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				Introduction

				Twenty years ago, the British crime novel fell into two main categories - the police procedural and the village mystery. With a few notable exceptions such as Reginald Hill’s Mid Yorkshire-set Dalziel and Pascoe series, they were set in London and the Home Counties. Murder and mystery had a largely cosy, conservative and comfortable constituency.

				But at the start of the 90s, something changed. It wasn’t conscious, it wasn’t deliberate, it wasn’t preconceived. But around the same time, several writers - myself included -- decided to write about the world as we knew it. To create crime fiction that painted a portrait of Britain’s other cities, a portrait that wasn’t about cops who wrote poetry and listened to Wagner. We’d read what Raymond Chandler said about Dashiell Hammett and we wanted to embody it: he ‘gave murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse.’

				At a time when Britain had been convulsed by the social revolution of Thatcherism, when our common values were twisting and rearranging themselves, when the crime novel seemed uniquely placed to cast a light on the society around us, a cohort of new writers began to revolutionise the world of British crime fiction.

				And so John Harvey’s Charlie Resnick policed the surprisingly mean streets of Nottingham; Ian Rankin’s John Rebus became the maverick cop who haunted Edinburgh; my own Kate Brannigan became a guide to life behind the masks of Madchester, Gunchester and Gaychester; and Martin Edwards gave us Harry Devlin, a Liverpool criminal lawyer with an uncomfortable taste for justice.

				That passion for justice had been tempered with weariness over the years. Weariness but not cynicism. Unlike most of the American heroes of legal thrillers, Harry was not a brilliant high-flyer brought low by circumstances; the practice where he was a partner was undistinguished and resolutely middle of the road. There was nothing glamorous about Harry or about the Liverpool of Martin Edwards’ imagination. But what he lacked in glamour, Harry made up for in tenacity and intelligence.

				Edwards’ debut, All the Lonely People, was shortlisted for the Crime Writers’ Association’s John Creasey Memorial Dagger for the best first novel of the year. Harry Devlin’s second outing, Suspicious Minds, thrusts him into a complex stew of missing persons and serial rape that pushes his professional and personal lives into sharp conflict. The answers are almost as uncomfortable as the questions.

				It’s been almost twenty years since Suspicious Minds was first published. Forensic science has made astonishing leaps forward; communications technology means it’s almost impossible to be out of reach of human contact for long; information technology means we can access all sorts of background data that was out of reach to all but a few back then.

				But that doesn’t matter. Like those other ground-breaking ‘provincial’ crime novels, Suspicious Minds doesn’t feel at all dated. That’s because at the heart of this book are two timeless elements - a well-drawn character, and a living breathing city. Harry Devlin and his Liverpool feel as authentic today as they did when they first broke on the scene.

				Val McDermid

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				“Do you think I murdered Alison?” asked Stirrup.

				Harry Devlin shaded his eyes against the glare of the midday sun. They had stepped out of the police station into a wall of heat and he needed a moment to catch his breath. As well as to judge how to answer a question better left unasked.

				“What if I say yes?”

				Stirrup stopped in his tracks.

				“Remember, it’s easier to get rid of a solicitor than a wife.”

				Tiredness had rubbed the varnish off Stirrup’s good humour, leaving his Brummie accent ugly and bare. Small wonder: the interrogation had stretched through four long hours into a test of patience and nerve.

				Stirrup had phoned at seven that morning with the news that the police had called at his home again; they wanted to re-interview him about his wife’s disappearance.

				“Said I was willing as long as you could make it too. All right?”

				“I’ll meet you there. And remember, you haven’t been arrested. You’re not forced to say any more. They’ll try to get under your skin, that’s what they’re paid for. So keep your temper under control.”

				“No problem. They’ve nothing against me, Harry boy. Nothing at all.”

				DI Bolus evidently thought otherwise. Fresh-faced and bespectacled, he resembled an inquisitive schoolboy more closely than Tomas de Torquemada. Yet his ingenuous manner camouflaged the persistence of a Toxteth kerb-crawler.

				“People like your wife simply don’t vanish into thin air,” he kept saying. Lines of puzzlement creased his brow. “There must be an explanation. Don’t you agree?”

				Harry watched his client straining to keep himself under control. To his relief, Stirrup stuck to the straight denial they had agreed on when first it became clear the police suspected that Alison was dead.

				“I’ve no idea where she is.”

				“Do you care?” Bolus sounded genuine in his anxiety to be reassured.

				“I want her home again. And the sooner you get off my back and find her, the better.”

				And so it continued, with Bolus determined not to let go without a struggle and Stirrup intent on giving nothing away. Eventually the time came for Harry to stand and say that his client, a free and respectable man with a business to run, had helped enough with inquiries for one day and that now they would be going. The moment of decision. And Bolus had dismissed them with a courteous nod of thanks. Stirrup wasn’t to be charged today.

				***

				“Want a lift?” asked Harry as they reached his rust-scarred M.G.

				Puffing and grunting, Stirrup squeezed into the passenger seat.

				“What do you say, then, Harry boy? Do I look to you like a wife killer?”

				Sweat shone on Stirrup’s bald head and well-fed jowls. Harry wondered if it was a clue to fear lurking beneath the customary bravado. But the sun was harsh and they had spent half a day in a tiny airless room which had it been a cell would probably have been in breach of some convention on human rights.

				Harry slung his jacket and tie in the back of the car. Inside, the shabby upholstery burned his palm. The steering wheel felt too hot to hold.

				“Jack, take my advice. Guilt and innocence are for a jury to decide.”

				“Are you saying it’ll come to that?”

				“Look, if Bolus had enough to pin something on you, you’d be changing your suit for something made of paper by now. So relax. Or worry about something constructive, like staff pilfering or last month’s sales figures.”

				Stirrup gripped Harry’s shoulder. “Listen, you know me well enough. I didn’t kill her, all right? She’s as alive as you or me, take my word for it.”

				“Unless I learn something to make me do otherwise, my job is exactly that. To take your word for it.”

				Stirrup fell silent as the car moved off. Out of the corner of his eye Harry glanced at his client. On that bulky frame the Armani suit had no more elegance than a vacuum cleaner bag.

				You know me well enough. Was that true? Harry had once been let into the secret that his client’s full name was John Aloysius Kendrick Stirrup, but more meaningful confidences had been few and far between. His firm had handled Stirrup Wines’ legal work for three or four years, buying sites for off-licences throughout Liverpool and here on the Wirral peninsula, appearing regularly in the magistrates’ court to secure the right for each branch to sell alcohol to the public. So many of Crusoe and Devlin’s other clients were rogues or traders (or both) in a small way of business. Representing a boom company was a lawyer’s dream. Harry had wined and dined Stirrup, had in turn accepted the man’s hospitality; it was as close as he ever came to attempting to market his practice. Yet they did not have enough in common to call themselves friends and for all their frequent contact Harry realised that he could not say he knew Jack Stirrup well.

				“Straight on.”

				“The sea front?”

				“Why not, Harry boy?” Joviality again. “Terrific day. Where better to spend it than at the seaside? The weather forecasters reckon it might touch ninety today.”

				“If you’d told me earlier, I’d have brought my raincoat.”

				Stirrup laughed. “Know your trouble? You’re a sceptic, Harry. You ought to have more faith.”

				“For that, I’d need a change of job.”

				“Not a bad idea. Earning a living out of legal loopholes is enough to turn any bugger sour. But save me from Strange-ways first, all right?”

				Soon they were driving along Mockbeggar Drive, looking out from Wirral’s tip to Liverpool Bay and the Irish Sea. At this distance, the cloudless sky and blue sea came straight out of a tourist’s idyll. If you could forget about global warming and gaps within the ozone layer, they were sights to lift the heart and soothe the mind.

				Yet Harry always had a feeling of melancholy when he returned to New Brighton. He couldn’t help casting his mind back to Sunday afternoons he had spent here with Liz, his wife. Afternoons which now seemed to belong to another life. But more than that, the resort itself reeked of days beyond recall. Like a senile, smelly old woman who still believes herself to be sweet and sixteen.

				Round every corner lurked a reminder of the past: in the theatres converted into bingo halls, in the shops boarded up because they could no longer pay their way. So much had gone over so many years. The Tower; the old pleasure grounds; the pier demolished to save it from sinking into the sea.

				Here and there, signboards promised building work and regeneration. New litter bins had been put out and lampposts painted, but it would take much more to tempt the sun-seekers away from Torremolinos.

				“Pull up over there. We’ll call in at the Majestic. Never know your luck, we might bump into Bryan Grealish.”

				“Isn’t that something we’d both prefer to avoid?”

				After parking, they stood together on the broad promenade. In front of them squatted the red sandstone mass of Fort Perch Rock Battery, built to guard the Port of Liverpool from seaborne invaders who had never even bothered to arrive.

				“Listen, Harry boy, someone’s setting me up with the police. Someone with a grudge against me, yes? Grealish fits the bill.”

				“So what are you after? Do you seriously expect him to break down in tears and confess?”

				Stirrup pursed fleshy lips. “I’ll be honest with you - he’s not my number one suspect. But seeing as we’re here...”

				“Okay, okay. But don’t start World War Three over it, Jack. You’ve got enough problems as it is.”

				“Don’t I know it? But after that session with Bolus, I need a bit of sustenance. Talk about the third degree. Anybody would think I was a murderer.”

				He bellowed with merriment, but Harry could still recall the earlier apprehension, understandable even in an entirely innocent man, yet out of character in Jack Stirrup.

				Curiosity began to stir inside him. He recognised it as a weakness, like hunger pangs in a glutton. But Alison Stirrup’s vanishing trick intrigued him, tempted him into wanting to understand.

				“So where do you reckon she is, then?”

				Stirrup screwed up his eyes as if to keep out the sun. “Wish I knew.”

				“Won’t you hazard a guess?”

				Stirrup spread his arms. “What’s the point? She might be anywhere. Women aren’t logical, Harry, they’re unpredictable. Surely by now you’ve learned that?”

				The hard way, Harry thought. He said nothing.

				“I could never read Ali’s mind. Never tried. In her way, she was deep. Course, she’d been to college, not like me. I’m a university of life man myself, as you well know. School of hard knocks.”

				“Even so...”

				“Even so my arse.” Stirrup wagged a thick finger under Harry’s nose. “For God’s sake, you know her. Have you ever managed to figure her out?”

				You know her. Again that false assumption. Harry had met Alison Stirrup several times. On each occasion she had been in the company of her husband - and in his shadow. She had seemed a slight, insubstantial figure, wraith-like in comparison. Harry pictured her in his mind. She was fifteen years Jack’s junior and attractive enough, but somehow unremarkable. Harry struggled for more than a vague impression of short blonde hair and a quiet way of speaking. Out of the blue, he recollected once catching sight of her smothering a yawn as Stirrup recounted an anecdote which she must have heard a dozen times. An understandable reaction; Harry had attached no importance to it at the time. He had found her pleasant but reserved and had simply taken it for granted that she must enjoy the moneyed lifestyle which marriage had brought. With hindsight he wondered if her appearance of calm masked a deep discontent.

				“She’s your wife. You must have some idea about why she left so suddenly.”

				Saying that prompted memories of his own. When Liz had left him, he had known precisely to whose arms she was running. And knowledge, however painful, was surely preferable to the prickling of uncertainty. For the first time that day it occurred to him to feel sorry for Stirrup.

				“Can’t fathom it. Didn’t I tell the bobbies that till I was sick of the sound of my own voice?”

				“Has Claire any ideas?”

				“She’s as baffled as me.” Invariably Stirrup’s tone softened when his daughter came into the conversation. “Alison and her were never close, of course. Couldn’t expect it, after all. They didn’t have much in common. Only me.”

				“They quarrelled?”

				“Don’t get me wrong. Ali’s no wicked step-mother. And Claire can be a she-devil - but she knew better than to try to throw her weight around too much, I wouldn’t have stood for it. No, they never had much to say to each other, but there were no rows, no slinging matches. Perhaps it would’ve been better if there had been.”

				“Was Claire upset when Alison went?”

				“She hasn’t said much. You know what teenage kids are. And she’s been seeing this lad, not been at home as much lately. He’s older than her, I don’t approve. But when did young girls take any notice of their dads when they first start up with a boyfriend?”

				They began walking. Past the Floral Pavilion and the ten-pin bowling alley, past hot dog stands and a place which sold bags of broken pink and white rock. Madame Rosika, the clairvoyant, was open for business. Harry wondered if she would dare predict if and when Jack Stirrup would be reunited with his missing wife.

				“And you?” he asked gently. “How are you coping without her?”

				“All right.” Stirrup scratched his nose. “Look, I won’t pretend it was the ideal marriage. I never said otherwise to that bloody police inspector, did I? Ali and me, we had our differences. You think, going into it the second time around, you’re older and wiser, you won’t make the same mistakes again. But you do. You do.”

				“So you still say you can’t understand why she walked out without a word?”

				The bonhomie faded again. “Yes, I do say that. Whose side are you on?”

				Harry didn’t respond. It was his job to be on Stirrup’s side and he had no grounds for believing his client guilty of murder. The case against him was flimsy and circumstantial. Yet Stirrup was telling less than the whole truth, of that Harry was certain. Instinct and experience insisted that something was being withheld. There was more to be known about the disappearance of Alison Stirrup.

				And against his better professional judgment, Harry wanted to know it.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The Majestic had been built in New Brighton’s hey-day at the turn of the century, when packed ferries brought trippers over from Liverpool by the thousands. Minstrels had played on the beach, bathing machines and oyster stalls were everywhere. In Harry’s lifetime, the hotel had been in visible decline, under-occupied and in need of more than a lick of paint. When you sat on the famous old verandah gazing out at the hot dog sellers on the promenade, you felt like a representative of the Raj watching a civilisation on the brink of collapse.

				Bryan Grealish had changed all that with the help of the fortune he’d made out of office catering, feeding the faces of middle-aged executives whose idea of a calorie-controlled diet was steak and french fries without the trimmings. The Majestic was still not the Savoy, but even on this week-day lunchtime, the place was packed.

				After they had ordered, Stirrup fiddled absent-mindedly with his napkin.

				“Business doesn’t get easier, Harry boy. The company’s grown, it’s not like the old days. I’m ruled by cash flow and licensing laws. By accountants and solicitors. No offence - but life’s too short. Sometimes I think about jacking the lot in and getting away from it all. The Caribbean, maybe. Or the States.”

				He tore the napkin into small strips, screwing the paper into tight little balls. “This thing with Ali, it’s hit me harder than you think. I’m not saying we had the perfect marriage, but I wish to hell she hadn’t just pissed off like that, without even saying goodbye.”

				Stirrup had not talked like this earlier in the morning. At first, he’d parried Bolus’s questions, bland as any politician. When the repetition began to irritate, his brow had darkened and his replies had become curt whilst Harry chewed his nails, afraid of a self-incriminating explosion. In the end Stirrup had survived; he would not break easily. Yet none of his denials had convinced Harry as much as the simple lament he had just uttered.

				“Two scampis.” The waiter’s Scouse accent contrasted with his Gallic air.

				Stirrup smacked his lips and wielded his knife and fork like cudgels, his humour restored.

				“Bon appetit, as they say in Bootle.”

				As they ate, Harry summed up in his mind all that he knew about Alison Stirrup’s disappearance. She had last been seen on a Friday in May. Stirrup had left her in bed at their home in Caldy; he had been due to attend a meeting with his legal and financial advisers to discuss the offer which Bryan Grealish had made to take over his business. Harry had been present at that meeting, together with his partner Jim Crusoe. At the time all their thoughts had concentrated on the subject for discussion. The auditors sealed the fate of the bid by describing it as one which Stirrup could not refuse. For a self-made man proudly independent of thought and deed, the urge to prove an accountant wrong was irresistible. Thumping his fist on the table, he had declared his intention to tell Grealish what he could do with his money.

				No hint of anything wrong at home, nor of any inner preoccupation. That did not in itself count for much. Harry realised that most successful businessmen had the ability to divorce any domestic traumas from their company lives. But surely even someone more phlegmatic than Jack Stirrup would have been twitchy if he had spent the previous night burying his wife in a wood or under concrete?

				Alison had been alive and kicking the previous evening; so much was certain, for her mother had called round unexpectedly. Harry knew Doreen Capstick slightly and had not been surprised to learn that the visit was unannounced. Unless she was a particularly close and loving daughter, then Alison would have found that a little of Doreen went a long way. She might have made an excuse if given prior warning of an impending call. Mrs. Capstick had been at the house between eight and nine. Her departure had been hastened by Stirrup’s late arrival home; he left her in no doubt that after a long day closeted with his business advisers, he was more interested in a hot meal than in small talk with a woman whom he detested.

				Stirrup had again been late back the following day. After deciding not to sell to Grealish, he had devoted the afternoon and early evening to desk work before being the last to leave the office at - he said - about half-past seven. Alison was not at home and had not left a note for him. He told the police he was surprised, because this was unusual, but not at first alarmed. Only when she had not returned home by midnight, Stirrup said, did he realise that something untoward might have happened. That was when he dialled 999.

				The police were faced with a mystery. Stirrup was not the kind of man to take a close interest in his wife’s wardrobe, but he did not think that Alison had taken any spare clothes with her. No significant withdrawals had been made from their joint bank account. Her Toyota two-seater was locked in the garage. And from that day to this, a six-week span, he had heard nothing from her. Nor had anyone else, so far as he or his mother-in-law were aware.

				“I could murder a slab of that cake on the trolley.”

				Stirrup’s expression didn’t suggest that he regarded his choice of words as unfortunate. Harry was still working his way through the pile of vegetables on his plate. He was saved from the need to reply by a mocking voice from over his shoulder.

				“Well, look who we have here. The Majestic is honoured. The North’s premier viticulturist and his tame Perry Mason.”

				Bryan Grealish bore as much resemblance to the seaside hotelier of old as a Miami Vice cop to Father Brown. Today he wore a purple vest, white slacks and sandals. Tattooed snakes slithered down the thick muscular arms and his hair was tied back in a pony tail. He was breathing hard, as though fresh from a work-out in the Majestic’s new gym.

				Stirrup smiled back, as if paid a compliment. His business relied upon wines imported from the Continent’s less prestigious vineyards; its success had been founded on keen pricing rather than wine snobbery. Over the years he had coped with endless gibes about the quality of his products.

				“Bryan, good to see you. Decent meal and not a single bit of glass to be seen.”

				The previous week guests attending a wedding reception at the Majestic had discovered small shards of crushed glass in their salad dressing. The bride’s father had rung the Press in a fit of fury. Health scares sell newspapers and the resultant publicity had embarrassed Grealish into lavishing compensation upon the distressed and sacking two of the kitchen staff for good measure. But Egon Ronay was unlikely to recommend the Majestic this year.

				Grealish flushed, his jaw lifting in annoyance. But his features quickly regrouped into their usual self-satisfied formation. False modesty was not one of his vices.

				“To what do we owe this welcome visit, Jack? Changed your mind about selling out? Or were you simply after a filling lunch? I hear you’re short of home cooking at the moment.”

				Stirrup’s tongue flicked at his lips. “Word gets around.”

				“Right. Sorry to hear Alison’s moved to new pastures. I always felt she and I ought to get to know each other better.”

				“Funny, I’d have thought she was too old for you. It’s years since she wore a gymslip.”

				Winking at Harry, Grealish said, “Must keep a broad mind, don’t you think, Mr. Devlin? Good to see Jack’s sense of humour is intact. Rumour has it, he’s keeping you busy these days. Despite those slanderous stories doing the rounds.”

				“You’d have made a good lawyer yourself,” said Harry easily. “Shame to waste all that bullshit.”

				“What stories?” demanded Stirrup.

				“I dunno.” Grealish’s innocent expression was as phoney as a pimp’s tax return. “People say you’ve been going in for midnight gardening, though Christ knows what you’d be digging up so late at night. Or burying.”

				“Are you calling me a murderer?”

				With an economy of effort surprising in a man so big, Stirrup reached for the sweet trolley, picked off a slice of Black Forest Gâteau and shoved it, circus-clown fashion, into Grealish’s face with a force which sent the hotelier staggering backwards onto the floor. A woman at an adjoining table screamed. Two waiters came running up to help their boss back to his feet. A gallows grin had spread across Stirrup’s face. He took a fifty-pound note from his wallet and tossed it at Grealish.

				“That should cover any damage to your vanity as well as the nosh. And next time, take more care who you fart around with.”

				A fair-haired girl in a halter-neck bikini came on to the verandah. Her tanned body was a woman’s but her spoiled pout belonged in a kindergarten. Catching sight of Grealish wiping the creamy mess off his face, she put her hands on her hips, not saying a word. In twenty years, Harry wondered, would she be a nagging wife with a husband harbouring secret thoughts of murder?

				Grealish mustered a humourless grin. “Pleasure calls, gentlemen. No hard feelings, Jack, but you need to watch that temper of yours. It’ll put you inside one of these fine days.”

				He slipped his arm around the girl’s bare brown shoulders as they walked away. It was less a gesture of affection than of ownership.

				In the M.G. five minutes later Stirrup said, “Makes your flesh creep, doesn’t he? Feller of his age shouldn’t be messing around with kids like that. She can’t be any older than Claire.”

				Harry wasn’t sure his client was well equipped to make moral judgments. Better change the subject.

				“So do you think he’s the one stirring it with the police?”

				Stirrup grinned with a child’s delight. “Not really, he was just trying to take the piss out of me. That’ll learn him. See his face covered in cake?”

				Trying to conceal his impatience Harry said, “Who else might have a grudge against you?”

				Stirrup laughed: a raucous noise, like bricks falling off a wagon. “You kidding? The list’s a mile long. My bloody mother-in-law’s always hated me. And how about Trevor Morgan?”

				“Heard anything of him lately?”

				“Far as I know, he’s still on the dole. Like most of the people I’ve fired over the years.”

				“I’ll ask around if you want, see if I can find out who’s been making waves.”

				“Thanks,” Stirrup grunted. “And since you’re too delicate to enquire, I’ll tell you. No, I didn’t murder Alison.”

				Harry didn’t find it hard to restrain his delight at the unsolicited denial; he had the lawyer’s dread of a client who answers questions which have not been asked.

				He switched on the radio for the local news. A council row about over-spending. A strike on the docks. Harry yawned: political peace and industrial harmony would have been more of a scoop. Then came an item which seized Stirrup’s attention, had him straining his seat belt, trying to follow the story through fuzzy reception.

				Police are searching for a man who raped a fourteen-year-old girl at Eastham Country Park yesterday evening. Detectives have declined to give further information but it’s believed they are linking the incident with a rape committed by a masked man last month on the Wirral Way and several other recent attacks on teenage girls with fair hair. The man has been dubbed “The Beast” because the masks he wears have animals’ faces. The police have warned of the need for extra vigilance until he is caught.

				“That bastard,” said Stirrup. “When they get hold of him they ought to cut his balls off. Then lock him up and throw away the key.”

				“He’ll be some pathetic sod. Most sex offenders are.”

				Stirrup’s snort expressed disgust for namby-pamby tolerance. “Easy for you to say, I’ve got a teenage girl to think about. One of her mates from school was raped by that pervert only a few weeks ago.”

				Harry could understand a father’s angry apprehension, although The Beast’s victims were all supposed to have had blonde hair whereas Claire was dark. But to expect Stirrup to take comfort from the past consistency of a sick mind was asking too much. On the radio, news gave way to sports and talk of nothing more criminal than England’s batting in the last Test Match.

				They reached the sprawling outskirts of Birkenhead, passing the strange oasis of Port Sunlight, a garden village in the midst of a slough of urban despond, built by a soap millionaire to house his workers. On the opposite side of the dual carriageway the head office of Stirrup Wines stood in functional, flat-roofed contrast to Lord Leverhulme’s prettified estate. Jack Stirrup’s major contribution to the local landscape had been to put up a flagpole in the visitors’ car park.

				“Ta for the lift. And the help this morning. You must come over to my place. Never mind the Majestic, sample Claire’s cooking. Tell you the truth, I’d eat her stuff rather than Ali’s any day. But don’t tell that bloody Bolus. He’ll be thinking I did away with her ‘cause I couldn’t stomach her grub.”

				“I’ll be in touch.”

				They shook hands. “How about dinner tonight? You’d be very welcome. My girl can rustle something up, no problem. What do you say?”

				Harry had other plans for the evening. But Stirrup was insistent and made him promise to phone later once he had checked whether he could unscramble a previous, unspecified commitment.

				“Half-eight do you? I’ll call Claire soon as you let me know. I won’t be away from here much before seven. With no right hand man and half a day wasted in the nick, there’s plenty to do.”

				Harry nodded a farewell, his mind already turning to what lay ahead for him that night. He did not intend it to be a meal with a suspected murderer.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Queen Victoria was still not amused. Her black statue frowned down at Harry from beneath its green cupola as he walked across Derby Square. He winked at the monarch on his way to the Law Courts, a gesture misinterpreted by a woman strolling in the opposite direction. She hurried off, as if convinced that she was about to become The Beast’s latest victim, causing Harry a qualm of guilt. But as he pushed through the revolving doors of the court building, he couldn’t help whistling a Beatles’ song from the days before the Cavern became a car park: “Love Me Do.”

				Once on the first floor he followed the corridor which led to the rooms reserved for lawyers. Pleasure flooded through him as he turned the last corner and saw Valerie Kaiwar, deep in conversation with Quentin Pike.

				“At least justice has been done,” she was saying.

				“In that case, appeal at once,” said Harry lightly. “Hello Quentin, saved another criminal from punishment?”

				“Thanks to Miss Kaiwar here. A most capable piece of advocacy, in my opinion.” Pike beamed. He looked more like Billy Bunter with every year that passed, but remained one of the city’s shrewdest solicitors. Harry was conscious of being scrutinised by porcine, bespectacled eyes.

				“Congratulations,” said Harry. “But don’t let that fool you, Valerie. He’ll haggle over your next brief fee just as if your man had been sent to the gallows.”

				“I was representing a woman, actually,” said Valerie Kaiwar. Her tone was not sarcastic: simply flat, as if the strain of pleading on her client’s behalf had drained the strength from her frail body. “Accused of sticking a pair of kitchen scissors into her boyfriend’s stomach. The fact that he’d beaten her black and blue for years, put her in hospital twice, didn’t enter into it as far as the police were concerned.”

				“Typical chauvinism,” said Harry. But as soon as he spoke, he knew he had struck the wrong note. Val was still keyed up, not in the mood for swapping poor jokes.

				Pike sensed it too. “I’ll be off, then. Many thanks once again, Miss Kaiwar. A splendid performance.”

				With a wave of his pudgy hand he was gone. Harry turned to the woman. The severe black and white of her professional uniform complemented her honey-coloured skin. Something about her smooth high-boned cheeks made him want to touch them. But now wasn’t the time or place. Instead he asked her about the day’s events in court.

				“Probation,” she said, brushing a wisp of black hair off her face. “A good result in the circumstances. Though I’d bet a pound to a penny that before the year’s out she’s living with the brute again. Some women never learn.”

				Harry thought briefly of his dead wife, of how he had yearned for Liz even after years of drifting apart from her, even after learning of her infidelity, sometimes even now, almost eighteen months after her violent death. Some men, too, never learned.

				But he simply said, “Going back to chambers? I’ll come with you, carry your papers.”

				They walked together through the commercial centre of Liverpool without speaking. He could tell she was re-living the battle she had fought and won, getting the tension of the case out of her system in readiness for tomorrow’s brush against the cobwebs of justice. For his part, Harry thought of telling her about his morning with Stirrup, confiding his uncertainty about Alison’s fate. But it would keep until the evening. He had in mind a meal at the flat and the previous day had bought a vegetarian cook book especially to cater to her tastes. He was normally a microwave man, and he preferred red meat to lentils any day, but the plan was to wash everything down with plenty of wine and see how things developed from there.

				Now and then passers-by gave them a second, curious glance. In the dying years of the century, some people still seemed to think it strange to see a white man in the company of a dark-skinned woman. And Valerie and he were an odd couple in more ways than one. She was small, delicate and smart, with a burning determination implicit in every step she took along the street. Harry was solidly built and shambling in his gait. No onlooker would doubt for an instant which of the two of them knew the way ahead.

				At a news-stand he picked up the early evening edition of one of the local papers and glanced at the front page. beast strikes again shrieked the headline. By his side, Valerie made a hissing noise through her teeth.

				“What kind of society is it where the women aren’t safe to walk through a park in daylight?”

				“How would you feel,” he asked gently, “about defending the culprit when he’s finally caught?”

				He heard a sharp intake of breath, as if she were about to explode with rage at the very idea. But no words came. He could tell that she was confronting the prospect: how one day her unshakable faith in the sanctity of the defence lawyer’s role might commit her to pleading on behalf of a man who had repeatedly violated young women.

				Valerie’s chambers were in Balliol Court, off Rumford Street. A brass plate by the door listed the dozen members of Mr. Arnold Lloyd-Makinson’s set. Her name was the most recent addition. Inside, the mustard-tiled walls reminded Harry of public conveniences built pre-war. The lift had a metal cage and looked as if its next journey might be its last. He and Valerie had a tacit agreement that they would walk up the stairs.

				A sad-faced woman sat in reception, reading a pamphlet about the law on divorce. Valerie led Harry into the senior clerk’s room, where the business of chambers was done. David Base stood by his desk, cradling a receiver against his neck and simultaneously tossing a peppermint up and down with his free hand whilst he assured an anxious solicitor that the papers being chased would be ready tomorrow. To back up his promise, a young girl at the opposite desk pounded an aged Remington with more gusto than skill.

				Valerie gave David the thumbs-up sign and gestured to Harry to deposit the papers he was carrying on the floor by the main desk. The clerk hung up and flipped the sweet into his mouth with a casual flourish.

				“Not an easy man to please, Mr Fingall. So - another success, Miss Kaiwar?”

				She smiled, the first unstrained expression Harry had seen from her that afternoon. “The legal aid fund had value for money, I think. And haven’t I warned you those wretched peppermints will rot your teeth? Anything new come in?”

				“A County Court claim in Runcorn.” David Base was still in his twenties, but his manner was as discreet as that of a veteran civil servant. Nevertheless, his thoughtful face yielded a hint of sympathy. “A matter concerning a soiled carpet.”

				“Marshall Hall never had to put up with this.”

				“The case has more twists than a Berber,” the clerk assured her solemnly. “And you never know, it might lead on to greater things.”

				“A dispute over an Axminster, you mean?”

				The three of them laughed. Harry regarded most barristers’ clerks as the professional equivalent of used car salesmen, flogging the services of clapped-out Rumpoles with mendacious protestations of faith in their performance. But he felt in David Base’s debt.

				A few weeks earlier, Crusoe and Devlin had sent a brief on a Crown Court trial to one of the middle-ranking barristers in chambers, only to be told at the last minute that the chosen advocate was unavailable because one of his cases had overrun. David had offered as a substitute a young woman new in chambers called Valerie Kaiwar. Accustomed to last minute let-downs, Harry had feared the worst. Usually some wet-behind-the-ears kid would foul up a winnable case, earning experience at the luckless client’s expense. To Harry’s amazement, Valerie not only mastered the papers overnight, but also achieved an acquittal, to the chagrin of the prosecutor presenting the case against the light-fingered accused.

				Afterwards, Harry had chatted with her over coffee. She talked animatedly, using her hands to emphasise the points she made. Justice, integrity and principles were words she often used, though sometimes with a cutting irony. Her pride in her performance and her instinctive sympathy for the underdog were worthy enough. But what entranced Harry was the passion invested in everything she did or said, from her mimicry of her opponent’s lacklustre closing speech to the way her eyes shone with pleasure when he complimented her on a job well done. Unlike the second-rate advocates whom he encountered day after day, trudging round the courts like sleepwalkers, she was not simply in it for money or security, but because what mattered most to her was fighting for a cause.

				At first sight they had nothing in common. She came from a wealthy background; her old man was a Ugandan Asian who had been kicked out by Idi Amin only to settle in the North West of England and make a fortune by building up a chain of cut-price supermarkets. She had read law at Somerville and learned the art of public speaking by arguing for radical motions before chinless sceptics at the Oxford Union. Harry had been born in Liverpool’s bandit country, within spitting distance of Scotland Road. He’d lost his parents in his teens and Liz through murder after a short failed marriage. Yet at least he and Valerie shared a questioning mind. To say nothing of an addiction to film noir.

				One thing led to another. Dinner at the Ensenada, an afternoon spent wandering around the Maritime Museum. Neither of them wanted to push the relationship too fast, too soon. They had kissed long and hard a couple of nights back after watching the original version of D.O.A. at a city film club, but that was all. So far.

				“Hello, Valerie. Triumphed again?”

				Julian Hamer had emerged from his room. Harry could forgive the barrister’s Charles Dance looks and Charterhouse and Cambridge charm, because Hamer never posed or patronised. With his easy manner and sharp mind he was a difficult man to dislike. But not impossible, for he fancied Valerie. Harry felt sure of that: something in the way Hamer spoke to her stretched beyond an established man’s courtesy to a colleague a dozen years younger.

				“Another fine result, Mr. Hamer,” confirmed David Base.

				“Did she make old Kermincham wake up, Harry? Poor old devil, he’s been on the bench so long I’m surprised he hasn’t got piles. Tell us about it, Valerie.”

				The warmth of her smile made Harry itch with irritation.

				“Some other time, perhaps. Right now I have a case to get up.”

				Hamer nodded. He seemed tired for once: lines of fatigue edged the corners of his eyes. Starting to look his age, Harry thought with a stab of malice. In days gone by - and especially in the midst of tedious trials - he’d wondered idly about Hamer’s sexual preferences. For someone so smooth to escape marriage for so long must say as much about his instincts as his luck. But now Harry was gloomily convinced that his rival was a bachelor, gay only in the most traditional sense.

				“First things first. See you later then.”

				“Sure.”

				Did they exchange a glance of complicity? Whenever he saw Valerie in Hamer’s presence Harry had the sense of a secret shared, from which he was excluded. He told himself not to be paranoid.

				Valerie set off down the passageway. Feeling awkward, Harry followed. He wanted to talk to her alone, but realised that now was not a good time. Perhaps tonight would be better, when she had shaken off the courtroom blues.

				She occupied a corner of the building more akin to a cupboard than a room. The shelf running along the rear wall overhung the chair behind her desk. A taller woman would have cracked her head if she rose to her feet without ducking.

				He cleared his throat, embarrassed by his own nervousness. “I was wondering - would you like to come round to the flat tonight?”

				She considered him from under long black lashes.

				“I can’t make it tonight, Harry. Sorry. But - I’ve got things to do. You know how it is.”

				Although spoken kindly, the words slapped him. He realised how much he’d been counting on her saying yes. He told himself he didn’t own her, and there would be other nights, but he felt a boy’s frustration at the denial of a longed-for treat.

				“Okay.”

				Something in his tone prompted her to stretch a hand across the desk and touch his fingers. “Maybe tomorrow, how about that?”

				He tried to look don’t-careish. “Shall I give you a call?”

				“Please.”

				There was a short pause. He wasn’t certain whether she intended to say anything else. Finally he stood up. “All right then, Val. I’ll leave you to your carpet.”

				“Thanks so much for coming back with me.”

				“The pleasure was mine.”

				On the way out, he stopped again at David’s desk and asked if he could use the phone.

				“Feel free.” The clerk flicked a peppermint into the air with elaborate top-spin and caught it nonchalantly between two fingers. “If only England’s wicket-keeper could do the same, eh? Heard the news about the Test team, by any chance?”

				Harry shook his head. “When England plays the West Indies, ignorance is bliss.”

				He dialled Stirrup’s direct line. Propped next to the handset was a framed photograph of a pretty blonde girl. David’s fiancée, Valerie had explained the other day. Harry thought again about The Beast, who threatened the safety of so many girls like her. When would the man be caught?

				“Jack? I’ve checked and the diary’s clear. If the offer’s still open, I’d be glad to see you this evening after all.”

				Stirrup was hearty. “I’ll ring young Claire, tell her to put the oven on, roll out the red carpet. You’ve not seen the new place yet, have you? Just make sure the charging meter’s switched off before you arrive, all right?”

				“I’ll see you at half-eight.”

				He put down the receiver. “Good win for Valerie today,” he said to the clerk. Something prompted him to add, “Especially picking up the brief at the last minute.”

				David Base glanced up from his paperwork. “Today’s case? The stabbing? No, you must be thinking of something else. Windaybanks instructed her a long time ago. Mr. Pike admires Miss Kaiwar as much as you do.”

				“My mistake.”

				But as Harry went down the stairs he knew he had not misunderstood. Yesterday, when turning down his offer of a visit to the Everyman, Valerie had said she’d been landed with a new brief for a case today. She’d even thrown in a moan about Quentin Pike’s lack of consideration; she would have to sacrifice her evening to mug up all the facts. He felt sickened by the silly little lie. Sicker still that he could guess the reason for it.
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