroom, to chat. No confidences were ever shared. His Oxford friends were mere names to her; any girlfriends a complete mystery.


    ‘Boys are like that,’ Cheryl had once said with comfortable ease. And Cheryl, who at fifty-eight was twenty years her senior, and whose job it was to organise her day for her, accepting solicitors’ instructions, arranging client conferences, making sure papers that had to be seen before advising were with her in time, had the domestic experience to know what she was talking about for she was married with five teenage children, three girls and two boys. ‘My two boys never chat like the girls do,’ she had said, checking the court list for the following day. ‘Getting info about their private lives is like getting blood out of a stone.’


    It had been comfort of a sort, but not much. Cheryl had, after all, a husband to help share domestic worries. She had only a well-heeled lover, heir to an earldom, who had so far breezed through his thirty-two years without any domestic shackles whatsoever.


    She dropped her barely smoked cigarette to the ground and crushed it into extinction. Benedict had warned her that Rupert would be reluctant to cause waves on behalf of an adult male who had merely dropped out of sight for a couple of weeks whilst backpacking abroad. ‘Christ, Deena!’ he’d said exasperatedly, triggering off an almighty row between the two of them. ‘If Hugh is old enough to get married, die for his country and vote, he’s old enough to do without this level of maternal angst!’ That he’d been proven right was not something she wanted to dwell on. Wishing she’d never mentioned her intentions to him, she rose to her feet.


    Evening was drawing in. The October sun had lost its Indian-summer warmth and, as she still had to be apprised about tomorrow, she needed to make tracks pretty briskly if Cheryl wasn’t to be late leaving for home.


    ‘Get hold of Teddy for me, will you, Cheryl?’ Deena said the instant she set foot in her office.


    Teddy was the young private investigator who did all of her unofficial ferreting. ‘To do with this morning, is it?’ Cheryl asked, dumping a sheaf of faxes down on Deena’s already crowded desk.


    Deena nodded, accustomed to Cheryl knowing the results of cases almost as soon as judgement was handed down. ‘It was a disaster,’ she said bluntly, flicking through the faxes, ‘and not because Naheed Mustafa was unable to stand up to cross-examination – she did, hard for her though it obviously was.’


    ‘Well, whatever it was that went wrong,’ Cheryl said, knowing exactly what had gone wrong because Deena’s junior counsel had told her the instant he had returned to chambers, ‘there’s nothing that can be done now, is there? The verdict’s been given and it’s history. So why the need for Teddy?’


    Deena pushed the faxes to one side. ‘Because the bastard was National Front. He flaunted the badge as he left court. So, either Graveney backed down because the Front told him that if he didn’t he’d face unpleasant consequences, or he did so because he’s a sympathiser. I’d like to know which. And I’d like to know why Graveney took early retirement from the Police Force. Was it voluntary or was it a way for the police to be rid of a rotten apple?’


    Cheryl opened her mouth to say something and then changed her mind. It was pointless telling Deena she took her cases too much to heart. She always did. It was what made her such an exceptional barrister. Instead she said: ‘I’ve put an early edition of this evening’s Standard in your in-tray. Thought you might like to know what kind of shenanigans have been going on in Court One whilst you’d been doing your stuff in Court Two.’


    ‘Court One? The Virtue case?’ Despite having so much else on her mind, Deena reached towards her in-tray. The Virtues were not so much a family as a criminal clan. Years ago she had appeared for the Prosecution when Al Virtue, the eldest of the four Virtue brothers, had received a sentence of ten years for handling stolen bullion. It had been her first major case and, because the Virtues’ ability to escape guilty verdicts by dint of bribery and corruption was legendary, winning it had been the making of her reputation.


    She looked down at the Standard’s front page. The headline ‘Judge Rules Virtue Evidence Unsound’surmounted a photograph of twenty-five-year-old Tommy Virtue leaving the Old Bailey, his brothers and various hangers-on ranged jubilantly around him. All were either brandishing bottles of champagne or giving triumphant victory signs; all except one were shouting with laughter.


    The exception was the tall beefy figure standing with an arm draped around Tommy’s shoulders. Al Virtue merely had a negligently amused smile on his face. She wondered who he had bribed to lose or corrupt evidence this time and, so strongly reminded of Malcolm Porritt that a spasm of revulsion shook her shoulders, dropped the newspaper into the waste-paper basket.


    ‘Tomorrow’s case is being heard at ten o’clock at Snares brook,’ Cheryl continued as the fax machine bleeped into life again. ‘And Mr Deakin would like a word with you, when you have a moment.’


    Deena made a non-committal noise deep in her throat. Snaresbrook Crown Court was only a half a dozen or so stops away on the Central line and if she left in the morning at eight-thirty she would be there in plenty of time. Mungo Deakin, her Head of Chambers, probably wanted her agreement on a piece of chambers’ business.


    None of the faxes she’d flicked through were of importance and, after she’d spoken on the phone to Teddy, giving him a full briefing of what she wanted from him, her thoughts reverted to Hugh.


    Looking at the situation objectively she was, of course, over-reacting. Rupert had certainly thought so, but Rupert wasn’t a parent; if he had been, his true feelings might have been a little different.


    ‘There are some new briefs to be looked at,’ Cheryl reminded her as she emerged from the small ante-room wearing her coat and clutching a carrier-bag full of the groceries she had bought in her lunch-hour. ‘You don’t need me for anything else this evening, do you?’


    Deena looked towards a small table on which two briefs tied with white ribbon were waiting for her attention. ‘No, that’s fine Cheryl, thank you,’ she said appreciatively. ‘Goodnight.’


    As Cheryl let herself out of the building, Deena put the briefs in her large shoulder-bag, her thoughts still on Rupert. Would he pull as many Foreign Office strings as possible for her? He had said he would, but saying and doing were two different things.


    She walked from the room, locking the door behind her, reflecting that the main problem was Rupert’s total lack of any sixth sense, coupled with her own – where Hugh was concerned – too highly developed one. Her fingers tightened on the key-ring. She had always trusted her instincts both in and outside the courtroom and, trusting them now, she was certain Hugh was in trouble.


    She dropped the keys into her bag, knowing that the first priority had to be finding him. Not until she had located him could wheels be set in motion to sort out whatever trouble he was in.


    ‘How did things go?’ Benedict asked, removing the cork from the bottle of Beaujolais he had brought with him.


    Deena, who hours ago had wished she’d made no arrangement to cook dinner at her home that evening – and who now had no intention of doing any cooking at all – slid a pack of Marks & Spencer’s lamb chasseur into the microwave.


    ‘So-so,’ she said, turning away from the microwave to face him, ‘Rupert didn’t share my urgency about the situation but he’s going to ask the British Ambassador in Istanbul to give Hugh’s disappearance his personal attention. You were right, though, when you said he would think my anxiety excessive. When I mentioned the possibility of Hugh having been the victim of passport theft his eyes practically glazed over.’


    Irritated as he was at once again finding himself discussing Hugh – sure that if he had been the one who’d gone AWOL in Turkey she would barely have noticed – he suppressed a flare of amusement. ‘Yes,’ he said wryly, his suede-booted feet crossed at the ankle as he leaned against her breakfast bar, his arms folded. ‘I can imagine.’


    ‘No, you can’t.’ Tiredness made her voice sharp. ‘You think all this maternal anxiety is comic, don’t you? Well, it isn’t.’


    As he curbed his now rising irritation she folded her arms tightly across her chest.


    ‘Have you any idea of the demand for new identities that exists in countries like Turkey?’ she demanded, making him feel as if she were a school-teacher and he a not very bright small boy. ‘Violent passport theft has rocketed and the only reason the figures aren’t more widely known is because of the knock-on effect it would have on the tourist industry.’


    She was wearing what he thought of as her ‘work’clothes. An Armani jacket, a tailored skirt, a silk blouse and court shoes. Today the jacket was silver-grey, the skirt black, and the blouse white. It was an uncompromising fashion statement, though he had to admit that as today’s skirt had a decently high centre split and the grey suede shoes were stiletto-heeled and worn with shiny sheer stockings, the overall effect was surprisingly sexy.


    The pinger went on the microwave. Deena ignored it. ‘What the tourist industry should be doing,’ she continued relentlessly, wanting him to see the situation as she saw it, ‘is abandoning its head-in-the-sand approach to identity crime and using its profits to lobby governments into taking action in preventing it.’


    His irritation was threatening to become full-blown. As far as he was concerned, her being dressed as if she were still in court was one thing; her speaking to him as if she were was quite another.


    He flashed a look across to the cork wallboard where a reminder list, a shopping list, two dry-cleaning tickets and a shoe-repair ticket were pinned next to a recent photograph of Hugh. Dark-haired like Deena, Hugh was also, unlike Deena, so dark-eyed as to look more Spanish or Italian than English. The friend who had photographed him had caught him standing against a backdrop of trees, a can of Coke in one hand, the other hooked by a thumb into the front pocket of his jeans. Even to Benedict’s critical eyes he was an extremely personable young man – tall and slenderly built, with a whippiness about him that suggested he was tougher than he looked.


    Not for the first time he reflected on the oddity of having a girlfriend whose son was a mere twelve years his junior. If they married, he would be Hugh’s stepfather. As he couldn’t even imagine an elder brother/younger brother kind of relationship with Hugh, the prospect was bizarre.


    ‘I hate the complacency that is shown to this kind of crime,’ Deena was saying as she finally took the lamb chasseur out of the microwave. ‘It means that all victims of identity thefts are simply listed as missing persons … and that’s only if and when they get listed.’


    Where the subject of identity crime was concerned, he’d had enough. ‘How long will you leave things before informing Hugh’s father?’ he asked, genuinely interested and knowing the question would stop her in her tracks.


    She was sliding the meal from its microwave container into a serving dish and her hand jerked so abruptly that sauce spilled on to the immaculate surface of flecked granite. ‘What the hell kind of a question is that?’ All the emotions she’d kept such a tight rein on all day – her anger at her performance in court, her growing anxiety over Hugh – surged to the surface as she spun to face him. ‘Have I ever said anything to indicate that Hugh’s father is even alive, let alone that I’m in contact with him?’


    ‘No,’ he said equably, reaching for the bottle of Beaujolais. ‘You’ve never said anything about him, period. Which is why I was interested and why I asked.’ He poured out two glasses of wine and proffered her one of them, still waiting for an answer to his question.


    ‘Informing anyone other than the police and the Foreign Office isn’t an issue,’ she said stiffly, accepting the glass of wine and leaving him no wiser than he’d been before.


    ‘But surely …’ he began persistently, about to make an issue of it and then stopped short, appalled. She was holding the stem of the wine glass so tightly that her knuckles were white.


    ‘Deena … I’m sorry.’ He put his glass of wine down so swiftly it spilt. ‘I shouldn’t have brought up a subject you can’t bear speaking about. Not at a time like this.’ He took her glass and set it down, deeply concerned at seeing her so near to losing control.


    Putting his arms round her, he drew her away from the kitchen units, his mouth against her hair. Despite his concern, a smile touched his lips. No matter how severely, she dressed for court, her hair never looked severe. Thick, shiny as satin and Cleopatra-black, it had been the first thing he had noticed about her. The second thing had been her eyes. Light and clear and full of intelligence, they were the most amazing shade of amethyst. He was a sculptor, not a painter, but he’d wanted to paint her. And to make love to her. Neither objective had been easily achieved.


    They’d dated for three months before he finally got her in his bed. By then he’d been beginning to wonder if the outcome would be worth the effort. It had, but not quite in the way he’d been hoping for. The reticence he found so tantalising hadn’t been shed with her clothes. Though their lovemaking was satisfying to both of them, he’d always been aware that, where truly deep emotion was concerned, Deena never gave one hundred per cent.


    It was a glitch in their relationship that never ceased to bug him. Though it wasn’t something he brooded over, he did sometimes wonder about her relationships with previous lovers – the lovers her bedroom expertise told him she must have had, but whom, like Hugh’s father, she never spoke about.


    ‘Let’s forget the meal,’ he said gently, knowing neither of them now wanted it. ‘Let’s go to bed.’


    His hands had moved to her shoulders and he was looking down into her face. As he saw heat darken her eyes until they were violet, he knew he’d made the right suggestion.


    ‘Let’s not go to bed.’ Her voice was taut. Sex, if it was urgent enough, would enable her to forget her anxiety and fear, at least for a little while. Her hands were against his chest, her eyes meeting his. ‘Let’s make love now. Here. In the kitchen.’


    He sucked in his breath, his hands slipping down over her skirted bottom, his reaction, as he realised she was wearing stockings, not tights, immediate. Exultant that an evening that had seemed so doomed was, at last, proving enjoyable, his mouth came down on hers in swift unfumbled contact and, kissing her deeply, he pulled up her skirt, his fingers caressing the smooth warm flesh above her stocking-tops.


    Later, much later, they had continued their lovemaking in the bedroom. Much later still, when they had both finally fallen asleep, the ringing of her bedside phone had brutally woken them.


    ‘Yes? Who?’ he heard her say as, still naked, she silenced it and pushed herself up against the pillows. And then, a few seconds later: ‘But that’s impossible! It just can’t be!’


    Violently she swung her legs out of bed, standing up, pushing her tumbled hair away from her face. ‘Are you sure? Are you quite sure?’


    Aware that the evening was now well and truly over and that it was time he started making tracks towards his studio in Camden, he, too, swung his feet to the mahogany wood-blocked floor.


    ‘I’m in court tomorrow until four o’clock,’ she was saying, her voice tense. ‘Yes, afterwards. Of course.’


    She dropped the receiver with a clatter. ‘It was the police,’ she said starkly, facing him from the far side of the rumpled bed. ‘Hugh isn’t in Turkey. He can’t be. His passport expired six months ago and he’s made no application to have it renewed.’


    She stared across at him, her pupils so dilated her eyes looked black. ‘At the time he phoned me he can’t have realised, but when he discovered he wasn’t going to be able to get it renewed in time for his Turkey trip, why didn’t he tell me he was going to have to change his plans? And if he isn’t in Turkey, Benedict, where is he? Where in God’s name is he?’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Where the hell is she?’ Al Virtue shouted across the crowded pub to the brother nearest him in age.


    Several yards away forty-year-old Stuart Virtue shrugged massive shoulders. ‘Dunno, Al,’ he shouted back over a sea of smoke-wreathed heads. ‘Her mobile is turned off. I left a message on it and another one for her at the university. Obviously she ain’t got’em yet.’


    ‘Shit!’ Al’s expletive was for no one’s benefit but his own. He drained his glass of brandy in a deep swallow, knowing he shouldn’t have asked Stuart to make the telephone call, knowing he should have made it himself. With everything else he’d had to take care of that day, though, it had seemed only reasonable to have delegated the phone call telling Fleur of her uncle’s acquittal and asking her to get herself to London for the celebration party.


    ‘Blimey, mate! What yer doing with an empty glass in yer’and?’ someone said as they squeezed past him.


    Grappling with intense disappointment, Al didn’t trouble to answer. Why the hell hadn’t he made sure Fleur had received the message? He shot the cuff of his Italian hand-tailored suit, looking down at his Rolex, It was nearly nine. Even without a message she would know by now what had happened at the Bailey. The early evening news programmes had been full of nothing else. And she would know where they’d be partying. So why wasn’t she with them? Oxford was an hour away – it wasn’t the ends of the earth.


    ‘Here you are, AV,’ a barmaid who looked as if she should still be in a school-room said, as, having fought her way through the crush, she took possession of the empty brandy-glass, replacing it with a generously full one. ‘It’s a smashing party. Will we be carrying on after hours?’


    ‘Better ask Max, Lulu,’ he said, his smile taking any sting out of his words. ‘He’s the landlord.’


    ‘Oh! Yes.’ She blushed furiously. ‘Sorry, AV. I forgot.’ It was an easy mistake to have made. Where Al was concerned, there were certain things that, though fairly widely known, were never openly referred to – and The Maid being his pub, though his name was not above the door, was one of them.


    Al made a mental note to check whether Lulu was old enough to be served drinks, let alone be serving them, and went back to pondering his gross act of carelessness where his precious only child was concerned.


    It wasn’t as if he’d spoken to Fleur recently. Well over a month ago, during the summer holidays, she’d gone abroad for a couple of weeks with a university friend. It had been a cheap package deal to Tenerife or Tuscany or some other place beginning with ‘T’. He’d had other phone calls coming through when she’d rung him and a rare event for him when talking to Fleur – his attention had been diverted. Wherever it was, though, that she and her girlfriend had gone, he’d expected to see her before she returned to Oxford for the start of the autumn term.


    He hadn’t done so. Tonight would have been the first time he’d seen her in weeks, and he, like the rest of the family and the host of friends who had known her since the cradle and who were all now whooping it up at his expense, had been looking forward to her joining them.


    He looked around him. All three of his brothers were there. Tommy, the baby of the family and the brother for whom the party was being held, was nearly so senseless with champagne that only the number of people pressing round him was keeping him upright. Kevin, seated nearby on a bar-stool, had the neck of his shirt undone, his tie dragged loose. He was cracking a joke, his wife and daughter at his side, his girlfriend only a few feet away.


    Al’s eyebrows pulled into a slight frown. Lol didn’t yet know Max’s ex-girlfriend was now her husband’s mistress, but she soon would and then – as always – it would be time for everyone to take cover. Hoping the shit wasn’t going to hit the fan this particular evening, his eyes flicked across to where Stuart was centre of a throng containing not only his two sons, but also his twin stepsons. Stuart took family life seriously and his wife, Ginny, had very few causes for complaint. Other wives were in the bar, of course, and other girlfriends and aspiring girlfriends along with aunts, uncles, cousins, a near army of mates and a heavy sprinkling of business acquaintances.


    Some of the businesses were straight, as were a couple of the friends. ‘Rule number one,’ their old man had always said: ‘make sure you’ve got a few trustworthy straight mates who’ll be willing to front things for you.’


    The straight mate category was the one Max fell into and, when it came to property that really mattered to him, such as The Maid, the name on the title deeds was Max’s.


    ‘No Fleur?’ Max now said as, leaving the bar in the hands of the bar staff, he eased a way through the crush towards him.


    ‘Nope. Stuart didn’t manage to contact her. Not that I’d have thought it would have been necessary, considering the press coverage.’


    ‘Have you tried yourself?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Al tapped the bulge in the breast of his jacket occasioned, by way of a change, by his own mobile and not a rather different piece of hardware. ‘I tried a second or so ago.’


    ‘Nothing much you can do then,’ Max said, almost as gloomy as AI at the prospect of not having Fleur at the party. ‘Maybe she’s got a lot of work on … studying and all that.’


    ‘Yeah. Maybe.’ Despite the intense pride Al took in his daughter’s university life the finer details of it were as much of a mystery to him as they were to Max. What he did know, though, was that Fleur’s Oxford college was world-class premier league. If Fleur had to be there, even though a family celebration was on, then she had to be there and that was all there was to it. It didn’t, however, alter the fact that she could have phoned. Even if she hadn’t been able to reach him on his mobile, she could have rung the pub.


    ‘No use brooding about it, Al,’ Max said, remembering the reason he’d deserted the bar. ‘Bazza’s left a message. He says the number you talked about will be parked up tomorrow in the NCP at Hanover Square and he wants to know if he should try and make the eleven-thirty ferry in the morning?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Al dragged his thoughts back to business matters. ‘Tell him Harwich, not Dover. Dover’s been done to death this last few weeks.’


    Max nodded, uncaring of what the messages meant, far more interested in the knot of people clustered close to Kevin. ‘D’yer think Lol will do a re-run of her air-rifle routine when she finds out Kev’s playing away from home again?’ he asked suddenly, his voice queerly abrupt.


    ‘Hell! I hope not!’ Al shot Max a hard look. ‘You’re not thinking of dropping her a word, are you? Because if you are, don’t. Anyway, I thought you weren’t that bothered?’


    ‘I’m not.’ It was a lie that wouldn’t have convinced a three-year-old. ‘She’s a gold-digger.’ His eyes remained fixed on the young redhead standing dangerously close to Lol. ‘When she realised my pockets weren’t deep, she moved on to someone whose were.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s an old story. I should be used to it by now.’


    This was so true, Al didn’t bother to comment. Max’s trouble was that he wanted the kind of streetwise glamorous girlfriends that the Virtues were always knee-deep in. As these were generally gangster-groupies, who liked to be seen out and about with heavy villains, the disappointments Max met with were legion.


    He drank his brandy and then, as the noise level in the pub grew even more deafening, said: ‘I’m shooting off, Max. Keep an eye on Tommy for me. He’d be better staying here the night than going home.’


    ‘Yeah. Right. I’ll do my best. What do I tell Sharlene if she shows?’


    ‘She won’t.’ Al didn’t bother explaining why. Explanations weren’t his scene.


    He began to make his way out of the pub, the crush of family, friends and hangers-on making way for him as automatically as the Red Sea parting for Moses.


    ‘Wotcha, Al.’ ‘Nice ter see yer, AV.’ ‘Is your Tommy a lucky bastard, AV, or what?’ was said to him time and time again as he made steady progress towards the door.


    With a nod of acknowledgement here and throwing a friendly punch on a shoulder or a slap on the back there, he finally reached his objective. As he stepped out into the fresh air and the darkness of the car park he took his mobile out of his pocket, punching in Fleur’s number. It was still unavailable.


    ‘Sod it,’ he said, walking across to his Shogun jeep, half tempted to drive off in the direction of the M40 and Oxford. He glanced down at his watch. It was nearly half-nine. Ashworth would be waiting for him and, even if Ashworth weren’t in the equation, driving to Oxford so late when Fleur wasn’t expecting him would be a waste of time. Her halls of residence rules were antiquated. After eleven o’clock no visitors were allowed unless they logged their names at the lodge – and he wasn ‘t going to arse around doing that. Even more exasperating was the fact that she wouldn’t be allowed out, at least not without a fuss – and he never caused fuss and trouble for Fleur.


    He gunned the thirty-grand jeep into life, turning east out of the car park. Fifteen minutes later he was tooling around Greenwich’s one-way system in the direction of Woolwich. Traffic was light and he didn’t trouble to hurry. He liked the thought of Detective Inspector Ashworth kicking his heels in the dark and the cold.


    Musingly he turned the hi-fi on and the sound of Tina Turner at full belt blasted his eardrums. He glanced at his dashboard. It was nine forty-five. Sharlene would just be taking off from Linate Airport. Not for the first time he wondered why fashion models were always booked on to either crack-of-dawn flights or middle-of-the-night flights, especially after an arduous booking – and according to Sharlene, doing a stint for Versace in Milan was harder work than hacking coal down a mine.


    He turned left off the main road at the far side of Charlton, negotiating the small maze of streets leading down to the Thames Barrier. The only other vehicle near the Barrier car park was Ashworth’s Peugeot and, as Ashworth wasn’t in it, the first thing Al did after parking up was to reach into the back seat for the anorak that always lay there.


    It wasn’t his preferred fashion style, but for meets like this, where a bloke wearing a Vicuna overcoat would be more out of place and noticeable than one dressed as if taking a dog for a walk, it served its purpose.


    Standing in the dark beside the jeep he zipped the anorak to his throat and set off along the bleak river walkway. Once on it, Ashworth’s bulky figure was discernible beneath the orange glow of the river walk’s lighting, twenty yards or so away. He strolled down-river towards him, enjoying, as he always did, the slick black sight of the Thames at night.


    ‘Christ, but it’s enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey,’ Ashworth said, as he approached. ‘There’ll be no more of this weather for me, thank God. Not after the New Year. Once I’m retired it’ll be all sun and sangria.’


    ‘Spain is for retired crims, Sid, not retired coppers. They aren’t going to want you sunning yourself beside them. Do the world a favour, retire to Florida instead.’


    ‘Can’t oblige.’ Ashworth turned his overcoat collar up against the chill breeze blowing off the river. ‘The wife doesn’t like flying. Marbella’s as far as she’ll go.’ He grinned, tombstone teeth gleaming. ‘And this last little bonus had better add considerably to my pension fund, AV. What I pulled off for Tommy was nothing short of a miracle, and you know it.’


    ‘Yeah. Well. It was a miracle that didn’t come cheap.’ Al unzipped his anorak, reaching into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. The envelope he withdrew was bulky. ‘With only a couple of months till you ride into the sunset this’ll probably be our last transaction,’ he said drily as he handed it over. ‘Don’t spend it all at once.’


    Ashworth flicked open the envelope. ‘You’re going to miss me,’ he said, running a stubby thumb over the wads of notes and assessing the amount. Happy with the conclusion he came to, he stuffed the envelope deep in the pocket of his overcoat. ‘You ‘re going to miss me so much that, if I were you, AV, I’d do what I’m doing – retire.’


    Al’s mouth quirked in amusement. ‘You know better than to think you’ll be hard to replace, Sid. Your friends are lining up, believe you me.’


    ‘Not like in the old days, matey,’ Ashworth said flatly. ‘The world’s changed. The Met’s on its way to becoming squeaky clean.’


    ‘Yeah. Well. One day soon, maybe. Not yet, though. Take it from one who knows.’


    Ashworth shrugged, well aware of the name of the officer who would be stepping into his shoes and Al’s pocket, and pretty damn sure the new arrangement wouldn’t have the mileage in it his own arrangement had had.


    ‘Whichever one of us is right, you should still be thinking about retiring,’ he said again, moving his weight from one foot to the other in an effort to keep warm. ‘Crime’s moved on since your old man had you and Stuart vaulting over bank counters as if they were sweetie counters. It’s all white-collar fraud now, or drugs. Neither’s your bag, so what’s left? Bullion hauls aren’t exactly thick on the ground and even though the last one wasn’t pinned on you, the little bit of stuff who did the prosecuting managed to make the charge you did cop for stick. You get done for anything in future and you can bet your life the Crown will use her again. What was her name? Prince? Duke?’


    ‘King,’ Al said, and spat.


    Ashworth grinned. He’d got Al rattled and the pleasure was enormous. ‘One ten-year sentence in a lifetime is enough, AV,’ he said, as aware as Al that this was probably going to be their last meet and in no particular hurry to bring it to a conclusion. ‘Cop for another and, even with parole, how old will you be when you get out? Fifty-three? Fifty-four?’


    ‘Stop the gloating, Sid. It isn’t going to happen.’


    Ashworth’s grin deepened. ‘If I had a tenner for every ex-con who’s said that, I’d be a millionaire.’


    ‘You mean you’re not?’


    Ignoring the sarcasm, Ashworth hugged his coat collar a little tighter at his throat. ‘Sadly, no,’ he said blandly. ‘Though I must confess I’ve often wondered about you, AV. You must have a nice little nest-egg stashed away, considering all those bank robberies you pulled off through the eighties. They were lovely little earners, weren’t they? Shame technology and supergrasses put an end to most of them.’


    ‘Yeah, tear-jerking.’ Al had no intention of being lured into a trip down memory lane for Sid’s benefit. Ashworth knew quite enough about some of his activities, without him knowing more.


    ‘And then there were the security van raids.’ Ashworth, knowing how much he was annoying Al, was beginning to enjoy himself. ‘What was it you always said, Al? Why put yourself out robbing one bank when you can get the cash from ten banks in the back of a Ford van? High living may have made inroads into it all, but there must be a hell of a lot left. If I were you, I’d settle for that hell of a lot otherwise, trust me, it’s going to be another courtroom, another judge, and another long, long sentence.’


    ‘You’re a right little ray of sunshine, Sid. Anyone ever tell you?’


    There was now an edge to Al’s sarcasm and Ashworth decided he’d pushed as far as it was wise to push. He was going to miss his verbal sparring sessions with AV, though. In all the long years of his professional life he’d never come across a villain he’d really liked, but AV came nearer than most.


    ‘Right, I’m off,’ he said, following the pattern for all their meets over the last twenty years by being the first to leave. ‘Just don’t keep pushing your luck, AV. Tommy was lucky this time. Next time will be different. Bribery and corruption isn’t the merry-go-round it once was.’


    ‘Sod off,’ Al said equably, refusing to let Ashworth know just how deeply riled he was.


    As Ashworth walked away from him down the otherwise deserted pathway, he watched his retreating back, hands tucked in his anorak pockets. Just as the bulky figure turned off the path towards the car park, he called out: ‘Yer know your monicker’s goin’to be El Sid once you go to Spain, don’t yer, Sid?’ He cracked up with laughter and, slightly muffled by the trees surrounding the car park, an answering guffaw rumbled back to him.


    He made no attempt to follow in Ashworth’s wake. Instead he looked out over the dark river as Ashworth’s car door slammed and, seconds later, the engine revved.


    Why was he feeling so bloody rattled? Was it because of Ashworth rabbiting on about the changing face of crime, making out he’d have to look to his laurels if he wanted to remain a major league crim? Was it because he was still narked at Tommy’s carelessness on his last job a job no one else in the family had been involved in – and all the wheeling and dealing he’d had to do to ensure an acquittal? Was it the mention of drugs and the inevitable memories of young Billy that had come with it? Or was it Ashworth’s taunting reference to his own trial? A trial that had not had as happy an outcome as Tommy’s; a trial that had resulted in his serving seven years in one of the hardest nicks in the country.


    The sound of the Peugeot’s engine faded into the distance and still he didn’t move. Deena King. God, but the mere mention of the name was enough to have him spitting fire. He and his silk had thought they were on to a winner when they’d been given the name of the barrister for the Crown. ‘She’s a babe in arms, AV,’ Brian Vault, a bear of a man who had defended him with great success on previous occasions, had said confidently. ‘This is her first, really heavy case. It’s going to be a walk-over.’


    It hadn’t been a walk-over. It had been a nightmare.


    He stared broodingly across the still surface of the water to where, a little way to the right on the opposite bank, the dark sprawl of a factory sent a constant stream of smoke puffs into the night air. The same Tate & Lyle sugar factory where, thirty-five years or so ago, when he’d been a snotty-nosed kid in ragged-arse trousers, his mum had done shift-work.


    His eyes narrowed. Deena King’s mother had never stood long hours at a factory conveyer-belt. He knew all about Deena King’s mother – a lady of leisure who had never done a day’s paid work in her life – and her father. He had made it his business to know.


    His mistake had been in making it his business too late in the day for the knowledge to be any good.


    With his hands still in his anorak pockets he turned his gaze westwards, to the sodium-lit flood barrier.


    Neither his solicitor nor his silk had realised that Deena King was the daughter of the late Mr Justice Frensham. If they had, they might have realised there would be more to her than met the eye.


    God, but she’d been sharp – and completely impossible to rattle. By the time of her summing-up he’d hated her voice more than he’d ever hated any woman’s voice. He’d hated the way she’d dressed for court, as well. The white silk blouses and dark straight skirts she’d worn beneath her gown were innocuous enough, but the sheer dark stockings and high-heeled black court shoes she favoured were, in his opinion, completely and provocatively out of place.


    In the beginning, of course, when he’d been carelessly confident of an acquittal, he hadn’t minded. When the Prosecution had first begun the case for the Crown he’d quite enjoyed trying to unsettle her by leering at her from the dock. Beneath her wig her hair had been stylishly jaw-length and, as her features were classically sculpted, viewing her as little more than a sex object had been easy.


    By the time the last witnesses were being called his attitude towards her had undergone a radical change.


    ‘For Christ’s sake!’ he’d shouted at Brian Vault. ‘She may be young, but she’s a blinder! She’s sewing the case up tighter than a teddy-bear’s arse!’


    Despite attempts to placate and reassure him, he’d known what the outcome was going to be. For the first time since his teens, he was going to go down. And he did. Ten years, he’d copped for. It had meant the end of his second marriage and the end of being any kind of a father to Fleur. She was nine years old when he’d been hustled down the back stairs in handcuffs to wait for the Brixton run and, except for a handful of agonising prison visits, he hadn’t seen her again until she was sixteen.


    Bitterness choked his throat. Ashworth was wrong if he thought he’d ever live through that scenario again – and he was equally wrong in thinking he was going to settle for a life of crucifying boredom.


    He swung round, striding away from the river towards his parked jeep. He was forty-five, for Christ’s sake. Nowhere near retirement age. Despite Ashworth’s insinuations, his best years weren’t over. He had plenty of mileage yet. Plenty.


    He yanked open the Shogun’s door. The high-class stolen car market was proving to be both steady and lucrative. There were plenty of people who, for a generous tip, would phone him with word of where a suitable motor was regularly parked and then the rest was easy. He would have someone away with it and across to the Continent before the theft was even reported. Most of the Rolls and Bentleys went to a dealer in Antwerp, while the Ferraris and Jensons were disposed of in Lille.


    He slid the jeep into gear. It was profitable but it wasn’t the sort of scam to get the adrenaline going. Ashworth had been right: opportunities for his kind of crime were getting rarer and rarer. It wasn’t as if he could pull off any City of London fun and games. Guinness-style insider dealing and the multi-million-pound antics of Lloyds brokers were the preserve of Old Etonians – and he’d gone to a secondary modern in Bermondsey.


    He began tooling the jeep through the near-deserted streets of Greenwich, aware that if high-tech fraud was out, so, too, was the drug scene.
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