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Prologue


France 1916


The guns crashed. Helen woke and was half out of bed before she remembered. Then she turned her head to look at Jean-Pierre, still lying against their shared pillow. His eyes were open and as bright as ever. He propped himself up on one elbow and held out his other hand towards her.


‘Calm, ma mie, stay calm. It is only eight-thirty. You are not on duty this morning. Come back to bed.’


Wanting whatever he wanted, she let herself lie down again. The linen sheet felt rough, as though every single thread had a new force of its own against skin peeled back to its thinnest layer.


Last night she had felt so powerful that she could have embraced the whole world. Now it was different. Now the threats were back in place and she had no strength left. But for another few minutes, she would try to remember that one moment of safety and rest with the length of his thigh pressing against hers.


He stroked her face, pushing the heavy hair away from her eyes, then kissed her again.


You were supposed to be afraid the first time, she knew. All the whispers she had ever heard had told her it would hurt. But Jean-Pierre had not hurt her once. Last night there had been no fear at all, only comfort, then pounding excitement, and finally almost unbearable pleasure. Perhaps for her, fear was now so tightly tied to the barrage and the gas, the puffy gangrenous flesh she had to dress, the bone splinters and the spilling brains and guts, that she couldn’t be afraid of something as simple as a man touching her.


She knew all about men’s bodies now. She had been washing, splinting and suturing them for two years. She had seen everything bullets could do, smelled the pus, understood the pain, and hated knowing how much the men had to suffer before merciful unconsciousness set them free for a while. When you knew all that and watched them sometimes holding themselves for comfort, you couldn’t be afraid of letting one of them near you. Especially not when you loved him and he wanted you so.


She thought of explaining that to her sister and knew she would never even try. On her last leave, she had hoped to tell her family the truth about the war, only to find that none of them would listen. Outside the house, dank, sulphurous fog had hidden everything she had once loved about London. Inside, the loathing and disapproval had been as bad. Both her parents had been shocked when she’d described her work with the smashed bodies of the heroes they talked about with such odious sentimentality. That, and their preoccupation with respect and marriageability, had seemed unutterably childish in comparison with what the men had to endure hour after hour, day after day, so Helen had snapped and made her mother and sister cry. Remembering the tears now, she sighed.


‘This will end,’ Jean-Pierre said, as though in answer to the sound of unhappiness. ‘There is a future for us. You must have faith in that, Hélène, ma mie.’


As she looked into his dark eyes, she saw an intensity of love that she had never known. It was infinitely more important than her family’s rejection.


‘I will,’ she said, making it a promise.


Jean-Pierre relaxed his supporting arm, and let his body sink against hers. The way he laid his face against her breasts told her how much he needed her to hold on to him, so she wrapped her arms around his back and let her lips brush against his hair. She felt as though she had somehow leapfrogged the twenty years that divided them, to become the older of the two.


His lips moved against her skin, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. She released her hold on him and pushed his head up a little way, squinting to bring his face into focus.


‘What did you say, Jean-Pierre? What? I didn’t hear you.’


‘Only that I love you,’ he said, almost despairing. ‘And I wish we could have found each other in a better time, and in a better place.’


‘So do I,’ she whispered, pulling him back against her. ‘But you’re right: there will be peace, and time to live sanely again. We have to hold on to that.’


‘We will, please God. It is mad and impossible, I know, but I want to take you away from here and look after you, protect you from every shadow, every breeze.’


The guns seemed nearer now, which meant the wind had changed. Helen winced. He changed position so that he could put his hands over her ears, but she couldn’t forget what she had heard. That sudden extra-loud crack in the relentless thudding always made her feel as though she had been hit herself. She hoped the army wasn’t using gas as well as bullets today. If so, the shifting wind would blow it right back into their own lines, to burn out the men’s lungs, blister their skins and blind their eyes as well as everything the enemy was doing to them.


The casualty station was too far from the front for gas to be a risk for her and Jean-Pierre this time. She wouldn’t have to pull on a mask this morning, to smell the sick-making rubber or hear her own voice booming round inside the canvas. She gently pulled his hands away from her head so that she could hear clearly again.


‘I know,’ he said, kissing her forehead. ‘I am sorry. You do not need my protection – or anyone’s. When I watch you work I see such courage, Hélène, and such compassion, too. I think I would have loved you for your courage alone, even if I had never spoken to you.’






Chapter One


London, 2002


‘Trish? That you?’ Antony Shelley’s voice was quick with satisfaction over the phone. ‘They’re going to settle. We’re off the hook.’


‘Oh, sod it!’ she said, her whole body tingling with wasted adrenaline. She’d been expecting to leave for court any minute now, even more keyed up than usual because it was such a big case.


‘Sod it? You should be pleased. The clients are.’


‘I am. Of course. But Antony—Oh, hell! It’s not fair. I wanted them to have their triumph in public. Now nobody except us will ever know exactly what those bastards did to them.’


He laughed. ‘Such passion, Trish. When am I going to teach you to be less emotional? Didn’t you abandon family law precisely so that you wouldn’t have to anguish over your clients’ fate? Be like me: I never care which side wins or who knows it.’


‘You are such a cynic, Antony,’ she said, knowing she could never feel as little about anything.


She had to care about her clients to do her best, and, caring, minded what happened to them. This lot had been abominably treated. In her view, no financial settlement could ever make up for that.


‘I feel all let down,’ she said, trying to be professionally casual. Then she shivered. ‘I’ve always hated anticlimaxes.’


‘I know. But don’t worry. You won’t have to endure this one for long. Henry Buxford was on the phone only last week, asking whether I thought you’d do a little private research for him. I told him to keep his sticky fingers off you until we’d got the case under control.’ Antony laughed. ‘He sounded so disappointed you ought to be flattered.’


‘I am. But research? What sort of research? And why does he want a commercial barrister for it?’


‘No idea. Why not give him a ring and find out? I know he’d pay well for your time.’


That should help, Trish thought, remembering all the big bills she’d have to pay after Christmas.


Although she would eventually get the whole of her generous brief fee for the case that had just settled, there would now be none of the daily refreshers for time spent in court. Until last year that wouldn’t have mattered because she had earned more than enough for the kind of life she wanted to live. Then she’d taken her 9-year-old half-brother, David, to live with her and her expenses had rocketed, along with her anxieties.


‘It all sounds very mysterious,’ she said.


‘Only because I wasn’t listening properly. Hang on a minute. I’ve got his direct line at Grunschwig’s here somewhere.’


Trish waited, pen in hand, until he came back with the number.


‘Thanks,’ she said when he had had dictated it. ‘But, you know, I really ought to spend the time with David. I’ve been neglecting him even more than usual over the last few weeks.’


‘Small boys need freedom far more than sororal attention,’ Antony said. ‘Take it from one who knows. And don’t forget that Henry’s a powerful man. They’re always worth helping – even when they’re not friends of mine.’


Trish bit down hard on the words that hovered around her tongue. She hated the trading of favours that was second nature to her head of chambers. And she hated recognizing her own reluctance to piss him off. Her career had boomed after Antony had started to take an interest in her, and she wasn’t high-minded enough to risk losing that.


Even so, she didn’t want to look like a complete pushover. ‘OK, I suppose I could talk to him; see if I might be able to fit him in.’


Antony laughed and put down the phone.


Direct line or not, Trish found herself talking to Henry Buxford’s secretary at the merchant bank of which he was chairman, then hanging on for five minutes before he’d freed himself to speak to her. When he did come on the line, he said he was very pleased she’d called. Trish reminded herself to feel flattered.


‘I’d like to explain what I need face to face,’ he went on. ‘Because it’s a complicated story. I’ve got a rare window between 5.30 and 7.00 this evening. Is there any chance we could meet for a drink?’


All year Trish had fought to keep that particular slot free for David, even when she’d had to go out or back to work on her case papers afterwards. Still, now that the case had settled she could fetch him from school and have tea with him. That might do instead.


‘I could rejig a few things. Where should we meet? El Vino?’ It wouldn’t take long to get back to Fleet Street from her Southwark flat.


‘Too many hacks and barristers to eavesdrop there,’ said Buxford. ‘Do you know a friendly basement wine bar off Leicester Square called the Cork & Bottle? Could you get there by 5.30?’


An image of Procrustes’ bed started to flicker on the margins of Trish’s mind, like an irritating icon on a computer screen. During the last year she had become obsessed with the ancient Greek myth of the robber who waylaid travellers, measured them against his bed, and then either cut bits off them or stretched them out until they fitted exactly. For Trish, the 21st century equivalent was time itself. One day, she thought, the stretching will go too far and I’ll snap.


‘Is that a problem?’ Henry asked into the silence.


‘Not if I can get a babysitter. I’ll let you know.’


When he’d gone, Trish picked up the phone again to call Nicky, who would have been David’s nanny if he’d been young enough to need one. They had none of them been able to think of a way of describing her job and so she was just Nicky, who did all the things at home that Trish would have done if she’d been there. Nicky had a busy social life of her own, but she was saving up for a laptop and so she was usually happy to work overtime when she could.


‘Sure,’ she said when Trish asked if she could stay on until eight tonight. ‘Or all evening, if you like. I’m not going anywhere and your TV’s bigger than mine. Your sofas are more comfortable, too. Why don’t you take George out, to make up for cancelling that dinner last week?’


‘Are you sure, Nicky? That would be great.’


There were no words fit to describe George’s role in Trish’s life either. He was the most important person in it, even though they didn’t actually live under the same roof and would have eaten raw nettles rather than share a bank account.


Trish phoned his office to tell him about the case’s settlement and find out whether he’d like her to book a table at their favourite restaurant to celebrate.


‘You mean you’re abandoning David today as well as Wednesday?’ he said, making his voice sizzle with amazement. ‘How will he survive?’


‘Oh, shut up,’ she said, having in fact forgotten that she’d agreed to dine with one of his clients later this week. As the senior partner in a big firm of solicitors, George had to do a fair amount of client entertaining. Trish always tried to help when she could, but it often bored her. ‘You know why it’s important for him to be able to trust me to be there whenever he needs me.’


‘Come on, Trish. I was teasing. OK, given that you’ve decided to allow us a night off, is eating really what you want to do? What about the theatre? Is there anything good on at the National?’


The idea that George might prefer a play to food was surprising. But if the theatre was what he wanted, that was what she would try to give him. She was well aware that she’d been short-changing him as well as David in the last few weeks.


‘I don’t know. But I could find out.’


‘Great. And if you like the look of something, book it. I have absolute trust in your judgement.’


She laughed and told him she’d had plenty of evidence to the contrary in the five years they had been together.


‘Most of the time,’ he amended. ‘Trish, I’ve got to go. I’m due to chair the partners’ meeting in five minutes. ‘Bye.’


The phone rang again as soon as she had replaced the receiver. Hearing her clerk’s lugubrious voice, she waited for him to tell her about a stunning new brief that would catapult her into the ranks of the really big hitters, like Antony himself. Then she wouldn’t have to do favours for anyone.


‘One of your old clients is asking for you,’ Steve said, deflating the fantasy in an instant. ‘And you’ve got time to sort her out now the case has settled. It’s Legal Aid, of course. Will you do it?’


‘Who is it?’


‘Tamara O’Connor.’


‘Oh, no!’ Trish remembered the drawn, anguished face of the most dispiriting woman she had ever represented. ‘I thought she was safely in prison after that last soliciting charge.’


‘She got out four months ago, but she’s in police custody again and probably on her way to Cookham Wood. It’s worse than usual this time. She’s been caught at Heathrow with twenty-two condoms of cocaine in her gut. She says she needs you to see her through the bail application.’


Trish detested everything about the drug world and all the people involved in it. But most of all she hated the men who persuaded poor, usually naive, women to become their mules, smuggling the stuff through customs. Only a few of the mules had any idea of the kind of prison sentences they were risking, or the sometimes permanent separation from their children. Even so Trish did not want to get involved with this one.


‘You know perfectly well I don’t do crime now, and Tamara doesn’t need counsel for a bail application anyway. Her solicitor can do it.’


‘She’s convinced you’ll be able to get her bail.’ Steve didn’t sound as though he shared the client’s opinion. ‘And once you’ve done that, she wants you to go on to get her kids back for her.’


‘With her record? She hasn’t a hope. They were taken into care for about a million very good reasons. And I don’t do family law any more either.’


‘The theory is,’ Steve said, as though he hadn’t heard her interruption, ‘that she’s going to give the police names of some big drug dealers this time, and she thinks that’ll make the authorities look kindly on her. The police have told her they can’t do any deals, but she doesn’t believe them. Are you on? I need to know. Susie Brown, her solicitor, is on the other line now.’


‘Oh, all right then. I’ll do the bail application, but someone else will have to deal with the rest of it. I really can’t take Tamara on again long-term. When do they want me?’


‘She’s scheduled for early afternoon tomorrow. Now don’t forget: in success, humility; in failure, grit; and …’


‘… in everything, hard work,’ Trish said, interrupting his favourite Churchillian quotation because she’d heard it far too often. She put down the phone before he could retaliate.




Chapter Two




The Cork & Bottle was more crowded than a rush-hour tube station. As Trish peered down from the spiral staircase and across the jumble of heads, she saw an elegant arm waving. Looking more closely over the thin iron banister, she followed the arm down and saw Henry Buxford’s face.


As usual, she was amazed at how young he looked. She knew he was at least sixty, but no stranger would ever guess.


There weren’t many lines on his broad-cheeked face; just enough to show the places where his smile creased up the skin around his dark brown eyes and strong, still-sexy mouth. Only his silver hair betrayed the fact that he was more than middle aged. He moved his arm so that he was pointing to an empty chair opposite his own.


Trish waved back and negotiated her way through the press of bodies. It was typical of Buxford to have kept a whole table to himself in a place as popular and informal as this. She sank into one of the free chairs in relief. There was an opened bottle of Gicondas in front of him and a plate of different cheeses to eat with it.


‘You’ve changed your hair,’ Buxford said, pouring wine into the empty glasses. ‘It suits you.’


Trish still felt self-conscious about the loss of her short gelled spikes. The story she’d told her colleagues was that once pop stars and actors had started to adopt a style very like hers she’d had to have a new look. In fact, she’d had it done in case David should be teased about her eccentricities at school.


The resulting geometric cut took much more time to keep tidy than the old spikes, but it didn’t make her beaky nose look as idiotic as she’d feared. And the style was still sharp enough to stop anyone thinking she’d been domesticated. She would have hated that. But she didn’t want to waste any time discussing it now.


‘Sir Henry, Antony said you have some kind of private research you want me to do for you.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t indulge in all that “Sir” stuff,’ Buxford said, with a glinting smile. ‘It doesn’t suit an Angry Young Woman like you. Call me Henry.’


‘Thank you.’ She tasted the wine, liked its spiciness, and waited to hear what he wanted.


‘Have you ever heard of the Gregory Bequest?’


‘Of course,’ she said, surprised. ‘It’s that private gallery near Southwark Bridge that has somebody-or-other’s lost art collection in it. Wasn’t there something in the papers about it the other day?’


‘Yes, there was,’ he said with a grimness that surprised her even more.


‘George and I keep meaning to go and have a look because it’s only just across the river from my flat, but we’ve never found the time.’


‘You and most of London,’ Buxford said. ‘Still, that’s the least of my problems at the moment.’


‘I had no idea you were involved.’ She drank again. ‘I thought music was your thing, not art.’


‘It is. I got roped in because of old Ivan Gregory, whose collection it was. We were friends in the City.’ Buxford paused, looked at his perfect fingernails, then added: ‘I owe him a lot.’


More favours, Trish thought crossly. I should have known. And I should have said no at once and stayed at home. She took a huge swig of wine and almost choked herself. Buxford waited until she had got the mouthful under control, then said:


‘As I told you on the phone, it’s a long and complicated story, but I’d like you to hear it in full because it’ll make you understand why I need you.’


‘OK,’ she said, avoiding a surreptitious glance down at her watch.


‘My involvement started about five years ago, after Ivan Gregory had had a stroke. As soon as I heard he was back from hospital, I went round to his house to see how he was getting on.’


Buxford looked over the top of Trish’s head, as though staring back into the past. She waited, not sure where the story was going.


‘I found him huddled at the bottom of his attic stairs in tears. His nurse-cum-housekeeper couldn’t understand a thing he said and he wouldn’t let her touch him, so she’d had to leave him sitting there in a heap on the floor. She practically fell on my neck, poor woman.’


He wiped a drip of wine from the stem of his glass with one finger, as gently as though he was mopping up a child’s tears. Trish, who had always thought his charm hid total ruthlessness, was intrigued to see how much the memory still moved him. Some of her irritation leached away, and she settled more firmly in her chair to listen.


‘I hadn’t expected anything so bad,’ Buxford went on, ‘even though I’d known Ivan would be fragile. At first I couldn’t make out what was worrying him so much. He kept muttering about betraying his father, and debts he wouldn’t be able to pay, and wasting his life’s work, over and over again. It took hours to tease out what he meant.’


This time Trish supplied a prompt, saying: ‘And what was it? What had he done?’


‘Nothing, in fact.’ Buxford looked at her, as though making sure she was still prepared to listen. She nodded and watched his face relax into a more natural smile. He wiped his finger on a paper napkin, making sure every trace of wine was rubbed away and paying particular attention to the cuticle.


‘The collection belonged originally to his father, Jean-Pierre Gregoire, who was French, obviously, and had met Ivan’s mother when she was a nurse during the First World War. He was killed at some time before the Armistice, but we don’t know exactly when or where because no body was ever found. That wasn’t an uncommon story at the time.’


‘I understand what you’re saying,’ Trish assured him, in the phrase she’d used so often with clients who needed encouragement that it had become a reflex action whenever anyone waited for her to say something.


‘Good. At some point he must have decided that the Germans were going to overrun France because he had his paintings shipped over to London for safety and put in the care of his wife.’


‘We’re still talking about Ivan’s mother, I suppose.’


‘Yes; she anglicized their surname to Gregory after the war. According to the account I eventually heard from him, she never touched the paintings herself in all the fifty-odd years she had them under her control. She refused to accept that her husband must be dead. In fact, she seems to have convinced herself that he would come back one day and that it was her duty to keep his collection exactly as he’d sent it – right down to the original packing – until then.’


‘She must have been mad.’


‘Deluded, anyway. And unhappy.’ Buxford’s eyes had softened again. ‘When she died in the late 1960s, no one knew anything very much about the paintings, and Ivan simply left them where they were.’


‘But he must have known his father was dead.’ Mental arithmetic had never been one of Trish’s skills. ‘He’d have been about a hundred and ten by then.’


‘Not quite. More like ninety-something. The First World War isn’t exactly ancient history, Trish.’


‘It is to me. I was born in 1965.’


‘Good lord!’ Buxford laughed. ‘One forgets. Anyway, Ivan told me that he barely gave the pictures a moment’s thought. The probate valuers who’d had a look at them after his mother’s death hadn’t been impressed, so that didn’t give him any incentive to do anything. And he was always so busy. It was only after his stroke that he remembered them and panicked.’


‘Why panic?’


‘He was depressed. It often happens after a stroke, I gather. I eventually found out that he was spending half the time terrified that he would die and the other half that he wouldn’t. He thought his executors might chuck the paintings out as so much rubbish after his death, destroying his father’s life’s work. But he also thought someone might discover they were worth millions after all, and accuse him of conspiring to defraud the Inland Revenue when he inherited them from his mother. For a man of his integrity, that was the real killer.’


Trish had had her own brush with depression in the past and could see exactly how such contradictory fears might feed on themselves until they had overtaken every scrap of normal rationality.


‘He could barely walk at that stage,’ Buxford went on, ‘but he’d tried to get up into the attic to unpack the pictures and see what they were. Of course he fell. Then he couldn’t get up again. He was in a terrible state. The only way to calm him down was to promise I’d take over. I said I’d deal with the Revenue if the collection did turn out to have any real value, and that I’d make sure it was properly exhibited and due credit given to his father.’


The casual announcement took Trish’s breath away. She had a pretty good idea of how much work must have been involved. This was no trading in favours.


‘I’d like to help,’ she said at once, ‘if I can. But what is it you want me to do?’


‘I haven’t quite got to you yet.’ Buxford refilled her glass. ‘I’m sorry it’s taking so long.’


‘That’s OK,’ she said, liking him much more than she’d expected.


‘Good. Once I’d got an expert to look at a few of the paintings and discovered that Ivan’s instincts had been right and some of them were worth really quite a lot, I cleared the position with the Revenue. Eventually Ivan set up a trust, with three of his other friends joining me as trustees, to preserve the paintings and ensure their permanent public exhibition.’ He picked up his glass.


Trish watched the corners of his mouth turn down after he’d swallowed, as though the mouthful of wine hadn’t pleased him as much as usual.


‘Because none of us knew anything much about art,’ he went on, ‘we advertised for a director to run the gallery and oversee the whole rolling process of conservation. Eventually, after three rounds of interviews, we took on Toby Fullwell, the art historian. He’s been doing a good job, and we’re about three-quarters of the way through the unpacking and cleaning of the paintings now.’


‘Why is it taking so long?’ Trish made an effort to stop frowning. She’d heard far too much from George about how ferocious she looked when her forehead tightened and her eyebrows clenched across the top of her nose. Ferocity could be useful in court, but not when dealing with something like this.


‘It’s not that long. Ivan had his stroke five years ago and we’d got enough paintings restored and ready to open the gallery with two years later. I think that’s positively speedy myself.’


Seeing that she’d insulted him, Trish put an apology into her smile to save time.


‘There’s a hell of a lot involved, you know,’ Buxford went on, as though he hadn’t noticed. ‘First, the paintings have to be unpacked, which is such delicate work it has to be done slowly and in controlled conditions. Then the good stuff has to be sorted out from the dross, which is disposed of through provincial salerooms straightaway. The more valuable canvases are sent for cleaning and restoration as necessary.’


‘How is it all funded?’ Trish said because her usual gap-filling phrase seemed overworked.


‘Ivan donated a sum to get it started, then, as soon as we realized what we were dealing with, the trustees sold a couple of seriously important paintings. They raised enough to convert his house into a gallery – he had moved to a nursing home by then – make a flat for Toby and his family in the attics, and—’


‘So where are you keeping the packages that still haven’t been unwrapped? I thought they were in the attic.’


The skin around Buxford’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. ‘Antony always says you listen well. We tanked the basement and moved them down there. They don’t need daylight; Toby and his family do.’


‘That makes sense,’ she said, itching to tell him to get a move on.


‘I’m almost there, Trish. Be patient a little longer. When we set up the trust, we made sure that there was a provision to allow the director, whoever he or she might be, to sell not only the dross but also better stuff, if and when funds were needed.’


‘Ah, of course,’ she said. ‘That’s what I read in the papers. He sold a painting a couple of weeks ago, didn’t he? And raised a fortune.’


‘Five million pounds.’


‘Wow!’


‘It was a Pieter de Hooch. You know, the not-quite Vermeer bloke who did street scenes with fat women sweeping and a lot of sunshine.’


Trish smiled. Buxford was laying it on a bit thick, even for a man who professed to know nothing about art.


‘And that’s where you come in, Trish. I want you to find out why he did it.’


‘But there must be all kinds of reasons.’


‘None that makes sense. There’s enough cash in the kitty to last for years at the normal rate of expenditure.’ Buxford pushed both hands back over the sides of his immaculately cut silver hair. ‘And so—’


A woman in very high heels lurched past their table just then. Trish grabbed her glass to keep it out of the way of the woman’s swinging shoulder bag. The movement distracted the woman and she tripped, flinging the contents of her own glass of red wine all over Henry Buxford’s impeccable suit.


‘Oh, Christ!’ she said, lurching the other way and bouncing off one of the people leaning against the bar. ‘I’m so sorry. God! I don’t know how that happened.’


She grabbed a paper napkin from under the cheese and was attempting to dab at his suit, depositing smears of Reblochon on the wine stain.


‘Will you please leave me alone?’ he said in a voice so harsh it made Trish stare at him. He produced a rueful grimace and pushed back his chair. ‘Shall we go?’


‘Sure. Whatever,’ Trish said.


He thrust three twenty-pound notes under the wine bottle and waved to the man behind the bar, who nodded. As Buxford urged Trish through the crowd towards the exit, she heard the woman who’d emptied her wine over his suit telling her friends what had happened.


‘And he looked at me like a complete psychopath,’ she said. ‘I feel sorry for his girlfriend.’


‘I’d feel sorry for her anyway,’ said a new voice. ‘She must be half his age. Still he looks rich. That must be some compensation.’


‘Ignore them,’ Henry said from behind Trish. ‘They’re plastered.’


Outside, the pavements around Leicester Square were almost as crowded as the wine bar.


‘Shall we go to the Garrick?’ he said, shivering and driving his hands down into the pockets of his dark-blue overcoat. He pulled a cashmere scarf out of one and thick leather gloves out of the other. ‘It may be a bit stuffy but at least no one flings wine over you there.’


This time Trish did look at her watch. ‘I wish I could, but I’ve got to be at the National Theatre in half an hour.’


‘Oh. Pity. Well, why don’t we walk in that direction? We can talk on the way.’


‘OK.’ Trish pulled the sides of her long black coat together and did up the buttons. It didn’t help much. The cold seeped up under the sleeves and through every seam. Stuffing her hands in her pockets, she wished she’d brought a scarf and gloves like his.


‘You must have asked your director why the trust needed the five million pounds,’ she said through clattering teeth.


‘Of course we did,’ Buxford said. ‘And at the relevant meeting, all the trustees accepted his answer – probably too easily – that there were a lot of unexpected costs coming up. It was only afterwards, when I looked at the bank statements, that I realized how much money there already was in the trust’s accounts. So then I asked him, privately, for a few more details.’ He paused again.


‘So,’ Trish said, ‘what did he tell you this time?’


‘That I was right and there was no immediate need for extra funds, but that the painting was a second-rate work the gallery didn’t need because we have a much better one, which is insured for ten million. He’d heard of a rich foreign buyer, who was in London for only a short period and was thought to be prepared to pay over the odds for a de Hooch. His interest would undoubtedly push up the price of ours if it were to be put into the next old master auction at Goode & Floore’s, and it would have been madness to miss such an unusual opportunity. I’m not exactly quoting, Trish, but that was the gist of it.’


‘It sounds quite feasible to me. Why didn’t you believe him?’


‘Because it wasn’t the story he’d given us at the meeting. And because I’ve never seen a man look so frightened.’


‘Ah. I see.’


‘Yes. All the blood drained out of his face when I put my question, and his voice shook like an old man’s as he answered. He’s up to something, Trish, and I have to know what it is.’


‘Where’s the five million now?’


‘Still sitting safely in the trust’s account. I know, I know,’ Buxford said, although she hadn’t made any kind of protest. ‘If it’s still there, he can’t have stolen it, or used it to pay debts he’s been hiding from the trustees, or anything else of a nefarious nature. But he wouldn’t have been so scared if he wasn’t doing something he was ashamed of.’


‘Like what?’


‘I’ve no idea. And I need to know. I should have been more challenging at the meeting when Toby first told us about the proposed sale. It’s too late to do anything about that now, but if there’s trouble coming, I need to know so that I can deal with it before it blows up in our faces. I can’t have Ivan’s last years ruined by any kind of scandal. Will you help, Trish?’


‘I’d like to, but I’m not sure that I’m qualified. I know nothing about old masters or the art market. Not at that level anyway.’


‘Perhaps not, but you can spot a gap in documentary evidence quicker than anyone except Antony Shelley, and I’ll send you all the paperwork.’ Buxford smiled. ‘You can also make almost anyone talk to you, and without scaring them. Unlike me.’


‘Thank you. But I can hardly waltz in and ask your director questions about his Pieter de Hooch sale without letting him know that I’ve come from you and scaring him in spite of myself, can I?’


‘Of course you can, if you drop into the gallery early one weekday morning, when no one else is around. He’s bound to show you the paintings himself, because he loves doing that. You could get chatting that way.’


‘And while we’re chatting, I just casually drop in a question about what he’s planning to do with his five million pounds?’ Trish said. ‘Come on, Henry. He’d smell a rat at once.’


His eyes crinkled up again as he laughed. ‘I know you can be a lot more subtle than that, Trish. Don’t forget, I watched you in court with Nick Gurles last year. But if there’s a problem, you could always use your personal connection.’


‘What? I’ve never even met the man.’


‘His younger son is in your brother’s class at Blackfriars Prep. Didn’t you know?’


This time Trish didn’t even try to stop the frown.


‘They call him Mer, short for Meredith,’ Buxford went on cheerfully. ‘If you were to organize a joint family expedition, I’m sure you could get all sorts of stuff out of Toby without letting him have any idea I’m involved.’


‘No,’ Trish said, stopping in the middle of the pavement. ‘I can’t take that sort of risk.’


Buxford had walked three paces beyond her before he realized she wasn’t following. He wheeled back to stand in front of her. The light from a street lamp shone on his face, making it look glowingly innocent.


‘There’s no risk here, Trish. It’s only money. What are you afraid of?’


‘Anything that might make David’s life more difficult than it has to be.’


He looked so puzzled that she realized she was going to have to explain and tried to keep it short.


‘I only have him living with me because his mother was murdered last year and there isn’t anyone else to look after him.’


‘Trish, I’m so sorry. I had no idea. The poor child. Did he see it happen?’


‘No, thank God. She had a kind of warning and got him away in time. But that doesn’t stop the world looking like a very frightening place. He’s only nine.’


‘I understand. You don’t have to plead. All right, forget the idea of using him to get to Toby, and see what you can do just by going to the gallery. You will, won’t you? There’s no one I’d rather trust with this than you, Trish. And it’s important.’


They had reached the Aldwych now, and both stopped on the edge of the pavement.


‘Oh, OK,’ she said at last, looking up at him. ‘I’ll have a go.’


‘Thank you.’ A taxi lumbered up the Strand towards them, and Buxford summoned it with a brief, imperious gesture. ‘Let me know as soon as you’ve got anywhere,’ he said just before he slammed the door.


Trish’s face was tingling as she watched his taxi drive away. It wasn’t the cold, she thought, that sent the blood prickling under her skin, but the sense of having been dismissed as soon as she’d given him what he wanted. The lights changed and she stalked across the road, making her way towards the river.


London looked even more glorious than usual in the frosty darkness. If George hadn’t been waiting, she might have dealt with her crossness by idling along the edge of the Thames. But not tonight. He hated people being late. He’d once said in a burst of fury that it was the worst kind of selfishness. If she made him miss the first act of tonight’s play, he would go berserk.


Helen watched until Jean-Pierre was out of sight. The sun was a huge, bright orange disc in a sky that looked almost white. He had waited here at the inn until she came off duty again and then held her in his arms, barely moving, while she fell into sleep. Only when she’d woken of her own accord had he told her that he had to leave today. She had clung to him for a moment, then forced herself to let go. Now she had only her own body to wrap her arms around.


Jean-Pierre had told her that there was very little chance he would be able to get any messages to her while he was away. When she’d asked him where he was going, he’d laid his fingers across her mouth. His black eyes had been as gentle as his voice when he’d said:


‘You know I cannot tell you that, ma mie. But what I can tell you is that I have never loved a woman as I love you, and that nothing and no one will keep me from coming back as soon as I am able.’


Staring down the road after him, listening to the guns, she shuddered.


‘You’re a nurse,’ she told herself the next instant. ‘Control yourself.’


It did not take too long. Her eyes were dry again and her head was up as she walked into the ward to smile at her frightened patients.






Chapter Three




‘And if it hadn’t been for the longbows, Trish,’ David told her on the way to school next morning, shouting against the wind that was roaring up the Thames from the sea, ‘the English would have been beaten hollow at Agincourt. But they were just so much more flexible than the French crossbows. And as for those knights with all their armour! Well, they just got stuck in the trees.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Trish said, wishing he wouldn’t offer her these streams of adult-sounding information whenever they were alone together. Was it to make sure she didn’t ask intrusive questions?


She had plenty of those, rattling around in her brain, but she had seen how much they distressed him when he had first come to live with her, and she’d stopped voicing them months ago.


The wind forced its way through the fabric of her clothes and slapped her face. She shuddered. David didn’t complain, but then he never complained about anything. He was the most cooperative child she had ever encountered, and it scared the wits out of her.


‘It sounds as though you’re liking this project better than last term’s Greek myth one,’ she said hopefully.


‘Yes, I do like it much more.’ He looked up with a shy, earnest smile that made her long to tell him he didn’t have to try so hard. There were tears in his eyes, but she knew they were only the result of the wind. He had never cried in front of her since she had taken him to live with her, even when George shouted at him. ‘War’s much more fun than all those stories about families.’


That’s one way of looking at the Greek myths, she thought. Procrustes had no counterpart in her family, but David had seen things and felt things that were right outside her own experience.


He stopped to lean over the edge of the bridge, calling back against the wind: ‘Look, Trish. Look!’


She peered over his shoulder, to see three River Police launches bouncing around on the wind-stiffened waves. One uniformed officer was leaning over the side of his launch, apparently shouting, while two others conferred on the leeward side.


‘Something big must have dropped off one of the barges,’ Trish said. ‘They’ll have to get it out before it sinks one of the other boats.’


‘What if there’s already been a shipwreck?’ He hoisted himself up against the balustrade, showing enviable gymnastic skill, then turned to look at her. His eyes were huge, ‘D’you think they all drowned?’


‘No, of course not. Don’t lean over too far, David. There’d be bits of wood floating about, wouldn’t there? If a boat had already been damaged.’


A head bobbed up through the water, sleek and dark as a seal’s. Then a naked hand pushed up the diver’s mask and its owner said something to the nearest policeman. Trish and David were too far away to hear anything. After a moment the diver tipped himself down again. David laughed to see his flippers wave above the surface. Trish was glad to see his ideas about drowned bodies hadn’t spooked him.


‘He must be freezing. Did you see? He didn’t have any gloves.’


‘Come on,’ Trish said, tugging at David’s sleeve. ‘We mustn’t be late for school.’


‘No. I’m sorry.’ He dropped down from the parapet at once, bouncing a little as his feet hit the pavement, and he sped off towards the far end of the bridge.


She hoped it wasn’t just obedience that made him keen to get to the school she’d picked with such care. George kept telling her that the boy would be safer, and probably happier, at boarding school, but she didn’t believe it. She’d seen – and felt – enough of the emotional suppression George had had to impose on himself to deal with the shock of being sent away from home at the age of eight to want that for David. He suppressed far too much as it was.


‘Here we are,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Thanks for bringing me, Trish.’


‘I enjoyed it. And I like the sound of your new project. Maybe we should go to the Imperial War Museum one weekend. It might be useful.’


‘That would be great,’ he said. For once the black eyes that were so like her own showed real excitement. ‘I’d like that a lot. They’ve got a dugout, you know, from the Blitz. You can go in it and hear the sirens and the bombs. One of my friends was telling me. And a trench, too, from the First World War.’


‘We’ll definitely go, then.’


When she had seen him safely inside the school’s stout gates, Trish turned her back on her usual route to chambers, and set off for the Gregory Bequest Gallery. The sooner she got Henry Buxford’s odd little enquiry out of the way, the better.


She found the place without difficulty, a tall double-fronted eighteenth-century house, sandwiched between two hideous 1960s brown-glass-and-concrete office blocks. Originally it must have been part of a street or square of matching buildings, but there had been a lot of bombing round here in the Second World War and now it was the only one of its kind.


An engraved brass plate told her that the gallery was open on weekdays from half past nine until half past five, which meant there was still more than half an hour to wait. It was much too cold to hang about out of doors. Retracing her route to the nearest coffee shop, she ordered a large latte and took it, with one of the newspapers the place provided, to a deep leather chair.


Warmth soon transferred itself from the thick mug to her hands. Steam from the coffee also made her cold nose drip, which was less satisfactory. She sniffed, wishing she had a handkerchief, and opened the paper.


Half past nine came and went. It seemed mad to go out into the icy bluster again when she could stay here all morning. She remembered the police diver’s bare hands and told herself that if he could plunge into the water on a day like this, she could certainly walk a few hundred yards.


The glossy black door was still shut when she got back to the gallery, but that could have been to conserve heat. She banged the knocker and heard footsteps almost at once.


The woman who opened the door must have been in her early twenties. Her thick blonde hair was caught back in a velvet hairband and her black trousers and pink twin set looked expensive. She had ordinary little gold studs in her ears and a single baroque grey pearl hanging from a slender chain around her neck.


Sleek was the word for her, Trish decided. Sleek and rich. But then you had to be rich to work in places like this. The pay was always awful.


‘Come on in and let me shut the door,’ the woman said, shivering. ‘I don’t want to lose all the heat.’


Trish bought a ticket and an expensive catalogue to the exhibition.


‘I’ll just tell Mr Fullwell you’re here,’ the young woman said. ‘He likes to take people round himself, especially on their first visit. This is yours, isn’t it?’


‘Do I look that lost?’ Trish asked with a smile.


‘No. But I recognize most of the regulars.’ She giggled. ‘There aren’t all that many. If you go through that door on the right, you’ll find the Dutch pictures. I’ll get him down, and he can join you in there.’


‘Thank you.’


The large light room must originally have been the house’s main drawing room, Trish thought. Its walls, shutters and austerely carved cornice were off-white, and the floor was a warm honey-coloured parquet. Everything had been subdued to display the magnificence of the paintings. She was impressed.


She was even more impressed a moment later to see what looked like one of Rembrandt’s self-portraits. In spite of her careful disclaimer to Henry Buxford, she knew enough about the art world to be aware of the recent downgrading of a lot of supposed Rembrandts. There had been plenty of deliberate copyists, as well as artists choosing to work in his style, for centuries. Maybe this was a copy, too.


Peering at the label, she saw that the Gregory Bequest’s director was claiming the work as genuine. He had given the painter his full name and dates, and there was no suggestion of ‘school of’ or ‘after’ to water down the attribution.


Trish stood back again, to get a better view, and wished she knew more. This was an effective portrait of an elderly man, looking out at the world with a mixture of pity and dread. He had the familiar bulbous nose, brown stuff gown and soft white cap of other self-portraits she already knew from illustrations and exhibitions.


‘Wonderful, isn’t it?’ said a light male voice from behind her.


Trish swung round and saw the director smiling at her from the doorway. He was quite tall, maybe a couple of inches more than she was, which would have made him about six foot, and good-looking in a slightly droopy way. His well-cut pleat-front flannel trousers were topped with a mid-blue sweater over a crisp white shirt. Large horn-rimmed spectacles balanced on the end of his nose completed the picture of elegantly casual European scholarship. As he moved, his dark-brown hair flopped against his broad pale forehead.


‘Marvellous,’ she agreed, wondering whether an image-consultant had advised him on his clothes. ‘I can’t think why I’ve never come here before. You’ve been open quite a few years now, haven’t you?’


‘Three. How did you hear about us?’ he said, giving her the perfect opening.


‘I read all the stuff in the papers at the beginning, when the collection was rediscovered,’ she said, ‘but somehow never got round to coming to have a look. It was the reports of the sale of your Pieter de Hooch that reminded me you were here. It must have been an awful wrench to sell something like that, even though all those millions must come in handy.’


‘Oh, absolutely,’ he said, showing no sign of anxiety, let alone the kind of fear Henry Buxford had described. ‘Now what would you most like to see? The collection is far too big to hang in its entirety, so there’s only a selection here. Even so, it’s probably too much for one visit. One can only take in a few pictures at once. This is obviously the Dutch room. The Italians are upstairs and the French across the hall. Where shall we start?’


He had a good smile, Trish decided, genuinely humorous and friendly.


‘Why not here? I had no idea there was so much. How could anyone have forgotten they owned it all?’ she asked to edge him back to what she needed to know.


He shrugged as he came further into the room. ‘It does seem extraordinary, doesn’t it? But it’s a wonderful story, you know. Jean-Pierre Gregoire, the man who built it up, was French.’


‘So I’d heard.’


‘His life’s work was to create a collection that would represent all the major developments in European art, and he scoured the Continent for the best examples before the First World War. How he beat Berenson and Duveen to some of them, I’ll never know. It’s tragic that they remained hidden for so long – and that he was killed before he could see them exhibited. There’s no justice, you know; there really isn’t.’


‘Except that the paintings did survive,’ Trish said. She was enjoying herself, which she hadn’t expected. ‘And, when you think about it, that’s amazing, given how much bombing there was round here. The whole lot could have gone up in flames in the Blitz, with no one any the wiser.’


‘Oh, don’t,’ Fullwell said, putting a hand over his heart as though to calm its racing beat. ‘I can’t bear the thought. Now would you—?’


A mobile phone began to ring with an irritating little jingle. His pleasant smile twisted into a grimace. Trish sympathized: she hated the endless interruptions of mobiles herself. Then she realized it was her own phone that was ringing and apologized at once. She grabbed it out of her bag and was about to switch it off when she recognized the chambers’ number on her screen.


‘This is one I have to answer. I’m so sorry. I’ll go outside.’


‘There’s no need,’ he said coldly and turned his back.


She wasn’t sure whether he was giving her privacy or signalling his detestation of the mobile menace.


‘Yes, Steve?’ she said into the phone.


‘We’ve had a call from your brother’s school,’ her clerk told her in a voice loaded with disapproval. ‘He’s been involved in a fight and they want you to call them straightaway. D’you want me to give you the number?’


‘I’ve got it, thanks. I’ll ring them now,’ Trish said. If David were hurt, Henry Buxford’s job would have to wait. ‘Mr Fullwell, I’m really sorry, but I’m going to have to go now. May I come back another time, if I promise to keep my mobile switched off?’


‘I very much hope you will,’ he said, smiling again, as though to show that he’d forgiven her solecism. ‘There’s a lot here you would enjoy, and you haven’t had full value for your ticket. If you bring it with you when you next come, Jo will let you in again.’


‘How kind! I’ll see you again, then.’


Trish hurried out of the building, already pressing in the code for the school. The secretary answered before she’d reached the street and she was through to Hester More, the head teacher, a moment later.


‘Is he hurt?’ she said, without any kind of greeting.


‘David is no more than bruised,’ Mrs More said with her usual careful formality, which always sounded as though she was reproaching the rest of the world for its sloppy speech.


‘How did it happen?’ Trish couldn’t believe the gentle, cooperative child she knew could have got into a fight with anyone.
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