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Prologue


Angie Fortwell looked out at the most beautiful view in the British Isles and hated it. The land that sloped gently away from the grey stone farm buildings was hers, hers and John’s, and she had once loved it more than anywhere else on earth.


Old oaks, toughened by centuries of battering rain and wind, led down towards the little lough, where the wild duck slept. Sometimes a flat silver sheet, the water was yeasty tonight as the wind lashed its surface. But the wool of the sheep lying nearer the house was too tightly curled to move. They looked like lumps of whitish fat dotted about under the trees. Over everything, the moon cast a spooky bluish glaze.


A hardness in the junction between the shivering trees and the sky suggested yet another frost. Who’d have thought it could be so cold in April, even in Northumberland? Indoors, the Aga helped, but only if you were actually leaning against it. Otherwise the high ceiling sucked all the warm air away, and chill from the stone-flagged floor reached right up through your shoes and socks.


Still, tonight Angie’s hands were warm from the washing-up. She let them rest in the water, seeing even through the suds the calluses and cuts every farmer had. John’s hands were the same; and she was pretty sure his heart had broken as long ago as hers. But they never talked about that sort of thing these days, just as they no longer looked for an escape from the disaster they’d made of their lives. In a weird way the piling-on of problems had formed a kind of glue between them, and the words they’d recited in the London church all those years ago had come true. For richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health; forsaking all other …


She said them aloud now, feeling warmth from the repetition as well as from the greasy water. The comfort spread through her until it almost touched the forbidden icy spaces in her mind. Soon he’d be back and they could eat their mutton stew and talk – or not – as the mood took them because there were no walkers booked in tonight.


Even though it was still early in the season, they’d had three separate couples already this week, including one pair who were obviously spying for the Inland Revenue.


They weren’t the first investigators Angie had had nosing around, so she’d guessed what they were after as soon as they’d insisted on paying cash and been reluctant to sign her visitors’ book. She’d taken enormous pleasure in making them wait while she’d slowly filled out the duplicate invoice form in front of them and insisted they record their full details in the visitors’ book. How many times would she have to show the tax-gatherers she was keeping honest records of her pathetic little business? And how much of her hard-earned money were they wasting with these spiteful little traps?


That pair had been gone a couple of days and the last of the others had left this morning, so tonight she and John could have the house to themselves.


Where was he?


She pulled her left hand reluctantly from the hot water to look at her watch. Waterproof and expensive, it was a relic of her old life. Eight o’clock. He was never out this late, except during lambing, and that was over for this year. Maybe one of the sheep had got stuck somewhere inaccessible. Yes, that might be it. A cast sheep. No need to worry about that. And he had Schlep, the old collie, with him. He’d be all right with Schlep.


Or he could be in one of the buildings, working to repair a creaky machine, scraping off the rust one more time in the hope of finding sound metal underneath. But if so, he should have stopped by now. Fit though he was, he’d be fifty-six next month, and he’d been driving himself into the ground for twenty-five years. He needed rest.


Leaning forwards over the sink to peer through the window into the ghostly light, she longed to see his shambling figure, with the old leather-patched coat he always wore swinging around his lean body, Schlep at his side, coming home.


`Sod it!’ she shouted, as she felt wet creeping up her front. Her untucked flannel shirt had somehow got itself into the sink and soaked up some of the water.


Pulling it out, she mangled it between her hands, watching the drips fall back into the sink. The Aga would dry it out in no time and there was a clean one of John’s on the pulleys above it. She let the ropes run between her hands so she could reach the clean clothes, enjoying the slight burn, and soon had her own shirt unbuttoned.


An almighty crash ripped through the air, like a bomb or something. For an instant she stood there, with her hands on the buttons of her open shirt, trying to understand.


Another explosion. She looked towards the window over the sink and saw the blue light had yellowed, warmed up. It was flickering, too.


Without thinking, she hauled the pulleys back up out of the way, dragged the heavy stewpan off the hotplate and banged down the lid. Her stockinged feet were inside her gumboots a moment later and she was running towards the yellow sparking light. Only the cold on her tight midriff and the slapping sensation told her the wet shirt was still undone. Running, tripping over her boots, she fumbled for the buttons and their holes.


Her throat was burning and her nose filled with a vile, acrid smell. Now she knew what had happened, but not yet how bad it was.


A third crash bit into her eardrums before she was anywhere near the cypress-ringed enclave where the tanks were, but the spurting fountains of sparks that shot up above it were clearly visible, like some multimillionaire’s firework display. She could hardly breathe and her heart felt as though a giant had it between his hands and was squeezing, twisting the life out of it just as she’d wrung the water out of her shirt.


Down now, over the edge of the dip where the tanks were, she stopped in front of a vision of hell, both hands over her mouth and nose in a hopeless pretence of keeping out the fumes. Whatever had made the tanks explode had set fire to the great Lawson cypresses they’d planted to disguise the hideous concrete enclosure. As she stood, paralysed, she saw the flames leaping from tree to tree and let her gaze follow. There was a pylon far too close to the furthest. Its dangerous cables festooned over the tip of the tree, almost touching the topmost fronds. Any minute now the fire would reach them too.


John. She forced herself to look away from the cables, searching through the shifting flames. The noise was like a hurricane mixed with the roaring of a cageful of aggressive animals. A gust of wind pushed the flames aside for a second and in the blazing, trembling, terrifying light she saw the two lumps on the ground. Bodies. John and Schlep. It had to be them. The flames came down again and they were hidden.


Even now she couldn’t make herself move. Nothing could save them. But she had to get help. She couldn’t deal with the fire and the poisons on her own. And someone had to shut down the electricity before the pylon and its cables burst into flames with the rest. A new huge gout of fire rolled towards her. She couldn’t see through it and at last turned, lumbering back over the edge of the dip. Why hadn’t she picked up her phone as she left the house? How could she have been so stupid as to put on these heavy great boots?


The toe of one caught in a tussock and she sprawled, face in the prickling mud, eyes spurting tears triggered by the chemicals. Her chest felt as though she was being pressed to death. Fighting the urge to give in, she kicked off her boots as she lay, then forced herself up. A drop fell on her face, then another. Thank God! Rain. That should help put out the fire. Ramming her arm across her face, she ran for the house, and the phone, and help.




Chapter One


`The face of courage,’ said the caption under a photograph that made Trish Maguire’s teeth ache with sympathy.


Angela Fortwell’s spare features were stripped of everything most middle-aged women used to disguise reality. There was no make-up or floppy fringe to soften the harshness of her cheekbones or the lines on her forehead, and no fake colour in the hair itself. She’d kept her own washed-out browny grey, and the ragged ends looked as though she’d cut them with sheep shears. Her eyes, deep set and very dark, looked out of the newspaper with an expression that said `J’accuse’ more clearly than any headline.


Trish let herself reread the interview, skimming back through the woman’s description of how she and her husband had decided over twenty-six years ago to abandon their City jobs for the satisfactions of sheep farming on the fringes of the Northumberland National Park. Some phrases stuck out: `We wanted our children to breathe clean air and eat honest food. We couldn’t have them growing up with all the scary greed we’d found in London.’


How cruel that such a wholesome ambition should have been punished with one disillusion after another, Trish thought.


Having successfully produced a son they called Adam while they were still in London, the Fortwells had never produced another child. The one they had grew up to resent them for what they’d given up. He’d departed at the age of eighteen and cut off all contact. The last line of the interview read: `He didn’t even write or phone when his father was killed. He could be dead, too, for all I know.’


And this was the woman Trish’s head of chambers was about to trounce in court. The ache sharpened as she jammed her teeth even more tightly together.


In spite of the barristers’ cab-rank rule, which stated that any suitably qualified member of the Bar who was free to take an offered case must do so, Trish wondered how Antony Shelley could bring himself to accept this one. Brilliant and cynical as he was, he’d trot out all the familiar answers if she ever put the question, so she wouldn’t bother.


Instead, she contemplated the only task she had this morning and the various ways she might spin it out. She had taken silk earlier in the year, becoming a senior barrister with the grand title of Queen’s Counsel, and her practice had suffered in the usual way.


Once you were a silk, you were much more expensive than you’d been as a junior, and you had to have a junior of your own on every case, adding even more to the costs for the client. Few of them would willingly take a risk on an untried QC, but until you’d done a few big cases, you couldn’t prove yourself capable.


Trish was used to self-control these days, and to organising her thoughts to stop them destroying her peace. Counting her pleasures usually helped so she set about it now. The most childish was provided by the jealousy of her old rival in chambers, Robert Anstey, who was still a junior.


When the position of QC had been reinstated after a short interval and a great deal of protest, both of them had applied. Only she had succeeded and Robert still couldn’t understand how anyone could possibly prefer her to him. After all, he was endowed with everything she lacked: masculinity, a comfortable upbringing amid rich legal connections, a posh voice, public-school education, and three glorious privileged years at Oxford.


She should also have found pleasure in her rare freedom, but that was harder to appreciate. For the first time in years she had unoccupied hours during the day. Once she would have been too busy ever to sit idly like this without having to pay later. Now she could put her feet on her desk and read the newspaper, look forward to a long lunch with Antony, and still know she’d be home in time to organise tea for David, the 14-year-old half-brother who lived with her, and probably for his alarming new schoolfriend too.


The thought of the friend made her swing her feet back to the floor and open her laptop, to look again at the draft of a letter she’d been writing to their head teacher. Several false starts had made her bless the laptop for saving her from all the screwed-up balls of rough paper she would once have chucked in the bin. Eventually she felt she’d achieved the right tone of stern reproof, without descending to insult – or not much insult – but she wanted to be quite sure before she printed and sent it off.


Dear Jeremy,


David has been bringing Jay Smith home for tea most days since the start of term, and we have now come to know each other well enough for him to tell me his place at Blackfriars is only temporary. It was clear he wouldn’t be happy answering questions, so I may have some details wrong, but the impression he gave me is that one of the teachers at his old school was so frustrated by his combination of brains and refusal to work that he negotiated for Jay to be given a single term at Blackfriars to see how rich boys are educated, in the hope that it would make him focus on what he was throwing away. If this is true, I am shocked.


From the little Jay’s said, I know he has a difficult background, and it’s not hard to deduce from his attitude and the few anecdotes he’s shared that he must often have been in trouble. He is clearly bright, has a great deal of charm, and has never put a foot wrong while I’ve been around. But I think the stress of knowing he will soon be sent back to what sounds like the worst of sink schools is undoing any good his time at Blackfriars might have achieved.


I seriously dislike the thought of any child being subjected to the torture of Tantalus, and that’s more or less what you’re doing to Jay. I believe that, having taken him on, you have a duty to keep him until he has had a chance to take his A levels. I feel so strongly about this that I am willing to share the cost. If you and the governors agree to keep him, I will pay half his fees for the next four years.


Yours ever, Trish Maguire


Even though her earnings had dropped after her recent promotion, she’d been stashing away more than enough over the past few years to cover all Jay’s fees and never miss the money, but she was so angry with the way the school had behaved she was determined to make them pay a fair share.


Aware that rage often made her pompous, she went through the letter again and decided the torture of Tantalus was over the top.


What she actually wanted to say was: you’ve chosen to bring into the school a boy with so many problems he’s like an unlit Molotov cocktail. Anything you do to make him angry will be like putting a match to it. If it were not for the fact that my beloved brother likes him and has more or less adopted him, I would leave you to deal with the inevitable disaster yourself. As it is, I can’t.


She rewrote the letter in the simplest style, avoiding the torture of Tantalus and all hints of criticism, decided it would do and faxed it to the school. She was just checking her email in-box when Antony put his head round her door to summon her to lunch. This was his last working day of freedom before he had to go to court to defend Clean World Waste Management, whose exploding chemical tanks had killed Angela Fortwell’s husband, and he wanted to make the most of it.


Trish nodded to him, clicked out of the email window, and reached behind her for the new jacket slung across the back of her chair. Its rich chestnut-coloured silk tweed did much more for her pale skin than the black and white she had to wear in court. Over the years, she’d learned to seize any opportunity to sport something brighter, however clearly it might advertise her brief-less status.


`Weird how that bull’s-turd colour suits you,’ Antony said as they emerged from chambers into the late autumn sun.


Ignoring him, she turned her face up to the warmth. This was one of those special London days, when the air tasted clean, the sun shone in a bright blue sky, and the trees still held on to some of their newly reddened leaves. The ones that had already fallen were neatly swept into piles awaiting collection.


Trish loved their smell. The spiciness might be the product of rot, but it always made her think of childhood firework parties, and roasting apples with the sugar slowly turning to caramel.


`If George were here,’ Antony went on as they strolled towards his favourite restaurant, `he’d be reciting Keats’s “Ode to Autumn”. “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness” and all that.’


Trish shot a quick sideways glance at him. Whenever she’d seen him with her partner the two men had got on perfectly well, which was hardly surprising given that George was a successful London solicitor and they had a lot of friends in common, but Antony rarely passed up any opportunity to tease her about George’s more stolid qualities.


`His taste’s a bit less obvious than that,’ she said, trying not to sound defensive. `And it’s not his fault anyway. It’s the kind of British-Empire family he comes from. They brought him up to use poetry for all the feelings proper chaps aren’t meant to have. Other Men’s Flowers and all that.’


Antony laughed. `You always rise to the bait, Trish, even now after – what? Ten years?’


`Not quite. But getting on that way.’


`How’s it going?’


`Great,’ she said, without explanation.


She’d passed through several stages with George, none of which she would choose to describe to anyone else and some of which had been pretty rough. Now they’d both regained their sense of humour, and they lived in a state of emotional comfort that still seemed extraordinary. They knew who they were and why they had come together in the first place. Trish also knew that, whatever happened, she could trust George. She hoped the same was true for him.


`What are you thinking about?’ Antony asked, pushing open the door of the restaurant so that she could precede him.


`The menu,’ she said and knew from his familiar snort that he didn’t believe her for a second.


Angie was standing in the kitchen of Fran and Greg’s first-floor flat in Kentish Town, gaping at the heaps of files they’d filled as they’d worked to prepare her case against the people responsible for John’s death.


`What’s the matter, love?’ Fran said, tossing a swathe of silky red-blonde hair over her ample shoulder. `You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


Angie shook her head and rubbed a hand over her eyes, feeling the edge of an ancient callus snag on her eyelid. Next to Fran’s magnificence, she felt dried-up and old.


`I just don’t know what I’ve done to deserve all this,’ she said, waving at the files before she remembered her ugly hands. She stuffed them in her pockets. `Without you two, I’d be stuck up there on the farm, writing my useless letters to people who couldn’t care less about John or the farm or me, and wondering whether I’d starve before the cancer got me.’


The temperature in the heart of the fireball had been high enough to destroy the carcinogenic benzene there, but plenty had been left on the fringes of the explosion to leach into the ground and poison the watercourses. And the rain that had seemed like a godsend at the time had actually made everything far worse, diluting the fire crew’s foam and spreading the pollution far and wide.


Fran leaned over to give her a kiss. `And without you, I’d still be handing out our leaflets in shopping centres, knowing hardly anyone would bother to read them or understand why companies like CWWM have to be stopped before they destroy the whole world with their filthy chemicals.’


`She’s right, you know,’ Greg said, pushing a stoneware mug towards Angie. `If you hadn’t been brave enough to risk everything by being a litigant in person, we’d never have got them into court.’


Angie nodded her thanks for the tea and he beamed before returning to the cooker to stir his pan of bean stew. Steam billowed out, scented with onions and herbs, which made her realise how hungry she was.


Enough to enjoy another compost heap of vegetables? she asked herself with a disloyal spurt of silent laughter.


`What’s so funny?’ Fran asked, sounding hurt enough to need an answer.


`I was just thinking how much John would have liked you.’ These days Angie could usually say his name aloud without crying or feeling as though someone had her guts on a hook and was slowly pulling them out of her, but it had taken a long time. `And yet how hard he’d have had to work to stop himself quarrelling with you.’


`Quarrelling? Why? He sounds like such a good man.’


`He was, and he’d have loved your generosity, and the way you care so much.’ Angie enjoyed Fran’s smile and hoped it would last. `But he would have had difficulties with some of your principles.’


Greg stopped stirring and turned to look over his shoulder again. His brown eyes were oddly set, with one apparently higher than the other, which often made it hard to read his expression.


`Like what?’ he said.


`He claimed that if everyone went back to eating meat we’d get our farm in profit again and save the planet.’


`I don’t understand.’ Greg’s eyes looked as vulnerable as a new lamb’s and his voice was puzzled. Angie wished she didn’t have to spell it out.


`Well, one of the chief causes of global warning is methane. And you know how a diet of beans—’


Fran managed to laugh, but Greg didn’t. Angie wondered if he was about to explain that cows produce more methane than any other living creature.


`Was money so very tight?’ he said after a short tricky silence.


`It gave us nightmares for years.’ Angie had lost all desire to laugh. `That’s why John cancelled all the insurance policies, which is why I have to win this case if I’m ever to get enough money to make the farm habitable again.’


`You will win,’ Fran said, stroking Angie’s bony wrist. `And you’ll get justice for John. When it’s over no one will ever again be able to say his death was an accident.’


`I hope to God you’re right.’


In the first terrible aftermath of the fire, Angie had assumed the police would charge the directors of CWWM with murder, or manslaughter at the very least. When she’d heard nothing from them, she’d written to everyone with any kind of power, from the local Chief Constable to the head of the Crown Prosecution Service, her MP and the Prime Minister, begging them to help. No one had done anything except tell her to wait until after the official investigation.


None of the lawyers she’d approached had been prepared to help either. All of them had wanted to know the results of the official inquiries before they decided whether to act for her without money up front. Legal Aid hadn’t been available. She was too asset-rich to get that, which would have been funny if it hadn’t been so cruel. The fire had made the farm and the land even less saleable than they’d been when she and John had first tried to find a buyer for the wreck of their broken dream.


Close to despair, she’d started to look up the friendlier of her old City contacts, most of whom were now chairing multinationals and quangos. Some had been sympathetic but none had seen a way to help. One had even written to criticise her `vindictive attempt to pillory CWWM’, adding:


It really won’t help to use emotive words like `murder’. Whatever happened to the tanks, John was not murdered. Stick with reality and you’ll do better.


I know you, Angie. You let your temper ride you at the slightest possible opportunity. Give yourself a chance this time and ignore it. Wait for the official report, not least because you could get far more compensation then than if you push for a sum now.


In case your financial situation is too parlous to wait, I’m enclosing a cheque to tide you over.


If he hadn’t reminded her about the past consequences of her awful temper she might have seen the generosity in his cheque. As it was all she’d noticed was how patronisingly he’d phrased his letter. She’d torn up both and sent the pieces back, telling him charity was no good to her; she wanted justice.


Only the next day she’d had the first approach from Fran, offering both sympathy and the practical help of her small pressure group, Friends Against the Destruction of the Environment, which she’d explained was known as FADE. Angie could still remember how she’d leaned back against the cold Aga, reading and rereading Fran’s letter, looking for the trick in it because by then she’d learned never to rely on anyone, except her best friend Polly Green.


But it had been genuine. Over the next months, Fran had become a real friend. Greg was kind too, although he didn’t have Fran’s lovely powerful warmth or her ability to laugh at all the right moments, and their flat had turned into far more of a home than the empty farmhouse with its agonising echoes of John.


Angie looked round the bright kitchen now, watching them work, occasionally turning to smile at her or say something easy and unimportant she could answer without thinking.


In the far-off days of her City career, when she and John had been high-spending young stars of corporate finance, she would have looked down on this Housing Association two-bedroom, first-floor flat in one of the grottier areas of Kentish Town. Now, with the laborious years stretching out behind her, she felt cradled in luxury at the very thought of the shabby refuge, with its hot water on demand, bus stop right outside the front door and tube station an easy walk away.




Chapter Two


`Stop looking like Oliver Cromwell,’ Antony said as he poured a generous slug of garnet-coloured wine into Trish’s glass. `I know you disapprove of my extravagance, but I’ve been working like a dog on preparation for CWWM and I deserve my treat before we embark on the actual fight.’


`Sorry,’ she said. `I didn’t mean to spoil it.’


She took a mouthful of wine and let its rich flavours distinguish themselves against her tongue. Writers who used words like tobacco and leather and chocolate to describe wine often irritated her, but with a complex, exciting mouthful like this, she could understand why they did it. Swallowing, she smiled.


`Delectable. And if I was frowning, it was nothing to do with the wine. I just can’t stop thinking of that poor woman and everything she’s been through. She’s got nothing left. If you do your usual stuff, she won’t even have the satisfaction of seeing CWWM beaten.’


Antony’s lean face creased. His turquoise eyes glittered. She waited for the tease.


`I don’t know how you’ve survived at the Bar this long,’ he said. `Caring for your clients to the point of derangement is bad enough; but to start fretting over the opposition …’


`Not being involved in this case means she’s not my opposition.’


Antony was drinking as she spoke. Anyone watching his face would have thought there was something wrong with the wine.


`A Freudian slip,’ he said. `If you hadn’t managed to get silk, you’d be my junior this time too, and I’d be a lot happier.’


Memories of all the cases they’d fought together and the fun they’d had, as well as the bitter desperate arguments, made her eyes go fuzzy. Had she been stupid to give up all that, and the pleasure involved in being the admired second-in-command to a brilliant and hugely successful man, for the dubious satisfactions of becoming a so-far unemployable QC?


`Robert’s a fine lawyer,’ he said, watching her with an unreadable expression in his eyes. `And he’s done a good job on the preparation; but he’s not you. I’ve always felt more comfortable with you behind me than anyone else. And with a case like this we can’t possibly win, I’d—’ His eyelids fell, hiding whatever message they might have carried. `I have to be glad you got silk – for you – but for myself I’m seriously pissed off.’


`That’s like kicking a girl when she’s down, you know. I’ve been wondering how I could have taken such a risk, whether I’ll ever rebuild my practice.’


`Of course you will. Don’t be a clot. Good: here’s the grub, at last.’


The waiter put down their plates. On each was a plump partridge, sitting on its little cushion of cabbage, belly pork and chipolata. Thin aromatic gravy was offered in a silver sauceboat. This was exactly the kind of grand, old-fashioned, British food Antony enjoyed. Trish, who’d grown up on baked beans and mince, ate it only in his company.


She began to dismember the small bird, asking him as she did it why he didn’t believe he could win the case for CWWM. He outlined his reasons with his usual incisiveness, making her wonder whether she would ever find this kind of satisfaction from working with anyone else.


By the time he’d paid the enormous bill and their coats had been retrieved from the waiters’ cupboard, Trish felt like going home to sleep. It wasn’t so much her small share of the wine as the quantity of food that made her feel flattened. The shock of cold air helped a bit as they emerged on to the pavement, and the brilliant sunshine made her blink herself back into full awareness.


`Shall we get a cab?’ he said.


`I ought to walk. Otherwise I’ll never shift the calories.’


`Women! OK.’ He glanced at his watch. `But it’ll have to be briskish; I need to sort out a few things and get home by four. We’re away this weekend.’


Her legs were almost as long as his and she had no trouble keeping up. They walked through Covent Garden, dodging all the street entertainers, shoppers and dawdling tourists, and made their way through the Aldwych to the Strand.


`Hey, Trish!’ came a confident female voice just as they were stepping on to the zebra crossing that would take them down into the Temple. She turned, recognised an old friend and stopped to talk.


`Great to see you, Anna. How’ve you been? And what are you doing here? Not another legal film?’


`Absolutely. And this is a real corker with huge implications. It’s an environmental case. We—’


The air was suddenly filled with the stench of burning rubber. A simultaneous mechanical shriek was chased by a human scream, tinkling glass, and then a silence more sinister than all the rest. Only a few seconds could have passed, but Trish felt as though her whole life was unreeling at one thousandth of its normal speed. She turned away from Anna to face the crossing again.


A motorbike lay with its front wheel still spinning as a stocky figure in leathers and huge beetle-like helmet limped forward. Thrown a little way from the bike lay a figure wearing Antony’s clothes, with blood spurting from his leg in a bright scarlet arc. The blood was the only thing about his crumpled body that moved. Trish watched the small crowd pressing towards him. A young black man detached himself and bent over the body.


`Don’t touch him,’ she yelled, her ever-ready imagination drawing pictures of broken vertebrae pulled out of alignment, torturing pain and lifelong paralysis.


She was on her knees beside Antony an instant later, ancient, half-remembered instructions from school first-aid lessons stuttering in her brain.


`We’ve got to stop the bleeding,’ said the young man, who’d been leaning over him. `It’s all I was going to do.’


`Great. You’re right. Can you hold his leg, just above where it’s coming from? Both thumbs hard down on the leg without pulling at the joint? Oh, have you got a scarf or something? Belt? Tie?’


`No.’


She couldn’t waste any time waiting for the rest of the gawpers to come to their senses, so she ripped off her coat. Too thick to tear or twist. The silk tweed of the jacket was no better. But her shirt would do. Thin striped poplin, it would make a bandage. Not absorbent, but better than nothing. Half the buttons sprang off as she wrenched it away from her body. She twisted it into a rope. The cold puckered the skin of her small breasts, but she couldn’t think about that now. Her helper’s strong black hands had reduced the bleeding to a trickle.


Moving with terrified care, she slid her shirt-rope under Antony’s leg, trying not to joggle the rest of his body. At last she had enough cloth to use and drew both ends up and round his thigh. She twisted them as tightly as she could but knew it wasn’t enough.


More memories trickled back and she tied a knot, then grabbed a tough biro from her bag and used it to turn her improvised bandage tighter and tighter, praying the plastic casing wouldn’t crack before it had done its work. At last, she could turn it no further, looked at the young man and said:


`I think it’s safe to take your hands away.’


She’d forgotten about breathing and couldn’t understand why she felt so light-headed. Then as he removed his thumbs she saw the tourniquet was holding and let out the pent-up breath in a single gust.


`Yeah! It works.’ His tense face split in a triumphant smile.


The crowd started to clap. Trish ignored them, knowing there was more to be done and scuffled through her bag again. There were no other pens and she didn’t carry anything useful like a lipstick. A shadow fell between her and the sun and a woman with an American accent said:


`Use this.’


Squinting upwards, she saw a small gold cylinder being held out, took it, uncapped it and scrawled a large scarlet T on Antony’s forehead, checked the time and added that: 2.55. Now no paramedic or doctor would miss the tourniquet or leave it on too long.


`And you might care to borrow my jacket,’ said the owner of the lipstick.


Trish put a hand to her thin chest, looked down and realised that she was squatting, half-naked in the middle of the street right outside the Royal Courts of Justice. Thank God she’d put on a reasonably respectable bra this morning.


`Oh, shit!’ she said, grabbing the chestnut jacket she’d flung off, and the thicker, darker overcoat. `It’s OK actually. I’ve got my own here. Thank you very much.’


A siren in the distance made her look up. The crowd hadn’t been as useless as she feared. Someone had done the sensible thing and called for an ambulance. She tried to stand and found she couldn’t get up. The young black man came to her side. With the American woman on the other, he helped Trish to her feet.


`Thank you both so much.’


`Trish, I don’t … I couldn’t … You were so quick,’ said Anna Grayling, at last coming to join her.


`It’s fine. I—’ Trish wiped her hand across her forehead. It came away sweaty. Red, too. She must have just smeared Antony’s blood all over her face.


The ambulance pulled up, and blessedly knowledgeable people took over all responsibility for him. Trish turned away from Anna to tell them what had happened and who she was, aware all the time of the biker, now sitting on the kerb with his head in his hands and his helmet by his side. Two uniformed police officers strode towards him. Trish clutched her overcoat more tightly around her and looked back at Anna.


`It’s OK,’ she said, recognising her friend’s impatient need to be elsewhere. `I know you’re busy. Don’t hang about. I’ll go with him in the ambulance.’


Anna looked embarrassed but relieved as she backed obediently away. Trish peered around her, searching the crowd for the young man who’d helped her with the tourniquet. She wanted to thank him, but when she found him she lost all sense of what she wanted to say and just took his bloody hands and looked up into his face, letting the coat flap.


` ’s OK,’ he said. `You did great.’


`What’s your name? And your address. I know he’ll want—’


`No worries. They want me now. See you later.’ He walked towards the beckoning police. Trish felt something hard in her hand, she glanced down and saw the gold lipstick case with its mashed red stick. Its owner was standing close by, smiling with amazing benevolence.


`I’m sorry,’ Trish said. `I think it’s ruined.’


`That’s fine. It was in a good cause.’


`You must let me pay for it.’


`Don’t be silly. My small contribution to saving your friend. You did very well.’


Trish felt idiotic tears heating her eyeballs and looked away.


`You did everything anyone could,’ the American woman said with deliberation, before adding more lightly: `But if you are going with him, you should go now.’


Trish gestured to the paramedic who was standing by the open back door of the ambulance. He nodded. She put out her hand. The American was wearing stiff beige suede gloves. Ignoring the blood and mess, she squeezed Trish’s hand between both of hers.


`If he lives,’ she said, deliberate all over again, `it’ll be because you were here. He’s lucky. Stay with him now.’


`I will. Thank you.’


A moment later, Trish was pulling herself up into the ambulance. She smelled disinfectant and was surprised by the dim light and the machinery all round, with its dials and tubes, and the heaviness of the door the paramedic pulled shut on the three of them. Antony’s neck was immobilised in a yellow plastic contraption, and he was lying unconscious under a thin red blanket, strapped to a stretcher. Red to hide the blood?


The ambulance swayed as the driver set off. The atmosphere felt strange: official, yet intimate. The paramedic sitting opposite Trish pulled out a clipboard and in a professionally kind voice she recognised from all sorts of other carers, he asked for Antony’s name and details.


`He’s Antony Shelley QC, head of chambers at 1 Plough Court. He lives in Holland Park.’ Her mind began to work again, but jerkily. `Someone should tell his wife. She’s Liz, Elizabeth Shelley. I’ve got her phone number here.’


`Does she know he’s with you?’ A hint of curiosity in his voice sharpened her dazed mind even more.


`Of course. I’m a member of his chambers,’ she said, at last buttoning her long dark overcoat over her goose-pimpled skin. `Can I use my phone in here?’


`If it’s important.’


She phoned Liz, told her what had happened, heard her gasp and choke back a cry. Trish had to break off her attempt at reassurance to check which hospital was going to receive Antony. Then she phoned Steve, the head clerk at Plough Court to tell him what had happened, assuring him that she’d stay with Antony until Liz got there. At last she could lie back against the fake leather of the banquette and close her eyes, cradling one aching hand in the other.


She could still feel the squeeze of the beige suede gloves and hear the comforting American voice:


`If he lives, it’ll be because you were here. He’s lucky.’


If, she said to herself, feeling her stiff lips move. If, if, if, if, if, if …




Chapter Three


Trish’s sleep had been disturbed by menacing dreams and restless legs and once or twice by George’s snoring. But it was the ringing phone that woke her properly just before eight on Saturday morning.


As she reached for the receiver, she looked in the opposite direction to see George still asleep with his mouth open.


`Hello?’ she said quietly, cupping her hand around the receiver to keep the sound from waking him.


`Trish! You don’t sound very alert this morning.’


`Antony?’ Her dreams had all been of his funeral or wheelchairs and day-long operations. To hear his voice, even slurred like this, made her shiver. Odd that relief could make you feel so wobbly. `Antony! Fantastic to hear you. Listen, hang on while I go downstairs to the other phone.’


She replaced the receiver as quietly as possible and slid out from under the duvet. Her dressing gown was in the wash, so she pattered downstairs in nothing but the long T-shirt she wore instead of a nightdress. Its hem barely covered the top of her thighs, but there was no one to see, and she didn’t want to waste time.


`Antony,’ she said in a more normal voice, sitting down at her long tidy desk. `This is just … brilliant. How are you feeling?’


`Never mind that. I need you here. You’re taking over the CWWM case, and you’ll have a lot of work.’


`I can’t. I—’


`Trish, I’ve got a broken neck, ripped artery and concussion, so not much patience. You need a big case. I need someone I trust to—’


`But that poor woman.’


`Don’t be sentimental. If you’re not here in half an hour, I’ll never forgive you.’


A buzz that sounded like a dying bee told her he’d cut her off. The leather of the chair felt horrible under her bare thighs. Her feet were freezing and her long toes looked as bony as a chicken’s claws when she glanced down, trying to decide what to do. A loud tick from the kitchen clock marked out the seconds with a remorselessness that matched Antony’s.


`Who was that?’ George said from above and behind her.


She looked round to see him standing at the top of the spiral staircase, wearing a bath towel like a Roman toga. His dressing gown was in the wash too.


`Antony. Awful injuries, but his mind’s as sharp as ever. He wants me to step into the CWWM case.’


George’s face, so much less pudgy these days than when she’d first known him, lit up like a beacon.


`But I can’t. You know what that woman’s been through. How can I think about making money from her misery?’


`Don’t be so wet. Or so bloody arrogant!’


Trish flinched. She’d heard his deep voice velvety with affection, springy with laughter and cold with anger often enough; she’d never known it sound as contemptuous as this.


`It’s not your job to comfort the whole world. If you turn this down, you’ll infuriate the man who’s done more to help your career than anyone else; you’ll give your clerk every reason to stop trying to get you work; and you’ll make me exceedingly angry. Whatever you may think about what’s-her-name, Angela Fortwell, your job is to represent your clients and put their case as well as it possibly can be put. There’s no moral dilemma here, Trish.’


Still she didn’t get up.


`This is make or break time. Start moving. I’ll get your clothes together while you shower.’


He didn’t wait for an answer, just hauled his great towel more tightly over his left shoulder and tramped off.


Trish made herself walk towards the foot of the stairs, feeling contrary ideas jerk forward and back in her brain. He’s right. They’re both right. And it’s not just the unhappy Mrs Fortwell I’m worried about. What if I lose? Antony was sure he would and no one would have thought the worse of him. But if I screw up, everyone’ll say it’s my fault. George thinks I’m arrogant. I’m not: I’m scared. I owe Antony too much to let him down. But there’s David too. And Jay. If I go to work now, I can’t let him—


David’s voice stopped her and she stood with one bare foot on the bottom stair, looking at him over her shoulder. His dark hair, much thicker than hers, was tousled around his white face, and his black eyes were soft with sleepiness. Already he topped her five feet ten, and his old red pyjama trousers hung a good four inches above his huge feet.


`What’s going on?’ he said.


`Hi, David. Sorry we woke you. I’ve got to go to work – which means, I’m afraid, that you’ll have to put Jay off today.’


`Why?’ David scratched his head and scowled at her from under his ruffled fringe.


`I don’t want him here without either me or George, and George is going to Twickenham. We can sort out another weekend for Jay and do something extra special with him to make up.’


`You let Sam be here when you’re not. Just because Jay’s family’s not rich like Sam’s, you think he’ll nick something. It’s not fair, Trish.’


This was too important to ignore, in spite of George’s voice from upstairs calling, `Trish! Hurry up, for God’s sake.’


`David, I’ll explain what I mean about Jay when I can. It’s not that I think he’s going to steal our stuff. Honestly. But it’s true I don’t think it’s … safe for him to be here with only you. As soon as I’ve got time, I’ll talk it all through with you. But right now, I’ve got to go.’


`You never have time.’ He turned away and launched a heavy kick at the back of the black sofa. `Not for anything. It’s not fair.’


`David, grow up!’ George was halfway down the stairs again. `And don’t worry, Trish, Jay can come today as planned. I’ll be here.’


`But it’s one of the Autumn Internationals,’ David said, bemused. `Us v. New Zealand. You always go to Twickenham for that.’


`Doesn’t matter. Trish has to go to work. And Jay has to come here. So I’ll see to it.’


David’s tense frown eased into his best smile and he almost danced back into his own room, the bright pyjamas flapping around his long thin frame.


`Come on, Trish. I’ve called a taxi for you. It’ll be here in eight minutes. So you’d better hurry up.’


`Why, George? It won’t hurt David to do without Jay’s company today and rugby matches like this are your biggest pleasure.’


He shrugged. `David could easily cope with a mild disappointment; I’m not so sure about Jay. Giving him a day here is more important than going to the rugger. Don’t stop to argue. You haven’t time.’


Antony’s eyes were closed when Trish arrived, wearing the tight black jeans and coral sweater George had picked out for her. She was glad to have a moment to quieten her banging heart and deal with the shock she felt at the sight of the man in the bed.


He had a contraption like a cross between a cage and a steel crown screwed into his head and reaching down over his shoulders, presumably to keep his neck from moving. His right leg was heavily bandaged and there was a long scrape down one side of his face, red and crusting at the edges. The thin white tabs stuck across it didn’t seem strong enough to hold it together.


She bent sideways to let her briefcase down on to the floor as quietly as she could. It was heavy with a laptop and dictating machine, as well as pens and paper. There was a chair about five yards away. She walked silently in her sagging leather boots to collect it.


`Knew you wouldn’t let me down,’ he said. She almost dropped the chair.


`I thought you were asleep.’


`Your scent woke me.’


`Not wearing any. There wasn’t time.’


His short laugh made her relax a little more. `Must be yesterday’s shampoo then, or maybe just you. Now listen carefully because I haven’t the strength to say it twice; don’t argue; don’t protest. OK?’


`All right. But before you start, why not ask for an adjournment? You’d get one with no problem for something like this.’


`CWWM don’t want to wait.’ A faint version of his old wicked smile tweaked at his features. `And I want you to have the chance. Don’t fight me.’


`OK.’


`Robert’s on his way to chambers. Help you prepare. But listen, Trish: the judge’ll bend over backwards to help Angie Fortwell. Don’t sneer or make it hard for her.’


`I won’t.’


`She’ll use the rule in Rylands v. Fletcher. CWWM have a strict liability over the escape of dangerous chemicals. You’ve got to mitigate the damages. Contributory negligence. Maybe volenti. Don’t forget—’


Antony seemed to be growing paler, and he was scarily breathless, as though his lungs or heart had been damaged along with all the rest. Watching him, Trish wasn’t even tempted to remind him that, although it was twenty years since she’d qualified, she knew all about strict liability tort in general and Rylands v. Fletcher in particular.


He choked and his eyes watered, but he fought his weakness to add: `Big implications here, Trish. The world produces filthy waste that kills. Companies like CWWM contain it.’


`Most of the time,’ she said with a dryness that made him blink.


`Don’t. They mustn’t be ruined by frivolous litigation.’


If his face hadn’t contorted in pain, she might have said what she thought about his calling Angela Fortwell’s suit frivolous. Her husband had been killed by the explosion in CWWM’s tanks. There was nothing frivolous about wanting punishment for that.


Antony was fighting for control of his body. His muscles were rigid, the cords in his neck stuck out like high relief decorations, and sweat poured off his skin.


`You’ll need to get a grip on how the filters worked.’ The slurring in his voice was worse, but he battled oh. `And the way the tanks breathed, and … Sod it! I can’t. Robert’ll tell you. Go now.’ His right arm twitched, as though he wanted to gesture but couldn’t.


Was he paralysed?


`Don’t let me down, Trish. Or yourself.’


His arm turned slightly so that his hand was lying palm upwards. She put hers on to it and felt his fingers move. Relief acted on her like heat on a lump of wax, taking all the stiffness out of her muscles.


`I’ll do my best, Antony. Don’t worry. Save your strength.’


She could see what it had cost him to keep his mind on his work and wondered just how much pain he was managing.


`Are you—?’


`I’ll be fine. Go now. Trust yourself, Trish.’


She watched his eyelids close again. A squeak behind her warned of a nurse’s arrival and she gestured towards the door. The nurse nodded and waited there until Trish joined her.


`How long will he have that thing screwed to his head and neck?’


`Two or three weeks probably. Maybe more. He hates it.’


`I’m not surprised. How much damage is there?’


`His neck is broken, but the people who stopped his arterial bleed had the sense not to move him, so he should make a good recover.’


`No paralysis, then?’


`He’ll need physio, of course, and it’ll be a slow process, but provided there are no complications and no infections, he should be all right. The doctors think he could be able to use a wheelchair by the week after next.’


`Thanks. Don’t let him go too long without painkillers, will you?’


Seeing the nurse’s surprise, Trish thought about explaining how long she’d known him and how much she cared. Then she remembered Robert in chambers, and the speed with which she’d have to educate herself about the storage of explosive chemical waste and farming, as well as the bundle of documents in the case. She said goodbye and ran for the street.






 Chapter Four 


`It’s coming, Ange,’ Greg said, `but you’re still not showing the authority you’ll need.’


Angie rubbed her eyes and pushed her hands through her ragged hair, trying not to show any of her feelings. She’d never expected Greg to be leading these role-playing sessions. As the founder of FADE, Fran had always been the boss till now. But here was lanky Greg sitting behind the kitchen table, pretending to be the doctor who’d been the first on the scene after the explosion had allowed carcinogenic reformulated benzene to spill out on to her land.


`Let’s start again,’ Greg said. `OK? Ready? You first, asking if my name is Barry Jenkins.’


Tempted to shout, you bloody well know it is, she smiled a little, nodded in as dignified a way as she could and asked the question.


`What I don’t understand,’ she added before she could stop herself, `is why we have to go through this pantomime. We’ve sent in our skeleton argument and so have they. We’ve disclosed all our evidence and the witness statements and everything. So why do we have to have this theatrical Q&A in court at all?’


`It’s the way they do it, Angie love,’ said Fran, looking over one shoulder and twisting her long straight hair into a rope to get it out of the way.


The reddish blonde colour suited her. With her big square shoulders and strong-featured face, it made her look like a Viking warrior-princess. Angie thought it all wrong that such a powerful woman should be cooking today’s vegetable stew.


`Greg’s taken me to sit in on lots of trials now, and we do know what we’re doing. I promise you that.’


`I know,’ Angie said, regretting the spurt of temper. Why was it that her ever-present rage kept popping up to bite the wrong people? `I’m sorry. It just seems such a stupid waste of time. Not stupid of you; the system. No wonder it’s so expensive no normal person can afford to go to law.’


`You’re telling me,’ Greg said, smiling at last. `Come on, let’s get to it, then we can have lunch and a drink. The new apple wine is just about ready now and tasting seriously good.’


`Great,’ she said faintly, pining for an absolutely enormous gin and tonic of the kind she hadn’t drunk in years.


`Cheer up. You’ll be fine, Ange. I only want to make sure that when that bastard Shelley starts challenging your witnesses in cross-examination and rubbishing your evidence, you won’t get angry and forget what really happened. These blokes can twist anything they hear and make you confirm the way they see it before you’ve realised what they’re doing.’


Trish watched Robert as he led her through the story of what had happened at the Fortwells’ farm. Most of her mind was taken up with what she heard, but she wasn’t quite disciplined enough to avoid surprise that he was being so straightforward, so generous with his information.


As she’d already said to Antony, most cases like this would have been adjourned if the leader were taken to hospital at the last minute. If, for some reason, the judge wouldn’t allow it, a junior with as many years’ experience as Robert could have expected to take over himself. In his place she’d have been pretty resentful.


When they broke for a cup of coffee and a recap just after noon, she said as much. He stopped stirring chocolate dust into the top of his cappuccino with his forefinger, licked the foam off it, and said:


`I might want to kill you for it, Trish, but with Antony, Steve and the client all agitating for you to lead me, I’m stuck. Being stuck, it makes sense to do everything I can to help you do the best job of which you’re capable. It’s my reputation too.’


She wanted to find a way to thank him without sounding either doubtful or pompous.


`It’s like when you’re climbing,’ he said, surprising her even more. He leaned back in his chair, crossing one dark-green corduroy leg over the other and revealing bright-yellow socks. `You have to choose a leader and then support him all the way, never questioning his orders or putting forward alternative ideas. If you do either, you risk damaging his confidence, making him doubt, and if that happens you’re likely to end up at the bottom of a crevasse with him and the rest of the team. Dead.’


`I didn’t know you climbed.’


`I don’t any more. There isn’t time to keep fit enough. But I did a bit of snow-and-ice stuff in the Alps with my father and brothers before I went up to Oxford. Taught me a lot about life. Now, back to work. Have you grasped the principle of the activated charcoal filters?’


`I think so. The principle and the various risks. What I don’t understand is how enough oxygen could have got into the tanks at the Fortwells’ to feed the fire.’


She pulled forward one of the drawings that showed the design of the tanks with all the safety features demanded by the regulations governing the Control of Major Accident Hazards, apparently known in the trade as COMAH.


In the old days she might have expected a sneer about her lack of scientific education. Not this morning. Robert merely put a clean, unsucked finger on the relevant bit of the drawing and gave a potted lecture about the way the storage tanks responded to the external temperature.


`It’s as though they’re breathing, you see, Trish; breathing out as they warm up during the day and in again when they cool down at night. The exhalations are smelly and loaded with toxic particles that are known to increase the risk of leukaemia, so something has to be done about them.’


`The activated charcoal,’ she said, to prove she had been listening properly and had understood the drawings laid out in front of her.


`Exactly. The emissions are drawn across the activated charcoal, and that adsorbs … you will get that right in court, won’t you, Trish? It’s adsorbs, not absorbs.’


`I’ve got that.’ She smiled, working as hard as he was to bury their old rivalry.
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