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  Chapter One


  Almost before Laurence Deegan had left the Old Bailey, newspaper vans carrying the result of the case in their latest edition were hurtling to their delivery points around the
  metropolis.


  Financier Freed and City Millionaire Toasts Justice in Champagne were two of the headlines devised to titillate the exhausted commuter on his journey home.


  The previous evening a paper had carried an item about Deegan himself, informing its readers that, though only fifty, he had been a Queens Counsel for eight years and was widely tipped
  for early appointment as a High Court judge. The piece in question contained a number of inaccurate details about his life, speculated wildly about his earnings at the Bar and, to his considerable
  embarrassment, served the whole gossipy mixture up under the heading Silk In Fashion  a reference to the silk gowns worn by Queens Counsel.


  Deegan eschewed self-advertisement as conscientiously as most of his professional brethren and had a genuine dislike of personal publicity. But the fact remained that he had recently had a run
  of forensic successes in cases which had attracted the publics attention and there was little he could do to prevent the sort of piece that had appeared. His clerk, Stanley, and his whole
  family were under a strict injunction not to answer reporters questions, but, of course, if some journalist was minded to write something of that nature, a paucity of fact was seldom a
  deterrent.


  That result wont have done us any harm, Stanley said complacently as he gathered up Deegans belongings like a well-trained nanny. His robes, his brief, notebooks and
  several volumes of law reports were neatly assembled for taking back to Chambers.


  I imagine not. Though Im never happy about getting someone off on a technicality.


  It was one nobody else had spotted. Not even the judge. The prosecution went away with their tails right between their legs. In the same self-satisfied tone, Stanley went on,
  Im glad the judge paid you that compliment. Hes not given to praise, so it was doubly acceptable.


  Deegan gave his clerk a tolerant smile. He knew Stanley was thinking in terms of the increased fees he would be demanding on his behalf in future, a percentage of which would go into
  Stanleys own pocket. Small wonder that the senior clerk in a busy set of Chambers could find himself earning considerably more than some of the junior barristers for whom he clerked.


  Stanley had been the tea-boy when Deegan was first called to the Bar and became a member of Chambers in Mulberry Court. They had grown up together in the law and now Laurence Deegan was head of
  Chambers and Stanley one of the doyens of Temple clerks.


  Ive fixed a consultation in that Official Secrets Act case. The solicitors were on the phone just before I left Chambers to come to court.


  Oh, lord, Ive not even opened the brief yet.


  The consultations not until the day after tomorrow.


  Deegan gave his clerk a wry glance. I suppose I shall have to read it this evening. I was going home to an empty flat anyway. My wife wont be home until nine, so I might as well
  stay in Chambers and work.


  Stanley nodded. Yes, the security people were anxious you shouldnt carry the brief around as it contains classified information. Ive locked it in your wall safe.


  I dont suppose it contains anything that a persevering spy couldnt discover without breaking the law. The trouble is that secrecy becomes an end in itself in these O.S.A.
  cases. The powers that be become paranoid on the subject.


  They had almost reached Chambers when Stanley said, Youll find a new brief from Chalmers & Co. on your desk. It arrived at lunchtime. Theres a bit of urgency about that
  one too, Im afraid. Deegan frowned but his clerk didnt notice and went on, Perhaps youd glance at it and then Ill phone Mr Chalmers tomorrow and fix a
  consultation.


  I suppose youve already promised to do that.


  I told him wed do our best.


  It struck Deegan in his less benign moments that his clerk was overfond of the royal we, seeing that he was never the one who actually had to do the work. Fortunately, however, he
  had the right constitution for a busy silks practice and relished all his success to the full. He had his sights set on a judgeship in due course, though not as imminently as the writer of
  the gossip item had speculated. He thought fifty-four or fifty-five would be about the right age to be appointed. So Fay, his wife, would just have to wait a few more years before becoming Lady
  Deegan.


  He wants you to undertake the defence of Terence Edward-Jones, Stanley went on blithely. Hes the young man charged with the murder of his girl-friend. Youve
  probably seen his name in the papers. Hes the son of Tom Edward-Jones, the property tycoon.


  Ive had my fill of millionaires, Deegan said in a suddenly acerbic tone.


  Mr Chalmers was very anxious that you should take the brief. Its a paid defence and he suggested a brief fee of five thousand, with refreshers to match. When Deegan
  didnt respond, the clerk went on in a hopeful voice, I gather its by no means an open and shut case and the young man has quite a good run. Mr Chalmers already has a couple of
  medical experts lined up wholl say that the girl had a heart condition which would have inclined her to sudden death in certain circumstances. It sounds like our old friend vagal inhibition.
  You only have to half-prove that and a jury will reduce murder to manslaughter at the very least. Anyway, if you could take a look at the brief this evening, Ill call Mr Chalmers in the
  morning.


  They had arrived back at Chambers and, to Stanleys mild surprise, Deegan stalked ahead to his room at the end of the corridor without a further word. Normally, he would have poked his
  head round the door of the clerks room and exchanged a greeting with whoever was there. There were invariably one or two members of Chambers sorting out their next days work with John
  and Mark, Stanleys two young assistants.


  Stanley stared at the retreating back with a puzzled expression. Something seemed to have suddenly upset his head of Chambers, but he had no idea what. His once variable moods had been less
  apparent in recent times. Indeed, ever since he had taken silk (that often unpredictable step for a barrister) and had abandoned much of the drudge work which had come to him as a member of the
  junior Bar. For him, becoming a Queens Counsel had held fewer risks than for many and his practice had developed and expanded without a hiccup. Now, eight years after that event he had the
  legal world at his feet and was probably the most sought-after silk in general practice. Playing his part as a good clerk, Stanley had been careful to secure him as much civil as criminal work in
  order to broaden his experience and equip him for the judgeship which would certainly come his way. Not that Stanley had any wish to hasten that day, for Laurence Deegans departure from
  Chambers would affect his pocket more than anyones. It had been the same when Sam Hensley, an ex-head of Chambers, had been elevated to the Bench. But Stanley had learnt to be philosophical
  about such departures, reflecting that, even if the sea didnt exactly contain better fish than ever came out of it, there were still promising ones swimming around in the middle and upper
  reaches of Chambers.


  Meanwhile, he had better try to find out what the trouble was with Deegan. There was doubtless something he could do to help. After all, the role of a barristers clerk embraced everything
  from business manager to friend and nursemaid.


  He knocked on the door and went in without waiting for an answer. Deegan was standing with his back to the door, staring out of the window. It was a familiar stance and the view across to the
  river was one that could never grow stale. But on this occasion there was something about the hunch of Deegans shoulders that told Stanley he wasnt just admiring the view.


  Is every thing all right, Mr Deegan? he asked in a faintly worried tone.


  For several seconds there was no reply, then in a brittle voice Deegan said, Ive been thinking, Stanley. I dont want to do that Official Secrets case.


  But, Mr Deegan . . . Stanley said in a shocked tone. What can I tell the instructing solicitor? The consultations fixed . . . I mean . . .


  Im sure youll be able to cope. After all, you spend your life making excuses for us and smoothing our paths. Nobodys better at it.


  But youve not even read the brief yet. You said so on our way back from the Bailey. He paused, but when Deegan went on gazing out of the window, continued in a tone that
  bore a note of umbrage, May I ask the reason for your sudden decision, sir? I think Im entitled to know.


  I dont care for those cases. I hate all the mumbo-jumbo and secrecy and parts of the trial being held in camera . . . I find the whole set-up distasteful.


  Stanley stared in disbelief at the silhouetted figure in the window. He thought his ears must be deceiving him. Deegan had never returned a brief once it had been delivered save when he had an
  unavoidable clash of fixtures. But in the Kulka case the date of trial had not even been settled. It would be Stanleys task to try to negotiate a date convenient to everyone.


  When at length he found his tongue he said, If you really insist, of course Ill return the brief, but I dont know what Im going to tell the solicitor. Youre
  putting me in a most embarrassing situation, Mr Deegan. And you of all people who have the reputation of never letting anyone down! Have you said your last word? Stanley waited but the
  figure at the window remained silent. May I make just one request? That you sleep on your decision and we talk about it again tomorrow. Stanley turned to go when his eyes alighted on
  the wall safe. He walked over and, unlocking it, removed the brief which had rested there unopened for two weeks while Laurence Deegans attention had been occupied with more immediate
  matters. Often briefs had to wait considerably longer than that before he could read them.


  Returning to the desk he placed it in a prominent position next to the equally bulky set of papers that had arrived in the case of the Queen against Terence Edward-Jones.


  Ive put the brief on your table, he said reproachfully. Youve never not listened to me before, so Im asking you again to read it before you go home this
  evening. If youre still of the same mind tomorrow, I wont argue further but will endeavour to extricate us from what will undoubtedly be a very awkward situation.


  As he turned to go, Laurence Deegan stepped back from the window and faced his clerk for the first time since he had entered the room. His expression was calm, but he had a strangely detached
  air.


  Dont think too harshly of me, Stanley. Just accept that I have my reasons. He gave his clerk a wistful smile. I dont want to talk about it any further, but if
  I did, you would be the person Id consult. Ill certainly do as you request and read the brief. He glanced at his watch. You might let it be known that I dont wish
  to be disturbed. Before you leave, put an outside line through to my extension. Ill lock up when I go.


  He stepped over to his desk and stared down at the brief his clerk had placed there. For several seconds, Stanley hovered with his hand resting on the door knob. He appeared racked by
  indecision, wanting to speak but not knowing what to say. Seldom short of words, he found himself mentally tongue-tied.


  Finally, in an unnaturally stiff tone he said, Ill wish you good night, sir. But he received no reply.


  By seven oclock everyone had left, the last conference having broken up a few minutes earlier.


  Sorry if Ive kept you, Stanley, Alan Crombie said, standing in the doorway of the clerks room. He was dressed for departure and was carrying a brief-case.
  Im afraid my con went on longer than I expected.


  Youre not the last. Mr Deegans still here.


  Oh, Ill go and poke my head round his door and say hello. Ive not seen him for several days.


  Better not, Mr Crombie. He particularly said he didnt wish to be disturbed.


  Alan Crombie raised a surprised eyebrow, but Stanley declined to meet his gaze.


  Ill say good night then, Stanley. Im at Cambridge Crown Court tomorrow, so you wont see me.


  Phone in at the end of the day and let me know the state of play, sir.


  But of course, Stanley. When have I ever not?


  I know youre better than most. I almost need to send out search parties for one or two members of Chambers when theyre out of London.


  Not guilty! In any event my case wont last long. Its a plea. But Ill phone to find out where I am the next day.


  For several seconds after Alan Crombies departure, Stanley stared across the room. Should he make one final attempt to find out the reason for Laurence Deegans unusual behaviour?
  Almost two hours had passed since he had left him alone in his room. Two hours during which he might have been on the other side of the moon for the silence that had reigned. And now they were the
  only two people left in Chambers. Might it not be the moment to go and broach him again? But somehow he shrank from the prospect, a hitherto undreamt of possibility in their relationship.


  He rose from his desk and went out into the passage. He could see a light shining beneath Deegans door and began to walk slowly toward it. For a couple of seconds, he stood poised to
  knock, but then he returned forlornly to his own room.


  Picking up a phone, he buzzed Deegans extension.


  Yes?


  Im just going, Mr Deegan. Thought Id better let you know.


  Thank you, Stanley. Good night.


  Anything else before I go?


  Nothing, Deegan said and rang off. It was as if he sensed his clerks inclination to prolong the conversation and decided to give him no opportunity.


  Stanley had seldom felt so ill at ease as he left Chambers and made his way home. He hoped that everything might be seen differently in the morning and that the evenings events would
  assume the proportions of a bad dream, which had passed with the new day. But deep down he realised he was hoping for a miracle.


  It was as if the head of Chambers had undergone some sudden mental transformation. One minute he had been on top of the world, the next he had been mysteriously stricken.


  There had to be an explanation. But what was it?
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