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  A FAMILIAR three-rap knock and the smooth untroubled face of Sturgess appeared around the door, bringing the drift of raucous voices in his wake.
  Champagnes flowing, Alex.


  I looked at my watch, though I knew what time it was. Ill be along in a moment, Gary.


  Fantastic result, eh!


  I said, Fantastic is one word.


  Sturgess hovered in the doorway, unable to contain his jubilation. You should have seen the faces of the other side. Sturgess was newly qualified and still young enough to be
  elated by the drama and ruthlessness of a court victory.


  Giving up thoughts of more work, I capped my pen and sat back in my chair. Very lucky with the jury, from what I hear.


  Lucky? Ah, but doesnt a good defence create its own luck? he beamed, quoting one of my own maxims back at me.


  Thats one view.


  In the sense of forcing the best result.


  Absolutely.


  The hacks had us at two to one against.


  This was probably what I would have offered too, from what I had heard of the case. Yes, they usually get it wrong.


  Two to one, Sturgess laughed jauntily. Just goes to show how out of touch they are, the press. No allowances for the jurys sense of fair play.


  No allowances, perhaps, for how little the jury knew of our client or his history.


  Sturgess hesitated, uncertain of the spirit in which I had offered this remark. Well, thats only right and proper, isnt it?


  Its the only system that protects the maximum number of people on the greatest number of occasions. Theres a difference somewhere. I gave a sudden grin. One
  day you must remind me what it is.


  Taking this as a joke, Sturgess laughed again before heading back towards the party. We had hired Sturgess not so much for his qualifications, which were distinctly average, but for his keen
  ambition and South London background, which had taught him lessons impossible to glean from any textbook. He understood instinctively that in criminal practice victory counts for everything and
  justice for little. Whatever reservations I might try to plant in his mind, he would never lose sight of his main function as a solicitor, which was to promote and defend his clients
  interests with single-minded determination.


  I reviewed my notes for Monday and, gathering the files I would need for the weekend, squeezed them into my briefcase. Rising stiffly, I went to the mirror that hung inside the tall
  document-cabinet by the door. On the shelf below the mirror were laid out, in precise arrangement, my comb, clothes brush, powder and lipstick. I couldnt remember when the order of these
  objects had taken on such permanence, it must have been a year or two ago, but the sight dismayed me suddenly and, finishing my hair, I jumbled everything up.


  The lipstick seemed garish on my lips, or maybe my skin was particularly pale. The result appeared too harsh, at any rate. I looked tired, and the lines at the corners of my eyes seemed more
  conspicuous. For no apparent reason I thought: In just over five years Ill be forty. Following fast on this came other more unwelcome thoughts to do with biological clocks and babies and the
  family it seemed Paul and I would never have.


  At that moment I would have given a great deal to go home to a hot bath and some reading unconnected with the law. It had been a very long week, full of small frustrations and nagging anxieties.
  But my absence would be noticed, not least by Paul, who would want to know if I were ill, or what else was troubling me, and who would find tiredness an odd excuse.


  Our office manager Corinthia was still at her desk in the next room, leafing through a thick wedge of documents while she relayed details into a phone jammed against her shoulder. As I looked in
  she picked up a message slip and waved it at me.


  Please call your brother, it said, and gave Edwards number in Norfolk. I mimed a query. Corinthia shook her head: no more information. We exchanged a look that contained both
  history and understanding. Corinthia had two brothers who were also quite a bit younger than she was, whod also had a shaky youth. In the past both of us had known what it was like to
  receive phone calls asking for money or help, and, though Edward had been settled, not to mention prosperous, for three years now, I couldnt quite shake off the suspicion that he must be
  calling because he needed something.


  I went back to my room and dialled Wickham Lodge. I still thought of the house as Aunt Nellas, I still pictured it as it had been during her long and idiosyncratic occupation, with its
  dark cluttered spaces, its worn mahogany floors and musty guest rooms that saw no guests, its ancient kitchen with cracked quarry tiles, large stone sink and baskets of wet spaniels.


  Edward answered at last. Wickham.


  The way you say that, it sounds like your name.


  Well, why would I give my name? Either theyre calling here or theyre not. And if they are calling here, theyll get me, wont they?


  I didnt suggest that they might also get Edwards long-standing girlfriend Jilly, since their relationship followed a mysterious cycle of abrupt estrangements and unannounced
  reconciliations, so that no one ever knew whether Jilly was in a state of grace or banishment, or being tolerated in small doses.


  How are you? I enquired, knowing the sort of reply I was likely to get.


  Oh, bloody roofs leaking. The next job, I suppose. This place sucks up money like a sponge.


  Since inheriting Aunt Nellas estate, Edward had been well-off, by some standards rich. A new roof was hardly going to break him. But otherwise?


  Oh, okay, I suppose, he growled. Listen, umm . . . His tone was grudging, as though he blamed me for forcing the subject on him. I finally got those papers
  from that dozy solicitor in Falmouth. The statements from Pas bank. Its just as I thought. Well, no, worse, actually. Far worse.


  I perched on the edge of the desk, reconciled to a trying conversation. In what way?


  In the amount missing, of course. Its thousands more than I thought. In fact, the total is over a hundred thousand. Over a hundred, Lex.


  Look, Ed, if Pa wanted to spend that money then he must have had his reasons. I really dont think its any business of ours.


  But it was our inheritance! he declared stiffly, and his anger was directed as much at me for failing to grasp the magnitude of the offence as at our father for failing to deliver
  everything he felt he was entitled to.


  I said, If hed wanted us to have it then he would have left it to us in his will.


  But supposing he meant to. Supposing that moneys just lying around in an account somewhere. It could lie there for ever.


  I doubt that very much. People come forward. There are always records somewhere.


  But Edward was too firmly determined on his course to take notice of rational argument. I need your signature, he announced uncompromisingly.


  What for?


  A request for full disclosure from the Falmouth solicitors. They have to give it to us under some law of probate. I checked.


  I thought: Yes, Im sure you did. But they dont have to disclose anything that doesnt directly relate to Pas estate, I pointed out, drawing on my limited
  memory of probate.


  Well, if this doesnt relate, then what the hell does? His impatience was petulant and fiery, like a clever child despairing of dim adults. For Edward, this
  wasnt about cash, this was about reparation, about the unyielding sense of aggrievement he felt against Father, with whom hed had a brittle and uneasy relationship, and I backed down,
  as I usually did, partly through a lingering guilt at having failed Edward in some obscure way, partly because it was simply much easier to give in to him. Okay, send it on to me.


  He rang off with a grunt, and I reflected that my brother managed to work on my emotions more surely than anyone I knew.


  A bellicose guffaw greeted me as I slipped into the party. Our victorious client, Mr Ronnie Buck, was standing beside Paul, laughing expansively. He was an ox of a man, broad-boned and squat,
  with a plump face, pasty skin and small yellowing teeth. Laughter made his cheeks bulge and his eyes crease up, though not so completely that he didnt register my arrival as I walked in.


  Accepting a glass of champagne that I didnt really want, I looked up to see Paul waving me over. Youve met my wife, havent you, Ronnie?


  I have indeed had that pleasure. Buck inclined his head and thrust out a hand which was thick and square yet smooth as a womans. Mrs ONeill. Your husband has
  done me proud today. And the rest of the team, of course.


  It was a good win.


  It was a great win, Buck corrected me, so firmly that it was almost a rebuke. Though it has to be said that we had the occasional moment, didnt we? He
  raised a lazy eyebrow at Paul.


  Playing the game, Paul blew out his cheeks in a theatrical display of relief. We did indeed, Ronnie. I wont pretend we didnt. Theres no such thing as certainty in
  this business.


  Well, if you were worried you put a good face on it, Paul. A bloody good face.


  Paul gave a delighted chuckle. His glass was empty, I noticed, and, though the champagne couldnt have been open for more than fifteen minutes, I found myself wondering how many glasses
  hed managed to consume in that time.


  Buck turned back to me with a smile that was both facile and guarded. I was just saying to Paul, the two of you must come and join us in Spain. Were near Marbella. Guest suite,
  pool, girl who cooks proper nosh  the lot. Youll love it. I imagined that this was Buck at his most personable, the man of property and largesse.


  For forms sake I glanced towards Paul, although there was never any question of what our answer would be. Thanks, I said, but were overwhelmed with work at the
  moment.


  Just a weekend! he urged. Out on the Friday, back on the Sunday. My office will organize it all. Tickets, cars  you wont have to worry about a
  thing.


  Seeing that Buck was someone who liked to get his way, I left Paul to answer this.


  Bit tricky at the moment, Ronnie. A lot of work. But well keep it in mind. He signalled across the room to Sturgess to refill our glasses, though his was the only one empty.
  If things ease up . . .


  Make time! Thats the secret of life, believe me! And now there was an edge of insistence to Bucks good humour. Come on. You deserve a break.


  Paul hesitated and caught my eye. Following his gaze, Buck looked at me to see if I was creating difficulties.


  Maybe at Easter, I heard Paul say, and it was all I could do to keep the astonishment out of my face.


  Easter, then! Excellent. Congenial again, Buck said to me, Ill be taking the family straight out there tomorrow morning. We cant wait  you can imagine.
  Itll be the first time in a year that well have been able to sleep soundly in our beds.


  Oh? I queried with a show of innocence. Why is that?


  The police harassment, Paul interjected quickly, with a small admonishing smile which told me I was at risk of sounding gravely ill-informed.


  Ah, I murmured. I had no idea theyd given you such a hard time. I thought


  Catching the dangerous note in my voice, Paul interrupted brightly, Somehow I dont imagine theyll be in a hurry to bother you again, Ronnie.


  Theyd better bloody not, eh? Ronnie Buck lifted his glass in an ironic toast, and I thought of the young policeman whod been attacked so mercilessly and left
  brain-damaged, and the bitterness and betrayal his colleagues must be feeling after what, for them, must have been an incomprehensible verdict.


  Sturgess arrived with a fresh bottle and began to refill our glasses.


  You werent in court to see our great moment? Buck asked me.


  No. Paul and I work separately. We dont get involved in each others cases.


  Really? Not even when its a big one?


  Taking a long gulp from his recharged glass, Paul turned away to speak to someone else, but not before casting me a look that contained a glint of warning.


  Not even then, I replied. Its a matter of time and efficiency as much as anything else.


  Bucks steady eyes regarded me unblinkingly. You do the same sort of work, though? I wasnt sure if he was trying to get my measure or to establish my status in the
  firms hierarchy or both.


  I take on quite a bit of family work, I explained. Child custody cases and so on. But I do pure crime, too.


  Pure crime. I like that. He creased his face to show he could appreciate even the subtlest humour. But family work? Wont be bothering you on that score, glad to
  say. More relaxed now, confident of my relative insignificance, he glanced across the room to a tall tightly dressed blonde dragging on a cigarette, and joked heavily, Tracy and I
  have been married twenty years and every time I try to trade her in for a younger model she gets herself all tarted up and sees them off.


  I didnt smile, although I knew it would count against me. Goodbye, Mr Buck. Congratulations again.


  His face took on a surly look as though I had just confirmed his most uncharitable suspicions of me. Bye then, Mrs ONeill.


  I would have turned away then but he put out his hand once more. Shaking it, I wondered if it was the hand that had held the baseball bat used to bludgeon the young officer, or whether Buck had
  delegated the task to the man described as his driver.


  Moving off rapidly, I decided that Buck was probably the type to keep his distance, that he would regard punishment and retribution as an administrative matter, to be enforced by the most
  proficient person who, with his soft beer belly and smooth hands, was unlikely to be Buck himself. A Herod rather than a Genghis.


  Ronnie Buck had begun his career as a security-van robber, for which he had served five years, and quickly progressed to drug wholesaling with a sideline in pornography, for which he had served
  no time at all to date. This career move had earned him what the press described as a spacious home set amid fortified grounds in a green suburb of south-east London. It was into
  these grounds, according to the evidence Paul had submitted in Bucks defence, that the young officer, DC Tony James, had climbed uninvited one dark night the previous October, thereby
  committing trespass and opening the way to Bucks plea of self-defence. Mrs Tracy Buck had given evidence for her husband, describing her terror at the sight of this prowler, and how as a
  result of her screams Buck and his driver had grabbed a baseball bat and rushed out to investigate. On entering a dark shrubbery the two men had been alarmed by a menacing figure who
  appeared to be on the point of attacking them, and felt they had no choice but to defend themselves. Both had stated in evidence that they were absolutely horrified to discover they
  had struck a police officer. Buck himself had called the ambulance and, according to Mrs Buck, had been reduced to tears by the incident. The thought of Ronnie Buck producing tears stretched
  everyones imagination to breaking point, certainly mine.


  Draining the champagne, I picked up another glass and joined a circle of younger staff. The banter was witty and elaborate: at any other time I would have entered the fray, but in my preoccupied
  mood their jokes were too quick for me and I soon lost track. The champagne tasted metallic and sour in my mouth, several of the juniors were smoking heavily, and without warning my nerves
  tautened, it became an effort to breathe and I made for the door. Corinthia touched my elbow. You all right, Alex?


  Im just slipping away. I remembered that I had come in to work with Paul that day and had no car. Tell Paul Ive made my own way home, would you?


  Shall I get you a cab?


  No, Ill walk. I need the air.


  Walk? She gave a giggle of disbelief. Are you sure?


  Absolutely. I was longing for the sharpness of the night air.


  Shall I tell Paul which way youre going?


  No. I havent decided.


  You certain youre all right? Youve been looking a bit tired.


  I managed a smile. Nothing the weekend wont cure.


  I was almost out of the building when Sturgesss voice called from the top of the stairs. Your briefcase, Alex. Did you want it?


  I was tempted to leave it behind. Give it to Paul, would you, Gary? Ask him to bring it home in the car.


  Anything I can do for you? Find a cab? He was halfway down the stairs.


  No, thanks.


  Walking companion? He was like a young lion, cocky and eager to please.


  Its Friday, Gary. Youll have better things to do.


  She can wait a while.


  I wagged a finger at him and laughed. Dont be so sure. Goodnight, Gary.


  When I had arrived that morning a thin sun had bathed the February dawn in misty yellows and the sky had been clear. Now a cold drizzle hung over the dark streets, and the lamps were large hazy
  globes. I set off in the direction of home, heading north-west towards Kings Cross, but after a few minutes I left the barren faades of the Farringdon Road and entered the dark
  side-streets of Clerkenwell and St Pancras. Without my briefcase I walked quickly and freely, and did not pause until Id crossed into Somers Town. Here, among the council blocks which had
  replaced some of the most notorious slums to survive the First World War, I found a bench and sat for a while, listening to the shrieks of the children, the tuneless beat of amplified music and the
  angry revving of an unhealthy car engine.


  Quite a few of my clients came from Somers Town. Usually I saw them in police cells or magistrates courts, but occasionally I came here on child custody cases and went inside the flats.
  It was a district of harassed lone mothers and frail pensioners, of unruly kids, addicts of every known substance, and recidivist rogues; but also a community of buoyant families, devoted couples,
  hard workers and gentle no-hopers. For the most part the criminals were feckless small-timers, for whom self-improvement was something to do with body-building or winning the lottery.


  Sitting there, listening to the cacophony of their lives, I felt a sudden burst of affection for all the joyriders and drunken brawlers of my acquaintance for whom consequences were rarely a
  consideration and detection a constant surprise. Unlike Mr Ronnie Buck, they didnt plan or scheme, there was rarely any malice in their actions, just stupidity and impulse and false bravado.
  Most were feckless, not wicked. They didnt have the brains, ruthlessness or brutality to acquire a villa in Marbella. None of them, in the event of half killing a policeman, could have
  pulled off a plea of self-defence. Quite apart from having no spacious grounds into which a policeman might trespass unrecognized, they would have been sure to sabotage their own defence in some
  way. They usually did.


  When my feet grew cold, I walked on towards Primrose Hill. By the time I reached Regents Park Road the drizzle had thickened, the air had a harsh bite to it and angry flurries of wind
  blew against my face. In the steady flow of Friday-evening traffic a car slowed and drew up a short way ahead. The passenger door of the Mercedes swung open and Pauls greying head
  appeared.


  He gave me a look of injury and faint exasperation as I climbed in. Where on earth have you been? Ive been driving around for hours. Abandoning this approach with a lift of
  one hand, he pulled out into the traffic and said in a conciliatory tone, I was worried. You all right?


  I said, Im okay. Just a bit tired.


  Why on earth didnt you take a cab, then? Walking in this weather. And in that coat. And through Kings Cross. You might have been mugged. He chuckled drily. And
  by one of our own customers.


  I wanted to walk. I needed to clear my head.


  Something happened? He kept glancing across at me, searching for messages in my face. He seemed sober but then he rarely showed his drink at this stage of the evening.
  Something you havent told me about?


  No. Nothing.


  A bad outcome?


  No, a good week mostly.


  Thats what I thought! he asserted instantly. A not guilty on that assault. And those children out of care and back with the mother in Shoreditch. Mrs Singh,
  wasnt it? Paul had a faultless memory for such things. Though we rarely discussed each others cases in anything more than outline, he never forgot a name or a significant
  detail. All highly satisfactory, he reminded me.


  Yes.


  So . . . Are you unwell, darling girl? He put anxiety into his voice and followed it with a quick squeeze of my hand.


  No, like I said, just tired.


  Ahh. You and me both. Were behind with our holidays, arent we, Lexxy? Should never have cancelled that West Country weekend. My fault. Entirely my fault. He blinked
  at me contritely. Whens the next one? What have we got in the diary? I promise not to screw it up this time.


  Crete, in about five weeks.


  Crete? What, for a weekend?


  A long weekend. Four days.


  Oh, he murmured doubtfully, sounding the holidays death knell as surely as if he had torn up the air tickets. At any rate, well do something in March.
  Definitely.


  We had left Primrose Hill behind and were entering the white-stuccoed terraces of Belsize Park. Almost home.


  Pauls mobile rang and he pulled over to speak to Ray Dodworth, the former police officer we used as an investigator. Someone had been found, an important witness in an assault case.
  Elated, Paul punched the heel of his hand against the steering wheel and made a delighted face at me. He rang off with: Ray, you were wasted in your previous life!


  Driving on, he outlined the case to me, talking rapidly and exuberantly, and it occurred to me not for the first time that he felt truly alive only when he was winning a case.


  He laughed, Cheer up, Lexxy. Youll be all right after the weekend. After a bit of sleep.


  I wish we werent doing quite so much. I said it lightly, so he wouldnt take offence.


  We arent, are we? No, we arent. Just out tonight. And the Johnsons tomorrow. And a meeting on Sunday. Not so much. Youll be fine after a bit of sleep.
  Just fine. He flung me a rousing smile and kept glancing across at me. You sure youre not unwell?


  The single wiper raced frantically across the windscreen, the lights of the houses blurred. No, Im just . . . I cast around for the right word. . . . A bit concerned,
  I suppose.


  Concerned? He manoeuvred the car into a parking space opposite the house. Switching off the engine, he waited expectantly but I didnt want to talk about it here and,
  gesturing postponement, I got out and led the way in through the front gate and up the steps.


  The phone was ringing as I opened the door but by the time I reached it the machine in the study had picked up the call.


  Wordlessly Paul and I went about the tasks of homecoming, a ritual honed over the ten years of our marriage. Mail briefly glanced over and placed on the hall table. Lights switched on in the
  kitchen and living room. Curtains drawn. Two long-stemmed glasses taken down from the cupboard, Chablis from the fridge. All the time I could hear the indistinct tones of a male voice being relayed
  through the tinny speaker of the answering machine. Passing the study door I made out the words: . . . could call me back as soon as possible. As you can imagine were fairly
  desperate.


  I stopped abruptly. The voice had jogged my memory in a place that belonged to a time long ago. Images from childhood washed through my mind, old ties and affections stirred a corner of my
  heart. For an instant I felt disorientated, displaced.


  Then the machine reset itself with a loud click, the memories fell away and I realized that, by some mysterious association, the voice had reminded me of a childhood friend named Will Dearden. I
  hadnt seen him in twelve years, not since my parents had moved from Norfolk to the opposite corner of England. I had no idea why my memory should have played such a trick, but trick it
  surely had to be. He wouldnt know my number; he would have no reason to call.


  Fairly desperate . . . I was going into the study to play back the message when Paul called me from the kitchen. Smooth and crisp and beautifully chilled and waiting for your
  custom! This was another ritual: the taking of the first glass together. We tried not to let telephones or mobiles or faxes get in the way, though in the last year or so this resolution had
  increasingly gone by the board.


  Paul had filled both glasses.


  I said, I think Ill have water.


  Water! Oh, come on, just half a glass. Paul always hated to drink alone.


  No. That champagne . . . I couldnt drink any more.


  Half a glass.


  No, really.


  Shrugging, he tipped my wine into his glass in such a rush that it overflowed. He swore under his breath and fetched some kitchen paper to mop up the spill. Skirting round him, I helped myself
  to mineral water from the fridge. Finally we sat down and faced each other across the kitchen table.


  Whats this big concern, then? Paul asked breezily. If its about that holiday in Marbella, dont give it another thought. I just said it to make him
  happy. Of course we wont go. He gave me his most reassuring smile, boyish and candid, though behind it I noticed that his eyes were ringed with tiredness and his mood wary.
  Well? he said. Was that it?


  Its going to be hard to turn Buck down now that weve more or less said well go. Hes not someone to take no for an answer.


  Nonsense. Itll just be a question of finding the right excuse.


  I couldnt help thinking it would have been simpler to refuse straight away, but there was no point in saying so now. Putting off the moment of truth a little longer, not wanting to
  detract too heavily from Pauls achievement, I said warmly, It really was a fine win. Well done.


  He waved this aside with a small movement of his glass, but he was pleased all the same. Well, it was Jenkins mainly. This was the bumptious but painstaking QC.


  But it was you who produced that witness.


  Oh, lucky! He cast his eyes heavenward and chuckled. Dead lucky!


  And she was a good witness?


  Brilliant. A gift. Karen Grainey. Clear, confident, credible. No form in the family, not so much as a parking ticket. Quietly dressed, well-spoken. Didnt pretend shed seen
  DC Jamess face, nothing that might have got her into trouble under cross-examination. Just what he was wearing. Just the fact that she saw him climb the wall and disappear into Bucks
  garden.


  And she was at the window looking out for her daughter?


  Waiting for her to come back from a disco, yes.


  No difficulties with that?


  No, he said, a little touchy all of a sudden. Why should there be?


  I mean, the prosecution didnt question it?


  No.


  And what about the trespass story?


  Paul made a wide gesture. He trespassed, thats all there was to it.


  Didnt the prosecution point out that he would never have gone over the wall without radioing his partner?


  They wouldnt have dared try that one! He was disobeying orders, wasnt he? He wasnt likely to announce it to anyone, was he?


  Yet I would have thought that was exactly what he would have done, especially when his partner was the one person who could watch over him, especially when the garden belonged to Ronnie Buck.
  But I could see that more questions wouldnt go down too well and, nodding in vague agreement, I let the subject drop.


  Paul took a gulp of his drink and said expansively, So . . . what is it, Lexxy? Out with it!


  It was hard to begin; harder still to hit the right note. I know its difficult to get these things right, I said carefully. But the party this evening. I feel it was
  . . . well, a bad idea.


  A bad idea? He was immediately defensive. Why, for heavens sake?


  Having all the staff there. And most of Bucks family. And holding it in the office.


  Well, we couldnt very well have gone to the pub, not with all the press around!


  No, but . . . I think a quick drink with just you and him might have been more suitable.


  Paul spread his hands in a show of bewilderment. Hes a client. I dont see the problem. Weve had a few drinks after big cases in the past.


  Hes a villain, Paul. I think its unnecessary to extend the relationship beyond the professional.


  But it hasnt gone beyond the professional! he retorted, looking offended. I told you, theres no question of our going to Spain. And a party, for Gods
  sake. Whats a party?


  We didnt have to do it, though, give the party. It was inappropriate.


  Nonsense! How can it be inappropriate? Dozens of our clients are villains, Alex. Thats our business. Defending villains.


  Not like Buck. None of them are like Buck.


  He shook his head slowly and deliberately, as if I had taken leave of my senses. But the whole basis of our job is that we dont make judgements. How can we? How can we draw the
  line between a mugger and a murderer? Theyre all in deep trouble when they come to us. They all have a right to a defence. For Gods sake, Lexxy, dont get on your high horse all
  of a sudden. Someone had to defend Buck. If it hadnt been us, it would have been another firm. And at least he pays good money, on time. For heavens sake . . . He took
  another gulp of wine, a large one. His drinking was another subject which, going by past attempts, we also found impossible to discuss. Paul rarely drank more than a pint or so during the day
   not openly at any rate  but he had taken to drinking in the evenings with regularity and determination. Except at the occasional wedding or wake, he rarely showed his drink and most
  people would never realize hed had more than two or three, but I realized all right. I saw the change in him, the steady descent into stubborn argument and futile confrontations with traffic
  wardens and waiters, the unresolved anger which was a legacy of a childhood scarred by alcohol and deprivation, and the self-denigration which was the other side of his insecure nature. I watched
  him drink with apprehension, but most of all with helplessness.


  Its our job to defend people, he stated doggedly.


  But Ronnie Bucks in a totally different league, isnt he? A drug dealer on a large scale, the worst sort. A leech living off the misery of kids. And sheltering behind his
  money, doing his best to put himself beyond the law. Hes got absolutely nothing to recommend him.


  Paul scooped up his glass and drained it. Are you saying we should never have taken him on?


  I would have been happier if we hadnt, yes.


  You would have been happier, he echoed, pouring himself some more wine. Well, you should have come out and said so at the time, shouldnt you!


  But . . . I softened my voice. I did, darling. I did say so.


  What do you mean?


  I said . . . I tried to recall my exact words. I think I said the case was likely to be a can of worms. That Buck wouldnt make a very pleasant client.


  I dont remember that. His mood was unyielding. You never said that. No, Alex, Im sure you never said that.


  Well . . . if not that, something very like it.


  No, he said with finality. I would have remembered.


  There are small moments that eat into your trust for ever, small moments that undermine your love and, try as you might to erase them, stick hard in your memory.


  Catching my expression, Paul said in a tone of good-natured injury, Honestly, Lexxy, I would have remembered. Honestly. Something of that sort!


  I let it pass. Well, its history now.


  Anyway, since when could we afford to be choosy about our clients? Since when could we afford to turn business away, for Gods sake?


  This isnt about money, I argued with sudden heat. Its about doing the sort of work we want to do. I sighed, and added in a calmer voice,
  Besides, were doing fine, arent we? Financially. Well up on last year.


  But higher costs, too. Dont forget the salary rises. And the legal aid budgets going to be slashed for sure. A swingeing reduction. We could be in real trouble. For
  Paul, no amount of success could ever banish his sense of financial insecurity, no amount of money convince him that it couldnt at any moment be snatched away from him. Born into poverty in
  Liverpool, to an impecunious Irish father who drank himself to a quick death and a mother who succumbed to apathy and despair, the uncertainties were too deep. Nothing I said ever lifted his
  anxiety on this score, but it didnt stop me from trying.


  Darling, even allowing for the salaries, were well into profit for the year.


  His mobile began to ring in his jacket, which was hanging over a nearby chair. Yes, but next years another year, isnt it? He was about to take the call when he
  glanced at my face and, thinking better of it, turned the mobile off.


  But weve never had a bad year yet, have we? Each years been better than the last.


  Unable to deny this, Paul frowned at his glass and twisted the stem back and forth. So what are you saying, then  that we should pick and choose our clients in future?


  I think we should, yes.


  Hardly meeting my gaze, looking indignant, he continued to rotate the glass stem. But what happens when Buck offers us more business?


  I understood then: it had already happened.


  Hes likely to, is he?


  Well, the family is. His brothers being investigated for VAT fraud.


  We could tell them we dont do fraud.


  Come on! Every criminal firm does fraud. Besides, frauds hardly a heinous crime.


  But the family business is heinous! I said hotly. Crushing a young officers head is heinous! VAT fraud is just the tip of a large and unpleasant muck heap.


  He paused as if to consider this, but the wine had already darkened his mood and I could see that he didnt want to face this kind of argument after a day that should have earned him
  nothing but celebration and praise. Its a job, he repeated truculently. And were just jobbing lawyers. Its not for us to reason why, not for us to look
  down from some great moral height. Really, Alex, I think youve lost sight of what its all about. I think youve got too high an opinion of yourself.


  The words were out, there was no taking them back. For a moment he looked as though he might try, then he shook the thought away and stared crossly into his drink.


  I could see that itd be best to leave things alone before further damage was done. We were both tired, we had a dinner party ahead of us, the evening had to be weathered before we could
  fall exhausted into bed.


  Okay, I said, signalling my retreat with a thin smile. Lets leave it there.


  I dont see that theres anywhere else to leave it, Lexxy. Honestly. And he gave a baffled gesture that contained a measure of reproach.


  I stood up and said, Perhaps youre right. On my way past him I leant down and lightly kissed his forehead.


  Honestly, Lexxy, he repeated softly, but not so softly that I couldnt make out what hed said. As I left the kitchen I heard the clink of the wine bottle as it met the
  rim of his glass.


  I was half-way upstairs before I remembered the phone message. As you can imagine were fairly desperate. I hesitated  there was precious little time for a bath as it was
   but duty got the better of me, as it usually did, and I went down to the study. The display on the machine registered three messages. The first was the window cleaner, the second a
  tennis-playing friend of Pauls, wanting to fix a game for Sunday morning.


  And then the voice which took me helplessly back to my past.


  This is a message for Alex ONeill . . .


  I reached for the chair and began to pull it out from the desk.


  This is Will Dearden, Alex, from Deepwell. Its been a long time . . . Cant think how long. Though I thought I saw you in the village not so long ago. With your brother,
  was it? Anyway . . . Look, this is a bit out of the blue, you may not be interested, but somethings happened and I thought you might be able to help. The thing is A pause
  and he exhaled, as if suddenly disheartened at having to speak to an answering machine. I sat down on the chair and reached for pen and paper. The thing is, Grace is missing. She, er . .
  . A sigh now, or a gasp of suppressed emotion. She, er, disappeared over a week ago. Theyre looking, but  well, she might have gone to London. I mean, she was due
  to go to London that morning, and . . . well, were not satisfied that theyve covered that end of things. They say they have, but it seems to me that theyve been . .
  . An exclamation of open impatience. But look, its no good on the phone. If you could call . . . There was haste in his voice now, as if he suspected the
  whole conversation would prove to be a complete waste of time. He rattled off his number so quickly that I had to replay the tape to make sure I had it down correctly. So, er . . . if you
  could call me back as soon as possible. As you can imagine were fairly desperate.


  As the machine bleeped and rewound, a vivid image flashed into my mind, of Will and Grace in the garden at Wickham Lodge. It was just before their wedding, in that last brief summer before my
  parents moved to the West Country. It was the day of the fte, there was quite a throng, and it was a while before I glimpsed them in the distance, standing by the home-made jam stall: Grace,
  in a pale peach dress and large cream hat, looking as if she had floated out of a Beaton photograph, Will wearing a cream linen jacket, pale slacks and white collarless shirt, an outfit so urbane,
  so artfully put together that I couldnt imagine he had chosen it himself. It suited him, though. It emphasized his height and dark looks. It made him a perfect adjunct to Grace, with her
  pale ethereal beauty.


  There is a fascination in seeing two such people together, a strikingly good-looking couple on the brink of marriage. You feel curiosity, and something like awe, but also a sense of exclusion,
  of looking through glass at a miraculous aspect of life which, in your youth and uncertainty, you fear may be for ever out of your reach.


  I couldnt get to the wedding, and in the years that followed I didnt see them again. In the beginning I stayed away more or less deliberately: the idea of seeing Will was simply
  too painful. Later I was bound up in work, married to a man who didnt like country weekends.


  Dialling Will Deardens number now, my stomach tightened with half-forgotten memories. As the number began to ring, I saw the pink-washed house above the creek and the wide sweep of the
  marshes and the distant line of the sea.


  The number went on ringing for a long time before it finally answered.


  A womans voice said a composed, Hello.


  Maggie? I had always called Wills mother by her first name, even when I was a small child, the only adult for whom it had seemed perfectly natural.


  She barely hesitated. Alex.


  My throat constricted suddenly. Yes, I said, with a rush of emotion. Yes, its me.


  Alex. And there was pleasure in her voice. How are you, dear Alex? It has been so, so long. The exotic accent was still there, the long Rs, the elongated
  vowels, the upturn in mid-sentence that betrayed her first language.


  Oh, Im fine, Maggie. But I got a message from Will, about Grace.


  Yes. Her voice seemed to fade a little. Yes, he told me he had called you.


  He said she was missing. Is that right?


  Yes.


  God, Maggie, Im so terribly sorry. Youve no idea what might have happened?


  None.


  But when was she last seen?


  Wednesday, last week.


  This was nine days ago. I see. What are the police doing? Have they mounted a proper search?


  Oh, they have searched. But they seem to have stopped now. Her voice was steady, without discernible emotion.


  Whos the officer in charge?


  I may have been told but . . . No, you must ask Will about that.


  Is he there? Can I speak to him? My nerves tautened at the thought.


  Hes just gone out. To the police in Kings Lynn.


  The professional in me had to ask, Any particular reason?


  He went with photographs, I think. And to ask if theres any news.


  And are there no clues at all as to what might have happened, Maggie? Is anything missing? Clothes? Money? Passport?


  No, nothing.


  What about credit cards? Bank accounts? Have they been used?


  No.


  I see. This didnt bode well. Maggie, theres not a lot I can do tonight, not if Wills not there, so Ill come down first thing in the morning, if
  thats all right. Ill be with you by ten, earlier if I can.


  Ill tell Will. And then, with echoes of her old warmth, I look forward to seeing you so much, Alex.


  Me too, Maggie.


  For several minutes after we had said goodbye I sat in the silence, trying to absorb this news with some semblance of calm, but the force of the past was very strong. Memories kept crowding in
  at random, sudden visions and abrupt emotions which overturned my thoughts and got in the way. It was only with an effort that I imposed some sort of order.


  Grace Dearden was missing. Suicide, abduction, intentional disappearance . . . Even with such sparse information I found myself starting to sift through the possibilities. Part of me thrilled to
  the challenge; I knew I could do this task well. I was thorough, I rarely missed a detail: that was my strength. With some of the more tragic cases I had also been known to get emotionally
  involved; Paul would say that this was my weakness, and he would probably be right.


  Thoroughness and detail. Normally, I would start by ringing the police and trying to establish what they were doing, what their thoughts were  if any  and how they intended to
  proceed. However, if Will was there at the station it wouldnt be appropriate to interrupt, and it struck me that I had no mandate to do so anyway. Will might not wish me to act for him in
  any official capacity at all. For me, used to clients who were in deep and unequivocal trouble, this was altogether more delicate territory.


  This did not stop me from taking a sheet of paper and making detailed notes of the areas to be investigated if I were instructed.


  A sound at the door and Paul put his head round. Dont forget were going out.


  I looked at my watch and stood up hastily. On my way.


  Were meant to be there in ten minutes. He said it without any sense of urgency; we were often late.


  I wont be long. Climbing the stairs ahead of him, I said, I have to go to Norfolk tomorrow.


  Norfolk. Why, for heavens sake?


  An old friend. It was strange to describe Will this way. His wifes missing. Hes not entirely happy with the police response. Hes asked me to
  help.


  Wouldnt he do better with someone local, someone whos on the spot?


  But hes asked me. Saying this, I felt a burst of feeling, a jumble of pride and rekindled emotion that seemed to fill my chest. I cant say
  no.


  But you could point out that youre not well placed to help. Cant you deal with it on the phone?


  I paused in the bathroom doorway. Not really. It sounds serious.


  You complain about work spilling over into the weekends, about us never having time off, and youre the worst offender.


  This is an old friend.


  Paul blinked at me through a haze of wine and rueful affection. Ah, and youre a loyal friend, thats for sure. Thats one reason I fell for you, if I
  remember.


  A moment of regret passed between us. I put my arms around him and, though we embraced with tenderness, it seemed to me that our difficulties and tensions had the tighter grasp, that our years
  of happiness already belonged to another more distant time.


  I showered first, then Paul. Meeting again in front of the bathroom mirror he said, So whos this friend?


  Someone I grew up with.


  Called?


  Will Dearden.


  He wove his tie through the last loop and pulled it into shape. Have you ever told me about him?


  In answering I realized Id rarely spoken of him to anyone, and that it was an effort to do so now, even after all these years. Im not sure.


  Friend of Edwards?


  No. I knew very little of my brothers life since hed moved back to Deepwell, but of one thing I could be sure, he wouldnt be a friend of Wills.


  Wait . . . Paul frowned as he searched his memory. Dearden. Didnt your pa tell me about him? Yes, yes, wasnt he the fella who saved the girl from the flood,
  saved her life, only to go and sweep her off her feet himself?


  It wasnt a flood, it was a ditch.


  Well . . . ditch, flood. A lovely romantic story all the same. He made another search of his memory. She was trapped in a car?


  Yes.


  On the point of drowning? Yes, I remember your pa telling me. He flattened his hair with alternate passes of the comb and the palm of his hand.


  It wasnt that dramatic. She wasnt in any danger.


  No? But the drowning makes for a better story, doesnt it?


  The village had thought so. I remembered the way the tale had grown more sensational with each telling.


  She hasnt just waltzed off with another fella?


  Unlikely.


  Well, dont be so sure. Theres usually a fella somewhere. Was she pretty?


  I saw her at the fte again, under the cream-coloured hat. Beautiful.


  Something in the way I said this made Paul cast me a curious glance in the mirror. Ah, then money might be a factor too.


  I dont think its going to be anything like that. These are country people. Money isnt that important to them.


  Leaning towards my reflection as though to impart a great confidence, he gave me a sardonic smile. Moneys always important!


  I said sharply, You dont understand  the police are searching for her. She might be dead.


  He looked unimpressed.


  Pulling on my dress, abandoning earrings and lipstick, I went down to the study and took out my old photograph album.


  I flipped past snaps of my parents when they were first married, of my mother holding me as a baby, of the family on holiday in Cornwall when Edward was a podgy toddler and I, at ten, was hardly
  less plump. Then came the pictures where my mother was always sitting in a chair or on a garden seat because she hated to be photographed in her wheelchair. The two pictures in the garden at
  Deepwell were my favourites from this era. Mother was still relatively free of pain then, she was smiling in both pictures, while Father was wearing that rather mischievous grin of his. Apart from
  Edward, who had always pulled a grumpy face at the sight of a camera, we all looked relatively happy and, despite Mothers illness, we had been for much of the time.


  I paused two pages on, at a picture of Maggie standing in the shaded kitchen doorway of Marsh House on a summer afternoon  in these pictures it was always summer. She wore a pale cotton
  dress in fresh mint green, her dark hair haphazardly pulled back to the nape of her neck. In the reflected light, with her smooth Mediterranean skin, her large expressive eyes, she looked no more
  than thirty, still young, but middle-aged to me then. Her kitchen, visible over her shoulder, was an exotic place to an untravelled child like me, with its jars of rices, pastas and wild mushrooms,
  its pervasive scent of garlic and herbs, and, tacked to the walls, the posters of misty landscapes and hill villages in Lombardy and Piedmont.


  While my mother lay at home for long hours, losing the slow battle with her illness, Maggie had become my surrogate mother, the mother of my happiest sunlit days. The photograph captured all
  that drew me to her, the generosity of her affections, the vitality of her mind, the enthusiasm she used to find for the simplest things.


  On the opposite page was a picture from another summer, taken against the same doorway but from a little further away: Maggie and Will together, two handsome people with the same dark eyes,
  thick lustrous hair and wide expressive mouths, a testament to the power of genes; mother and son in the flesh, and in the spirit too, though in those days Wills eyes did not meet the lens
  with quite his mothers gaiety and overt confidence.


  I was looking for a photograph Maggie had sent me some years ago with her regular Christmas card, a picture of Grace and Will and their child, but if it was here I couldnt seem to find
  it.


  Leafing back through the album I came across a shot of Will, aged about sixteen, sitting against the side of his dinghy. The boat, a small green pram called Pod, was pulled up on the edge
  of a salt-marsh, next to dense reeds lit a brilliant gold by the afternoon sun. The oars werent shipped properly: they sat in the rowlocks with the blades angled up like small wings. Will
  was reclining lazily, with an arm hanging over his raised knee, looking away towards some distant horizon. I was planning to become a famous photographer then: Id thought the composition
  very artistic.


  A last search through the bundle of loose snapshots tucked inside the albums back cover, but I couldnt find a picture of Grace from this or any other Christmas.


  Hearing Paul on the stairs, I shut the album and slipped it back into the cupboard.


  We were the last to arrive at the dinner party but our hosts seemed in no hurry to get the food onto the table. I watched with creeping anxiety as Paul drank steadily on an empty stomach. When
  we finally sat down to dinner just before ten, he had no appetite and hardly touched his plate. After the main course he started arguing with a girl in magazine publishing about the pernicious
  influence of anorexic models on the impressionable young. His eyes were like slits, his voice took on a heavy hectoring note, he repeated himself continuously. For once there was no question of the
  drink not showing, and I couldnt help wondering if this was the beginning of another stage, where the last bastion of restraint was going to be thrown away. When he gestured clumsily and
  knocked a glass of wine over, I said, rather too quickly, Paul had a great win today, and everyone cheered, except Paul who glared at me resentfully across the table.


  At midnight I pleaded a headache and managed to get us away half an hour later, though not before Paul had downed another glass of wine and a large brandy. He slept most of the way home and I
  had to shake him hard before he would get out of the car. He went unsteadily upstairs, humming what might have been an Irish ballad, and undressed with heavy dignity before keeling over on top of
  the duvet, his feet on the floor. Filling a glass with water, I took it to the bedside and shook him again. When I had persuaded him to sit up, I placed his hand around the glass and helped him
  raise it to his mouth. Suddenly, with an angry gesture that almost caught me round the face, he sent glass and water onto the carpet. Muck! Filthy muck!


  Oh, sure, I breathed, brushing the water off my dress. Poison.


  Oh, Lexxy, he moaned.


  Come on, I said. Sleep time.


  As I helped him into bed he muttered thickly, The hell with it.


  I lay awake for a long time, listening to his breathing, looking into the darkness and seeing a path of unhappiness that seemed to stretch out before us without end. I felt our relationship was
  slipping further and further beyond our grasp and, in my present mood, it seemed to me that neither of us was capable of stopping it. Our periodic attempts at shoring it up, our brief moments of
  tenderness and communication, seemed to get swept away with each tide.


  It would have been easy to blame Pauls drinking or the pressures of our work, or myself for not having given up more time to our marriage, but blame was an empty road and I didnt
  want to go that way. All I knew was that both of us had changed. At some point Pauls aims and mine, our priorities and ambitions, had diverged, and each small crisis, far from pulling us
  together, only seemed to emphasize the growing divide.


  Then I thought of Will Dearden, and my worries seemed a small thing by comparison. I tried to imagine what it must be like to love someone and to have no idea what had happened to them, to live
  in a state of agonizing uncertainty, caught between dread and hope, and it seemed to me that it must be unendurable.


  I slept restlessly until four. At four thirty I gave up hope of getting back to sleep and, pulling on some thick country clothes, left a note for Paul and made my way out into the night.
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