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      Chapter One

    


    ‘Are you deaf? They fitted me up. I told yer. They nicked the tyre lever from me garridge and left it by the body with’er blood all over it. ’Course it’s got my fingerprints on it. ’Smine. But I never done it, see. I hated the bitch, but I never killed’er.’


    Emma switched off the tape recorder, relieved to be able to silence the resentful, accusatory voice at last, and pushed the matching polygraph chart to one side. As it slithered over the edge of her desk it took a pile of others with it and knocked over a box of paperclips, spilling the contents across the mud-coloured carpet. She put her head in her hands and tried to remember what enthusiasm felt like.


    Nearly twenty-five, she was working for a postgraduate degree in criminology at the newly established University of St Albans and hoping to make a career in lie-detection. At that moment it seemed a mad idea, and ludicrously over-ambitious too.


    The man to whose voice she had just been listening was serving a life sentence for the murder of his mother-in-law. By the time Emma had gone to him in search of material for her thesis, he had been in prison for five years. Seeing the fury in his eyes, hearing it in his voice, feeling it as he leaned towards her each time he accused her of stupidity or deliberate misunderstanding, she had found it easy to imagine him bludgeoning someone to death.


    At the same time she had sensed in him a vulnerability that had upset her. His obvious need for reassurance had made her feel brutally exploitative as she questioned him about the killing in order to record the changes in his heart rate and breathing whenever he switched from truth to lies or back again. She had left his prison disliking herself and wishing that she had never heard of lie-detection.


    She was the youngest of three children born into a family that had lived in the same part of Gloucestershire for generations. Her parents would have denied any suggestion that they were rich, but they lived in a large and beautiful old house her father had inherited, and they had always had enough money to pay for the things they considered important, which Emma had come to believe was a pretty good definition of wealth. All their friends came from similar backgrounds to their own, and they treated most outsiders as either dangerous or contemptible.


    Emma had not been a particularly happy child, but she had not questioned any of her family’s assumptions until her late teens, when she had moved to a semi-independent life in London. There she had begun to allow herself to admit not only that she loathed the hypocrisy and snobbishness of their world but also that she might be happier outside it. Later she had become convinced that she had only to escape in order to find everything she wanted. Her confidence had proved to be unjustified.


    The work she was trying to do in St Albans was hard, but she had been prepared for that. What she had not expected was the hostility she kept meeting from the other postgraduates. Lots of the people she had encountered when she was doing her first degree at London University had laughed at her accent, her clothes, her assumptions, and the few things she had told them about her life at home, but they had been relatively kind in their amusement. It had been easy to like them.


    Her fellow criminologists were quite different. They seemed to believe that she was fair game for whatever malicious or mocking impulses they might feel, and they felt a great many. Emma had long ago modified her accent, flung her velvet hairbands in the bin, and never talked to anyone about the life she had lived in Gloucestershire, but it was becoming very clear that she had not yet done nearly enough to placate her colleagues.


    Some were police officers, others psychologists or social workers; one was a solicitor. Most of them were older than Emma and, unlike her, they had had formal dealings with criminals or their victims before they even arrived at the university. They could talk to each other with the ease brought by shared experience, and most of them seemed to enjoy showing the one outsider among them just how ignorant they thought she was.


    It all seemed horribly reminiscent of the way her mother’s friends had behaved when a newly rich couple had bought a house in the neighbourhood. They had committed a whole series of solecisms that still seemed trivial to Emma and yet had unleashed torrents of contemptuous malice from everyone else. They had endured it for less than a year and then sold the house, taking an enormous loss, and moved back to London. One of the very few things of which Emma remained certain was that she was not going to follow their example, however tempting it might seem.


    There were not many other women taking her course and she had been surprised to discover that they were quite as aggressive as the men. One of the most difficult was a police officer called Janet Ranton. Right at the beginning of their first week, she had looked Emma up and down and asked what on earth could make someone like her think of taking up criminology.


    Surprised by that first example of unprovoked hostility, Emma had decided to make the insult bearable by turning it into a joke, which was her usual defensive strategy. Imagining herself wearing one of the hairbands and her long-discarded pearl earrings, she had retrieved her inherited drawl and swallowed vowels and murmured, ‘Well cooking rectors’lunches had got fearf’lly boring, and I couldn’t stand another seas’n in Klosters, so I had to think of something else to do. Crim’nol’gy seemed like a t’rrific gas, acshly.’


    Instead of laughing, as Emma had expected, Janet Ranton had taken the answer at face value and become even more disdainful. Later, when Emma had read a closely reasoned analysis of various interrogation techniques to a select group in her supervisor’s room, she had had the satisfaction of watching Janet’s pityingly superior expression change to one of stupefaction.


    Sighing at the memory of her short-lived triumph, Emma bent down to retrieve the polygraph charts and collect the scattered paperclips. As she sat up again, she decided that her gloom came from nothing but ludicrous self-pity. She reminded herself of the one excellent friend she had made in St Albans, vigorously slapped the papers into neat piles on her desk and decided to give up work for the evening.


    Washing the dust and carpet fluff from her fingers, she stared into the mirror that hung over the basin. The fluorescent light was harsh and drained away most of the colour in her cheeks, but it did nothing to disguise the girlish blueness of her eyes or the fairness of her hair. In spite of everything she had done since she had left home properly, she still looked almost exactly as she had in the days when she was trying to believe that happiness lay in obedience to her family’s shibboleths. She bared her teeth at her reflection in the mirror and reached for the bottle she had bought in Boots some days earlier.


    By the time she had finished, her thick short hair was black and she thought she looked much better and infinitely tougher. She tried out various expressions and was glad to see that even her smile looked less gently acquiescent than usual.


    Not until she had cleaned the basin and thrown away the black-streaked towel did she begin to imagine the taunts her new look might arouse from her colleagues and to practise suitably throwaway responses. None of them seemed as convincing as she would have liked and she let herself think a little wistfully of the one person who could be relied upon to be encouraging about what she had done. Emma decided to tell her about it at once.


    

      Dear Willow,
I’ve just dyed my hair. Are you pleased? Do be. I rather need
someone to please about something at the moment.
I thought of red, but, unlike lucky old you, I haven’t the right
sort of face for that and so I’ve gone black; well, dark-brown
really. I almost look French, I think, and even a bit actressy.
Quite different anyway.
You asked how the thesis is going and I must admit (to you
and you alone) that I can’t seem to get anywhere very useful
with my lie-detecting. Several of the people I’ve been
interviewing in prison do seem to be innocent of what they’ve
been banged up for, but that’s as far as I’ve got. I can’t see
any pattern in the things they said to the police or the reasons
why they said them, and I’m sure that’s what I need to do.
Otherwise I’ll just be regurgitating their cases without coming
to any kind of conclusion.
Some of them (like a woman in Holloway for killing her
four-year-old child) are ‘pleasers’, who seem to have confessed
in order to placate angry authority (which, as you can imagine,
I can understand all too easily!); others seem not only seriously
dim but positively babby (I’m sure you’ll appreciate my careful
avoidance of jargon here!), not really able to distinguish reality
from fantasy; and yet others seem to have confessed because
that was the only way to stop a hostile interrogation they
could no longer bear. Then there are a few who seem to have
felt such strong guilt about themselves generally that they
came to believe they must be guilty of the crime they were
accused of as well as all the rest.
It all fits with the published material, which is a good thing,
I suppose. At least it suggests I’m on the right lines, but I need
to find something new. I can’t just rehash other people’s work.
Oh, Willow, what am I going to do? I sometimes think that
if I have to go to one more prison and talk to one more
furious, miserable, possibly violent inmate, I’ll crack up. There
are times when I get back here and find I have to fling off all
my clothes, scrub myself under the shower and wash every
single thing I was wearing.
That’s that. Sorry to be so dull and moany. How are you?
And Tom and Lucinda? Whenever I get really low, I think of
you all in the Mews and feel MUCH better. I hope the book’s
going all right. Will you give them both my love—and my
respects to Mrs Rusham? I wouldn’t dare send her anything
more than that!


      Lots of love,


      Emma


    


    

      PS Don’t worry about any of that. I was just getting the moaning off my chest because I know you’re a safe and sympathetic listener and won’t take any of it too seriously. After all, it’s none of it at all important, and I wouldn’t even post this letter except that I can’t bear the idea of lying to anyone I care about. All the above is what I wanted to say to you and so I’ve said it. I’ve given up pretending about anything. At least, I hope I have. Most things anyway. But please, please, dearest Willow, don’t think that I expect you to read any of it!


    


    Emma read through the deliberately casual, slangy letter, noticing the plethora of childish exclamation marks, and smiled at Willow’s probable reaction. Putting a small asterisk at the end of the postscript and another before the salutation, she added: ‘You’d better read the PS first. It’s the only sensible bit of all this stuff. Love, Em.’


    Willow King opened the letter after breakfest two days later. Her husband, Superintendent Tom Worth, was away in Strasbourg, attending a conference on Euro-policing and international terrorism; Mrs Rusham, her nanny-cum-housekeeper, had taken two-year-old Lucinda out to the park; and Willow herself was supposed to be getting down to work on her latest novel.


    It had stopped moving for her and seemed duller than anything else she had ever written, almost duller than anything else she had ever read. She had not sunk quite so low as to believe it worse than her nearest rival’s new book, but she was clinging on to that last scrap of dignity with difficulty.


    Having reread Emma’s letter and considered the misery in which it must have been written, Willow decided that she would have to do something to help. If it had not been for her, Emma might never have thought of taking up criminology and would probably have been a great deal happier.


    Willow poured herself another cup of coffee and carried it upstairs to her bedroom. There, sitting on the edge of her bed, she dialled Emma’s number, glad that as a postgraduate she was allowed the simple luxury of her own telephone.


    ‘Emma Gnatche.’


    ‘Hello, Em. It’s Willow here. I got your letter. I…’


    ‘I felt awful about sending it. I am sorry.’


    ‘Don’t be. It was fine. But you sound as though you need to get away from that place for a bit. How about coming to spend the weekend with Lucinda and me?’


    ‘Wouldn’t I be in the way?’


    ‘Far from it. Tom’s away Europolling, and we’d love some company. Come on Friday evening and spend the weekend with us.’


    ‘I must say that sounds like my idea of heaven.’


    ‘I’m being selfish,’ Willow went on, ‘because it would be wonderful for me if you could give me a hand with Lucinda on Mrs Rusham’s day off. She’s quite an appealing little bundle in her own way—Lucinda, I mean—but she takes a lot of effort. You’d be a real help.’


    ‘It sounds wonderful,’ said Emma with a deep sigh, ‘but it would be a bit pathetic of me to run away.’


    ‘Nonsense. While you’re here, I thought I might be able to give you a hand with the thesis.’


    ‘But I…’ Emma began and then stopped.


    ‘What I thought we ought to do is get hold of Jane Cleverholme,’ Willow went on as though hardly aware of the interruption. ‘The Daily Mercury’s bound to have run lots of juicy stories about injustice after false confessions, and, as editor, Jane must have access to all the facts behind the stories. A false confession is what you’re looking for, isn’t it?’


    ‘Probably, although…’ Once again Emma found it impossible to complete her objection.


    ‘There you are then,’ said Willow briskly. ‘If you had a really dramatic case that no other lie-detector has written up, it surely wouldn’t matter too much if your conclusions turn out to be the same as other people’s.’


    ‘Maybe not,’ said Emma. After a moment, she added, ‘I’m not sure.’


    ‘I am. Why don’t I ring Jane and see if she’ll come for dinner while you’re here?’


    ‘Well, if you really don’t mind,’ said Emma, not wanting to be ungrateful. After a moment she added more brightly, ‘Actually, I think it’s a brilliant idea. I can’t imagine why I never thought of talking to Jane myself.’


    ‘She may not have any better cases than the ones you’ve already looked into,’ said Willow, as though she thought she had to armour Emma against possible disappointment, ‘but I’d have thought it was worth a try.’


    ‘Yes. No, I mean. Actually, I’m not sure what I do mean, but even the thought of a new way of tackling it all is great. And the prospect of seeing you is even better. It is sweet of you to be so sympathetic.’


    ‘I’ve been glum myself in the past,’ said Willow, lightly skating over her own current difficulties. ‘So shall I see you on Friday in time for dinner?’


    ‘Yes, you will. And Willow?’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘Thank you.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Emma rang the bell of the Worths’Belgravia mews house at ten past six the following Friday evening. Mrs Rusham opened the door and said with all her usual formality, ‘Good evening, Ms Gnatche.’


    ‘Hello,’ said Emma, impressed that her radically changed appearance had been accepted without either a comment or any obvious surprise.


    ‘Mrs Worth is upstairs giving Lucinda her bath. She suggested you might like to leave your luggage to me and go up to join them.’


    ‘Oh, thank you, Mrs Rusham. But there’s no need for you to do anything with my bag. There’s hardly anything in it and I’ll deal with it later. How are you?’


    ‘Well, thank you.’


    ‘I am glad.’


    Before Emma could say anything else, the housekeeper had shut the front door, murmured something about completing her preparations for dinner, and returned to the kitchen. Emma obediently went upstairs to find Willow on her knees beside the bath, assisting her two-year-old daughter to drive a flotilla of boats up and down the length of water. There was also an incongruous dinosaur, which Lucinda seemed to prefer to the real boats, and an old, cracked, plastic mug, which she liked even more.


    As Emma looked round the door, Lucinda filled the mug with water and flung the whole lot over the side of the bath, shrieking with giggles. The mug caught Willow’s shoulder and emptied its contents all over her loose yellow cashmere jersey.


    ‘See if you can keep the water in the bath, Lucinda,’ said Willow calmly before reaching for a large towel from the heated rail and mopping first her clothes and then the floor. She looked up at the sound of Emma’s laughter and smiled.


    ‘What a moment for you to arrive! How are you? You look wonderful with the black hair.’


    ‘Do you think so? You are kind. I’m not at all bad, in spite of that shocking letter I wrote. Not now I’m here, anyway. It’s lovely to see you both. Hello, Lucinda.’


    The child greeted her with a doubtful look and then a series of vigorous kicks, which sent yet more water surging over the edge of the bath and did not seem to worry Willow at all. Emma had always known that her friend would be an efficient mother, and a well-informed one, but she had never expected to see such ease or tolerance in her.


    Emma had been eighteen when they had first met, and she had found Willow frightening as well as dazzlingly impressive. In those days Willow had been a part-time civil servant, writing her pseudonymous—and extraordinarily profitable—romantic novels between Thursday and Monday every week. The two parts of her life had been kept quite separate and at first Emma had known nothing of the civil service half.


    The woman to whom she had been introduced was ‘Cressida Woodruffe’, the author of a series of novels Emma had enjoyed for years. It had amazed her to discover that anyone as sophisticated and successful as ‘Cressida’should have had time and affection to spare for someone as young and inexperienced as she had been, and she had revelled in their friendship.


    Even then, before she had known anything of the real woman or lost her residual fear, Emma had seen in Willow something she had always longed to achieve for herself. It had not been the success or riches, the beautiful flat, or any of the luxuries she enjoyed: it had been Willow’s freedom to live exactly as she chose without having to take crap from anyone. In those days Emma would never have thought of using such a word, but later on she had decided that it summed up Willow’s determined independence better than any other.


    Since then Willow had admitted to her secret double identity, left the civil service, changed her writing style, married Tom Worth and, at the age of forty-four, given birth to Lucinda. As Emma had begun to grow up and Willow to learn to trust other people, they had found they still liked each other and shared a surprising number of tastes and ideas. Willow had even told Emma a little of what her life had been like before she had started writing and what had driven her to attempt such a dramatic change.


    Understanding how much imagination and courage it must have taken, Emma had often thought that the almost perfect relationship Willow seemed to have achieved with Tom was a suitable reward. Altogether her example had convinced Emma that with enough vision, grit and honesty every human being could build a life in which he or she could be happy. She still hoped that she was going to manage it for herself, but she was not always convinced that her grittiness would be enough to see her through.


    ‘Lucinda’s looking good,’ she said as Willow leaned forward to scoop the child out of the bath.


    She immediately started wailing. Willow ignored the sound, wrapped her tightly in another warm towel and sat down with her facing Emma.


    ‘She is, although she can’t resist getting as much of the bath on the floor as she possibly can. I think she must take after her father in that respect. He’s a shocker when it comes to sloshing water on to the floor.’


    ‘He can’t be that bad,’ said Emma, laughing as she stepped carefully around a large puddle. Poised to sit down on the only dry part of the edge of the bath, she added, ‘Shall I clear up?’


    ‘No, don’t worry. Mrs Rusham takes it as an insult if I do any of the things she considers part of her job, and she took on post-bath blotting from day one.’


    ‘She is amazing.’


    ‘Isn’t she? And it’s such a boon that she and Lucinda love each other, which means I can leave them to it in the day and work with a clear conscience.’


    ‘How is the work?’


    ‘A little like your thesis,’ said Willow, screwing up her pale, bony face and pushing some of her hair out of her eyes. ‘I’ve got stuck and I can’t see my way at all. Hence my sympathy for your state.’


    ‘Isn’t it awful?’ said Emma, immediately feeling less of a failure. If even Willow had similar problems, perhaps they were perfectly normal after all.


    ‘Yes. But it always passes, so long as one keeps on working. That’s the only secret. By the way, Jane is coming to dinner tonight and she thinks she has details of just the case you need in her files. Look, could you take Lucinda for a second while I fetch her pyjamas? I always keep them in her room out of the wet for as long as possible.’


    Emma received the damp and wriggling bundle and sat down in Willow’s chair. She was pleased that Lucinda did not protest and she dropped a kiss on the child’s sopping head, noticing how envious she felt of yet another aspect of Willow’s life.


    ‘D’you mind that she isn’t red-headed like you?’ she asked as Willow returned with an astonishingly vibrant red-and-green tartan bundle in her hand.


    ‘No. I’m thankful. I think she looks a bit like Tom, don’t you?’


    ‘I’m not sure.’ Emma turned Lucinda and stood her up. ‘With his broken nose and that big square chin it’s hard to say. I suppose her eyes are a little like his. Why?’


    ‘I keep trying to work it out. She certainly doesn’t look anything like any of my relations.’


    ‘Perhaps the next one will.’


    ‘Emma,’ said Willow. ‘Come on. I’m forty-six.’


    ‘So? You can’t have an only child, can you?’


    ‘I was one.’


    ‘I know. That’s what I mean. You weren’t happy, were you?’


    ‘No. But…’ Willow hesitated and then deliberately lightened her voice: ‘Nor were you; and you’re one of three. At least there’ll be no one for Lucinda to bully—or be bullied by.’


    ‘Touché. I’m sorry. That was a silly thing to say and tactless. I suppose I’m a bit distracted. Look, shall I go away and offer to help Mrs R lay the table for dinner as penance?’


    ‘She’ll have done that already and you don’t need to do penance anyway. Come and listen to Lucinda’s story—unless that would bore you?’


    Emma merely shook her head, glad to have been forgiven, and struck by how much Willow had changed. When they had first started to see something of each other, Willow had resisted anything that smacked of criticism from anyone. Emma could not remember having received a direct rebuke herself, but she had witnessed several, and there had been moments of cold withdrawal during which she had become aware that she, too, had transgressed.


    Led by Lucinda, who kept deviating from the direct route to investigate something interesting on the way, they progressed slowly to her bedroom to explore the further adventures of Ant and Bee. When the book was finished and Lucinda’s foot-high illuminated penguin had been switched on and all her necessary toys arranged at the foot of her cot, Willow turned off the overhead light and followed Emma out of the room.


    ‘I must get out of this wet sweater,’ she said quietly. ‘Jane won’t be here for half an hour or more; would you like a bath?’


    Emma almost laughed. Willow had always taken enormous pleasure in baths herself, and she assumed that everyone else shared her trust in hot water as a cure for all life’s ills. Her bathrooms had always been havens of warmth and comfort, colourful with pictures and books and well stocked with fruit or Mrs Rusham’s luxurious home-made biscuits in case she felt hungry while she washed.


    ‘I’d love to sluice off the journey’s grubbiness,’ said Emma, still smiling, ‘if you’re sure there’s enough hot water and you don’t mind.’


    ‘I’m quite sure,’ said Willow, not having noticed Emma’s amusement. She opened another white-panelled door. ‘Here’s your room. I’ll see you downstairs when you’re ready. There’s no hurry. Jane always likes her drink on Friday evenings and so even if she gets here before you’re ready it won’t matter. Take your time and relax. Oh, good. Mrs Rusham has brought up your bag.’


    ‘She shouldn’t have bothered. I could have done it. Are you dressing up for Jane?’


    ‘No. I told her to come as she was. Be comfortable.’


    ‘OK.’


    Willow went away and Emma took out the few clothes she had brought with her and hung up most of them. She ran herself a deep hot bath in the adjoining bathroom and added some scented foam from one of the expensive-looking bottles Willow kept for her guests. Lying in the water, amused by the series of witty feminist cartoons that had been hung above the bottles since her last visit, Emma tried to do as Willow had advised, and relax.


    The small but infinitely comfortable house felt wonderful after the bleakness of St Albans. Even in her gloom Emma could appreciate the irony of that since she had spent so much time and energy trying to escape from the almost equally luxurious surroundings of her family’s house. But there was freedom in Willow’s mews, which there had never been in Gloucestershire.


    The sensation of imprisonment Emma had felt there had not come only from the rigid mealtimes and the unwritten rules that made everyone lie about the things that really mattered, smile when they felt like howling, eat everything that was put in front of them, however disgusting it might be, and pretend to like people they loathed simply because they came from the right sort of background. There had been her half-brother’s bullying, too.


    His own mother had abandoned him when he was just three, and, although Emma’s mother had been careful to make no difference between him and her two daughters, it was hardly surprising that he should have resented them. If he had been equally cruel to her elder sister, Emma might have been able to forgive him and accept the excuses her mother always made for him. But he had behaved as though he adored Sarah, reserving all his spite for Emma, the baby of the family.


    Looking back and thinking of some of the things he had said and done to her, she wondered why they had not taught her to stand up to the much less violent bullying she endured at St Albans. After a moment it occurred to her that Anthony’s efforts might have sensitised rather than toughened her, so that each new attack added to the effects left by the last and made her even less able to resist.


    Emma sank lower under the water and closed her eyes, ignoring the sounds of Mrs Rusham coming upstairs to clear up the other bathroom, various telephone calls and even the ringing of the front doorbell. It was wonderful to know that she was not responsible for anything at all and could just let go for a while.


    Later, dressed in faded jeans and, as a sop to Jane’s well-known flamboyant taste, a long scarlet shirt and shorter blue-and-green brocaded waistcoat, Emma went downstairs to find Willow saying goodnight to Mrs Rusham. When she had left the house, Willow whisked Emma into the drawing room, where a plate of crab tartlets and a bottle of white wine in a cooler stood as testimony to the housekeeper’s familiar efficiency.


    ‘Jane rang to say she’ll be a bit late,’ said Willow, pouring wine into two of the three waiting glasses. ‘There was some crisis with somebody’s lawyers, but she should be here in about half an hour.’


    ‘Thanks,’ said Emma, accepting the wine and a tartlet. ‘Wow! That tastes amazing. What’s she put in with the crab?’


    ‘Nutmeg and cream, I think. Now, tell me.’


    ‘Tell you what?’


    ‘Everything. Anything. Your supervisor, the polygraphs, the prisons, this mysterious Jag who’s been appearing in your letters. Whatever you feel like.’


    ‘He’s not that mysterious,’ said Emma, settling back into one of the feather-stuffed chairs and stretching out her feet to lay them on a square pouffe and smiling as she thought of him. ‘He’s a New Zealander, a postgraduate psycholinguist working on “private language as threat”, six foot five, very straightforward, very nice. We’re becoming friends and I like him. Quite a lot actually. I think. That’s about it.’


    ‘How did you meet?’ asked Willow, refraining from asking any of the questions to which she really wanted answers in the interests of allowing Emma the sort of privacy she herself would have demanded as a right.


    ‘At an undergraduate lecture on ambiguity. We both thought it looked interesting, went along, saw that we were years older than everyone else there and got talking. Oh, and his real name’s Jack, but he’s been Jag since babyhood.’


    ‘But he’s not a criminologist?’


    ‘No, unfortunately. It would be nice to have someone as easy as him to share my work with instead of the high-achieving, sneering bunch I have got.’


    ‘What about the work itself?’ asked Willow hopefully. ‘Isn’t that interesting enough to make up for the people and the sneers?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Emma at once, adding more honestly a moment later, ‘Well, I suppose so, in a way.’


    As Emma began to talk about some of the ideas she had been discussing with her supervisor, Willow felt reassured. Behind the depression that had been so clear in Emma’s letters was obviously a keen interest in the work she was doing, and it did not sound as though she had manufactured it to copy—or please—Willow. Encouraged, she decided that Emma would probably get over her gloom quite soon; and if she did not worry so much about what the other graduates thought of her she might find that she minded their teasing less. If she stopped giving them the reaction they wanted, they would presumably get bored and lay off her.


    The two of them were deep into a discussion about offender profiling, and whether it could make investigators miss important facts that did not happen to fit in with the profile, when the doorbell rang. Willow was so interested in what Emma was saying that she began to wish she had not invited anyone else to join them. But it was much too late for that and she told Emma to help herself to more wine while she went to let Jane Cleverholme in to the house.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    ‘I nearly didn’t recognise you, Emma,’ said Jane the moment Willow brought her into the drawing room. ‘Love the hair. It’s a huge improvement.’


    ‘Do you think so?’ said Emma, standing up to greet her properly. There were some habits she did not know she had and was not even trying to change.


    The two of them were different from each other in almost every possible way except their liking for Willow, but they managed to get on reasonably well when they met. Jane, who was a year or two older than Willow, had worked on tabloid newspapers ever since leaving her East London grammar school in the mid-1960s.


    When Willow had first encountered her, Jane had been a gossip columnist on the Daily Mercury, successful in work though not in love, tough-talking, colourfully dressed and funny. Since then she had progressed through various parts of the paper until she had been appointed editor of the whole thing just over two years earlier. She had no idea how long the owners were planning to keep her, and the mixture of power and insecurity had given a new harshness to some of her opinions—and, so Willow had heard, to some of her dealings with her staff.


    It had definitely not helped in her search for love, which was as dramatic as ever and quite as fruitless. Willow had come to the conclusion that Jane sabotaged every relationship that threatened to become at all serious, but she was not sure why or even whether Jane was aware of what she was doing.


    ‘Yes, I definitely like it,’ she was saying to Emma in apparently sincere admiration. ‘You look a lot less sweet, which must be a good thing.’


    ‘That’s exactly what I thought,’ said Emma, laughing in real pleasure. ‘I’m getting used to it, although at the beginning I wasn’t sure I’d be able to live up to it.’


    ‘I think it suits you a lot,’ said Willow, pouring Jane a glass of wine and offering her the half-finished plate of tartlets. ‘Have one of these before Em and I scoff the lot.’


    Jane took one, shaking her head. ‘You do yourself well, don’t you, Willow? Living in the lap of luxury like this, while we hard-working, impoverished peasants—’


    ‘You may work hard,’ said Willow with some of her old asperity, ‘but as for impoverished! Quite apart from your enormous salary, you haven’t paid for a meal of your own or a holiday or a theatre ticket for years.’


    ‘It’s not the same somehow,’ said Jane, acknowledging Willow’s dig with a wild grimace, ‘as having Mrs Rusham attend to your every whim. It’s not fair.’


    ‘Come on, Jane,’ said Emma at her most coaxing. ‘You must admit that Willow’s earned it all with some phenomenally hard work.’


    ‘I’d have to be tortured before I’d admit it’s anything more than wholly undeserved good luck. But, since she shares most of it with the rest of us, I suppose I can put up with it.’


    ‘You’re all charm and generosity tonight, Jane,’ said Willow. ‘Were the lawyers particularly tiresome?’


    ‘Aren’t they always? But don’t get me started on them now. My temper’s short enough as it is. Let’s talk about Emma’s thesis. At least that won’t make me angry. What exactly are you after, Emma? A miscarriage of justice or a false confession?’


    ‘Both would be best,’ she said, ashamed of dumping her problems on someone as busy as Jane. ‘In a way Willow’s right when she says it’ll have to be a case no one else has written up. But that’s not actually the most crucial thing.’


    ‘So what is?’ Jane was beginning to look more interested.


    ‘Whether I can work out the reasons why whoever it is did confess. You know, whether it was his psychology, what the police did to him… whatever, and then use that to come to some kind of conclusion for the whole thesis. D’you see what I mean?’


    ‘Yes. And once you’ve decided on the case,’ said Jane, thinking how young Emma’s apologetic earnestness made her seem, ‘how are you going to set about finding the reasons?’


    ‘Well, first I’d need to talk to whoever it is and do a polygraph test. Then I’d read up whatever I could find about the crime itself and the evidence the police had before they arrested him. And I’d try—but it might be difficult—to get them to talk to me and say what they did and said to make him confess… All that sort of thing.’


    Knowing that her voice sounded much less confident and knowledgeable than she would have liked, Emma stopped smiling and tried to add a little of Mrs Rusham’s briskness to her delivery. ‘Have you got any suitable cases in your files, Jane? Willow said you’d be bringing some notes with you tonight.’


    ‘I know. I told her I would, but then I thought I’d better find out a bit more about exactly what you wanted. You see, there is one particular man I thought you might consider, but I didn’t bring the file because I wasn’t sure he’d do for you, although…’


    As Jane stopped talking, Emma decided that she need not have worried so much about her own lack of confidence. For once Jane seemed to share it. The wicked glint in her brown eyes had gone completely and she seemed to be almost pleading with Emma as she added, ‘I must say it would be a help if you did think he was worth looking into.’


    ‘Why?’ asked Willow before Emma said it. ‘Have you been having legal problems with this one as well?’


    Emma made herself wait until Willow was satisfied.


    ‘No. Nothing like that,’ said Jane. ‘But in a way… I suppose you could say I’ve been having moral problems with it. Well, something like that.’


    Surprised, Emma glanced at Willow and saw that she was equally taken aback.


    ‘There’s a man called Andrew Lutterworth,’ Jane went on oblivious to their reaction, ‘who’s doing four years for causing death by dangerous driving. Two deaths in fact. He’s about to become eligible for parole. His wife talked to me recently and…’ She stopped talking so that she could drink, but she showed none of her usual pleasure in the wine and seemed hardly to have tasted it before she swallowed and put down her glass.


    Willow and Emma looked at each other again. Neither of them had ever seen Jane quite so tentative.


    ‘You probably remember,’ she went on, ‘the campaign we’ve been running on and off for years now about people who kill while driving and get off with a fine or a piddling little sentence?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Willow, ‘but four years isn’t exactly piddling for a driving offence, especially if it was his first.’


    ‘It seems quite piddling to me,’ said Emma. ‘Two people died.’


    ‘Yes, I know, but it’s not as though he was accused of murdering them—or even of manslaughter. If the crime was bad driving, four years does seem quite a lot. The effects of what happened were terrible, but that’s not the point. In this country punishment isn’t supposed to be a means of avenging the victims.’


    ‘Well, it should be,’ said Jane, sounding almost harsh. Before either of the others could protest, she added more calmly, ‘At least in a case like this. It was a particularly bad accident and he behaved outrageously. He ought to have got the maximum possible sentence.’


    ‘Which is what?’ asked Emma, anxious to take at least some part in the discussion about the material for her own thesis.


    ‘At the time he was convicted: five years. It’s more now, thanks to people like us pushing our outrage on the politicians. Don’t look at me like that, Willow. Whatever his intentions might have been, this man drove his car smash into a woman and her baby, and he didn’t even bother to call an ambulance. If he had, the mother at least might have lived, although the child was too badly mashed up to have had any chance at all. That was what we majored on in our stories: that she could have been saved if he’d had the decency to think of anyone but himself.’


    ‘So how was he caught and why did he confess?’ said Emma, still not sure why Jane thought the case would interest her and determined to find out before Willow thought of something else she wanted to ask or explain. ‘He did confess, didn’t he?’


    ‘Yes, he did eventually. Not at first. He was caught because he was stupid enough to forget that the car itself would identify him. I suppose, to be fair, he might have been too shocked to think. Anyway, he’d probably have got away with it if he’d driven off at once and had the car panel-beaten back into shape before anyone saw it. It was such a filthy night that there were very few people out and about, and no one’s ever found any witnesses to the crash. As it was, he tried to be that little bit too clever and tripped himself up. He abandoned the car at the scene of the accident and claimed that someone had stolen it earlier in the evening from outside his London office.’


    ‘Well, mightn’t it have been nicked?’ Willow’s voice sounded very cool after Jane’s impassioned one. ‘Cars often are.’


    ‘It’s possible, but the police didn’t believe him and nor did the jury, even though he went to some trouble to set up the alibi. In fact he managed to report the theft on his mobile, pretending to be still in London, before the police had even discovered the crash in Buckinghamshire. But after he’d been taken in for questioning, he did eventually tell the real story. Then when he’d had time to think about it again, and presumably listened to his lawyers, he changed his plea to not guilty and said he’d been too confused and fuddled to resist the police’s bullying. At that point he claimed he had been exhausted from not having had enough sleep for days because of his work and confessed just to get them off his back.’


    ‘It sounds relatively familiar from what you’ve been telling me, doesn’t it, Emma?’ said Willow, pouring more wine for them all. ‘Confessing to stop the hostile interrogation. Perhaps that, at least, was true.’


    Emma nodded. ‘Yes, it could have been. What kind of man is he, Jane? Likely to be a victim of bullying?’


    ‘Let’s eat while we talk,’ said Willow before Jane could answer. ‘Otherwise the food’ll dry out. Bring the glasses, will you, Em, while I go and fetch it?’


    ‘Yes, of course.’ Emma tried not to sound irritated and quickly turned back to look at Jane again: ‘So: what kind of man?’


    ‘An accountant in a big firm. Clever, knowledgeable, arrogant. Quite able to cope with bullying by anyone, I’d have thought, even if the police still went in for that sort of thing.’


    ‘Don’t they?’ asked Emma innocently as she obediently collected the glasses.


    Jane smiled. ‘Nowadays they go only as far as PACE allows, which isn’t very far.’


    ‘I can see your lawyers have got to you,’ said Emma, laughing as she thought of some of the things Jane’s newspaper had printed in the fairly recent past. ‘Have you been sued much recently? I don’t remember reading anything about libel for a while.’


    ‘No. We tend to settle these days.’ Jane ran both hands through her mop of orange hair and then held the back of her neck as though it was aching. ‘As soon as judges are allowed to fix damages, we’ll fight again, but not until then. Juries are far too generous with other people’s money; it’s just not worth it. And with the wretched lottery making them all used to thinking in millions, it’s going to get even worse.’


    They walked together into Willow’s apricot-coloured dining room, where she had lit the six candles that stood clustered together in the middle of the table. Mrs Rusham had put small glass pots of early white jonquils between the silver candlesticks, and laid the three places with what Emma recognised as the best china. She was touched to see how much effort Willow and Mrs Rusham had made for her weekend holiday and all her irritation disappeared in a wave of gratitude.


    ‘Do sit down, both of you,’ said Willow as she disappeared through the door that led into the kitchen. She returned with a tray a minute or two later. ‘Could you take the plates, Em?’


    As Emma distributed them, Willow took two covered dishes off the tray and put them beside Jane’s place.


    ‘Help yourself,’ she said, ‘while I fetch the spuds.’


    The ‘spuds’turned out to be a gloriously savoury dish of potato slices layered with white onion and garlic cooked in strong veal stock, and the contents of the covered dishes were revealed as venison casserole and a mixture of celeriac, carrot and parsnip cut into thin batons. It was all the most wonderful change from the diet of instant soup and noodles, cottage cheese and perfunctory canteen food to which Emma had become accustomed.


    ‘You said you’d talked to this Lutterworth’s wife,’ she said to Jane when they had finished giving the venison the awed attention it deserved. ‘Why?’


    ‘She came to see me,’ said Jane as her expression turned from satisfaction to something much bleaker. ‘I’m not sure how she ever got into the building, let alone up to my floor, but she did. I heard my name and when I looked up there she was, this completely unknown, utterly respectable-looking woman standing in the doorway of my office, telling me that she must have three minutes of my time. I had no idea what she wanted.’ Jane slopped some more wine into her glass, but she did not drink. Staring at the flowers and candles in the middle of the table, she went on in a hard, flat voice, ‘As soon as she saw she’d got my attention she told me who she was. And then before I could get her thrown out she said that she’d simply come to ask me not to print anything about car crashes and unfair sentences for drivers who kill until after her husband’s parole hearing.’


    ‘Wasn’t that a trifle cheeky?’ said Willow, knowing how much Jane resented any attempt to censor what she put in the paper, or in fact anything she might want to write or say to anyone.


    ‘Oh, sure. To start with I was furious: you know, someone trying to interfere with my editorial independence, but then I started to have…if not exactly doubts, at least second thoughts about what we’d been doing.’


    ‘You?’ Willow sounded flabbergasted. ‘But why?’


    Jane did drink then. A moment later she said, ‘She told me that her husband was innocent and that he’d never have been convicted if we hadn’t reported his case so angrily and printed such violent denunciations of drivers who kill people. She thought we’d whipped up such hatred that the jurors didn’t even bother to think about the evidence. I protested, obviously, but she said they couldn’t have; if they had, they’d have seen that there wasn’t nearly enough to convict anyone on. Later, after she’d gone, I started to look at some of the background stuff in the files and I saw that in a way she was right: there wasn’t actually all that much real evidence that he had been the driver.’


    ‘But she didn’t really make you believe he was innocent, did she?’ said Willow, frowning. She could not see why the case should have had such a strong effect on Jane.


    ‘Not exactly, but she did shake me. I’m not sure I’d have thought twice about it if she hadn’t been so quiet in her protest and so bloody reasonable. If she’d wanted money out of us, I’d have felt happier. But she didn’t. She didn’t even want a retraction or an apology in the paper. All she wanted was for me to listen to what she said, admit that we might have done her husband an injustice, and lay off our campaign. There was something about her that made her impossible to ignore—or forget, unfortunately.’


    ‘D’you know what it was?’ asked Emma, who was thoroughly puzzled by the whole story.


    Jane turned her head slowly, almost as though she was reluctant to think too hard about Mrs Lutterworth.


    ‘Not really. She was very dignified, and we don’t see a whole lot of dignity at the Mercury.’


    ‘I can imagine,’ said Willow at her driest.


    ‘But it wasn’t just that. She was so rational. I think that must have been what threw me, and now I can’t get it out of my head. She’d been writing to me at intervals ever since her husband was convicted and I’d disregarded all the letters on the grounds that she must be a silly little woman who had no idea what he got up to while he was out of sight, but she wasn’t like that at all.’


    ‘What was she like?’ asked Willow. She collected the empty plates to take out to the kitchen and waited in the doorway to hear Jane’s reply. ‘Apart from being rational.’


    ‘One of us,’ said Jane at last. Then she produced an unconvincing laugh: ‘You know, Willow: intelligent, attractive, woman-in-her-own-right, even though she doesn’t have a career, and thoroughly grown up. All that sort of thing. I liked her, you see. Perhaps it was that more even than the rationality. Anyway, as I say, she almost convinced me.’


    ‘A cynic like you! I can hardly believe it!’ said Emma in an attempt to lighten the atmosphere and take back some of the control Willow kept assuming.


    Jane shrugged, not looking at all happy. ‘So you see, Emma,’ she said eventually, swirling the last of the wine round and round in her glass. ‘I’m being selfish. If you could use the case for your thesis and find out whether he did or didn’t do it, I’d be in your debt.’


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    Emma returned to St Albans on Sunday evening, feeling much better than when she had left. In encouraging her to talk about her work, Willow had shown so clearly that she believed it would have real value that she had bolstered Emma’s shaky confidence. And the case of Jane’s killer-driver seemed quite promising.


    Jane had had a large file sent round to Willow’s house from the Daily Mercury’s offices just before Emma had left to catch her train. Her first quick glance at the file had shown her that it was full of press cuttings and all kinds of supporting documents, but she had not had time to read any of them properly. The knowledge of their presence in her bag was making her positively eager to get back to work. A few days earlier she would not have believed it possible and she was passionately grateful to Willow for that as well as everything else.
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