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It’s good food and not fine words that keeps me alive.


(Je vis de bonne soupe et non de beau langage.)


Molière, Les Femmes savantes






Chapter One


May, Romney Marsh, Kent


It was like a scene in a war film: three men running through the night towards a small plane, sagging under the loads they carried on their right shoulders. Moonlight glistened on their eyes and on the shiny black plastic that made the packages so hard to hold. Each time one of them stumbled over a tussock, his load slid forwards and he had to haul it back, straining his arm and neck muscles to screaming point.


A tiny slit opened in the plastic. Tim gagged and turned his face away. There was no way he was going to breathe in this stuff.


They had to go back to the van four more times. None of them spoke because speech carried further on these quiet nights than any animal-like sound of grunting or panting. The engines of the van and plane were a worry, but there was no way of muffling them. And there were probably enough roads even on these desolate fringes of Romney Marsh for most listeners to assume it was ordinary traffic they heard, or maybe even a legitimate flight into Lydd Airport.


All three men were breathless by the time the whole lot was loaded. Tim fired up the engines while the other two tied down the packages to stop them sliding around after takeoff.


‘Great. Hit the lights,’ Tim urged in a whisper that could barely be heard above the engine noise.


Bob tied the last knot and slipped out of the plane, beckoning his brother to follow, and locking the door after him. They ran in parallel down the field, bending every ten feet to set fire to the wicks that floated in big glass jars of oil. The plane began to taxi before they’d reached the end of the landing strip. Bob lit the three flares at the end and stood back as the wheels cleared his head by only a few feet. He could feel his hair lifting in the turbulence under the wings.


‘Arsehole,’ he muttered, killing the first light.


They had the rest out two minutes later. No one came. No one shouted. It would have been bad luck if anyone had seen them. The flares hadn’t been burning for more than five minutes, and no regular flight paths crossed these particular fields.


Bob had made sure of that right at the beginning, when he was checking out the air traffic controllers. He’d learned that the civil ones weren’t going to bother a private plane so long as it kept low, and most of the military controllers stopped work at five o’clock anyway. Tim would be right off their radar, so there shouldn’t be anyone watching him.


Unless there was a satellite going over, Bob thought, still trying to work out what was wrong tonight. It was as if he had a nail working its way through his shoe, right up into the flesh of his foot. Why?


Even he, with ears like a bat’s, couldn’t hear the beat of the plane’s engine now. They’d always got away with this before. There was no reason why this flight should be any different. But he was jumpy as hell.


‘Where did you put the food?’ Ron hissed in his ear, making his fists bunch before he recognized the voice or heard the words. His heart thudded in his chest and he could feel his eyes bulging. He rubbed them as he got his mind back into shape.


‘Don’t creep up on me like that,’ he said. ‘Can’t you think of anything except your next meal?’


‘What’s the matter with you?’


‘There’s something wrong. We need to check.’


‘Bollocks,’ said Ron. ‘It was a great takeoff. Let’s go and eat.’


‘You always were a lazy bastard. Get in the van and shut up. You wouldn’t notice anything anyway, even if it hit you in the face.’


Bob prowled around the field, sniffing and peering as he went. Through the oil and the petrol he could smell grass and cow dung and dry earth. There were horses nearby, too, and the warm wind was bringing something flowery from one of the gardens over to the west. That was all OK. Just like it should be. He couldn’t see anything wrong either, and there was nothing to hear except the sheep out on the marsh, the wind in the leaves, Tim’s hens roosting and a few wild birds scuffling in their nests.


He took one more look around, then swung himself up into the van. The greedy bastard had found the Thermos and the food and was already tucking in. Bob grabbed a steak sandwich before they’d all gone. As he bit into it, the meat juices ran down his chin.


‘You can bring something to eat next time,’ he said as he chewed and wiped the palm of his free hand across his face. He licked it clean, feeling the ridge of an old scar with his tongue. ‘You should be able to lift anything you want from the pub.’


‘The boss has eyes in the back of his head,’ Ron said, putting his feet up on the dashboard. ‘It’s easier for you.’ He took another bite.


‘If you don’t get your arse in gear soon and do a bit more of the work, I’ll dock your share of the profits.’


It was a long-standing threat, but it didn’t bother Ron. He finished his sandwich, rubbing his hands on his jeans. ‘If it wasn’t for me there’d hardly be any profits. You’d have had the plane coming back empty.’


Bob grunted. ‘Better that than what we’re doing. I don’t like it. I’d rather make less than bring them in. We don’t know where they come from, or who’s waiting for them, or what they’re going to do with them. It’s dangerous.’


‘So?’ Ron laughed. ‘We get paid. That’s all that matters.’


‘Until the day your bloke grasses you up and gets us all arrested. Why won’t you tell me who he is?’ Bob said, his voice jagged with frustration.


‘Because I’m not stupid.’


The man who had been filming them from the trees at the far end of the landing strip waited until he was sure they were settled in the van. He knew they wouldn’t move now until the plane came back, so he had at least an hour. He still hadn’t figured out where it went, but given the time the flights took and the direction the plane flew off in, it had to be France or Belgium. It definitely couldn’t be any further away.


As quietly as possible, he shut up his digital infrared camcorder and stowed it in the pocket of his parka, before sliding his body backwards until he was well shadowed in the trees. There he stood up, grimacing as the blood returned to his cramped muscles. He breathed more freely, too.


It was only half a mile to the place where he’d left his car. He jogged there, moving fluidly once he’d hit his familiar rhythm, glad to be able to stretch properly. The camcorder banged against his chest as he ran. There’d be a bruise later, but it would be worth it. The footage he’d already shot tonight would probably be enough on its own to convince the doubters, but he’d go back to film the arrival of the return cargo once he’d downloaded this lot.


Watery light gleamed ahead of him. There was no real water round here, so it had to be the moon’s reflection on the roof of his car. He slowed down and circled the place to make certain no one was waiting for him. He was under no illusion about the lengths to which these men would go if they thought anyone was on to them.


Tonight he was all right. There were no signs of human interference anywhere near the car, and the only sounds were the rustlings of small animals in the grass. A fox had been here, leaving rank and gamy crap somewhere close by. But he wasn’t fretting about foxes now.


He eased himself into the car and turned on the laptop he’d left under the passenger seat. It took a while to download tonight’s footage and email it via his mobile phone to his secret address. He was about to delete the copy on the hard disk for security when he had a sudden doubt. All servers had problems from time to time; what if his ate the email he’d just sent himself? It would be mad to risk it and have to put himself in this much danger again. He sent another copy of the film to the one person he believed he could still trust.


Waiting for the second email to go through, he thought about the mockery he’d had to take from everyone else in the last few years. It soothed his anger and his bruises to imagine the faces of his tormentors when he slapped the evidence down in front of them and forced them to watch it. No sources to protect this time; no stolen documents to give the lawyers heart attacks; no depending on anyone else for anything: just proof, absolutely incontrovertible proof.


When the coloured bar on the screen cleared to show that the email and its attachment had gone through, he deleted the copies from the computer. An expert would probably be able to disinter them from the cyber garbage on his hard disk, but he wasn’t afraid of experts; only the kind of thugs he’d been filming tonight.


With the laptop clean enough to fool any of them, he bent down to put it back under the passenger seat, locked up and jogged slowly back to his observation point in the oak trees at the edge of the cherry orchard.


His eyes had readjusted to darkness by the time he got there, and he could see the old van still sitting at the side of the makeshift airstrip like a ramshackle caravan. The whole expedition had taken well over forty minutes, so there shouldn’t be too long to wait now. He extracted the camcorder from his parka and lay down again, blessing the weekends he’d once spent with the Territorial Army. If nothing else, they’d taught him how to wait out the night in the open air and how to conceal himself, making up his face with green and brown gunk and keeping his eyes well shadowed from the treacherous moonlight.


It was weird to be able to think about the future with excitement again. Weird but good. He’d get his career back now. Better still, they’d all be all over him. He wouldn’t have to take crap from anyone ever again.


The money spent on the camcorder would have been an investment, not a stupid waste. Even the rapacious interest he was being charged on his credit card would be worth paying. He felt a mad kind of affection for the three thugs who were bringing him closer and closer to everything he’d wanted for so long.


It was Ron who heard it first. He prodded his brother in the ribs and jerked his head in the direction of the coast. Bob wound down his window, listened for a moment, recognized the throb of Tim’s engine, then nodded. The two of them clicked open their well-oiled doors and slid down on to the dry grass. They had to judge the lighting of the flares carefully. Too soon and they risked someone noticing the outline of the airstrip; too late, and Tim would have to circle round and make his approach again.


That would up the risk. Worse would be the possibility that he might not have enough fuel for the landing. There were some nights when the tanks were all but empty by the time he got back. Just as well in one way, with so many naked flames around, but dangerous too. If he crashed, the whole world would know about them.


‘Now,’ Bob said, bending to light the first flare.


The two of them sprinted back up the field, knowing by now exactly when to bend to the jars of oil. They were a real risk when the weather was like this, with the grass ready to flare up and volatile petrol vapour hanging about all over the place. Months ago, when they’d first made their plans, they’d decided that electric landing lights would be too noticeable by day. This dangerous, primitive alternative was better by far. Each man had a small extinguisher hanging from his belt, ready to blast out any flames before they could spread.


The plane was already down by the time they reached the end of the strip and they ran back, putting out the little flames as fast as they’d lit them. Tim killed the engine and swung himself down from the pilot’s seat.


As soon as Ron had driven the van away, Tim and Bob turned the plane full circle and pushed it towards the old shed that served as its hangar.


‘Just the flares now,’ Bob said when they were safely inside and could talk normally. The pilot nodded, rubbing dirty hands across his face. He looked like shit. ‘What’s stopping you, Tim? Get a move on.’


‘Give me a minute. It’s been a long night. I couldn’t make them understand on the other side how important it is to keep the plane stable. The cargo was sliding about all over the place on the way back. I thought I was going to have to dump it in the Channel.’


‘But you didn’t. So we’ll get our money. Come on. We need to get the jars back.’


Tim stripped off his flying jacket at last, and dumped it by the plane. ‘Let’s get it done then; I need a bloody big drink.’


They had this part down to a fine routine. Bob collected the can and a big plastic funnel so he could pour the oil back into it out in the field. Tim picked the wicks out of the jars, stuffed them in a bag, and brought the jars to Bob for emptying. Tim was bending for the last one when Bob’s head jerked up.


‘What?’ whispered Tim.


‘There’s someone in the trees.’


‘Don’t be stupid.’


‘Shut the fuck up. Wait.’


The two of them stood, silent, holding their breath. Nothing moved. The last of the wind had dropped. Then Tim heard it too, the unmistakable sound of human panting and a kind of sliding rustle no animal would ever make. The body producing it was too big for anything but a cow and no cow slid over dry grass and leaves like that. Bob dropped the can and funnel and sprinted for the trees.


Tim followed much more slowly. In the moonlight he could see the shape of their quarry from yards away and recognized the ungainly scramble as the man tried to get to his feet. There was something metallic in his hands as he brought them up to his chest. Bob flung himself on the man, bringing him crashing to the ground. His head banged against a tree root and his breath burst out in a gasping cry. Bob swore as he stood up and started to kick.


Tim froze. Bob’s rages had always terrified him, and he didn’t want to get in the way of this one. Then the man screamed like a stoat in the grip of a weasel, and Tim knew he had to intervene. He drove himself forwards, feeling as if he was wading through treacle. His mouth was full of saliva and his hands were shaking. He didn’t know what to do.


Bob was working on his victim’s head. Blood was flooding out of the man’s nose. He was trying to protect his skull and wipe his face at the same time.


Blood was everywhere, pouring into his mouth and choking him. His red-edged teeth scrabbled over his split lips, and his hands smeared the blood over his eyes and up into his hair as he clutched his head to guard it from the rhythmically pounding boots. He groaned. He was gasping as he begged for the agony to stop.


‘Bastard,’ Bob hissed. ‘I knew something was wrong tonight. Bastard. Shut up.’


‘For Christ’s sake, Bob, stop it.’


At the suggestion of a rescue, the man looked up. Bob’s boot landed right in his face. It cracked like an egg. He screamed and rolled himself into a defensive ball, with his ruined face pressed against his knees, but not before Tim had seen the damage to his nose, his eyes, his teeth.


Gagging, Tim put out his right hand, wanting to touch Bob and remind him that he was human. But he couldn’t force himself to make contact. Bob’s left boot crashed into the man’s spine. And again. Just beside the kidneys.


‘Stop it!’ Tim said, brave enough at last to make a grab at Bob’s arm. ‘You’ll kill him. Bob! Stop it!’


But Bob was out of reach of any words. His hands were clenched into fists, although he wasn’t using them. All he needed were his booted feet. One after the other, they thudded into the man’s body. Bob’s face was set with concentration now; all the hatred gone. His eyes were back to normal. He looked like a man with a job and the determination to get on with it until there was nothing left to do.


Soon, the thuds gave way to crunching sounds as bigger bones cracked under the assault. Yet more blood poured out over Bob’s boots and on to the hard-baked ground. It didn’t soak in; it pooled, red and glossy, on the dusty surface. At last the kicking stopped.


In the silence, Tim’s ears were ringing. He could barely breathe and didn’t think his mind would ever work again. Bob looked down at the battered, bloody thing that had once been a man, then up at Tim, as though measuring him, deciding whether he needed kicking into silence too.


Tim knew he had only one chance to save his own life. Forcing himself to forget the man on the ground, fighting the nausea that threatened to choke him, the ringing in his ears and the fierce wish that he’d never met either of the appalling Flesker brothers or fallen in with their plans, he said, ‘We’ll have to bury him. I’ll get the shovels.’


‘No,’ Bob said at once, then softened it by adding, ‘but I’m glad you’re on side. They always find buried bodies in the end. And if it’s on your land they’ll start asking you questions. You’ll never stand up to interrogation. We all know that.’


‘What then?’ Tim didn’t risk challenging the insult. ‘There aren’t any quarries round here to drop him in.’


‘We’ll take him to the meat works.’


‘That’s disgusting.’ The words were out before Tim could stop them, and he could feel his whole body tense. He clenched his hands behind his back, and dug his top teeth into his lip to stop himself whimpering.


‘Don’t be stupid.’ Bob laughed, which gave Tim the confidence to let his lip go. ‘We’ll put him under one of the lorries going to Smithfield in the morning. Eighteen wheels and God-knows how many tons of refrigerated container driving over him will make enough marks to hide everything we’ve done. Safer than trying to hide the body.’


‘But what about the blood? It hasn’t started to soak in yet, the ground’s so dry. Even when it does, the evidence will last for months in the soil. Years maybe. Scientists can find tiny traces anywhere these days.’


‘Can’t you stop whining for a minute? Get Boney over here and he’ll soon lick it up. There’s no one going to bother to test soil samples unless they’ve seen some blood.’


Tim couldn’t speak, but he managed to shake his head. There was no way he was going to let his spaniel anywhere near this killing ground if he could help it.


‘You called him after Napoleon, didn’t you, so why d’you always treat him like a poodle? You’re happy enough to see him eat anything he kills. What’s the difference?’


‘How are you going to get the body to the meat works?’ Tim asked, because that was safer than saying nothing or trying to explain. ‘Ron’s got the van, and we can’t put it in my car. It would leave evidence. That’d be far more dangerous than burying him on my own land.’


‘You’ve been watching too much telly. We’ll use his car. He must have one round here somewhere.’ Bob uncoiled the battered body, straightening the legs and torso so that he could feel in the trouser pockets. It looked like a man again, in spite of all the damage Bob had done. Tim couldn’t face it. Then he heard a chink and risked a quick glance. Bob was withdrawing a bloody hand from one pocket, and there was a bunch of keys dangling from his fingers.


‘See. Now we’ve just got to find the car. The lock bleeper’ll help. And we’ve got to find out why he was here. What was it he put in his front pocket? Get it out, will you, while I …’


Tim shook his head. He’d never be able to make himself touch the body. Bob looked at him, his hands twitching. Tim knew how near the danger was, but he still couldn’t move. He felt himself swaying as the blood drained from his brain. Bob muttered a filthy insult, then jammed his hand into the big pocket of the dead man’s parka. The seams ripped apart like Velcro.


‘A camera! A sodding video camera!’


‘Who the hell is he?’




Chapter Two




July, Plough Court, The Temple, London


Trish Maguire was waiting for her head of chambers on Monday morning, and looking over her gown to make sure there were no tears. There had been more than one moment last week when the fabric had snagged on a sharp edge and had to be pulled free. She’d been too busy to do anything about it at the time and didn’t want to look like a scruff this morning as they walked side by side into the Royal Courts of Justice. Hearing the unmistakable sound of his step in the passage outside, she let the gown slip out of her hands to make a puddle of black cloth on her desk.


When he’d first taken an interest in her career a few years ago and used her as his junior on some big cases, she’d been flattered but scared of his notoriously demanding standards and excoriating tongue. Then she’d got to know him better and found her fear overtaken by disapproval of tactics that could seem perilously close to bullying. Only now, when she’d apparently passed some invisible test, had he begun to reveal a much lighter side to his character. She was enjoying it.


‘Hi,’ she said, smiling as he came into her room. ‘Good weekend, Antony?’


‘Tetchy. How was yours?’


‘Not bad. It felt a bit weird, seeing the family go off to Australia without me, but I’m OK. Raring to go.’


‘Good. I want you to take the re-examination of Will Applewood today. Are you up for it?’


She nodded, hiding her pleasure, then said, ‘But are you sure? He’s the most important of all the claimants, and the most wobbly.’


‘Exactly.’ Antony Shelley laid his hand on her black tin wig box. The ends of his long fingers just curled over the edge of the lid. ‘And I spook him, which makes him mumble and look shifty whenever I ask him anything. You must have noticed.’


‘Of course. But I didn’t think twice. Most people are frightened of you.’


‘Not you, though, Trish.’


‘What makes you think that?’ she asked, suppressing the words ‘not any more’.


The smile that lifted his eyebrows into triangles and tweaked the corners of his lips was full of all the cynical self-awareness she was coming to expect from him.


‘Because I never fancy frightened women, and I fancy you something rotten.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said, laughing at him. ‘I’ve heard enough gossip about your taste in luscious blondes to know that I could never be your type.’


‘Luckily Applewood’s got the hots for you, too,’ he said, getting back to what mattered. ‘No surprise of course, but convenient.’


Trish had never heard Antony talk so frivolously about a case, but everything about this one was turning out to be extraordinary.


Lots of people had told her she was mad to take it on when they’d heard it was to be run on a no-win no-fee basis. Antony, who’d been earning well over a million pounds a year for ages, could easily take the hit if he had to, but she needed the money. Even so, she hadn’t hesitated for a minute when he’d invited her to be his junior.


Their clients were a group of small food producers, who were claiming damages for breach of contract against Furbishers Foods, one of the biggest and most ruthless of the supermarket chains. Trish had always hated corporate bullies quite as much as any other kind, and Furbishers had come to symbolize every single one of them for her. Antony had teased her for her passionate loathing from the start, while refusing to answer any questions about his own motives for accepting the brief.


‘Applewood’s subconscious will push him to make himself attractive,’ he went on. ‘Even though you’ll be the target, it’ll have a good effect on the judge.’


Trish felt her skin prickle with energy. ‘Machiavelli had nothing on you, did he?’


Antony’s face changed into the expression she privately called his ‘wicked seducer look’. It had always made her laugh so much that she couldn’t imagine anyone succumbing to it. But then he probably used different tactics when he wanted a result.


‘I keep telling you it’s mad to waste the way people feel about each other,’ he said, moving towards her. At just over six feet, he was three inches taller than she, so she had to look up to meet his eyes. She could smell the faint cologne-ish scent of the soap he always used. ‘When will you admit I’m right?’


‘Never,’ she said, stepping back and slapping her arm across her chest like a Victorian hero refusing to surrender the colours, even though all his comrades lay slaughtered at his feet.


Antony’s eyes warmed with amusement, which did much more for her than their earlier seductive glint. They were a curious greenish-blue that could look turquoise in the sun or dull grey in the artificial light of a windowless court, and they were the one remarkable feature in a face far more ordinary than the mind it concealed.


No one outside the law would have had a clue who he was; within the tight, competitive world they inhabited, he was instantly recognizable. But there weren’t many people who would have dared to accost him, which was one reason why Trish liked flirting with him so much.


‘We’ll be late if we don’t get going,’ he said, watching her as though he couldn’t quite decide what she was thinking. Then he pushed one hand through his thick blond hair, shrugging himself back into professional seriousness, adding: ‘Oh, and don’t raise any objections during the cross-examination. I’ll deal with anything that needs to be said. OK?’


Trish nodded as she swung her bag over her shoulder, enjoying the soft bump as it bounced off her spine. She followed him, clattering down the stone stairs. To cap everything else, the air outside was hot and yet without any of the usual late-July mugginess. Even the dust smelled of spice rather than dirt.


There were few other people to be seen as they walked up through the Temple, matching each other stride for stride. Trish hardly noticed the beautiful buildings with their fountains and gardens because she knew them so well. But she did register the emptiness of the place. Most of the courts had closed for the summer. She and Antony were still at work only because their case had overrun its expected length when their opponents had launched a long procedural argument. It had failed, but it had messed up the timetable. The judge, who was on vacation duty anyway, had elected to carry on until the case was over.


This wasn’t unprecedented, but it was rare, as well as inconvenient for everyone involved. The Lord Chancellor’s department had been agitating for years about the slowness of the judicial process and kept urging everyone involved to speed it up. Mr Justice Jeremy Husking had chosen this way. Once he had spoken, no one had any option but to obey.


Antony had packed his wife and teenage children off to their Tuscan palazzo without him, and Trish had had to cancel her share of a long-awaited trip to Sydney with her partner, George, and her ten-year-old half-brother, David. The thought of how they’d get on without her to mediate between them had been keeping her awake at night.


David had arrived in Trish’s life two years ago, on the night his mother was murdered. She had been so frightened of a man who had been stalking her that she’d sent her only child halfway across London for sanctuary with his unknown half-sister. Until then Trish had known nothing of his existence either, but once it had become clear who he was and that no one else could look after him, she’d taken him in and done her best to give him the security he needed. He’d spent the first eighteen months with her apologizing every two minutes, as though afraid she’d throw him into the street if he offended her. That had stopped now, and he’d even begun to answer back. She’d been glad enough to see it, but it did mean his fights with George had got worse.


Still, for a whole month she wouldn’t have to deal with either of them. She could swan around her big art-filled flat, doing precisely what she wanted, eating or not eating as she chose, without ever worrying about anyone else’s feelings. She’d hate to be on her own like this for long, but the novelty was adding an unexpected sparkle to her life.


There was a bounce in her step as she and Antony emerged through the shade of Temple Lane into the dazzle of Fleet Street. The twisting road was narrow here at its junction with the Strand, and choked with traffic. Puzzled tourists clogged the pavements, cars hooted and everyone in sight seemed to be shouting. The pounding clangour of a pneumatic drill ripped through the rest.


Sodding roadworks, she thought, as she stepped round a row of orange and white traffic cones and tried not to breathe in the dust thrown up by the drill. Even without it, the air would have been worse out here. The heat haze that shimmered on the cars and around the muscular dragon on top of Temple Bar was already acrid with exhaust fumes.


Her pupil had gone on ahead with all the bundles of paperwork the team would need in court today, which was a relief. Tugging a trolley full of files and cases through this lot would have been a nightmare.


Breathing as shallowly as possible, she and Antony made their way to the stony coolness of the Royal Courts of Justice. For once there were no television cameras to record the arrival of celebrities. Theirs was the only case being heard.


Trish shoved her bag on the X-ray machine’s rollers for the usual security checks and walked unchallenged through the metal detector.


‘There’s Applewood,’ Antony said as their eyes adjusted to the gloom indoors. ‘Get on over to him and sort him out before you go to the robing room. He looks far too twitchy. I’ll keep out of your way so you can make him feel truly loved.’


Trish felt his hand flat on her back, pushing her forwards through the small rabble of lawyers, claimants, defendants and ushers. She didn’t need the encouragement, but she enjoyed the moment of physical contact. Looking back over her shoulder, she could see that he knew. She flashed him a wicked smile and faced forwards again.


Will had seen her and was beckoning. He’d shaved carefully this morning, in preparation for his long-awaited stint in the witness box, and his springy hair was as smooth as the dark City suit he’d put on. When she’d first met him, he’d been wearing tweed, apparently chosen to look as much like a muddy field as possible, and well-polished brown brogues. Today his cheekbones were a lot sharper than they’d been then, and there were big grey smudges under his eyes.


‘You didn’t have a good night, did you?’ Trish said, putting all her pent-up sympathy into her smile.


‘Not exactly.’ He laughed, and the cheerless sound made her scalp tighten. ‘When I wasn’t rehearsing my answers to Antony’s questions, I was telling myself we can still win, even after the way they savaged us last week.’


‘It’s good to have confidence in the outcome of the case,’ Trish said, picking her words with care, ‘but all you need to think about now is giving your evidence as clearly and accurately as you can. So long as you do that, you’ll be fine.’ Will grinned. His teeth were clenched, and the muscles around his mouth quivered. Trish laid her left hand gently on his forearm. She could feel his tendons, hard as steel hawsers.


The case would never have come to court if it hadn’t been for him. When Furbishers’ machinations had driven his business into liquidation, he’d collected twenty-nine other victims and taken their case to solicitor after solicitor until he’d found one prepared to take them on without any guaranteed payment.


Trish had always liked Will’s passion for the employees who’d lost their jobs as much as she admired the strength of his conviction that justice would be available to them all if he could only find the right words to explain exactly what Furbishers had done. Unfortunately the right ones rarely came to him. He’d try mouthfuls of new ones to tell her all over again, in quite different but still furious sentences, which threatened to tip him over into hysterical rage. Neither habit was likely to impress the court.


At their first meeting Trish had summed up five minutes’ worth of his muddled ranting in two crisp sentences. His relief had been all the reward she’d wanted for the headache-inducing concentration needed to pick out what he had actually been saying from the maelstrom of outrage and irrelevance he had produced. Antony’s half-mocking approval had been an unexpected extra and had set the tone for all their work on the case since.


In the old days, Will had had a small business on the Hampshire-Sussex Border, making traditional meat products for the upper end of the delicatessen and mail-order trade. He had never intended to expand; the company had made him a good living, and provided ten jobs in a rural area of high unemployment. Everything had gone well until he’d had the first, highly flattering letter from Furbishers.


‘It was a fantastic moment,’ he’d said at that first meeting in chambers, ‘even though I’d never had any ambitions to trade on such a huge scale.’


In order to fulfil Furbishers’ requirements, he’d bought more machines, taken on more staff and committed himself to ordering vastly increased supplies of raw materials, financing it all with a bank loan guaranteed against his house and all the business assets. Then, three months after he’d started to make his deliveries to Furbishers, they’d at last sent through the written contracts with an infinitely lower price per unit than he’d agreed.


Having committed himself to the expansion, Will had struggled to make the deal work, and stuck with it for far too long, losing money every day. Eventually the bank had called in the loan. He’d lost everything.


Some of the more comprehensible parts of his original diatribe came back to Trish, full of the emotion that had made him gobble and gag on the words. ‘I did everything I was supposed to do and half-killed myself to get Furbishers what they said they wanted, then they screwed me royally and didn’t give a shit.


‘People like that have to take responsibility for the damage they do to the suckers they trick into believing in them. What they did to me would have made it impossible for anyone to fulfil their contract.


‘It’s not the money. I mean, it’s not only the money. It’s my marriage, my self-respect, my home, my faith in the basic decency of other human beings, my—’ Tears of fury had filled his eyes, and he’d had to fight for control. Trish had considered explaining the law on consequential loss, but had decided to wait for a better time. The effort Will had made to keep his voice steady deepened it into a rolling bass. ‘Everything. Then they made me believe it was my fault.’


That had been the killer accusation for her. In the past she’d seen plenty of rapists and paedophiles who’d made themselves feel better by blaming their victims. Furbishers’ crime might not have been as bad as theirs, but the tactic was the same. She’d always thought it was vicious. This time it had ratcheted up her already powerful sympathy for her client.


‘By the way,’ she said to him, ‘it won’t be Antony asking the questions today. It’ll be me.’


Will shook off her hand so that he could grab her by the shoulders, turning her so that the light from the high leaded windows fell on her face.


‘Honestly?’ he said. ‘Oh, Trish, thank God. I wish I’d known. I’d have slept much better.’


Over Will’s shoulder she could see Antony, raising his thumb like a merciful spectator of gladiatorial games. She let one eyelid droop in acknowledgement, hoping Will wouldn’t notice.


‘I’ve got to go to the robing room now,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you in a bit. OK?’


He produced a quivery smile and nodded her away.






Chapter Three




Tim Hayleigh stood in the garage forecourt, feeling sick. The smell of petrol stuck in his throat and made it worse. It had taken him weeks to summon up the courage for this encounter and it wasn’t going the way he’d planned.


‘What are you so scared of?’ Ron said. He had at least half his attention on the clicking figures on the pump, as he filled up his battered blue van. ‘If there was going to be trouble about the body it would’ve happened ages ago, and definitely before the inquest. You’re safe, the pair of you. Stupid, but safe. No one’s going to go back on a suicide verdict now.’


‘But the man had a camera.’ Tim’s voice was shaking. He was pleading as abjectly as if he’d fallen on his knees in front of everyone, but it didn’t have any effect on Ron. ‘There must be other people out there who knew what he was doing. They’ll have been watching us ever since. It’s a miracle we haven’t been caught yet, but it’ll happen one day. I know it will.’


‘I doubt it. Not now. But if you’re that worried, just tell my big brother you won’t fly for a bit. There’s nothing he can do to you.’


‘You didn’t see what he did to that snooper,’ Tim whispered, wiping his hand over his mouth and feeling his lips mash against his palm. ‘I keep thinking of the way the poor bugger’s cheekbone went. It kind of split and things burst out. He was still alive then.’


‘Bob’s not going to do anything like that to you.’ Ron looked into Tim’s face, as though searching for something he needed. ‘He knows you’re the only one of us who can fly. Just say no. It’s easy enough.’


‘What about the people on the other side?’


‘What about them? There’s nothing they can do to you if you’re not there.’


‘W-will you tell Bob for me?’


Ron shook the petrol nozzle, like a man in a urinal determined to make sure the last drop doesn’t fall on his trousers, and stuffed it back into the side of the pump. Then he looked Tim full in the face.


‘Can’t you even do that much for yourself?’


‘You didn’t see him that night.’


‘I know what he’s like.’ A faint smile softened Ron’s expression. ‘I was five when I worked out that the only people he never hurt, even when he got into one of his rages, were the ones who could give him things he couldn’t get for himself. You can, with the flying, so you should be OK so long as you don’t cringe. That always gets him going.’


‘Oh, God.’


‘And don’t forget to take the plane up sometimes. You need to keep your neighbours remembering the noise is normal for when you find the guts to start again.’


Ron hoisted himself into the van and slid the door shut with a decisive crunch. Tim was left on the forecourt, still sick and wishing he’d brought Boney with him.


Trish paused for a moment in front of the mirror to make sure her wig was straight. The voluminous black gown made her seem even taller than usual and accentuated her pallor. Luckily her dark eyes and high-bridged nose were dramatic enough to stop her looking washed out. As she left the robing room, she saw that she’d have to run the whole length of the nave-like hall to catch up the rest of the team.


The sound of her heels clacking against the marble floor echoed up in the stone vaulting of the roof. The building was more like a vast church than anything else. Dating from the height of the Victorian passion for Gothic architecture, it provided a suitably awe-inspiring setting for the administration of justice.


She reached Antony’s side just as he was making his silk gown swish with extra vigour as he passed Sir Matthew Grant-Furbisher, the chairman of Furbishers Foods. Sir Matthew didn’t react, but when he caught sight of Will the two of them flashed such hatred at each other that Trish flinched.


Why had Grant-Furbisher come to court today, when he wasn’t likely to be called to give his evidence for a long time yet? Was he trying to spook Will into even more of a turmoil than usual?


Belatedly Trish noticed a young redheaded woman in the corner watching Grant-Furbisher with fear in her eyes. Maybe he was stalking the halls to remind his employees of what he wanted them to say when they came to answer for their actions on his behalf.


‘Bully,’ Trish muttered as she settled the wig even more firmly on her smooth black hair, tucking it behind her ears to avoid muddling it with the grey horsehair curls. Some of her old-fashioned colleagues of both sexes looked like pantomime charladies wearing mops on their shaggy heads.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Antony whispered over his shoulder as she slid into the bench behind his. ‘You look great.’


‘Not like a moulting eagle then,’ she whispered back, quoting one of their old clients, who had disapproved of her severe professional style.


Antony’s eyebrows lifted again. Once the judge was in court, he would be all seriousness and devotion to duty. But there were still a few moments to go, and his expression told her he was planning to make the most of them.


‘Not these days. If it’s got to be any kind of bird, I’d say a cormorant, with black feathers sleek and body sinuous as it dives for its kill.’


‘Steady on,’ Trish said, trying not to laugh out loud. In the old days, she’d never have believed her abrupt and tyrannical head of chambers could be capable of this kind of cheerful silliness. ‘I know you spin words for a living, but that’s way over the top.’


As he turned away, she couldn’t help thinking about the kind of bird that might best represent him. He had peacock qualities, obviously, and a tendency to overbear anyone who irritated him, but he had too much cleverness and wit for any creature as small-brained as a peacock. And he was capable – occasionally – of the most surprising kindness.


An usher appeared from the door behind the bench. Antony straightened his back. Everyone in court stood and bowed in silence, as Mr Justice Husking followed the usher. The judge was nearly as plump as Grant-Furbisher but a lot taller and more dignified in his black robes and neat wig.


Trish was too old a hand to feel nervous at this stage. Later, after the defence had had their chance to rip into Will’s story, it would be different. Then she’d need some fear to get enough adrenaline pumping through her system to make her perform at her best.


Will was called and made his way to the witness box. The sight of his shaking hands and visibly heaving chest made her add even more confidence to her smile.


‘Is your name William Applewood?’ she asked him.


‘Yes.’ He coughed to clear his croaking voice, then said it again.


She established his address and occupation, before asking him to turn to page one of the witness statement in front of him, then the last page, which he had signed.


‘Could you please tell the court if this is your signature?’


‘Yes, it is.’


‘Have you had an opportunity to re-read the statement since you signed it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you invite the court to accept that statement as your evidence in this case?’


‘Yes.’


Trish had done all she had to do for the moment. She bowed to the judge and sat down, thinking of all the discussion that had gone into drafting the statement so that Will would come over as the careful but spirited entrepreneur she knew him to be, with the wildly emotional victim kept well in the background.


Ferdinand Aldham, QC, Furbishers’ leading counsel, didn’t deign to acknowledge her. He paused for long enough to make everyone aware of his importance, then rose, barely even nodding to the judge, and directed a beetling glower at Will Applewood.


‘This statement is, of course, an unconscionable tissue of misinformation, isn’t it?’


‘No, it bl—’ Will caught himself up, nodded apologetically to the judge, then said moderately, ‘No. It is the absolute, unvarnished truth.’


‘Are you sure it is not the case that you were so over-excited by the idea of being able to expand your little empire that you completely misinterpreted Furbishers’ mild expression of interest in your, er –’ He looked deliberately down at his notes – ‘your pheasant, pork and, um, pistachio terrines?’


Trish knew perfectly well that he was trying to instil in the judge’s mind the idea that the magnificent and enormous Furbishers empire was far too important to bother to do anything intentionally to harm a pissant little rural business. After all, Furbishers made a huge and well-known contribution to the United Kingdom’s economic, political and cultural life. They believed they were untouchable.


The judge’s minute smile suggested that he knew what Aldham was doing, too. He made a note and turned his head away from the silk, whose poker face did not change.


‘No one takes six weeks to prepare estimates of costs, income and profits in a frenzy of excitement,’ Applewood said firmly, directing his responses to the judge as Trish had advised. ‘I went into every possible eventuality and decided that the deal Furbishers had offered me was a good one.’


‘But they hadn’t at that stage offered you the deal, had they?’


‘Of course they had. Arthur Chancer, the buyer, and I shook on it. He told me the men in suits took for ever to produce the paper contracts and he didn’t want to wait for them before putting such a potentially popular product on the shelves. He said that actually signing the papers would be no more than a formality, and we should get going straight away.’


‘That’s not quite accurate, is it?’ Aldham shuffled through his papers, presumably looking for the buyer’s witness statement. ‘Didn’t Mr Chancer actually say that the men in suits took for ever to get out the paperwork and so he would like to offer you a trial agreement for two deliveries a week for three months, while they worked out the terms of the deal they would eventually offer you?’


‘No.’ Will shot Trish a small triumphant glance, inviting her to notice his unemotional rebuttal. She wasn’t allowed to make any kind of signal, so she couldn’t nod her approval.


‘Didn’t he add that those three months would give him time to assess the popularity of the product, so that he could work out the best price he could offer you for a long-term supply?’ This was, of course, the crux of the case, and given that there were no incontrovertible documents to prove it either way, the verdict would depend on the judge’s assessment of the balance of probabilities, and of the characters involved.


‘No, he didn’t,’ said Will, still firm and polite.


‘Did anyone ever advise you not to buy the new machines until you had a signed contract?’ Aldham asked, sounding dangerously casual.


‘No.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘No one at all ever said anything like: “be careful to get something on paper before you spend all this money”?’


There was a pause. Trish felt her heart thudding. Aldham might be fishing, but she had a feeling he had some documentary evidence somewhere to support this. She and Antony had, of course, seen the skeleton arguments Ferdy was going to use, just as he had seen theirs. But there could still be surprises in the detail.


‘Only my wife. My ex-wife. And she didn’t understand that I had a firm contract,’ Will said. ‘She was ignorant enough to believe that a contract has to be written down, and you know as well as I, Mr Aldham, that is not the case.’


‘But she still warned you, didn’t she?’


‘It is true that she once wrote to me in those terms from her mother’s, where she was staying at the time, but she knew nothing about the details of this particular deal, so I threw the letter in the bin.’


Will looked at Aldham as though he suspected the flamboyant silk of fossicking through dustbins in search of documentary evidence.


‘ “She knew nothing,” ’ Aldham quoted. ‘And yet she put her finger on the very point that subsequently caused your problems, did she not? Could this have been because she knew your unbusiness-like and over-emotional habits?’


Will said nothing.


‘Had she ever had cause to comment on what might be called your grandiosity before this?’


‘Sometimes,’ he said, looking injured. ‘But she’s never run a business. She thinks in terms of someone budgeting for a week’s food shopping for a small family. You can’t equate the two. Running a business like mine needs much more long-term and strategic planning.’


‘Her housekeeping instinct means that, unlike you, she has never been in debt in her life or developed an irrational hatred of supermarkets, whereas you have, have you not?’


‘No. I don’t hate supermarkets,’ Will said in the tones of one about to add a fiery insult. He managed to choke it down, looking as though it gave him burning indigestion.


‘No?’ Aldham’s voice was heavy with satisfaction. ‘Then could you please tell the court about the two reports you sent to the Food Standards Agency about meat you falsely claimed was contaminated by dangerous chemicals when it was offered for sale by my clients and some of their competitors?’


Trish might not have noticed the tiny stiffening of Antony’s back if she hadn’t been so worried herself. This was the most dangerous part of the evidence against Will. He stuttered and stumbled over his belief that substandard meat, brought in from foreign countries with much lower standards of animal husbandry, was being passed off as prime British meat in many outlets. Trish winced. She’d heard this was a common misconception in the farming world.


‘They may use drugs that aren’t allowed in the UK, and chemical fertilizers we’re banned from using to produce the feed crops.’ Will’s voice was gobbling again, as the old anger seized his throat and made his tongue swell in his mouth. ‘So their yields are greater than our farmers’ and their prices lower. British consumers buy their garbage instead of the real thing. No one knows what the chemical residues are doing to the health of the people who eat it or their unborn children.’


If Antony hadn’t forbidden her to raise objections, Trish would have been on her feet by now. Will was already in a tangle and clearly had no idea that the way he’d phrased his outburst suggested people were eating their unborn children. She dreaded to think what he’d come up with next.


‘And you can’t blame them. They don’t know any better.’


There was the faintest quiver at the corner of the judge’s mouth again. He’d noticed Will’s gaffe even if no one else had. Trish could understand why Ferdy Aldham wasn’t trying to choke off the rant, but why was Antony letting it run? She had to wait for three more questions before he got to his feet and with casual but deadly skill put Ferdy in his place.


By the time the court rose for the day, Trish was hoarse with the effort of putting her questions to Will in precisely the right form to elicit the answers she needed and choke off any extraneous information he might feel like offering. She longed more than anything to submerge herself in cold water. The airless atmosphere of the room, with its dark panelling and artificial light, the endless repetitive questions, and the need to concentrate on every word spoken made her feel as though her head was filled with popcorn. But there was plenty more to come before she could go home. The whole team would have to walk back to chambers now to analyse everything that had happened during the day, then plan tomorrow’s campaign. After that, she was due to go to friends for dinner.


Her empty flat beckoned seductively, but she’d made the arrangements with Caro Lyalt and her partner more than a week ago. She couldn’t back out now.






 Chapter Four 




Caro Lyalt had never felt so hated. Her suspect’s eyes were like chunks of torn steel, and she knew he wanted to hit her. She didn’t look away for a moment, even though his wife was standing only a few feet from his side. He’d terrified young PC Hartland into submission yesterday. Someone had to show him he could be beaten.


‘There’s not a mark on Kim, Inspector.’ Daniel Crossman’s voice had not yet lost the hectoring bark he must have worked for in his years as an army sergeant. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with her, except homesickness and you lot. All that poking and prying! It’s no wonder she’s frightened. The sooner she’s back here, the better.’


No, it’s not, Caro thought, remembering the last time she’d seen Crossman’s stepdaughter. Six years old, bolt upright, and with so much maturity and suffering in her expression that Caro would have done anything to keep her safe.


It was going to be hard, though. Other members of the Child Protection Unit were already wavering, and Pete Hartland had shown how easily they might give in. As Crossman had said, there was no physical evidence of assault or abuse anywhere on Kim’s small body, but that didn’t mean she was unharmed. To Caro, the child’s refusal to speak had been as eloquent as the flaring of her nostrils and the clenching of the small muscles around her eyes as she’d tried not to cry. Someone had terrorized Kim Bowlby into silence, and the obvious candidate was this man.


The flat smelled of bleach and silicone polish. Every surface was bare and clean. There were no books, no ornaments, no cushions, and nowhere to hide. The floor was covered with ice-grey vinyl so shiny it looked dangerous. The uncurtained windows looked out only on to a heavily shaded wall. There was no softness anywhere.


‘Not all wounds leave marks, Mr Crossman, you should know that.’ Caro spoke with the detached coolness that was the only thing she’d ever found that would hide her hatred of what men like this did to the people in their power. She put her empty teacup on a small white table.


He marched forwards, hands by his sides, until his nose was only inches from hers. She didn’t flinch, but his fury clawed at her.


‘No one here has done anything to Kim.’ He jabbed his index finger sideways. Caro didn’t let her eyes move. ‘Ask her.’


At last she looked away and tried to decode the expression in his wife’s lined face. There was fear there, certainly, and misery, and a dozen other things. The clearest was resentment. Between them, these two were tormenting Kim. There was no doubt about it. The only questions were exactly how they were doing it and what Caro would have to do to get the evidence she needed to prove it.


‘Why won’t you leave us alone?’ Mrs Crossman said, in a whining voice that set Caro’s teeth on edge. She looked at the woman’s hands, red and flaking from using too much cleaning fluid, and tried to feel sorry for her. ‘You’ve no right to come here like this, upsetting everyone.’


‘I have every right to find out why Kim has run away twice and why she’s been exhibiting so many of the signs of serious abuse. Her safety is my only concern.’


A baby wailed in the next room. Mo Crossman was across the shiny floor and out of the door before Caro had taken two breaths. She looked straight at Crossman and said with stony deliberation, ‘Apart from the baby’s, that is. We are watching you, Daniel. And we won’t stop until we find out what you’ve been doing.’


He stared at her, not bothering to answer.


Caro still hadn’t got him out of her mind when she staggered home with two heavy plastic bags of shopping at the end of the day. It was a relief to find Jess happily sharing a drink with a friend of theirs. Her partner had failed to get yet another possible part in a television series last week and had been very glum since. Tonight it looked as though Cynthia Flag had managed to cheer her up. Caro kissed them both, then invited Cynthia to stay for supper, adding, ‘You’ll like Trish. She has all the right ideas, even though she doesn’t do family law any more. I mean she hasn’t sold out or anything. I’m doing sausages and mash for her and me, but I’m sure Jess would let you share her cheese-and-potato pie. And we can all have the same salad and pudding. Do stay.’


‘I wish I could,’ Cynthia said, looping her slippery dark-gold hair back into the combs she used to keep it up. ‘But I’m on my way to meet someone. In fact, I ought to get going.’


‘Not yet. Stay and talk to Jess while I get started on the cooking.’


‘Why don’t we do that for you?’ Jess said. ‘You look as though you could use a shower.’


Glad to see her in such high spirits, Caro left the kitchen to the two of them. It was good to be able to take time under the hard jets of water and feel the day’s tensions being washed away. She emerged, cool and a bit calmer, to dress in loose linen trousers and a T-shirt. She would have kept her feet bare, except that it was dustbin day tomorrow and she’d have to take the rubbish out later.


Cynthia and Jess were still talking amid the potato peelings and onion skins, while savoury smells wafted out of the oven. When Caro joined them, Jess looked her up and down and said, ‘Couldn’t you have made a bit more effort? Those trousers make you look like the back end of an elephant. Even you must have noticed that pure linen only works when it’s new.’


‘Oh, Jess! What does it matter? They’re comfortable, and Trish won’t mind what I look like.’


‘I mind.’


Caro couldn’t stop herself snapping, which made Jess rush out of the kitchen.


‘You’re a bit hard on her,’ Cynthia said gently, laying a hand on Caro’s shoulder. ‘Couldn’t you cut her some slack while she’s having such a tough time?’


‘She’s not the only one.’


‘Don’t, Caro.’


‘Don’t what?’


‘Talk like an angry police officer. I know you don’t mean to do it, but I don’t think you’ve got any idea how hard it must be for Jess to deal with after she’s spent an almost silent day on her own, worrying about whether she’s ever going to get another job.’


Caro shook her head, not sure whether she was offering an apology or expressing disbelief. Cynthia just smiled. Later, when she’d gone and Jess was taking her turn in the shower, Caro cleared up the kitchen as a penance and distracted herself by thinking about Daniel Crossman.


She had seen far too many men like him to mistake the cold watchfulness in his eyes or miss the violence hidden behind his superficial stillness. He was a control freak; he had an obsession with cleanliness that, to her at least, meant there were things about himself he could not bear to acknowledge; and he ruled his unhappy little household with tyrannical rigidity.
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