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He that wants money, means, and content is 
without three good friends.


Shakespeare As You Like It






Prologue


DC Martin Waylant pulled the door shut and let his head rest against the window. It wasn’t a squad car, but his own 1966 Citroën DS. It smelled of the yielding leather seats and a faint hint of fuel, and it was the thing he loved most in the world. He let himself think about the hydraulic suspension and calculated how soon he’d have to top up the fluid.


He was having difficulty getting new side panels. Rust had begun to eat into the original ones like fire into a worm-eaten old plank and he’d have to replace them soon. There’d been a suggestion on his favourite website that some might be coming available. He’d go on the Net again next weekend and see if he couldn’t track them down.


Opening his eyes, he could still see the light from her flat. He wasn’t sure if he could really hear the achingly naggy music she liked or whether he was just imagining it. He stuffed a heavy metal cassette into the player and turned up the volume until the beat drowned out her dismal Elizabethan songs.


There were plenty of words for what was going on in his head and making him want to puke or hit someone, but words were what she used and feelings were what she had and he wasn’t having any of them now.


He’d once read a story about ‘Red Indian squaws’ in the seventeenth century, and he couldn’t get it out of his mind now. The squaws had made needles out of thorns and sewn thin leather strips into the flesh of captured English explorers before ripping them out, leaving raw, bleeding patches in their prisoners’ chests and arms and legs and worse. He rubbed his hand over his own chest, hating her.


The whole mess had started because he’d felt protective, and when he’d got to know her and the boy, he’d pitied her. Then, one Saturday afternoon when David was playing football with his mates, she’d taken him to bed and he’d discovered what a fantastic fuck she could be.


She might have been fifteen years older than him, but when she’d taken her kit off and let him rest between her soft lush breasts and shown him what sex could be like and let him do anything he wanted, he’d known what heaven was. He’d have done anything for her. Only then she’d let words in there, too, telling him her sad story and analysing everything, explaining all her feelings – and his – until he wanted to put a pillow over her head. He’d started to feel those needles digging into his chest when he’d tried to move away. She’d clung and wept and talked and talked. And she hadn’t understood a thing. Then one day, when he’d flagged halfway through, she’d been kind and understanding. He might’ve been able to stomach that, if she hadn’t talked on and sodding on about erectile dysfunction and how it didn’t matter or make him less of a man.


With the beat in his ears and hate in his mouth, like sick after a night out drinking, he leaned forwards until his hot forehead rested against the steering wheel. He concentrated on its shape, the one spoke, the amazing curve, the way it moved under his hands as he drove the engine to its best performance on hard, twisting roads, until he’d forgotten the taste of hate and the feel of her breasts against his face.


Soon he’d have to decide what to do, how to get out of it all without anyone finding out he’d been bonking her. But not yet. Let him have the music and the feel of the car and no ideas or fucking words for a bit longer.




Chapter One


‘I didn’t kill him.’


This was the twelfth time Irish had said it that night, lying huddled under an old tartan rug on one of the sofas opposite her empty fireplace. Unlike everything else in the huge, sleek flat, the shabby rug had been part of her childhood. She hadn’t used it for years, but tonight she’d hoped the familiar smell and reassuring roughness of the Shetland wool would take her back to a more innocent world.


She’d hardly known she was pregnant long enough for much more than one violent burst of impatience. Not now, for God’s sake! I’m busy, she’d thought. But that had been enough. She’d miscarried the next day. The physical pain was over now, but her mind still felt raw.


Experienced advocate that she was, she could find all sorts of arguments in mitigation. The phone call confirming the result she’d already got from her pregnancy-testing kit had come to chambers at a particularly bad moment. All morning she’d been trying to concentrate on a fiendishly complicated piece of mathematical evidence in a fraud case. For years she’d specialised in family law, submerging herself in the agonising detail of brutalised childhoods and unhappy marriages, and now she wanted out. With this new brief she’d have a chance to prove that she could hack it in a wider, much less personal, world.


But the evidence was even more complicated than she’d expected, and that morning she’d begun to doubt that she would ever get to grips with it. Her head had been aching, her eyes dry and burning hot, and she’d felt sick and stupid. Already there had been six interruptions and each time she’d had to go back to the beginning of the file. Then had come the seventh interruption and the news that she was pregnant. The case was due to start in four weeks’ time and was likely to last for months. She’d never be able to cope unless she were on top form throughout. Pregnancy would have screwed everything up completely.


‘But I didn’t kill him,’ she said aloud to the empty spaces all round her.


If only she could pretend the whole miserable episode had been a medical mishap, nothing to do with a real child. But all she could think of now was the person the child might have become.


She and George hadn’t been actively trying for a baby, although they’d agreed that she should come off the pill ages ago. In fact, it was so long ago that she’d almost forgotten about it. They were nearly always too tired to make love anyway. But there had been one night, soon after his father had died nine weeks ago, when tiredness hadn’t seemed important any more. Trish still had no idea whether George had had some kind of subconscious urge to create a new life to compensate for the old; all she’d been thinking about was how to stop him hurting.


Now he was in San Francisco, unaware of the disaster as he tried to help his mother through her first weeks of loneliness by fulfilling her lifetime’s dream of seeing the city. He’d been reluctant to leave London just then, but the trip had been the only thing either he or Trish had been able to think of that might help. His emails had already told her that he wasn’t sure he was doing any good. In the last one he had written:


Talking seems very difficult for her and I’ve got no idea what she’s thinking. That may be my fault or it may just be that we don’t know each other very well. I realise I’ve hardly spent any time alone with her since I was eight and went away to school.


Would he have to know about the miscarriage, too, Trish wondered. On top of everything else? Should she tell him about the one, never-to-be-forgotten moment when fury had convulsed her whole body and their child had died? Trying to decide whether to confess adultery must be a bit like this. Only not quite so hard.


The gibbous moon blurred against the black sky outside her windows. There hadn’t been a single occasion since she’d met George when she’d been even tempted by the idea of infidelity. Not that they were married. They didn’t even live together, although they had each other’s keys and the freedom to let themselves in whenever they wanted, but they were absolutely committed to each other.


A shrieking squeal of rubber ripped into Trish’s thoughts. Then a bang, shocking as an explosion, forced her to her feet. Showers of broken glass rang against metal and concrete. Running feet squelched in the rain.


‘Oh, Christ! No. No!’ cried a woman’s voice as Trish moved towards the windows. ‘Can you hear me? Can you hear me? Oh, help. Please help!’


Trish dragged open one of the five huge windows. Despite her slenderness, she was wirily strong, but now all her joints ached with the effort of holding in her feelings and every movement was laborious.


‘Can I do anything?’ she called down, only just stopping herself from the silliness of asking if everything was all right. It obviously wasn’t.


A woman was beating her fists on the crumpled bonnet of a long white hatchback. Yellow light from the streetlamps caught in the drops of rain falling from her dark hair. She turned to look up towards the sound of Trish’s voice.


‘There’s a child. I didn’t see him in time. I couldn’t help it. But I think he’s dead.’


Oh, God. ‘I’ll come down. Are you hurt, too?’


‘No. But he’s under the car. That’s why I skidded. I saw him in the headlights. I can’t get him to answer. He must be dead. But I wasn’t going fast.’


‘I’ll phone for an ambulance. Hang on.’


Trish punched 999 into the mobile handset of her phone. She tucked it between her ear and shoulder while she grabbed a long coat to pull over the outsize T-shirt she’d put on after her shower, then picked up her keys in case the door blew shut behind her. She didn’t want to be locked out on a night like this. Her narrow feet were bare, so she stuffed them into a pair of gumboots and clumped down the iron staircase to the street. Ambulance control answered as she reached the ground. She gave them the bare facts, relieved that she had a human being on the line and not an answering machine.


‘We’ll be there in about eight minutes,’ the voice assured her. ‘Don’t touch the child.’


‘Of course not,’ she said, shoving the handset in her pocket with the keys and wading across the road in her loose boots. Her bare skin rubbed against the fabric lining and she kept stubbing her toes as her feet moved faster than the boots.


The driver’s face was pale grey and her hair was draggled across her thin cheeks. Her mascara had run and she’d chewed off most of her lipstick. She was shaking.


‘You poor thing,’ Trish said in the professionally soothing voice she used for frightened clients. ‘Are you hurt?’


‘No. I told you. It’s him. He’s bleeding and hasn’t moved. He won’t answer me.’ Retching, she grabbed Trish’s arm, but she didn’t throw up. ‘I couldn’t help it. He ran under the wheels. I couldn’t help it.’


Trish freed herself to look, quickly straightening up again after one gut-punching glimpse of the small body.


‘If he’s bleeding that much he’s not likely to be dead.’


They hadn’t shown her the foetus in hospital, but her imagination had given her plenty of pictures to work on. She tried to think of something else.


‘I’m a fool, I should have brought an umbrella. You’ll be soaked. You haven’t even got a coat.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ A train rattled over the railway bridge two streets away, and the woman flinched. ‘Where’s the ambulance? Even if he isn’t dead yet, he will be soon if they don’t come.’


‘They’re coming now,’ Trish said, shocked to hear her own voice shaking. ‘Listen.’


A siren was whooping in the wet air. The faint sound intensified until the familiar boxy white shape of the ambulance itself emerged from the gloom at the end of the road. Two minutes later the paramedics in green overalls jumped down, asking questions even before their feet had hit the ground.


Trish left the driver to answer them, and forced herself to squat down again to see whether there was any movement from the child. The surprisingly sharp edge of the gumboots cut into her bare calves, and her coat trailed in the wet road. She bunched the skirts up around her knees and bent down to peer under the car. There wasn’t much light, but she could see that the child was not pinned against the wall; he’d slipped into the road, and one of his legs was bent at an impossible angle. The pool of blood was spreading steadily.


She felt a hand on her shoulder and heard a voice urging her out of the way. Standing up, she swayed. Her hands reached out for something to hold her up and met the slippery, wet metal of the car’s roof. Waves of dizziness intensified then gradually sank back. At last she could stand unsupported.


‘Were you driving?’ asked the second paramedic while the first lay prone on the wet road, shining a torch under the chassis.


‘No. I wasn’t even in the car.’ Trish pointed to the open window at the top of her building. ‘I live up there. I heard the crash, phoned you and came out to see what I could do. That’s the driver. I think she’s badly shocked.’


‘Probably. We’ll get to her in a minute. How is he, Sean?’


‘Alive. Broken leg. Multiple cuts and abrasions,’ came a muffled voice from under the car. The paramedic inched back into the street and stood up. ‘Can’t see what else. We’ll have to get this car moved.’


Another siren heralded the arrival of the police. The first paramedic nodded to the two officers who emerged from their small white car. ‘I think it’s drivable. Shirl, you’d better reverse it. Not far, mind.’


‘Hold on a minute,’ said one of the uniformed police officers. ‘What’s going on here?’


A quick explanation had him taking the driver by one arm and moving her to the shelter of Trish’s building, while Shirley clambered over the gear lever into the driver’s seat of the crumpled car, fiddled with the mirror, then inched the car back from the blank wall opposite.


‘Bit further,’ called Sean, holding out his right hand, palm down. Then he whipped it up, yelling, ‘OK. Stop. Stop!’


‘Who are you?’


At the sound of the policeman’s voice, Trish looked quickly away from the body, lying in a heap at the foot of the wall. With the car out of the way, there had been plenty of light to show her the astonishingly bright redness of the blood.


‘My name’s Maguire. I didn’t see anything,’ she said over her shoulder as she forced herself across the road to make sure no more harm was done to the child.


After a moment, the paramedic fetched a neck collar. He seemed careful – and skilful – as he moved around the boy and fitted the collar, before dealing with the terrifying pumping injury in his leg. Trish relaxed a little as the bleeding turned sluggish and then stopped, but when she saw Sean open his medical kit again, she touched his shoulder.


‘Dowting’s Hospital is so close,’ she said, fighting to keep all judgment out of her tense voice. ‘Mightn’t it be worth taking him straight there? In all this rain, I mean.’


She’d read about the damage that could be done to trauma victims by invasive treatment at the roadside. The paramedic didn’t protest, but she thought he looked reluctant as he clicked down the lid of his rigid box of supplies. He called his colleague, who had been talking to the driver and her attendant police officer. Together they got the child on to a stretcher and into the ambulance.


‘Now, I’d just like you to blow into this bag,’ said a voice behind Trish. She turned at once, and saw the driver weeping in front of a burly police officer.


‘Look,’ Trish said, conscious of the driver’s sweat and tears and the tremors that kept shaking her body, ‘she’s in shock and she may well have whiplash injuries. She should be taken to hospital, not interrogated in the road.’


She felt the woman’s wet, icy hand gripping her wrist.


‘Don’t leave me alone with them.’


‘What’s your connection with each other?’ asked the big officer.


‘We’ve never met,’ Trish said brusquely. She did not want to get involved. ‘But I live here and I heard the crash. I was the only person who even looked out.’


‘I’m not surprised, in a neighbourhood like this.’


Trish was outraged. Parts of Southwark might be among the most deprived in the city, but lots of the old disused light-industrial buildings were being turned into lofts like hers or taken over by architects and designers. And just across Southwark Street, near Tate Modern and the river, there were flats that cost a fortune.


‘After what I’ve seen at the nick every Saturday night, I wouldn’t want to be out alone on the streets round here after dark,’ he said.


Trish thought of all the evenings when she’d walked back from work over Blackfriars Bridge or picked her way home through the dark streets from the expensive parking space she rented under the furthest of the railway arches. She’d never been molested in all the years she’d lived here, and she’d never been afraid of the area or of anyone else who belonged in it. George didn’t like it, of course. He much preferred the cosy, domesticated streets of Fulham, but they made Trish feel like an eagle crammed into a budgie’s cage.


The thinner officer was demanding the driver’s documents. She looked terrified now, as well as shivering and ill, and hardly seemed to understand what he wanted.


‘Oh, come on,’ Trish said, impatience adding a rasp to her voice. ‘You know perfectly well that hardly anyone carries insurance details, or even a driving licence. The law requires a driver to present her documents to a police station within seven days of being asked to do so. She’s got plenty of time. You have breathalysed her and found her clear of alcohol. She can’t have been driving anywhere near the speed limit or there would have been a lot more damage to the car as well as the child. You haven’t any reason to detain or bully her like this. And she should be in hospital.’


The officer’s face looked as though all the life had been washed out of it. Trish knew she’d blown her cover and could have sworn in irritation. She’d been so careful to avoid telling these two that she was a barrister, knowing how much most of them loathed ‘briefs’ for the way they were assumed to use legal technicalities to protect the guilty.


‘I wouldn’t dream of trying to bully anyone, Ms … What’s your name?’


‘Maguire. I told you that before. Trish Maguire.’


‘OK.’ He turned back to the driver to give her instructions about taking her documents to the police station, before reminding her that they had her name and address and would be contacting her when a decision had been taken on whether to charge her. He hoped for her sake that the victim survived. Penalties for killing by means of dangerous driving were increasing with every case. Then he and his colleague exchanged glances and moved towards their car.


‘Are you just going to leave her here?’ Trish demanded, following them.


It appeared they were. They were not going to arrest her at this moment. Her smashed car was not causing an obstruction, and the wall had not been damaged. In due course, after their investigation was finished, she would be able to get the car towed to a garage. She wasn’t injured. She wasn’t their responsibility.


‘But she needs medical care.’


‘There’s no sign of injury. If you think she should be in hospital, I’m sure you can make the arrangements for her.’


Trish wished she’d kept her mouth shut. This, she was sure, was punishment for her profession and her intervention on the driver’s behalf. But she was too worried about the woman’s condition to play games now. The rigors were shaking the driver so violently that Trish was afraid she might break her teeth.


The officers drove away. Trish felt panicky and powerless and quite unlike herself. All she could think of was the sight of the bloody, broken body that had been huddled at the foot of the wall. Hearing the sound of deep gulping sobs, she turned. The driver was bent double over the bonnet of her car, howling.


‘He’s going to die. I know he is.’


‘Come on,’ Trish said, trying not to join in. ‘I’ll drive you to hospital. Get you checked over. You’ll be all right then. And don’t worry too much about the child. He was still alive when they put him in the ambulance.’


‘Oh, God!’


Trish was still conscious of her own lack of clothes and the clumsy great boots, but the need to get her protégée into someone else’s hands was too urgent to waste time dressing. The T-shirt and coat would have to do. And she could probably drive such a short distance in the ridiculous boots. She helped the driver fetch her handbag from the car and lock the doors before they set off towards the car park that preserved Trish’s soft-top Audi from the attentions of the local car thieves and graffiti artists.


She kept thinking about them as she urged the woman on towards the car park. It could have been no more than a reaction to the police officer’s prejudice about her neighbourhood, but for the first time Trish felt uncomfortably aware of loitering figures at each road junction. Some were black, some white, but they were all youngish men. Most of them looked either shifty or aggressive. She kept her eyes down and walked as quickly as her boots and companion would let her.


Later, driving to the hospital, she thought the grim streets had never looked more desolate; high, flat-fronted buildings with blank windows made them seem like chasms. Under one of the railway bridges, splattered with pigeon shit and strewn with rubbish, she saw the sad lumps of two rough sleepers. They were guarded by a scrawny mongrel, whose eyes flashed as the headlights hit home.


By the time she was helping the driver through the puddles towards the Accident and Emergency entrance to the hospital, Trish could feel a huge blister on her right heel. She delivered her burden to the receptionist, who took the few details the driver could provide, including her name: Sarah Middlewich. The receptionist told her she’d be seen by the triage nurse as soon as possible. Trish couldn’t stop herself asking for news of the boy.


‘Are you a relative?’


Trish explained.


‘Well, I can’t tell you anything, but if you’d just wait there, next to your friend, I’ll find someone who can.’


Sarah Middlewich clutched Trish’s arm as she sat down, gasping that she’d left her mobile in her car.


‘That’s OK. You’re not allowed to use them in hospitals anyway. There are payphones over there. Have you got any change?’


Tears poured out of the woman’s eyes again. ‘I need to ring Charles. He’ll be worrying.’


‘Your husband?’


‘Yes. Look at the time. He’ll be so worried.’


She looked so out of it that Trish tried to be gentle as she pointed to the bank of public phones about six feet away. When Sarah reached them, Trish let herself slump back in her chair, shutting her eyes.


‘This is the lady who was asking about the boy,’ said the receptionist, making Trish pay attention. There was yet another angry-looking police officer in front of her.


‘I’m Constable Hill,’ he said. ‘And you are?’


‘Trish Maguire.’


His eyes sparkled and his unsmiling lips stretched into a tight band across his teeth. She couldn’t imagine what he was thinking to make him look so accusing, or why he was peering so beadily into her face. She leaned back. ‘I think you’d better come along with me,’ he told her.


‘Why?’


‘Just come. You wanted to know about the boy. I’ll show you.’


Feeling as though she might be about to wake up in her chair with her mind buzzing after a nightmare, Trish accompanied Constable Hill to a large, dimly lit room full of machines, people in pale-blue scrubs, and an atmosphere of pumping excitement.


Between the blue backs, Trish saw the boy lying flat. His head was taped down and tubes sprouted from various parts of his body.


‘Get her out of here,’ said a tall man with a stethoscope around his neck.


‘This is Trish Maguire,’ said her policeman with an extraordinary mixture of satisfaction and portentousness in his voice.


They all stopped what they were doing for a moment and there was absolute stillness. Then two of them turned to stare at Trish. They had blood down the front of their scrubs and on their gloved hands. She was conscious of a row of gaping faces before everyone went back to work.


‘What?’ she asked. A hand on her back pushed her towards the bed. Two nurses moved a little way apart to clear her view of the boy’s face. She couldn’t see anything to justify all this drama, so she glanced at the doctor, then at Constable Hill, then at each of the nurses. All those who caught her eye had the same expectant look on their faces.


‘What?’ Trish asked again.


‘Don’t you recognise him?’ said the policeman.


Trish peered between the tapes and bandages and tubes. ‘No. Who is he?’


‘That’s what we want you to tell us,’ he said, pulling her back, out of the way of the medical team. His gripping hand hurt her.


Patiently Trish explained yet again about her role in the accident’s aftermath.


‘You’re really telling us you’ve never seen him before in your life? That you don’t know who he is?’


‘How many more times? Yes, that is what I’m telling you.’


‘Even though he was coming to find you? And he looks just like you?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. You can hardly see his face with all those scrapes and bruises, let alone the dressings. And what makes you think he was coming to me?’


‘Well, he had your name and address sewn into the seam of his fleece, didn’t he? What other explanation could there be?’


With the walls closing in on her and the floor bursting up to meet her face, Trish tried to protest. As she was losing consciousness, she heard the voice say:


‘I bet you anything he’s her son.’




Chapter Two




‘God, you look terrible, Trish!’


Her old friend, Anna Grayling, sounded so shocked that Trish hastily said she was fine. ‘I didn’t sleep much,’ she added as she sat down at the wine-bar table.


If this lunch had been with anyone other than Anna she’d have cancelled, but the two of them were both so busy that they rarely managed to find a day when they could meet, and it had been months since their last encounter. Trish had hoped the coral T-shirt she was wearing with her black jeans and natural linen jacket would have given her some colour – and a disguise. She should have known better. Although Anna was an independent television producer these days, she’d started her career as an investigative journalist and she still saw far too much.


Trish put up a hand to make sure her spiky hair hadn’t mysteriously flattened itself and was reassured. ‘There was a car crash outside my flat last night, and I got embroiled with the police and the hospital. I fainted, too, and then they asked all sorts of questions. It took hours.’


‘Poor you. But even so …’ Anna sounded genuinely sympathetic, but her eyes were full of the old professional curiosity.


Trish buried all thought of her miscarriage. ‘When I eventually got home, I was too revved up to sleep, so I took a pill. And that’s given me the mother of all hangovers.’


Anna pushed a menu towards her. ‘Food’s the thing for that. Without George to cook for you, you’re probably malnourished, which will be why you fainted. Choose a lot. I’m paying.’


A smile fought through, as Trish thought of her perennially cash-strapped friend volunteering to buy lunch.


‘Don’t look so sceptical. I want to feed you up. In any case, I owe you.’


That was true enough, but Trish wasn’t convinced. They’d been friends for years, but she’d learned to be wary of Anna’s machinations.


‘Then thank you. I … Oh, I’d like the fishcakes, I think, with some spinach instead of chips.’


‘Great. And what about a bottle of Sancerre?’


‘Only if you can manage five glasses. I’ve loads of work this afternoon, so I can’t have more than one.’


‘I thought barristers slacked off all summer.’


‘Not these days – at least not at my level. All the big silks are off in their Tuscan palaces and French châteaux, but the rest of us are hard at it. I’m not in court at the moment, but that doesn’t mean there’s no work. I’ve got a big commercial case to prepare.’ Anna’s face fattened in satisfaction. ‘So I hear. You’ve got the fascinating Nick Gurles, haven’t you?’


So this is why I’m getting a free lunch, Trish thought. Oh, well. It could be worse. ‘You must know I don’t talk about my cases or my clients.’


‘Of course not.’ Anna managed to attract the waiter’s attention and ordered their lunch with two glasses of house white wine. ‘But I did hear your head of chambers was acting for him and that you were to be the junior. Fraud’s quite a change from all those damaged children, isn’t it? Why did he pick you?’


I wish I knew, Trish thought, worried all over again. But she put on her most confident smile and said, ‘I needed a break from family law – to let the aquifers refill and all that.’


‘Yes. I can see how fifteen years of marital distress and child abuse could drain one’s compassion.’ Anna had always been able to pick up Trish’s allusions. It was one of the reasons why her occasional bouts of complete self-absorption had never irritated Trish quite as much as they did some of her other friends. ‘But it must have been hard for you getting to grips with the City and people like Nick Gurles. I don’t suppose there could be two more different worlds.’


‘It’s certainly been interesting.’ And that’s an understatement, Trish thought. She’d struggled for weeks with the evidence, jargon and personalities in the case – and the maths – longing for a Ladybird Book of Finance to guide her through.


The waiter brought their wine and Anna tasted hers. ‘Not too bad. But Trish, I hope you’re going to be OK. I mean, this case isn’t your sort of thing at all, and Nick Gurles is said to be a nasty piece of work behind all that suave charm.’


Trish was far too experienced to rush into defending him. Instead, she raised an eyebrow and merely said, ‘I didn’t know you knew him.’


‘I don’t. But I was having lunch with my venture capitalists the other day, and they were full of the case, which is how I heard you were involved, and why I thought we ought to talk.’


Anna waited for Trish to add to her store of knowledge – or gossip. Trish smiled, sipped her wine, and kept everything she knew about Nick Gurles to herself.


He’d started his professional life as an analyst in a merchant bank in the City and gone on to spectacular success in fund management there. Having a talent for PR, he’d also built up a reputation in the outside world and had become a bit of a hero to the personal finance journalists. Some years later, he’d been headhunted by one of the retail banks, the Domestic and Overseas.


The DOB, as it was nearly always known, had lost its pre-eminent position on the high street, and the directors had decided that the only way to regain it was to revamp their savings products. They’d had to pay way over the odds to lure Nick Gurles to do it for them, and to compensate him for the humiliation of moving so far downmarket, but it had been a dream appointment for them. Their shareholders, both institutional and private, were so excited that the share price boomed, the directors’ share options began to look good again after years under water, and the atmosphere within the bank lightened at once.


He’d done well for them, bringing back a lot of their old customers and building up new loyalties. He’d been feted and lushed up, given the biggest, lightest office and the best-looking of the leggy graduate secretaries. Then, just before the board had got round to offering him the directorship everyone knew he’d earned, he’d decided to return to the City. The DOB’s share price dropped instantly, and the directors’ share options looked more out of the money every day.


Things had got worse once it was discovered that he’d left a ticking timebomb behind. His last big project had been the launch of the MegaPerformance Bond Fund, which had guaranteed to pay savers 5 per cent more each year than Treasury bonds yielded. Unfortunately the fund had failed to generate the expected high returns and the investors’ capital had diminished. Some of the disgruntled punters, who had assumed that they would get back all their original investment as well as the extra high yield, irrespective of what happened to the markets, had sued the bank and its directors for fraudulent misrepresentation. The directors had joined Nick Gurles into the action as a third party.


‘How does it feel, Trish,’ Anna asked gleefully, ‘to be responsible for the man’s future like this? You know that if you lose, Grunschwig’s will kick Gurles out, and he’ll never get another job in banking, don’t you? Serve him right, of course. Greedy slimeball.’


‘I’ve been responsible for much more serious outcomes than anyone’s career.’ Trish thought of some of the children whose lives had probably been saved by care proceedings in the past, and of the others who’d died because neither social services nor the police had picked up danger signals or been able to protect them. But she didn’t want to talk about any of them now.


‘What were you doing lunching with your backers?’ she said quickly. ‘They’re not being difficult again, are they?’


‘God no. Business is fantastic,’ Anna said, happy as ever to be diverted back to her own interests. ‘We’ve got five new films in production and stacks of ideas.’


She tucked into her fishcakes, picking up the chips in her fingers and dipping them alternately into bowls of ketchup and tartare sauce, muddling the red and white into a sludgy mess. ‘And it’s all thanks to you, Trish. If we hadn’t made the Deb Gibbert film, I’d probably be bankrupt by now. You’ve earned your fishcakes, even if you won’t help me with City dirt.’


Trish smiled, although her memories of the unhappy woman who’d been the subject of Anna’s campaigning television film were anything but amusing. ‘How are the Gibberts? It must be so tough for them both.’


‘Tough? Being released from a life sentence after only four years? You must be joking, Trish. Deb ought to be radiantly happy as well as slavishly grateful to us. And that weedy husband of hers, too.’


‘That doesn’t sound as though you’ve seen them recently.’


‘Oh, come on,’ Anna said through a mouthful of sauce-dripping chips. ‘You don’t keep up with your old clients; I don’t make friends with the subjects of my films. I did everything I could for Deb while we were in production, and we got her out of prison. I don’t see how I could be expected to do more. I mean, you haven’t seen her, have you?’


‘No, but I’m in touch with her daughter. She wants to be a barrister.’


‘That’s different. She adored you from the word go.’ Anna drank again. When she put down her glass, she looked different, less defensive. ‘Actually, watching you with Kate made me see what a fantastic mother you’d make. You won’t leave it too late to get pregnant, will you?’


The half-eaten fishcake suddenly looked fleshy and disgusting, and the pool of tomato salsa like blood. Saliva rushed into Trish’s mouth. She hoped she wasn’t going to be sick. Another sip of wine helped.


‘I’m too busy to think of all that now.’


The nausea returned as Anna launched into a diatribe about the idiocy of high-flying women who cared so much about their own success that they forgot about having children, only to realise how much they’d sacrificed when they were too old to conceive, naturally or otherwise. Trish tried to concentrate on memories of all Anna’s other diatribes about her own three children and how impossible they’d made her life for years.


‘I mean, how are you going to feel, Trish, when you’re on your deathbed and you realise you’re leaving nothing behind you except reports of cases involving sleazebags like Nick Gurles?’


‘Will you shut up?’ The force of Trish’s outburst shocked them both. ‘Sorry. I’m a bit fragile just now, with the lack of sleep and everything. Anyway, from everything I’ve seen of mothers and children, I’m not sure giving birth is something everyone should do. Look, it’s getting late. I can’t wait for coffee. I have to get back.’


‘Trish, just because some hopeless women abuse their children, that doesn’t mean you will. You’ll have to commit yourself to something one day. Join the human race before it’s too late, for God’s sake.’


‘Anna, I can’t deal with this now. I have to go. I’m sorry. Here.’ Trish grabbed a twenty-pound note and handed it across the table.


‘Don’t be stupid, Trish. I told you, lunch is on me. There’s no need to rush off. You haven’t even finished your fishcakes. No wonder you’re looking like death if you keep doing this sort of thing. Sit down.’


‘Sorry. I’ll phone you. Bye.’


Outside, Trish leaned against the wall of the wine bar, fighting dizziness. Only the thought that Anna might come after her and start the lecture all over again forced her to move.


The August sun was blazing in a clear blue sky. Within the gates of the Temple, all the buildings glowed as if they’d been washed clean and varnished by last night’s storms. Trish felt calmer as soon as she was back among them. This was her place; she was safe here.


Passing the car park, she raised a hand to Jeremy Fairfield, who was getting out of his lusciously appointed top-of-the-range Jaguar. He stared disdainfully, as though he’d never seen her before, before turning away to pick something out of his car, so that he wouldn’t have to speak to her. Trish walked quickly on to Plough Court, seething.


He might be one of the Princes of the Bar, earning well over a million pounds a year and consulted by governments, fraudsters and victims alike, but none of his success excused that sort of rudeness. They’d been fellow guests at a dinner only two weeks ago and had sat next to each other, so he must have recognised her. Antony Shelley, her head of chambers, was just as successful but, arrogant sod though he could sometimes be, he’d never have snubbed anyone like that, even the newest pupil in chambers.


With his air of a god stalking the earth and trying to avoid contamination by ordinary mortals, Fairfield represented everything Trish had most disliked about her profession from the beginning. She’d been a hurt, angry child then; all knees and elbows and scruffy clothes, driven by a longing to right wrongs and heal the victims of every kind of cruelty.


No longer hurt or scruffy, in spite of her deliberately aggressive hairstyle, she was still angry and still driven. Accepting Antony’s invitation to act as his junior on the Nick Gurles case didn’t mean she was selling out to join the fat cats. She was just taking a break. She could still do her bit to protect children at risk, even if she didn’t devote quite so much time to them.


Remembering last night’s crash victim and the possible repercussions, she stopped in the doorway of her clerk’s room.


‘Dave?’


He looked up from his papers, spectacles sliding down his nose. Seeing Trish, his frosty expression thawed a little. In her early days his intimidatory tactics and Churchillian speechifying had first scared, then annoyed her, but now she was secure enough to be amused by most of them. Maybe that was why he’d dropped the portentous exhortations to fight them in the mags, and in the county court, and in the supreme court, and never surrender.


‘Dave, the police may be round soon to ask questions about my past cases.’


‘The police? Why? What have you been doing?’


‘Nothing. A child was run over outside my flat …’ Trish began, then seeing his frown turning into a scowl, quickly explained that she hadn’t been driving.


She gave him the whole story, adding that once she’d come round from the faint, she’d told the police she could only assume the child must have been either a client or in some way connected with one. Not wanting to get involved, she hoped Dave would field any enquiries they might make.


‘But if he was a client,’ Dave said at once, ‘why was he running to your flat, not here to chambers?’


Trish felt her mouth slackening and clamped it shut. How could she have been so stupid? The miscarriage must have affected her brain as well as her psyche.


‘God knows,’ she said without much of a pause. ‘But there isn’t any other kind of child who’d be coming to find me.’


‘Sure of that, are we?’


‘Quite sure, if you mean what I think you mean. You’re as bad as the police. They spent ages last night trying to get me to tell them the boy must be my son, running away from foster parents or something. But I can assure you, it’s a biological impossibility.’


‘I’m glad to hear it.’


‘So will you deal with them for me, Dave?’


‘Of course. You’ve got more than enough to do with the Gurles case. That’s all that matters now, and it matters a lot. Going all right, is it?’


‘Fine, thanks.’


‘I certainly hope so. I told Mr Shelley you could do it, so don’t let me down.’


‘Have I ever?’


‘Not yet,’ Dave said. ‘But there’s always a first time. And this is right out of your field.’


Don’t remind me, Trish thought as she retreated to her dingy room at the back of the building. There, staring at her, were the rows of lever-arch files in which she’d sorted the documents for the case. She had done a good job, she told herself, whatever Dave suggested.


All the papers were there, flagged with different-coloured mini Post-its: red for danger, or bits of evidence that might help the depositors or the DOB directors; green for the facts that showed Nick Gurles in the best possible light; and purple for deep background. She’d drafted all sorts of arguments the others might use against her client and prepared ways to counter them, citing all the relevant case law.


Today she was going to start to index and cross-check every single piece of paper evidence by hand, to make sure that it was all there and all correctly entered into the computer.


The case would turn on whether the judge believed the DOB had deliberately misled their customers in the marketing literature and the terms and conditions of the fund. Trish had been careful never to ask Nick Gurles directly, but he’d voluntarily assured her that there had been no intention to deceive on his part. All his financial modelling had told him that the fund would generate the advertised return, and so there would have been no point trying to pull the wool over anyone’s eyes. Of course, he couldn’t speak for the other defendants.


Trish knew that they would be explaining much the same to their counsel, the only difference being that they’d suggest it was Nick Gurles who might have had some nefarious intent that he’d successfully concealed.


The most difficult part of the preparation for her had been grappling with Nick’s original calculations of the risk/reward ratio that had made him so confident of his MegaPerformance Bond Fund. She hadn’t had to add up anything more complicated than her own VAT returns for years, and she still wasn’t sure she’d completely understood Nick’s sums. She hoped Antony Shelley would be able to absorb the principle on his own and not demand tutorials from her.


Now that she’d got to grips with most of the background and learned something of how the financial world operated, she was no longer surprised that so many of the most successful commercial barristers kept their money in straightforward interest-bearing accounts. She herself had been persuaded by various plausible ‘financial advisers’ to put her spare cash into all sorts of funds and bonds and now bitterly regretted the lot.


The completely legal rip-offs she’d discovered as she’d done her research, the hidden charges, the churning, the utterly useless investment performance of most of the fund managers she’d trusted with her money made her furious. Some had even pumped up their end-of-year figures by last-minute switches of investment in order to get a higher position in the league tables than their overall performance could possibly justify. Others endlessly set up new savings accounts with particularly good interest rates to entice customers, only to reduce the rates within a few months, trusting that inertia would keep the customers stuck in low-return accounts.


When Trish thought about the premiums she’d poured into her various pension funds, particularly in the years when she’d been earning very little and had had to make real sacrifices to ensure she kept up the payments, she was ready to march through the streets waving placards. She would have earned far more, even taking into account the tax relief, if she’d put the same amount of money into an ordinary building society (always providing that she had monitored its interest rate). The pension companies had waxed rich and fat on what they’d creamed off the top of her investment.


Some of the companies, of course, had been challenged in court for their mistakes, but it was their with-profits savers who would be paying for those, not the individuals who had made the mistakes or the directors responsible for them – or the advisers who’d steered their clients towards the companies. Oh, it made her so angry she could have spat. But there was nothing she could do about it now except make her pensions ‘paid-up’ and put future spare cash into something more flexible and absolutely under her own control. Her fingers curled as she thought of the thousands she’d wasted.


‘Hi, Trish!’


She looked up at the sound of the vigorous masculine voice and saw Robert Anstey, who’d been called to the Bar a couple of years earlier than she had. He’d been turned down for silk twice now and tended to take out his frustration on anyone within range. She occasionally wondered whether it was Robert’s bitterness that had made her determined not to apply until she was sure she’d succeed.


‘What can I do for you?’


‘Boot’s on the other foot, Trish. Knowing how unused you are to this kind of work, I thought I’d come and offer to be your guide, to stop you plunging into all the elephant traps everyone’s been digging round you. Antony’s an absolute stickler, you know. In his book there’s no such thing as an honest mistake, and he won’t forgive you if you get even the tiniest detail wrong.’


‘How sweet of you,’ she said hypocritcally, ‘but I’m fine.’


‘Are you sure? I know how hard you find arithmetic.’ He laughed. ‘I must say, none of us can quite understand the game he’s playing, putting a mathematical-illiterate on a case like this, but we’re all ready and waiting to mop your tears and soothe your fevered brow when he lays into you. He can be quite terrifying when he gets into Genghis-Khan mode, you know. And manipulative, my God!’


‘He’s the most impressive man I’ve ever met. And I’m finding the whole case fascinating.’


‘Do I detect just the faintest whiff of hero-worship, Trish?’ Robert laughed again, the sound as rich and sickly as foie gras. ‘Be careful. He eats earnest girls like you for breakfast.’


‘You’re very free with your clichés today, Robert. Have you been reading the tabloids again?’


‘Ooh. Temper, temper. Caught you on the raw, did I, Trish? Well, as a penance, can I get you anything in Pret á Manger? I’m on my way there now.’


‘A quadruple espresso would be great. Thanks.’ She kept the smile on her face for nearly two minutes in case Robert was playing some kind of Grandmother’s Footsteps and planning to nip back to see whether she was showing any sign of weakness.


When she was sure he’d gone, she let her face relax. The trouble was that she hadn’t a clue what Antony was playing at, either.


He’d never given her any explanation. All that had happened was that he’d erupted into her dark, shabby little room nearly a year ago, high on the adrenaline of a tough day in court. There had been colour in his face for once, and a glitter in his aquamarine eyes. Running his fingers luxuriously through his wild blond hair, he’d told her about Nick Gurles and what had happened to the MegaPerformance Bond Fund and offered her the chance of working with him. She leaped on it like a sea eagle splashing down on a particularly plump fish, and hadn’t thought of the downside until later.


‘Here, Trish.’ Robert Anstey dumped a large cardboard cup of coffee on her desk. She swung round to reach for her handbag. ‘No, no. Have this one on me. My practice has always been a lot more profitable than yours. And you’re going to need your rainy-day fund soon.’


Trish added a soupçon of pity to her polite smile and was pleased to see how angry it made him. He should have known better. She’d had plenty of experience in dealing with patronising men. There were still an extraordinary number of those at the Bar, who considered that their anatomy automatically made them cleverer as well as more deserving than any woman.


Nick Gurles had shown signs of a similar aberration at first. Trish could see him now, about four years younger than she was, but absolutely confident and very smooth in his expensive clothes. He’d sat with one ankle balanced on the other knee, showing off his perfect shoe (beautifully polished under the instep, too) as he explained his creed during their first conference.


‘No financial institution can be a charity, Ms Maguire. Banks are businesses, exactly like the little corner shop that sells you your newspapers and the odd pint of milk when you’ve run out. They have to take in more money than they pay out, in order to cover their overheads – that’s rent, salaries and so on – and make a profit for themselves and for their shareholders. Are you with me?’


‘Oh, I think I can just about keep up. Your problem must come, of course, in that banks – like corner shops – have to provide good enough value to make the customers come back,’ Trish had said in the same tone he’d used, of an adult reading a story to a two year old. She wondered what Antony could have said to the solicitors to make their client assume she was that thick.


‘Quite.’


She’d preferred the much-less smooth way he’d grinned at her then. ‘So what exactly went wrong with this fund of yours?’ she went on.


‘All investments can go down as well as up. That warning was plastered all over the marketing literature, as it always has to be.’


‘Come on, Nick,’ she’d said, showing her teeth. ‘This was a fund that guaranteed a certain percentage, to be paid annually. So what happened?’


‘To put it simply, Trish …’ He broke off to smile matily as he used her Christian name for the first time. ‘To put it simply, we were aiming to make the return for our customers by investing in European junk bonds. I mean, we didn’t issue the bonds ourselves, obviously. Now, junk bonds are always risky, which is why the rewards are so high. But studies have shown that overall the risks are less than the rewards. Are you still with me?’


‘So far.’ She’d smiled sweetly and made a note.


‘Great. The problem comes if too many of the bonds you’ve bought flop, as some always will, and you don’t have enough that are booming.’


‘Yes, I can see that you’d be stuffed in that case.’


‘I couldn’t have put it more clearly myself, though I might have striven for a tad more elegance.’


‘So why the guarantee?’


‘The guarantee referred, as was perfectly clear, to the annual percentage we were going to pay the investors; it had nothing to do with the capital they’d put in. We assumed that would be fine, but we weren’t mad enough to guarantee it, for heaven’s sake. The first hints of the problem came with the tremors in the junk-bond market, which made one of the financial journalists write a rather hysterical piece about our bond issuers, which made rather too many punters withdraw their investment, despite having to pay an early-withdrawal fee for that, which in turn exacerbated the whole problem. You see, once so many of them had taken out their money, the spread of bonds necessarily shrank, which meant that all my calculations of the risk/reward ratio no longer applied.’
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