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  ONE




  Hugh Gwynne arrived at the Royal Courts of Justice soon after nine thirty and made a quick inspection of the noticeboard and the location of Court 12 before stationing himself

  to one side of the Great Hall to wait for the rest of the team. The hall was more church than law, a vast Gothic cathedral of soaring arches and high stained-glass windows, designed to overawe. As

  clumps of people formed and dissolved, he shifted a little to maintain a clear view of the entrance, where a stream of barristers, solicitors and officials hurried in only to bunch impatiently at

  the security check. There was still plenty of time, but that didn’t prevent him from feeling a nudge of anxiety in case one of the team should get held up, a tension heightened by the rarity

  of his trips to London and the unfamiliar surroundings of the Royal Courts. There had already been a scare late on Saturday evening when it looked as if their key witness Dr Ainsley might be

  delayed by a snowstorm in Chicago. Then Hugh’s client Tom Deacon had called last night to insist on a case conference before court resumed, on a subject he refused to reveal in advance. The

  conference was meant to happen at ten, the hearing to resume at ten thirty, so when no one had appeared by five to ten Hugh allowed himself a more serious twinge of concern. Where had they all got

  to?




  A minute later Hugh spotted Desmond Riley’s round figure approaching at a leisurely pace, his gown draped over one arm, his briefcase swinging lazily at his side, and, close behind,

  Sanjay, dragging a wheeled case, his free arm full of documents. Leading and junior counsel, and no mistaking which was which.




  ‘Oh, hello, Hugh,’ said Desmond with a show of mild surprise, as if they’d bumped into each other by chance. ‘Well, here we are again.’ His tone, like his walk, was

  deliberately casual, almost off-hand, an affectation which Hugh had found disconcerting in the early days of the hearing, until he realised it was less a vanity than a disguise for the anticipation

  Desmond felt at the prospect of a stimulating day in court.




  Sanjay smiled. ‘Hi, Hugh.’




  Hugh was on the point of asking after the latest addition to Sanjay’s family, which had been imminent when they’d last met, when Desmond came in with: ‘All set?’




  Hugh said, ‘We’re just waiting for Tom.’




  ‘Ah.’ Desmond’s face took on a distracted expression, as if clients, essential though they were, could be something of an unwelcome complication.




  Hugh said, ‘I’m sure he won’t be long.’




  Desmond made a show of looking at his watch. ‘But do we really need a confab now? Can’t it wait till lunchtime?’




  ‘He was anxious to go through a few points.’




  ‘Points?’ Desmond echoed dubiously.




  ‘I think he’s been going over some of the witness statements.’




  ‘Ahh.’ Desmond managed to instil the sound with a breadth of meaning. ‘He gave no indication of what these points might be?’




  ‘No.’




  There was a pause while they pondered the intricacies of dealing with Tom Deacon. For Hugh, who could never think of his client without a stab of sympathy intensified by a reflexive guilt at his

  own good fortune, Tom’s wilder ideas and strange inconsequential obsessions demanded respect and attention, if, ultimately, firmness. The fact that Tom no longer trusted Hugh with his ideas,

  stubbornly guarding them for Desmond’s scrutiny, was just another manifestation of the man’s psychological injury, which was, after all, why they were here in the first place.




  ‘It’s nothing urgent though?’ Desmond asked hopefully. ‘Nothing that concerns this morning’s business?’




  ‘He didn’t say.’




  ‘Nothing in the way of new instructions as such?’ Desmond persevered.




  ‘Not that I’m aware of, no.’




  Desmond glanced towards the doors, as if to emphasise Tom’s non-appearance.




  ‘He must have got held up,’ Hugh said lamely.




  ‘In that case, I think we’ll go on ahead,’ Desmond declared with a brisk smile. ‘Perhaps when Tom arrives . . .’ He passed this thought to Hugh with a lift of his

  eyebrows.




  ‘I’ll bring him straight up.’




  ‘And if there’s no time for the confab we’ll hold it over till lunchtime, shall we?’ Abandoning any last pretence of languor, Desmond moved rapidly away.




  As Sanjay started to follow, Hugh asked quickly, ‘Boy or girl?’




  Sanjay gave a happy grin. ‘Boy.’




  ‘Wonderful news. Congratulations.’




  Sanjay tilted his head in thanks and hurried off, only to turn back with an air of having forgotten his manners. ‘And your son – did he get that university place?’




  As with so many matters concerning Charlie there was no simple answer to this, and after a moment’s hesitation Hugh called, ‘Near enough anyway,’ adding a baffled shrug, which

  Sanjay took as a show of fatherly modesty, but which caused Hugh a darting sense of disloyalty, as though he had damned Charlie’s achievement with faint praise.




  Finally, Hugh’s trainee Isabel Mazzara came into sight with Derek, the firm’s outdoor clerk, wheeling a porter’s trolley of boxed documents.




  ‘The traffic,’ Isabel breathed, with residual anxiety. ‘I knew London was bad, but . . .’




  ‘Lots of time,’ Hugh assured her.




  ‘What’s the news on—’ Isabel broke off with a deep spluttering cough. ‘Sorry.’ She scrabbled for a tissue and blew her nose. ‘Thought I’d shaken

  this off . . .’




  Isabel was a health and yoga devotee, who in her eighteen months at Dimmock Marsh had tried with gentle fervour to encourage Hugh into healthier lunching habits. Seeing her watery eyes and

  reddened nostrils, Hugh offered a sympathetic wince. ‘Bad luck.’




  Her naturally grave face, accentuated by a wide, slightly startled gaze, creased into an expression of concern. ‘Just hope I don’t give it to everyone else.’ She snuffled into

  her handkerchief again. ‘Did Ainsley’s flight get in all right?’




  ‘Yesterday morning. He said he’d be here by ten fifteen.’




  He could see Isabel mentally assembling the documents that would need to be on hand for Ainsley’s evidence. When she had ticked everything off to her satisfaction, her expression, always a

  mirror to her thoughts, registered the fact with a small gleam of relief. ‘And Hugh – what do you want me to do once I’ve got things set up? Do you want me to come back and wait

  for Tom?’




  ‘No.’ It was unthinkable that anyone else should wait for Tom. ‘No. If you’d just keep an eye out for Dr Ainsley. In case I miss him in the crowd.’




  Needing no encouragement to get up to the courtroom and work out how best to arrange the documents, Isabel picked up her briefcase, only to set it down again and root hastily through her

  handbag.




  Derek took a step forward. ‘How are you, Mr Gwynne?’




  ‘All right, thanks, Derek.’




  ‘Mrs Gwynne keeping well?’




  ‘She is indeed.’




  ‘Still working for the Citizens Advice?’




  ‘Yes. Keeps her pretty busy.’




  ‘And the rest of the family?’




  ‘Thriving.’




  Having a good idea of what was coming next, rather hoping to avoid it, Hugh made a point of looking away towards the entrance. But Derek had served thirty years in the Bristol police before

  coming to work for Dimmock Marsh and took a fussy proprietorial interest in events that impinged on his former territory.




  ‘No further news?’ he asked in a confidential murmur.




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘From the local force?’




  ‘It was only a broken window, Derek.’




  ‘And fifty pounds in cash,’ Derek corrected him, in the manner of someone who likes to get the facts rights. ‘And some jewellery.’




  ‘It was costume jewellery, worth very little.’




  ‘You haven’t found other items missing subsequently?’




  They’d had this conversation several times in the last two weeks, but going over old ground had never been a problem for Derek.




  ‘Nothing, no.’




  Departing from his usual script, Derek declared, ‘Likely an addict then. They’re the ones that go for the cash.’




  Hugh cast him a sharp look, wondering if he knew about Charlie’s problem but was too polite to mention it.




  But Derek’s bland transparent face was void of pretence as he said, ‘Likely as not someone known to the local lads if they’d bothered to take prints.’




  ‘They issued me with an incident number, Derek. That’s all you can expect nowadays.’




  Derek’s doleful expression suggested that things had gone steeply downhill since his time on the force. ‘Well, if there’s anything I can do, Mr Gwynne, you know where to find

  me.’




  ‘Thanks, Derek.’




  With a small exclamation, Isabel finally extracted a small packet from her handbag. ‘Here, Hugh, take one of these every two hours. They’re the best thing for warding off colds.

  They’ve got vitamin C and zinc and—’




  ‘No, you keep them, Isabel.’




  ‘But I can get some more at lunchtime.’ Conscientious to a fault, she would go without eating to scour the neighbourhood.




  Hugh shook his head. ‘Really. I’ll have some extra chips instead.’




  The cold or the stress had made her slow, she gazed at him in puzzlement.




  ‘Spuds are good for vitamin C, aren’t they?’




  ‘But chips aren’t—’ Then, catching his expression, she coloured slightly. ‘Here,’ she said, thrusting the packet forward. ‘Have one for now.’




  Hugh took the pastille dutifully and, as Isabel set off with Derek to find Court 12, slipped it into his pocket.




  Resuming his scrutiny of the entrance, Hugh searched for Tom Deacon’s taut discordant figure, his characteristic staccato stride. At ten twenty he decided Tom must have got lost on the

  Underground or badly misjudged the travelling time. Tom had talked vaguely about staying with friends somewhere beyond Putney, as if there was some region of south-west London yet to acquire a

  proper name. Though it was more than twenty years since Hugh had been articled to a firm of solicitors in Westminster, returning each evening to a cramped flat-share in Fulham, he was familiar

  enough with the layout of the suburbs to know that the rail links were few and far between. Tom had probably underestimated the time it would take to reach the nearest station, and the number of

  changes necessary, and the likelihood of delays due to points failures, bomb scares, and driver no-shows. Hugh only hoped he wasn’t suffering a full-blown panic attack.




  To know Tom Deacon was to worry about him. In the four years since Hugh had taken on Tom’s personal injury claim, through all the setbacks and delays, the hagglings and manoeuvrings with

  the other side, not to mention the numerous crises in Tom’s health and personal life, it seemed to Hugh that he had spent more time worrying about Tom than all his other clients put

  together.




  Hugh called Tom’s mobile, knowing it would be switched off on the advice of his therapist, who insisted he pick up messages no more than twice a day. Hugh left a message anyway, reminding

  Tom they were in Court 12, saying he might have to go on ahead.




  A moment later his phone beeped, but the text wasn’t from Tom, it was from Annaliese, Hugh’s PA, to say she would be dropping off some urgent mail at his house that evening.




  Hugh left it as long as he dared, then, two minutes before court was due to begin, started up the stone steps at a run, diverting briefly to the first-floor balcony to take a last glance into

  the Great Hall below. He was veering away when a familiar figure caught his eye. It was Tom, standing in the queue for the security check. Even in the shadows at the end of the hall he was

  unmistakable, the bony head, the hunch of the sharp shoulders, the ill-fitting jacket cut by the straps of his rucksack.




  Hugh hurried down again and, overcome by affection and relief, strode across the hall to meet him. ‘You’ve made it! Well done!’




  Tom was too busy casting around the hall to notice his outstretched hand, so by way of a greeting Hugh touched his sleeve instead.




  ‘Problems on the Underground?’




  ‘Where’s Desmond?’




  ‘He had to go on ahead.’




  Focusing properly on Hugh for the first time, Tom’s eyes flickered with agitation. ‘What about the conference?’




  ‘It’ll have to wait till lunchtime.’




  ‘But I need to talk to him.’




  ‘Court’s just starting, Tom. It’s ten thirty.’




  Tom’s frown contained puzzlement but also what looked like a more general confusion, and Hugh wondered whether he’d overdone his medication. It had happened a couple of times before,

  most notably on the second day of the hearing when Tom, giving evidence, had found it so hard to form even the most basic sentence that the judge suggested he step down till another day.




  ‘You all right, old friend?’ Hugh asked, noticing the pallor of his skin where it stretched over the sharp cheekbones, and the sheen of dampness that clung to his forehead.




  ‘Yeah . . .’ Tom murmured distractedly. ‘Yeah . . .’




  ‘Anything you need?’




  ‘No, I . . . just didn’t sleep too well . . .’




  ‘Always difficult in a strange bed,’ Hugh said, knowing that Tom hadn’t managed a good night’s sleep in five years, ever since the road accident when, unable to free his

  four-year-old daughter from the overturned car, he had been forced to watch her burn to death. ‘Look, do you want to go for a coffee first? Take a few minutes to—’




  ‘No,’ said Tom with sudden urgency, as if he’d finally understood how late it was. ‘No, we should get up there!’




  They moved off, Tom walking in long jerky strides, his eyes fixed doggedly on the floor ahead. ‘What I’ve got to tell Desmond,’ he said, ‘it’s very

  important.’




  ‘Okay,’ Hugh said. ‘Why don’t you tell me what it is, then I can pass him a note?’




  But Tom was wearing the stubborn, harried expression that suggested he had other plans. ‘It’s . . . too complicated. I’ll have to write it out.’




  ‘Fine. So long as I can see it first.’ Then, because this had sounded peremptory, never the best approach with Tom, Hugh added, ‘You know how it is, Tom. Procedure.’




  ‘I know the procedure.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ Hugh said easily, as they started up the steps.




  ‘It hasn’t been that long.’




  It had in fact been five weeks since the hearing had overrun its time allocation at Bristol High Court and been adjourned until the next gap in the judge’s peripatetic schedule. This week,

  the first available, had found the judge sitting here at the Royal Courts, so like a band of gypsies they had struck camp and brought the caravan of lawyers, documents and witnesses to London.




  ‘I’ve been working on the case non-stop,’ Tom went on, with a hint of rebuke.




  ‘I know you have, Tom.’ And Hugh had batches of his typed notes to prove it, in duplicate, a set for him and a set for Desmond on which Hugh had exercised a certain discretion,

  either editing them heavily or omitting to forward them. More recently Tom had taken to calling Hugh in the evenings, sometimes quite late, to go over points they had covered a dozen times

  before.




  Tom climbed the last few steps at the double.




  Hugh said, ‘We shouldn’t have missed too much, you know. There’s bound to be some preliminary stuff before they call the first witness—’




  ‘Price,’ Tom breathed derisively. ‘Bloody Price.’ Price, a former army comrade of Tom’s, was giving evidence for the other side.




  ‘It’s not Price on first, Tom. It’s Dr Ainsley. Price won’t be on till this afternoon at the very earliest.’




  Tom halted. ‘But you said it was going to be Price.’ The lack of sleep or the medication had lent his voice a childish whine.




  ‘What I said, Tom, was that Price could be on first if Ainsley got delayed. But Ainsley’s made it okay, so we’re back to the original schedule.’




  ‘For God’s sake . . .’




  ‘I said I’d phone if there was a change.’




  ‘You said it was going to be Price,’ he repeated reproachfully.




  Tom had these little frets from time to time when events were crowding in on him and he was struggling to retain a sense of control. Hugh said reassuringly, ‘Much better to start the week

  with a key witness for our side. That way we get to restate our case before Price gets into the witness box.’




  Tom moved forward again, but cautiously, as if the day still had the power to spring further unpleasant surprises on him. ‘When will I be giving evidence?’




  They had been through this on the phone as well, but Hugh answered as though for the first time, ‘I’m not sure, Tom.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’




  ‘Umm . . . Desmond thinks, unlikely.’




  ‘But as soon as Price has finished.’




  ‘You know how Desmond is – he likes to see how things go.’




  Stopping again, Tom said hoarsely, ‘But you promised.’




  ‘No, Tom. What I promised was that I’d put your request to Desmond – which I did. I told him you were keen to counter Price’s evidence in person. Which he already knew

  from his last meeting with you. He’s really very clear about what you want. But at the end of the day we have to let him decide. He’s the advocate. He’s the expert. He knows how

  to play it.’




  Tom tipped his head back and held it there for a second or two before relenting with a slow expressive closing of his eyes, as if further argument would simply cost him too much in terms of

  nervous energy.




  At times like this, Hugh felt the impossibility of comprehending what Tom’s life was like, not just the battle to get through the day with its flashbacks and panic attacks, nor the nights

  with their jolting nightmares, but the fact that he was having to endure it alone. Two years after the tragedy Tom’s wife had left him, taking the two remaining children with her, and now

  lived seventy miles away with a new partner. To have lost his wife was bad enough, but to be separated from his children seemed unimaginable to Hugh.




  ‘Okay?’ he asked.




  Tom sucked in a long breath. ‘Yeah.’




  As they walked on, Tom returned to an old grievance. ‘I suppose there’ll be a whole lot more crap from the other side.’




  ‘Ainsley’s going to be a strong witness. I don’t think they’ll manage to beat him down.’




  ‘But they tied Munro up in knots, didn’t they?’




  It was partly true. Munro, a psychotherapist who’d treated Tom with cognitive behavioural therapy, had produced an excellent written statement, but under cross-examination had through

  inexperience or lack of confidence hedged his comments with so many ifs and buts that he’d appeared ponderous and uncertain.




  ‘His evidence stood up okay,’ said Hugh firmly. ‘But we always knew the other side was going to throw a lot of mud, didn’t we? It doesn’t mean it’s going to

  stick.’




  ‘But that’s all the judge gets to hear – crap.’




  Like many people encountering the adversarial system for the first time, Tom kept taking it personally. The opposition’s attempts to show that his troubles had started long before he

  witnessed his daughter’s death, that he’d been suffering depression and undiagnosed post-traumatic stress disorder since his military service in Bosnia, never failed to unnerve him.




  At the doors to the court Tom unhitched his rucksack and paused to straighten his shoulders and take a series of deep, snatched breaths, like someone who’s been taught relaxation exercises

  but hasn’t quite got the hang of them.




  ‘You realise Price may be sitting in court,’ Hugh said.




  Tom gave a tight nod.




  ‘Well, play it cool, eh? Don’t give him the satisfaction of letting him get to you.’




  ‘Sure,’ Tom murmured. Then, allowing the idea more room in his mind, rallying to this vision of himself as a man in control, he gave a more definite nod. ‘Yeah. Sod

  him.’




  His gaze had turned hard, his voice flat and unreadable, and for a moment he might have been the Tom Deacon of four years ago, sitting in Hugh’s office, asking him to take his case.




  It was the time immediately after Hugh’s old firm Dimmock Warrington had merged with the up-and-coming Marsh & Co. While Hugh hadn’t opposed the merger, he

  hadn’t seen much point in it either and had been judged behind the times for saying so. According to the forward thinkers, standing still was no longer an option; the firm had to grow or die.

  In the old setup it had never been thought necessary to have a corporate objective; it was taken for granted that the firm would do the best possible job for its clients while providing a decent

  living for its partners and employees. But the newly formed Dimmock Marsh was made of more ambitious stuff and had rapidly acquired a mission statement, to become the top firm in Bristol and the

  West, or as the slogan-writers had it, The Best in the West. Specialisation and expertise were the new watchwords. Generalisation was regarded as a necessary but unprofitable sideline. Of the

  nineteen partners in the merged firm Hugh was one of only three not to answer the call to specialise, preferring to stick to the traditional hotchpotch of conveyancing, wills, probate, and

  contract: what he liked to call high street law, but which was now termed private client work. Under the new regime Annaliese was required to ask potential clients the nature of their business in

  advance so they could be directed to the appropriate specialist. But Tom Deacon had refused to disclose his reasons for coming to see Hugh, so, on welcoming him into his office that first day, Hugh

  was expecting to hear about some kind of dispute, with a neighbour perhaps, or a business associate, because in his experience it was confrontation that made people secretive; that or shame.




  Tom Deacon was about forty and painfully thin, his neck scrawny inside the over-large collar, his jacket swimming on jagged shoulders. But most striking at first sight was his face, the skin so

  tight over the bones that the course of the veins and sinews was visible beneath, while a sharp groove had formed under each cheekbone, as though the flesh had been sucked inwards and held firm by

  some invisible claw. When Hugh got to know Tom better, he wasn’t surprised to find he was a heavy smoker and hard drinker who ate little and badly. But his immediate impression was of a man

  being consumed from within, as if by some voracious parasite.




  Deacon sat down stiffly and, though the pristine steel-and-glass decor shouted of a rigidly enforced no-smoking policy, he pulled out a cigarette. ‘Okay, is it?’ he asked, very much

  as an afterthought.




  ‘Sure. I’ll find an ashtray . . .’ For lack of anything better Hugh emptied the papers out of his wastebin and placed it next to Deacon’s chair.




  Lighting up, Deacon fixed his intense gaze on Hugh. ‘I was recommended to you.’




  ‘Oh? Can I ask who by?’




  But Deacon wasn’t about to be drawn. ‘A couple of people,’ he said vaguely.




  ‘Well . . . I’ll try to live up to expectations. So what can I do for you, Mr Deacon?’




  Deacon stared at Hugh a while longer, as if making up his mind about him, before beginning to speak in the dull monotone Hugh would come to know so well. Until last year he’d had a good

  life, he said: a wife, two boys of six and three, a daughter of four called Holly, and a regular job as a joiner and cabinet-maker. Then one day when he was driving Holly back from a birthday party

  a car came round a bend on the wrong side of the road and crashed into them, sending their car down a steep slope where it landed on its roof. Knocked unconscious, he came round to the sound of

  Holly’s cries. He managed to unfasten his seatbelt and get out – the driver’s door had been thrown open – but as he went to free Holly the car burst into flames. The rear

  door was jammed tight, he couldn’t open it. By the time he got back to the driver’s door the interior was an inferno, he was beaten back by the flames. He was in hospital for several

  weeks, he couldn’t remember how long exactly. He had bad burns and a broken leg. When he eventually tried to get back to work he couldn’t hold down a job. The other driver, an

  eighty-year-old farmer, had suffered a heart attack just before the crash, and died as a result of one or both. The insurance company had offered Deacon thirty thousand pounds in settlement, but if

  he couldn’t work again then it wasn’t going to be enough. He wanted to know if he could get more.




  He told his story without obvious emotion, gazing at Hugh in an unfocused way, as if looking through him to some distant world. Only when it came to the money question did his eyes sharpen

  again.




  Hugh said, with considerable feeling, ‘My condolences on your terrible loss, Mr Deacon.’




  Deacon gave a brief nod of acknowledgement.




  In a tone of sympathy Hugh explained why he couldn’t take the case. It required an expert, and he was a generalist without experience in personal injury. The man Deacon should see was

  Martin Sachs, a senior partner at Dimmock Marsh who was highly respected in the field and could advise him on the best way forward.




  While Hugh was speaking, Deacon’s expression darkened. With a shudder of tension or irritation, he stated bluntly that he’d come to Hugh on the recommendation of friends, that

  he’d chosen the man not the firm, and – showing a spark of the flint within – that he wasn’t about to be shunted sideways on to someone else.




  Hugh knew he shouldn’t hesitate to turn the case down. Quite apart from the gaps in his knowledge, which would need a crash course to fill, a case like this would carry a huge weight of

  responsibility. It was one thing to guide clients through the mundane transactions of life, when the collapse of a house sale was considered a major setback, and quite another to deal with the

  aftermath of tragedy, when you had the one shot at getting the compensation right. There was something else that bothered him, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on until he was

  showing Deacon out of the office. As they waited for the lift, Deacon said, ‘All I want is to get my life back.’




  Hugh should have pointed out there and then that the law wasn’t in the business of restoring lives, that all it could offer was money, and then generally far less than you were expecting.

  But something made him hold back, probably the same thing that had made him go against his earlier intentions and agree to consider taking the case after all. At home that evening, trying to

  explain it to Lizzie, he said he felt a duty to protect Deacon from the sharks who infested the personal injury pool, firms that promised the earth, took a fat fee, and delivered a rubbish job. He

  wanted to save him from Martin Sachs as well, for while his revered partner couldn’t be classified as a shark he had an aggressive bulldog style, all bark and worse bite, which would have

  been quite wrong for someone like Deacon, who would need support at every stage along the way.




  ‘So what’s worrying you?’ Lizzie asked.




  ‘Whether I’m up to it.’




  ‘Why wouldn’t you be?’




  ‘Lack of experience. Lack of speed. Having to fumble around in the dark . . .’




  ‘Would you do a worse job than Martin Sachs?’




  ‘No . . . No, I’d make sure I didn’t.’




  ‘There you are then,’ Lizzie said.




  ‘I’m still not sure . . .’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Partly Deacon’s expectations . . . wanting his life back. The responsibility of the case. And . . .’ It came to Hugh then, the concern he hadn’t been able to name.

  ‘The feeling that Deacon’s holding on to his sanity by his fingertips.’




  Hugh got a rough ride at the next partners’ meeting. Martin Sachs, sitting on a very high horse indeed, asked what point there was in having specialists if their expertise was ignored. Not

  only was it amateurish to use a non-specialist, but there was a considerable risk of mistakes being made, mistakes which, he hardly needed to remind everyone, could bring the firm’s name into

  disrepute. The chairman, an arbitrator by trade, suggested that Martin might act as an éminence grise for Hugh, guiding the case from behind the scenes, factoring his time into the fees

  equation. But Martin wasn’t having any of that. It would result in a dangerous blurring of responsibilities, he declared, and was therefore unworkable. There the matter might have rested if

  Ray Wheatcroft hadn’t come to the rescue. Ray, whose history stretched back as far as Hugh’s, to the old firm and beyond, and who had become his closest ally in the combative climate of

  the new regime, pointed out that it was surely better to have won the job on less-than-ideal terms than not to have won it at all, particularly when it was such an unusual case which was bound to

  create widespread interest.




  Hugh wasn’t convinced about the widespread interest argument, but it was enough to carry the day and permanently sour his relations with Martin Sachs, whose blood pressure rose visibly at

  every mention of the case, and didn’t get any lower when two psychiatrists confirmed that Tom Deacon was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, thus propelling the claim into a

  different financial ballpark, confirmed when Desmond Riley advised them to turn down an offer of three hundred thousand pounds and enter a fresh claim.




  So here they were, four years down the line, starting the last week of the hearing that would decide whether Tom was entitled to the full eight hundred and ninety thousand

  pounds he was claiming for injury and loss of earnings following the car accident and tragic death of his daughter. Passing through the second set of doors, the courtroom hush closed softly around

  them, barely disturbed by the voice of Edward Bavistock QC, leading counsel for the defendants – nominally the estate of the eighty-year-old farmer, but effectively his insurers – who

  admitted negligence but were contesting both the timing and extent of Tom’s psychological injuries.




  The court wasn’t crowded. As always in such cases, the judge sat alone without a jury, while the two legal teams barely filled the first two tiers of benched seats. In the third row was

  one man Hugh hadn’t seen before, but going by Tom’s lack of reaction it obviously wasn’t Price. They slid into the bench beside Isabel, who shot Hugh a relieved smile. The judge

  registered their arrival with a mild glance before returning his attention to Bavistock, who was making some kind of procedural application. Before Hugh had time to grasp what it was about, the

  matter was decided and the first witness called.




  Dr Ainsley looked every inch the eminent consultant psychiatrist. His finely drawn features, thick silver hair, well-cut grey suit and bow tie, slim pair of reading glasses which he perched on

  the end of his nose to read the oath, proclaimed distinction and authority.




  Desmond Riley stood up. ‘Dr Ainsley, you will find your witness statement on page fifteen in the bundle in front of you.’ A pause while Ainsley found his place. ‘However, as

  some months have passed since you made your statement, I would like to ask you a few questions about the intervening period.’




  Hugh noticed with relief that Tom seemed to have given up on the idea of writing Desmond a note. Having pulled a pad and pen out of his rucksack and written the date in large block capitals, he

  put the pad on the table in front of him and sat back in his seat, a fist pressed against his mouth, watching Ainsley.




  ‘Dr Ainsley,’ Desmond said, ‘you made your statement on the seventeenth of June of this year. In it you said you had last examined Mr Deacon one week beforehand, namely on the

  tenth. Have you seen Mr Deacon since that date?’




  ‘I have. On the ninth of October.’




  ‘That is . . . three weeks ago?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘As a result of that consultation have you had any reason to alter your opinion of Mr Deacon’s condition?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Would you summarise your diagnosis for the court, please?’




  ‘In my opinion Tom Deacon is suffering from PTSD – post-traumatic stress disorder.’




  ‘And has the seriousness of his condition changed, in your opinion?’




  ‘No. I would say it has remained the same.’




  ‘Which is?’




  ‘Severe.’




  ‘And his symptoms – are they the same?’




  ‘Essentially, yes. I found he was still suffering vivid flashbacks of his daughter’s death, sometimes as often as once an hour, as well as debilitating panic attacks, insomnia,

  nightmares, acute anxiety, headaches and a fear of strangers which amounted to paranoia.’




  ‘And during this period had any of these symptoms altered in severity?’




  ‘Well, some had got a bit worse – the flashbacks, for example, while some had improved a little – the insomnia. But fluctuating symptoms are to be expected in this sort of

  case.’




  ‘And these symptoms had persisted despite continued medication?’




  ‘Correct.’




  Desmond turned the pages of his notes. ‘Dr Ainsley, in your statement you say that Mr Deacon didn’t appear to have suffered any adverse effects from his army service. Would you say

  that is still the case?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘No indication that he contracted any sort of stress-related illness as a result of his service?’




  ‘None.’




  ‘How have you come to that opinion?’




  ‘For one thing, Mr Deacon himself doesn’t see his army service as a problem. He never even thinks about the Bosnian War until something reminds him – a news item, or a film. Or

  when he hears a sudden noise – a firework or a motorbike backfiring. For another thing, he shows no signs of anxiety or distress or memory-avoidance when asked about it.’




  ‘Is it possible that his experiences in the conflict could be having a subconscious effect on him?’




  ‘You mean, in a damaging sense?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I would say, unlikely. No, in my judgement Tom Deacon seems to have dealt with his war experiences in a mature, healthy way.’




  At Hugh’s side Tom gave an emphatic nod.




  ‘And the trauma of watching his daughter die – that couldn’t have activated a long-delayed traumatic response to his war experiences?’




  ‘Extremely unlikely, in my opinion. Because, as I’ve said, there’s no indication of any trauma from that time.’




  Desmond found another place in his notes, whose edges supported a rainbow of Post-it stickers. ‘Dr Ainsley, in the period between June and October did your prognosis of Mr Deacon’s

  condition change at all?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘So the outlook remains poor?’




  ‘Well, he made some progress after he first came to me, of course, when I recommended he undergo cognitive behavioural therapy with Dr Jack Munro. But since then there’s been little

  discernible improvement in my opinion. And, as things stand at the moment, I can’t see the prospect of any more, no.’




  ‘When you say there was some initial progress – this would be between three and four years ago?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And could you indicate the degree of improvement? Was it small? Moderate? How would you rate it?’




  ‘I would say the improvement was significant. But not enough to make him anything like a well man. We were of course starting from a low base, after Mr Deacon had suffered a severe

  breakdown with suicidal tendencies.’




  The judge, who was writing steadily, murmured without looking up, ‘Mr Riley, surely this period is covered by the witness statement?’




  ‘My Lord,’ Desmond conceded with a nod. ‘So, Dr Ainsley . . . you say you can’t see any prospect of improvement? Has your opinion changed since June?’




  ‘My opinion hasn’t changed, no. I can’t see any chance of improvement while Mr Deacon’s life remains as it is now, basically in ruins, without anything to occupy his

  mind, living on benefits in a damp cottage. It gives him no chance at all.’




  ‘What would give him a chance in your opinion?’




  ‘Two things. Firstly, a conclusion to this case, which should give him some degree of closure. Secondly, practical changes. If he could have a proper workshop to do his woodwork, a decent

  place to live, and some freedom from financial worries, then – well, I can’t make any firm predictions, I can only say that such changes would offer the best environment for, if not

  improvement, then at least stability. It would make his condition more bearable.’




  Bavistock clambered to his feet. ‘My Lord, surely this is speculation, and therefore beyond the bounds of medical opinion.’




  The judge flexed his eyebrows. ‘I’m not sure I follow, Mr Bavistock. I think the medical profession can be allowed to speculate on the outcome of its treatments and

  interventions.’




  ‘With respect, my Lord, Dr Ainsley is commenting on a change of lifestyle not a medical treatment.’




  ‘I would have thought that a change of lifestyle would constitute a treatment, Mr Bavistock, especially in the field of psychiatry.’ The judge turned to Ainsley. ‘Would that be

  correct, Dr Ainsley? You might, on occasion, advise a change of lifestyle as a form of treatment?’




  ‘Very much so, your lordship.’




  The judge cast Bavistock an eloquent look.




  ‘As your lordship pleases.’ Bavistock sank back into his seat.




  Tom, his head low, slid Hugh a look of avid satisfaction, as if they had just won a significant point instead of a routine legal challenge.




  Desmond resumed, ‘Dr Ainsley, you have stated that you think it highly unlikely that Tom Deacon will ever be able to hold down a job again. Has your opinion in that regard altered at

  all?’




  ‘No, it hasn’t.’




  ‘And if his circumstances were to change in the way you recommend, would that improve his prospects of finding work?’




  ‘At best he might be able to make a few pieces of furniture, but only at his own pace in his own time. In my opinion, he’ll never be able to hold down a fulltime job

  again.’




  ‘You also stated that you think he’ll never be able to lead anything approaching a full life. Is that still the case?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘He will always be prone to flashbacks and panic attacks?’




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘He will always need treatment?’




  ‘Yes. But medication can only achieve so much. It can only dull the patient’s symptoms to a limited extent. And of course the amount of medication has to be balanced against the

  patient’s ability to function. There’s no point in making the patient so drowsy that his remaining quality of life is impaired.’




  ‘Thank you, Dr Ainsley.’




  As Desmond dropped down into his seat, Tom put his mouth to Hugh’s ear and hissed, ‘Is that all?’




  Hugh nodded, and Tom’s expression dipped in frustration. For him, the written statements which the court used as its main source of evidence were a poor substitute for evidence delivered

  in person from the witness box.




  Bavistock stood up and began to go through Ainsley’s statement point by point, starting with Ainsley’s qualifications, career, and experience, dwelling for some time on the fact that

  he now spent a significant amount of time lecturing and appearing as an expert witness.




  ‘So, you do very little clinical work as such, Dr Ainsley?’




  ‘I try to see long-standing patients whenever I can.’




  ‘But new patients – you simply assess them? You don’t treat them?’




  ‘New patients, yes.’




  ‘And you assess them for medico-forensic purposes, as an expert witness?’




  ‘Not always. Sometimes I’m simply called in to give a second opinion.’




  ‘Perhaps I could rephrase it then – the majority of your work is medico-forensic?’




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘Now, there are different descriptions of post-traumatic stress disorder in current use, are there not? Perhaps you could take us through them?’




  As Ainsley launched into a detailed explanation, Tom sank lower in his seat and finding a pencil began to sketch on his pad. He drew quickly and confidently. Looking across, Hugh saw a desk

  taking shape, traditional in design, with pedestals and drawers, shown corner on, with the effortless perspective of a true draughtsman, and was reminded of a summer day some three years ago when

  Tom had drawn something similar at the lunch table at Meadowcroft. It was shortly after Tom’s wife had left him, and thus a time of particular concern for his well-being. It had been

  Lizzie’s idea to invite him for Sunday lunch. Tom bicycled over, arriving an hour early, so Hugh suggested a walk. Tom had only one walking speed, which was fast. Spurning the footpaths as

  too crowded, though there was only a single dog-walker visible in the far distance, Tom struck out across country, leading the way over fences, ditches and boggy pastures, Hugh following as best he

  could, breathlessly, with the occasional unscheduled halt to extricate himself from barbed wire. After half an hour at the same furious speed Hugh pleaded an arthritic knee and they returned at an

  easier pace, though Tom had a job keeping to it, often surging ahead without thinking, slowing with an effort. They talked about serious walking, which for Tom was hill walking, the steeper the

  better, while Hugh told of his early childhood in Llandeilo, close to the Black Mountains, with his schoolteacher parents and two sisters, and moving to Swansea when he was ten, where he had missed

  the mountains, the sight of them, and the summer walks. Tom preferred winter walks, he said; not so many people and less chance of getting overheated. Then, darting Hugh a faint smile, he declared,

  ‘It was you being Welsh that swung it.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘When I came to see you that first time. You keeping your accent, not having ditched it for something snotty. I thought you’d probably be okay.’




  Hugh laughed, wondering at the slender thread by which the decision had hung. ‘It’s a poor Welshman who ditches his accent.’




  ‘That’s what I mean.’




  They had drinks on the terrace. Tom downed his first beer at the same rate he did his walking, seriously fast, but the alcohol did little to lift his mood, which had plunged for no apparent

  reason, leaving him morose and uncommunicative. Even Lizzie, who had a rare talent for drawing people out, struggled to get more than two words out of him. Nor did the appearance of Lou, in all her

  freshness and serenity, rouse him; if anything he seemed to retreat further into his shell. It was Charlie of all people who saved the day. Charlie had got home at ten to four that morning; Hugh

  knew to the minute because he’d heard the voices, the slam of a car door, and had fretted miserably over who was driving and how stoned or otherwise off their heads they’d been. Now,

  having slept through the best part of the day, Charlie had dragged himself out of bed at the third time of asking and arrived at the lunch table pale, unkempt, eyes screwed up against the light.

  Perhaps Tom recognised a fellow traveller, perhaps he sympathised all too readily when the crash of a pan lid caused Charlie to flinch, but after a while the two of them exchanged a few words, and

  when Hugh next broke off from his conversation with Lou and Lizzie it was to hear them discussing cabinet-making, how much more it was than mere carpentry, how much artistry was involved, and how

  there was a big demand for bespoke pieces if you could only break into the market. Producing a notepad from his pocket Tom sketched out a couple of designs for tables and chairs, drawing quickly,

  skilfully, while Charlie made appreciative noises. Hearing him say, ‘Hey, that’s cool,’ Hugh felt a pang, not just for the paucity of Charlie’s vocabulary – everything

  was cool when it wasn’t a drag – but for the transience of his enthusiasms, which, with the notable exception of dope, came and went with bewildering speed.




  After Tom left, Lizzie said, ‘He looks like he’s on the edge.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What support is he getting?’




  ‘As much as humanly possible. But short of hiring someone to watch over him . . .’ And for a split second, in a confusing flight of fancy, Hugh might have been talking about Charlie

  instead of Tom Deacon.




  The definitions of post-traumatic stress disorder having been established to Bavistock’s satisfaction, he moved on. ‘So, in the definition you prefer, Dr Ainsley,

  the symptoms include flashbacks, panic attacks, depression, guilt, chronic anxiety, insomnia, mood swings, phobias, lack of concentration, stress avoidance. Would you expect to find all of these

  symptoms in every case?’




  ‘No. But I would expect to find a good number of them, particularly flashbacks, mood swings and stress avoidance strategies. They’re central to any diagnosis of PTSD.’




  ‘Would it be true to say that the more symptoms present, the more confident you would be of your diagnosis?’




  ‘No. The nature and severity of the main symptoms would be the most important consideration.’




  ‘Now, Dr Ainsley, could you tell us how it was that Mr Deacon came to consult you in the first instance?’




  It had always been unrealistic to hope that this issue wouldn’t be explored in open court. Hugh’s error, so easily made at the time, so obviously wrong in retrospect, was already

  there in the evidence bundle for all parties to see. It would be an inept defence that didn’t bring it more fully to the judge’s attention. The only question now was how much salt

  Bavistock would rub into the wound.




  Ainsley replied, ‘I got a letter from Tom Deacon’s solicitors, asking if I would give an opinion as to his condition.’




  Tom whispered fretfully in Hugh’s ear, ‘What’s this got to do with anything?’




  Non-essential conversation was discouraged in court and Hugh automatically glanced at the judge before scribbling, My error in original letter. Tom read it and shrugged before crossing

  his arms tightly across his chest.




  Bavistock was saying, ‘Didn’t they go further than that? Didn’t Messrs Dimmock Marsh say in their letter, I quote, “We fear Mr Deacon is suffering from an acute

  post-traumatic stress disorder and would be grateful for an opinion”?’




  ‘You may be right – it’s four years ago now.’




  ‘If I could refer you to page thirteen in the evidence bundle, perhaps you would like to refresh your memory.’




  Hugh didn’t need to look at his copy of the letter to see it clearly in his mind, complete with offending phrase and his signature at the bottom.




  When Ainsley had read the letter, Bavistock said, ‘So having received this letter you were in no doubt as to the diagnosis they wanted?’




  Desmond got to his feet. ‘My Lord, could it be noted that the letter also asked Dr Ainsley for advice on treatment and rehabilitation?’




  The judge nodded. ‘It is noted, Mr Riley.’




  It was a loyal effort on Desmond’s part, but there was no escaping the basic mistake. Bavistock hammered it home. ‘It was clear what they were hoping for in the way of a

  diagnosis?’




  ‘Given the nature of Mr Deacon’s experience, such a diagnosis would always be a possibility. That said, I would never be influenced by what people were hoping for,’ Ainsley

  said with a puff of self-importance, ‘only by what I find.’




  ‘Indeed,’ Bavistock said with a fleeting mechanical smile. ‘But of course post-traumatic stress disorder is actionable under the law, while a grief reaction, however intense,

  is not. When the patient is aware that grief alone won’t be sufficient to win him compensation, that only PTSD will do, could that not influence him, consciously or subconsciously, into

  emphasising certain symptoms that would improve his chances of getting the more advantageous diagnosis?’




  Ainsley paused before saying with obvious reluctance, ‘In theory it’s possible, yes. But I don’t believe that happened in this case.’




  At Hugh’s side Tom was rubbing his forehead in harsh repetitive movements, the tension radiating from him like a heat.




  ‘And is it also possible that a patient who has learnt about the symptoms of PTSD might persuade himself he has new symptoms that weren’t there before?’




  ‘Again, it might be possible in theory. But in my opinion it didn’t happen in this case.’




  ‘Oh? And why would that be?’




  ‘The descriptions he gave of his symptoms were too spontaneous, too vivid.’




  Bavistock looked doubtful. ‘How would that rule out the possibility of exaggeration or amplification?’




  ‘Well, it would have required an extraordinary degree of imagination on his part to describe the symptoms with such accuracy.’




  ‘What, even if he’d studied such symptoms in depth?’




  ‘I would say so, yes.’




  Bavistock raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘Now, you have described Mr Deacon’s symptoms in your statement – if I can refer you to page seventeen, paragraph three.’ When

  Ainsley had found his place, Bavistock went on, ‘Mr Deacon seems to have every possible symptom of PTSD. Nothing missing at all. What you might call a textbook case. Would you

  agree?’




  ‘Well . . . In simple terms, yes.’




  ‘In any terms, surely?’




  For the first time Ainsley showed faint irritation. ‘Yes,’ he said shortly.




  ‘Isn’t it odd that one person should have such a comprehensive list of symptoms?’




  ‘Not at all.’




  ‘But you’ve just told us that you wouldn’t expect to find the full range of symptoms in every case.’




  Ainsley seemed to falter, and for a moment Hugh thought he was going the same way as the cognitive behavioural therapist Munro. But then Ainsley straightened his back and said crisply, ‘I

  meant only that it was uncommon. I didn’t mean it was impossible.’




  ‘You didn’t think it strange at the time?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘It didn’t occur to you that Mr Deacon might have imagined a fuller range of symptoms than he actually had?’




  ‘As I’ve said, I think it unlikely.’




  Adopting one of his coping strategies, Tom hunched forward over the table and, resting his forehead on his fingertips, screwed his eyes tight shut, as if to blank everything out.




  Moving on, Bavistock leafed through his notes. ‘Now, you have diagnosed Mr Deacon as having severe PTSD. Could you tell us what other degrees of severity there are?’




  ‘After severe, there’s moderately severe, moderate, and minor.’




  ‘Could you define the moderate category for us, please?’




  Ainsley thought he must have misheard. ‘Moderate?’




  ‘Yes, moderate.’




  ‘This is when the injured person has largely recovered, and any continuing effects are not grossly disabling.’




  ‘Not grossly disabling?’ Bavistock echoed.




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘So a moderate case could be more difficult to diagnose?’




  ‘It could be. But the critical factor is the exposure of the patient to a traumatic event that falls outside the normal range of human experience. If the patient’s condition can be

  traced back to that, then they can said to be suffering from PTSD.’




  ‘But if this link isn’t spotted, if the patient himself doesn’t realise why he’s unwell – or indeed is in denial about it – then a moderate case might well go

  un-diagnosed?’




  A minute hesitation. ‘It’s possible, yes.’




  ‘Could indeed be misdiagnosed?’




  ‘That’s possible too.’




  ‘It might be diagnosed as depression, for example?’




  Ainsley had the wary look of someone who realises he’s being backed into a corner. ‘It’s just possible, yes.’




  ‘Only “just possible”? Surely if a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder is missed, then depression would be the obvious alternative?’




  ‘Depression is only one of several alternatives.’




  ‘Name a few, if you would.’




  With the confidence of someone returning to safe ground, Ainsley went briskly through his list. ‘Adjustment disorder, acute stress disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, conversion

  disorder – not to mention any number of psychosomatic disorders.’




  ‘But these are diagnoses that would only be made by a specialist like yourself, would they not? An ordinary GP would not be qualified to give such diagnoses?’




  Ainsley was forced to agree.




  Behind the spread of his hands Tom still had his eyes squeezed tight shut, but the dampness had reappeared on his temples and his jaw muscles were flickering angrily. Hugh signalled to Isabel

  for water and, touching Tom’s arm, put the glass by his elbow, but if he noticed he gave no sign.




  Bavistock was saying, ‘If the patient doesn’t get as far as a psychiatrist, if he only gets to see his GP, then depression would be the most likely diagnosis, would it

  not?’




  ‘It might be.’ Then, relenting, Ainsley added, ‘Yes, it would be the most likely.’




  ‘Now, in the annals of medical history, PTSD is a fairly recent condition, is it not?’




  ‘The term itself is relatively recent, yes. But medically, the condition has been recognised for a long time, since the nineteenth century in fact, but under different names.’




  ‘Indeed . . . And what sort of names would have been most common?’




  ‘Well . . . shell shock . . . neurasthenia . . . war neurosis . . . battle stress . . . nervous shock . . . survivor syndrome . . .’




  ‘It was seen, then, as a condition that arose mainly from combat situations?’




  ‘War was certainly accepted as one of the most likely causes of the condition. But it was recognised in civilian life too, in mining accidents, train accidents, and so on, and then it was

  known as nervous shock or fright neurosis, among other things.’




  ‘But shell shock, combat stress, combat neurosis were the most common terms. I put it to you that the medical community has long recognised, whether under the old names or the new, that

  PTSD is most commonly seen in people exposed to the horrors of war.’




  ‘I couldn’t say most commonly. The statistics would be hard to establish.’




  ‘Well – frequently, then? Would you agree that the condition was, and still is, frequently seen in people exposed to the horrors of war?’




  Ainsley paused, distrusting the semantics. ‘I would only say that it’s seen regularly in combatants.’




  ‘Did Mr Deacon mention that he’d been treated for depression at various times in the eight years after leaving the Army and before the accident that killed his daughter?’




  Tom sucked in his breath with an audible hiss and shook his head.




  ‘He said he’d found it difficult to adjust to civilian life. And yes, he mentioned taking anti-depressants.’




  ‘He didn’t say what precisely was depressing him?’




  ‘Well, adjusting to civilian life, as I’ve just said.’




  ‘But what was it about civilian life that was giving him difficulty?’




  ‘He wasn’t specific.’




  Hugh had a good idea where this was leading and hoped that Ainsley did too.




  ‘Isn’t that surprising?’ Bavistock suggested. ‘Wouldn’t you expect him to talk about what exactly had been worrying him at that time?’




  ‘Not necessarily.’ Then, forgetting the golden rule of the expert witness, Ainsley volunteered additional information. ‘People with depression often can’t identify

  anything in particular that’s getting them down.’




  ‘So he may have thought it was his difficulty in adjusting to civilian life that was causing his depression when in fact it was something else altogether?’




  Too late, Ainsley saw the trap. He said tersely, ‘Well, it’s virtually impossible to separate depression from life events. Cause and effect feed off each other. So depression might

  cause someone to lose his job, then the loss of the job itself triggers further depression.’




  ‘And Mr Deacon certainly lost his job on several occasions in the period after leaving the Army and before the accident. Did he mention that to you?’




  ‘He mentioned losing at least one job.’




  ‘But not several?’




  ‘I don’t recall him telling me that, no.’




  ‘Did he mention that he’d been a heavy drinker at that time?’




  ‘He said he’d had periods of heavy drinking.’




  ‘Did he mention that, by his own admission, he was a regular cannabis user?’




  Ainsley thought for a moment. ‘That didn’t come up, no.’




  ‘Or that his marriage had experienced difficulties?’




  ‘He talked about ups and downs in his marriage, yes.’




  ‘No more detail than that?’




  ‘Not concerning the period you mention, no.’




  Making his point, Bavistock said, ‘So the period of Mr Deacon’s life between leaving the Army and the car accident effectively went unexamined by you.’




  ‘With the exceptions I’ve already mentioned, the subject simply never arose.’




  ‘But you see what I’m suggesting, don’t you, Dr Ainsley? That the difficulties and depression Mr Deacon had in this eight-year period could have stemmed from post-traumatic

  stress related to his active service, and that you would have been unaware of the fact.’




  ‘I can only report on what I find, and as I’ve already stated he gave no indication of pre-existing PTSD.’




  In the pause that followed, the judge suggested it might be a convenient time to rise for lunch. Emerging slowly from his self-imposed trance, Tom got up and went down into the body of the court

  to see Ainsley, who greeted him with a smile and an upturning of both palms which he converted into a handshake, his left hand laid over Tom’s, so that Hugh was reminded of a priest giving

  benediction.




  Desmond turned to Hugh and murmured, ‘A couple of points we could have done without, but no serious damage.’




  ‘Will you re-examine?’




  Desmond plucked the wig off his head and stuffed it into his tote bag. ‘I would say so, yes. But let’s see what the afternoon brings.’ Then, because he liked his food, he said

  keenly, ‘How about lunch? There’s a nice little place over the road.’




  ‘And the conference with Tom?’




  ‘Oh, while we eat, don’t you think?’




  Aware that the opposition were still in court, Hugh kept his voice very low. ‘It’s Price he wants to discuss with you.’




  ‘I rather thought it might be.’




  ‘He wants to tell the judge his side of the story.’




  ‘A perfectly natural impulse.’ Desmond’s gaze travelled across to Tom. ‘But one that is probably best resisted.’




  ‘More harm than good?’




  ‘There has to be a risk, doesn’t there?’ Desmond glanced at the clock. ‘I don’t mean to rush you, but we should get going if we want a table.’




  Hugh went down into the body of the court, meaning to keep out of earshot, only to hear Tom say in a tight voice, ‘But then I can’t get to sleep again . . .’




  Looking up, Ainsley narrowed his eyes at Hugh, as if to confirm he wasn’t going to be much longer, then bending his head, touching a light hand to Tom’s arm, spoke to him in a

  soothing voice. Tom gave a series of sharp nods, then as they moved apart turned towards Hugh with a look of unguarded distress.




  Ainsley had made his own plans for lunch, and they left him at the doors to the courts. Desmond, walking at a cracking pace, led the team to a busy wine bar in a narrow lane off the Strand. It

  was a dark place with wood panelling, frugal lighting and a menu that tested Isabel’s health convictions to the limit, a fusion of chips, pasta, and pies which catered to the boyish appetites

  of its clientele. The five of them squeezed round a table designed for four next to the window and ordered from an Estonian waitress called Anna, whose name Desmond enunciated with an elaborate

  flourish, as if to endow it with the authentic pronunciation.




  In the confusion of examining menus, breaking off and reclaiming conversations, Hugh didn’t hear what the others ordered, so that when some red wine appeared immediately in front of him he

  thought at first it must be Desmond’s, who always had a glass of claret at lunch. But Desmond, sitting diagonally opposite, was already clasping his wine, while to Hugh’s right Isabel

  and Sanjay were sipping mineral water. Which left Tom, immediately across the table, who was meant to be on the wagon.




  Desmond was singing Ainsley’s praises. ‘A robust witness. Just the right amount of bloody-mindedness. Enough to irritate the other side, but not the judge.’




  ‘You’ll re-examine?’ asked Tom, who knew all the jargon.




  ‘Very probably,’ declared Desmond with a growl of a laugh.




  ‘That stuff about me making up symptoms?’




  ‘We’d certainly cover that, yes.’




  ‘And the depression thing?’




  ‘We’ll see . . .’ murmured Desmond, with a quick smile, clearly not intending to go down that particular route. ‘But the prognosis is certainly worth revisiting. We must

  press home the fact that your chances of recovery are extremely poor.’




  ‘Yeah,’ said Tom, looking blithely into the darkness of his own future.




  ‘But overall, a satisfactory morning!’ Desmond raised his glass in salute before swinging it smoothly to his lips. It was rare for Desmond to show anything as unguarded as optimism

  and Sanjay greeted this departure with a lift of his eyebrows and a quick amused glance at Hugh, while Isabel, blowing her nose, looked rapidly from one to the other with round, red-rimmed eyes.

  Tom, oblivious to these exchanges, was staring intently at Desmond, quietly noting and storing. When his gaze finally swung towards the table, he saw the unclaimed wine and picked it up.




  Catching Hugh’s eye, he said, ‘I’m allowed some lunch and evening.’




  ‘Great.’ Hugh smiled to show that he’d intended no criticism, while wondering just what form this permission could have taken when Tom’s GP had told him he had a serious

  drink problem. ‘Your doctor must be pleased with you then.’




  Before Tom could reply, Desmond swung his attention away from Sanjay and said brightly, ‘Now, Tom, what do we need to discuss by way of a confab?’




  Tom reached for the folder he had ready on the table beside him. ‘Yeah . . . It’s Price’s stuff. I think I’ve found a couple of things we missed.’ Then, out of

  respect for Desmond, he modified this to, ‘. . . could’ve missed.’ He drew out a copy of Price’s statement and handed it to Desmond.




  The food arrived and Desmond, peering at the boldly annotated and underlined statement over his steak and chips, led Tom through each query with a deft blend of argument, explanation and

  reassurance. Nothing had been missed, Desmond managed to convey; it was a matter of going for the points most likely to succeed and avoiding the weaker points that might not look so good on

  re-examination by the other side. Tom listened with fierce concentration, barely eating but gulping his wine, reaching for his glass even after it was empty, interjecting now and again to repeat

  his arguments about Price.




  ‘But that’s a lie,’ he said at one point. ‘I can prove it.’




  ‘Proof can be an elusive thing, Tom. It doesn’t always turn out to be quite as straightforward as one hopes.’




  ‘But the fact that he’s always had it in for me – that must count.’




  Desmond said, ‘Yes, indeed. And we’ll certainly bring that into play.’




  ‘But if I could just tell the judge how it was,’ said Tom in a relentless tone. ‘If I could just tell him why Price is saying this stuff.’




  Desmond took a mouthful of chips and chewed thoughtfully. ‘I’m not ruling it out, Tom. But I don’t think it’s actually going to be necessary. And I’ll tell you why

  – because our best bet, our primary objective if you like, is to make Price look unreliable, to encourage him to trip himself up, to show himself in a bad light. If we can achieve that, get

  him to reveal himself in his true colours, then the details of your falling out needn’t concern us. Price’s evidence will be discredited anyway. You see what I’m getting

  at?’




  Tom said uncertainly, ‘Yeah . . .’




  ‘The fact that you fell out over a girl – well, everyone knows that story, don’t they? No need to spell it out in detail. Not even for the judge.’ Desmond glanced at

  Hugh, briefly sharing the joke. ‘Best to keep it simple.’ He made an expressive sweep of his fork, a signing off.




  Tom began to nod slowly. ‘If you think so, Desmond.’




  ‘I do, Tom.’




  Not looking entirely convinced, Tom turned distractedly to his food and began to eat without enthusiasm.




  As the conversation drifted, Sanjay and Isabel went into a huddle over some pictures. Peering over Isabel’s shoulder, Hugh saw Sanjay and his wife in the pose of proud parents, the

  new-born baby in his father’s arms.




  ‘A hands-on father, eh?’ Hugh said.




  ‘Oh, I’m not so good in the middle of the night,’ Sanjay admitted, with a diffident smile.




  ‘Were you there at the birth?’ Isabel asked.




  Sanjay beamed. ‘I was, yes. It was . . . it was . . .’ He searched fruitlessly for a word that would do justice to the experience and fell back on,

  ‘astonishing’. He added, ‘My family were horrified, of course. These things simply aren’t done, you know. Husbands are meant to keep away.’




  Isabel passed the picture to Hugh. Sanjay’s wife was serene and long-haired, flushed with the beauty of motherhood, but it was Sanjay’s face that drew the attention, his expression

  of wonder as he gazed at his son. Hugh felt pleased for him, but with the pleasure came the old nudge of regret and curiosity, which, despite the long years of adoptive fatherhood, had never quite

  left him.




  Sanjay asked, ‘What about you, Hugh? Were you a hands-on father?’




  ‘Oh, I’d like to think so. But really I stuck to the easy bits. It was Lizzie who did all the hard work.’




  ‘And were you there for the birth of your children?’




  ‘No . . .’ Hugh passed the picture back. ‘I didn’t have the opportunity, sadly.’




  ‘Bad luck. Not work, I hope.’




  ‘No . . .’ It was always a finely balanced decision, whether to tell people that Charlie and Lou were adopted, though with Lou it was obvious once they got to meet her. Hugh had

  always held the belief that the two children should not be defined by their adoption but by the kind of people they were, though given the world’s love of labels it was a battle doomed to be

  lost. ‘No,’ he said, ‘neither Lizzie nor I were there. We got Charlie when he was one, Louise when she was six months.’
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