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About the Book

IT ENDS AT MIDNIGHT

It’s New Year’s Eve and the stage is set for a lavish party in one of Edinburgh’s best postcodes. It’s a moment for old friends to set the past to rights - and move on.

The night sky is alive with fireworks and the champagne is flowing. But the celebration fails to materialise.

Because someone at this party is going to die tonight.

Midnight approaches and the countdown begins - but it seems one of the guests doesn’t want a resolution.

They want revenge.
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Part 1




THE FOX

The fox hates fireworks. While they’re going off, she’d rather keep herself hidden, curled up in a bush somewhere quiet. Hogmanay is the worst, Edinburgh one big explosion. Normally she’d wait till they were finished, but tonight she’s too hungry. Slim pickings lately; it’s time to scavenge, fireworks or not.

Her usual spot is a garden behind a house halfway along Regent Terrace. Not much to be found off season, but when the house is full, there’s always food overflowing from the bin. Not this evening though. She has to go further afield.

On the far side of the road now, over the road from the houses, slinking along the edges. She’s been kicked before. Humans scare her, the stink of them. The noise.

Nothing but leaves. Empty wrappers. No sustenance to be found here.

Her ears prick. There’s a scream, a dull thud. Not too close, not a threat. She stops, poised to run, ready to seek shelter again. But as she’s about to turn, it hits the back of her nostrils. She’s caught a scent.

Blood.

Meat.

Fresh meat.

Now she’s caught the trail, she’s straight over the road, caution thrown to the winds, following her nose.

A long, wet trail, running across the pavement, into the gutter. Glistening in the streetlights. She starts to lap it up.

If she just looked up, towards the source of the blood, she’d see what had happened. But she doesn’t. She keeps lapping up the liquid. The closest she’s come for days to proper nourishment.

Another bang disturbs her. Then some barking. She raises her head. There’s a dog approaching, hot on the scent. For a moment she stands, waits, wanting to see if it’ll go or if she needs to move on. The draw of her meal is strong.

That’s how the dog walker would have seen her if he’d looked. She’s standing in front of the house. A silhouette. A shadow. She turns and flees, tail low.

Behind her, a trail of little paw prints.

Each red as blood.




12:00:35

No.

This isn’t happening. I’m not here, not hanging over the railings face down staring at the pavement. Going to try and look up.

It hurts. Try to move, to touch it. Cold metal. Wet iron. I lift my hand again, but it flops down.

I can’t move.

Catch my hand in the light. Squint, my eyes closing fast.

Red. Covered in red.

I close my eyes.




1

‘You won!’

‘I won,’ I say, suppressing my grin. The victim’s family are standing nearby at the door of court and I don’t want to rub it in. My client’s mum might be delighted that his sentence has been cut by the appeal court from twelve years to eight, but judging by the mutterings and dark looks I’m being thrown, they’re less than pleased.

‘I don’t know how you sleep at night,’ a man says, pushing past me to join the family. I pull my gown more closely around me, tipping my head so my wig obscures my eyes.

‘Ignore him,’ my solicitor Jonah says. He’s not trying to suppress his smile. He looks delighted. ‘It’s a brilliant result.’

‘We got what we wanted,’ I say. ‘Let me get changed and we’ll get out of here.’

‘Drink?’ he says, looking from me to our client’s parents who are standing beside us. I nod, but they shake their heads.

‘It’s been a long day,’ the father says. ‘Thank you, though. We know he’s still going to be in prison for a long time, but at least we can see the end of it now.’

‘I’ll see you out of the building,’ Jonah says to them. He turns to me before he goes, ‘Daly’s?’

I nod again, before skirting round the hostile group to get to the robing room where I change quickly, folding my gown up and ramming it into my red bag along with my wig and my papers. Normally it’s my trusty wheelie bag, but not today; appearances at the Court of Appeal are rare enough that they warrant the use of the bag that was given to me by my first pupil master, my mentor, the top QC in chambers, after the kidnapping trial that we did together.

He’ll be pleased with today’s result. I’m pleased too. It all went off exactly as I’d hoped. Better, even.

‘Nice one, Sylvie,’ the barrister for the prosecution calls out to me. I’m about to walk out of the main doors of the Royal Courts of Justice. I turn to face him, moving back into the hall.

‘You did well,’ he continues. I look at him closely, wondering if there’s a note of condescension lurking underneath. ‘I’ve heard a lot of good things about you. Turns out they were right.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, my voice respectful. Maybe the condescension is there, but to be fair he’s ten years my senior. And a QC with a hotline straight to the Judicial Appointments Commission. If this is going to be a good reference, I’m not going to fuck it up. ‘It was an interesting case.’

‘Very interesting,’ he says. ‘Normally I’d say they should throw away the key for kiddy fiddlers, but you made a compelling argument.’ He leans towards me, his face taking on a more familiar expression. ‘Rumour has it you’ve got a judicial application in the works. On the basis of today I’d say you’re well in there.’ He pats my shoulder, walks away. My heart pounds with excitement. One step closer to my holy grail, the red sash and purple robes of the Crown Court judge.

Jonah has snagged a table and bought a bottle of wine. He pours me a glass as I approach.

‘That was great,’ he says once I’ve sat down. ‘You had them eating out of your hand.’

‘Not the way to talk about Appeal Court judges,’ I say, raising my glass to him. ‘They were very receptive, though.’

‘It was your skeleton argument that did it. You’d laid it all out so well. I’m impressed.’

I take a sip of wine, but the warmth that’s lighting up inside me comes from his words, not the alcohol. I worked very hard on this appeal. I knew how much was riding on it. Sure, I have to fill in the application forms, go through all the tests that are required in the process of trying to become a judge, but the better I’m doing in my real-life work, the greater my chances.

Taking another sip, I look around the bar, satisfaction seeping into my bones. There’s a guy over there I recognise from pupillage, bloated now, years of drinking after work taking its toll. I know his practice is shit, bad cases for worse solicitors. Not like me, fresh from the Court of Appeal. I catch Jonah’s eye and smile. Normally I’d temper my arrogance, exercise some caution in my self-satisfaction. Not tonight. Triumph is mine.

‘So, what next for the unstoppable Sylvie?’ he says. ‘Any more appeals up your sleeve? Crucial points of law?’

I shake my head. ‘I’m back in the Youth Court soon. Highbury Youth Court, to be precise.’

He looks aghast. ‘What the fuck are you doing in there? I steer well clear these days.’

‘It’s a trial, a multi-hander,’ I say, smiling at his confusion. ‘And I’m the judge.’

Comprehension dawns on his face. ‘I always forget you sit as a district judge.’

‘Yeah, it’s only part-time.’

‘Sensible move, too. Given your plan for world domination.’

‘Hardly world domination,’ I say, failing to hide my smirk. ‘I’ll settle for ending up on the Crown Court bench full-time.’

Jonah laughs. ‘I bet you’re sorry there isn’t a death penalty any more. I can see you passing sentence now in your black cap, May God have mercy on your soul.’

I laugh too, but a chill passes across me, the hairs on my arms rising in goosebumps despite the warmth of the bar. For a moment I’m miles away. Years away . . .

‘Sylvie,’ Jonah says, and I’m pulled back to now. ‘Sylvie, do you want to have dinner? I was thinking it might be nice to hang out.’

There’s a question here that goes beyond food and I contemplate it, looking him up and down. It would be fun. I can picture it now, the feel of his hands on me, the roughness of his beard against the softness of my neck. My thighs.

I shake my head. Not tonight.

‘I have to get back,’ I say. ‘Someone’s cooking me dinner at home.’

‘Ah, OK,’ he says, almost managing to hide his surprise, one eyebrow shooting up before he gets it back under control. ‘Nice.’

I drain my glass and stand up. ‘Yes, it will be.’

I decide to walk back to Oval. I could have left later but as soon as Jonah asked the question I knew it was time to go. It’s not the first time we’ve ended up in a bar after a case, nor the first time that it’s gone from there via dinner to bed. I can understand his surprise at my rejection. I’m telling the truth, though. There is someone cooking for me at home.

I nurse the thought of Gareth all the way across Waterloo Bridge and down Baylis Road. I can picture him now, chopping and sautéing, his face set in concentration. I’ve never met anyone who takes food more seriously. It puts my takeaway and microwave meal habits to shame. The first time he came down to stay, he looked through my fridge with disdain, filling a carrier bag with all the out-of-date sauces he found on the top shelf. I watched with growing horror, convinced that he was going to dump me for my non-gourmet ways.

That was six months ago, and he’s still here, still cooking. And my fridge is full of a much higher class of condiment. Not to mention wine. Friday nights in with the boyfriend might be a new departure for me, but they’re certainly not a more sober one.

When I let myself through the front door the scent of frying onion and garlic is thick in the air. I open the door to the flat and call out but the extractor fan’s on and there’s no reply. Dumping my bag and coat, I go through to the kitchen. Gareth’s standing with his back to me, stirring something at the stove. I walk behind him and put my arms around him. He jumps in surprise, jerking the hand that’s holding a wooden spoon so that he flicks hot oil and onion onto me. I scream out and pull myself away from him, rushing to the sink to stick my arm under the tap.

He turns the fan off and the room falls quiet, the only sound the water rushing from the tap.

‘You OK?’ he says. ‘I’m sorry, you gave me such a fright. I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘I’m fine, honestly,’ I say. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’

Gareth puts his hand out and takes mine, turning my arm this way and that to look at the damage. There isn’t much, only a small red mark. He raises it to his lips and kisses the burn.

‘It’s not so bad,’ he says. ‘I’ve had worse.’ He waves his other hand at me, calloused from years of cooking. Asbestos hands.

I smile, move forwards and hug him again, but this time front to front. He puts his arms around me and we stand for a moment like that. I think about boyfriends before, how I wouldn’t even let them stay the night, let alone give them the key and the run of my kitchen. I start to laugh, my face muffled in his shoulder, and he lets go of me immediately.

‘You OK?’ he says again, his voice filled with concern. I look at him blankly for a moment before I realise.

‘I’m not crying,’ I say, ‘I’m laughing.’

‘Why are you laughing?’

‘Because I’m happy,’ I say. ‘It’s so nice to see you.’

I change out of my suit while he finishes off dinner, shutting myself in the bathroom to redo my face. I’m relaxed with him; more than relaxed. Enough for tracksuit bottoms and a vest top. Not quite enough for a make-up-free look, though I’ve got better from the early days, when I used to slide out of bed before he woke to slap concealer under my eyes. Compared to most, though, he’s seeing the real me, as I emerge blinking into the light of a proper relationship.

‘You look lovely,’ he says when I come out, handing me a large glass of red. ‘Good day?’

‘Very good,’ I say. ‘I won the appeal.’

‘Wow, that’s great.’

‘It really is. Just what I needed for my judge’s application. I’ll be able to talk all about it.’

He raises his glass. ‘Congratulations. Here’s to the future Lady Munro.’

‘I won’t be a lady unless I make it to the High Court bench,’ I say.

‘You will. I have no doubt that you can achieve anything you want.’

Gareth drinks and I drink too, looking him straight in the eye. He’s not who I expected I’d end up with, not some greying Lothario with an eye to a second wife. He’s younger, fitter than me, lithe and bright-eyed with all his own hair. Good with his hands, too . . .

‘I don’t know how I got so lucky with you,’ I say. ‘Still can’t believe I ended up with my own private chef.’

‘No more than you deserve,’ he says. ‘I can’t believe I found you, either. The person I’ve been looking for all my life.’

I smile at him and he smiles back, the pulse between us warm and steady. I lift my fork and eat, relishing each mouthful. It’s a chicken tagine, rich with spices – cumin, cinnamon, saffron – the bite of preserved lemon sharp against the sweetness of dried apricot, the tang of the green olives he’s taken the time to pit, each one cut in half and half again.

‘No one’s ever cooked for me before,’ I say. ‘Not like this, at least. Normally it’s a bacon roll if I’m lucky.’

‘I’ve got some bacon,’ he says. ‘I was hoping you might rise to the occasion and make me a sandwich in the morning.’

‘If you’re sure you want to risk it,’ I say. I scrape the rest of the sauce up onto my fork before putting down my cutlery and running my finger round the plate, collecting up every last bit. Gareth laughs at me but I shrug, defiant.

‘That was delicious,’ I say. ‘What’s for dessert?’

In reply, he stands, moves over to me. He pulls me up to my feet and kisses me before biting my shoulder.

‘You,’ he says, and takes off my top.
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