

Prologue

The Accused

WHAT IS JUSTICE?

That’s the question I’ve asked myself, repeatedly, over the past eight days.

Is it following the law to the letter? Or is it ensuring real justice is carried out, even if it means slightly bending the rules? Most people never need to think about it.

Would I class myself as a rebel? Yes, I suppose I would. A rulebreaker? No.

I know which rules I can twist without getting caught. But it’s only ever been for the greater good. Selling this concept to a jury, however, is another matter. What they need to see isn’t necessarily the ‘truth’, but whatever appears just. You think those are the same things, don’t you? They’re not. Especially in this case.

I know from experience that if jury members turn around to look at you when they enter the courtroom to deliver their verdict, you’re about to be acquitted. If they don’t, they’re going to find you guilty.

It makes sense, I suppose. You wouldn’t want to look directly into the eyes of someone you’re about to send to prison.

A killer.

I’ve studied them all, sitting in the jury box to my left. Seven men and five women. Together, twelve ordinary members of society will decide my fate, having listened to the gruesome evidence that has stained the air of Court 1 with its squeaky spring benches and windowless walls.

It’s a modern courtroom, not like the old ones you see on TV. I imagine it was designed to feel spacious, going by the abnormally high ceilings and soft grey panelling, but, at the end of the day, it’s still a room where people are forced to pay for their sins under the glare of fluorescent strip lights.

The prosecutor stands to address the jury for what will be his closing speech. He’s one of those aggressive lawyer types – cocky, full of himself. Brash and arrogant. He kept me in the witness box for an entire day during cross-examination and acted as if he’d already won. There was no doubt in his mind that the evidence he placed before the jury was strong enough to convict me. He stood, leaning against the bench, arms folded as he fired questions like a machine gun. The temptation to punch someone in the face has never been stronger. I couldn’t do that, though. I couldn’t show any signs of anger whatsoever because, to the ordinary people watching, aggression would indicate I’m a murderer.

My barrister is the prosecutor’s opposite. She is quiet but firm, clever with her tactics and cool under pressure. Personable. I’ve a feeling the jurors have warmed to her. I hope they have.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ the prosecutor says in a patronizing tone, gripping the lectern for additional gravitas. ‘You’ve now heard all the evidence in this case, and it is time for you to reach your verdict. The defendant before you is accused of murdering Anton Smythe, a fifty-six-year-old Crown Court judge. It is alleged that on Friday, 6 September 2024, he was killed by the defendant after suffering a fatal blow to the head.’

‘Now,’ he goes on, adopting the sinister tone he’s used throughout this spectacle. ‘This trial has not been conducted free of drama. You will recall the defendant’s evidence was “colourful”, to say the least.’

Sitting in the dock, my eyes flick towards the jury. The man in the front row, who barely looks old enough to vote – I’ve named him ‘Young Hannibal Lecter’ – raises his eyebrows in a way he obviously wants me to see. ‘Sad Susan’ – who seems about to burst into tears any second – glances over to see my reaction. She looks very stressed. I know how you feel, love. I don’t move an inch – it’s not like I can smile at her.

‘If this trial has taught you anything, ladies and gentlemen, it’s that not everything is as it seems. One thing you can be sure of, however, is that this defendant is not trustworthy. The Crown rejects the preposterous tale offered by the accused. It is one of a fantasist. One of a liar. One of a killer. And in due course, I will invite you to return a guilty verdict.’

I remain silent as he bangs the nails even further into my coffin. While he runs through the evidence against me, I watch the jurors stare at him intently. The judge’s eyes scan the packed courtroom. Each day has been busier than the last. They’re all waiting to see: guilty or not guilty?

In a case like this, a jury starts not with a presumption of innocence, as they should, but with a presumption of guilt. The evidence against me is damning. The plan was always to sow a tiny seed of doubt in their heads, then water it and watch it grow.

Twelve jurors. Even if the majority are against me, all we have to do is plant enough doubt in at least three of their heads and they can’t convict me.

Three. That’s it.

Did it work? I’ll find out soon enough.

The official nature of everything, rehashed and retold in this clinical setting, unsettles me as I sit imprisoned within the dock at the back of the courtroom.

As the prosecutor outlines the main pieces of evidence that ended Anton Smythe’s life – which have led to my ruin – snapshots of that night flash through my head like a strobe light.

I see his body lying on the floor; you wouldn’t have even known he was hours from death if it weren’t for the delicate yet fatal trickle of blood coming out of his nose.

I knew then that everything would change. That I’d end up here.

My eyes scanned the room that night – ‘the crime scene’ – knowing every inch of it would be investigated. I’d been in the system long enough to know this was the calm before the storm. Everything I did from that second onwards would be scrutinized. Next time I saw the injuries, they would be in photos, only everything would look brighter because of the flash from the scenes-of-crime officer’s camera. Rulers would be placed next to inanimate objects and take on names like ‘the murder weapon’.

I thought I’d been so careful.

My downfall was the phone.

But what if all the evidence points towards you and it was more complicated than it seems? Are we just to accept you’re either the victim or the killer and there’s nothing in between?

That is not real justice.

The prosecution can tell whatever story they want, but I know what really happened. Don’t get me wrong – it all got completely out of hand. When I think about the lies I’ve told, the people I’ve involved, the lives I’ve destroyed, I despise myself. But a life sentence for this wouldn’t be justice.

I killed him, yes. But it wasn’t my fault. I had to do it.

I never had a choice.
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The Arrest


A jury consists of twelve persons chosen to decide who has the better lawyer.
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Leila

Monday, 9 September 2024
126 days before trial

THE PARTY HAS already started by the time I arrive back at chambers.

Well, I say party; ‘sombre gathering’ is a more accurate description, given the circumstances of the last seventy-two hours. I don’t understand why he didn’t cancel it. Then again, coming together in times of crisis is something the Bar is incredibly good at.

Besides, Chester Vernon would never allow the murder of a Crown Court judge to come between him and a good drink.

The sound of low-volume chatter spills out of the chambers lounge into the corridor. It’s because of Chester – our illustrious, wildly eccentric, wine-loving head of chambers – that we’re known for boozy bashes. Any day ending in a ‘y’ has been used as a reason to party in the past. Today, though, is his fifty-ninth birthday. To have your absence noted would be professional suicide, and he’s not the kind of man you want to make an enemy of. While not technically our ‘boss’ – barristers are self-employed – he is our elected, professional leader. What he says, goes. Every set of chambers has one.

‘Chambers’ is a fancy word for ‘offices’, but you’re not allowed to call it that. Just another part of the tradition that comes with this job. I did actually call it an office once, during pupillage, and heads turned. I never did it again.

I scurry into one of the conference rooms. Well, as quickly as you can scurry while pulling a wheely suitcase behind you that contains a wig, robes, and a load of heavy books. Even after all these years, it still gets caught on chairs, tables, and, on one unfortunate occasion, a condom display in Boots.

‘Leila!’

Poking my head out of the door, I see Chester beckoning me towards the lounge in the arrogant way a mafia boss might summon a waiter. God, I can’t be bothered with this tonight. I won’t be allowed to leave until I’ve had at least three glasses of wine. My icy blonde hair hangs down my back, untamed and wet from the rain. After five hours under a horsehair wig, it’s not looking slick. The last thing I want to do is parade myself in front of some of the most important people in the legal profession like a kind of bedraggled peacock.

‘Five minutes, Chester!’ I yell back, furious with myself. I should have gone straight home.

No sooner do I close the door than it’s thrown wide open again. I can tell by the way it’s done that it’s Jim, our senior clerk. He’s always in a rush to get somewhere. Jim runs at least four marathons a year and is in his late fifties but looks younger because all he eats is fruit and lean meats – and he likes to tell you about it.

‘Been waiting for you to get back. You going in?’ he asks, nodding towards the lounge. In his hand he’s clutching a thin brief, held together by pink tape.

Jim is responsible for getting cases in and distributing them to the barristers he thinks will be the best fit. Maintaining good relationships with clerks is vital if you want a healthy career. Thankfully, I get on with mine.

‘Not really in the mood,’ I tell him. After a long day in court defending a man accused of sexually assaulting his daughter, I have a banging headache.

‘Great result today.’ He smiles, alluding to the acquittal I secured for my client. ‘Already had the solicitor on, singing your praises.’

‘Really?’

‘Said you were hypnotic to watch.’

‘Hypnotic?’ I repeat, delighted. ‘I’ve never been called that before.’

Jim knows how excited I am to hear this. It’s been so difficult to carve out a name for myself.

‘And . . .’ he says, pausing for dramatic effect, leaning against the oak bookshelves that spread across the wall, ‘you’ve received a quote in the Legal 500.’

‘Oh my god. Are you joking?’ I squeal, before immediately clawing it back and composing myself.

Jim loves it when one of his barristers makes it into the Legal 500. It’s a professional guide for clients that ranks sets of chambers. If you impress the right people, they single you out with a glitzy quote that can do wonders for your career. At thirty-six years old, this is a long time coming, given I’ve been a criminal barrister for thirteen years.

‘What does it say?’ I ask, urgently.

Peeling a neon pink sticker from the brief in his hand, he peers through the glasses perched on the end of his nose. His short, silver-white hair sticks up at peculiar angles.

‘Leila Reynolds executes intuitive style and is an exceptional jury advocate. She approaches cases with a forensic eye and has a very clever way of interpreting evidence. Future bright star and KC in the making.’

It feels surreal, hearing those words describe me. Being professionally recognized is so important and this is the highest form of it.

‘Who nominated me?’

He knows why I’m asking.

‘I don’t know,’ he replies, fiddling with an elastic band from his trouser pocket.

‘Can you find out?’

‘I can try, but it’s not always possible,’ he says sternly, letting me know he will not be taking my request any further. ‘This is fantastic news, Leila. Take it for what it is. The opportunities it’ll send your way. You’re an exceptional advocate – I’m hearing great things. Someone has obviously recognized that.’

He normally calls me Miss Reynolds, only ever calls me Leila when he’s gone into ‘dad mode’, which I never really mind. Despite the fact that Jim is a clerk, I have more in common with him than the other barristers. We both come from working-class backgrounds around Newcastle. He has a thick Geordie accent, similar to mine. I’ve been advised to ‘water it down’ over the years, but I refuse to get rid of it. I’m fiercely proud of my roots and have always found clients and jurors relate to me more than my privileged colleagues because of it.

‘You’re right.’ I smile at him. ‘I’m grateful.’

‘Anyway, I’ve got a new brief for you. Came in an hour ago. Client was very specific that he wanted you and nobody else.’

He holds the brief out towards me, and I take it.

IN THE CROWN COURT AT NEWCASTLE

R v Millman.

That’s all it says on the front. When you’ve represented as many people as I have, most of the names blend together. Some spark recognition, but you can’t connect them to a face. Others, you don’t forget.

Like this one.

‘Are you going to bloody look at it, or what?’ Jim asks. I pop the bow on the ribbon and open the brief. A chill radiates through my body when I see the full name.

Both of them. On the same indictment.

I read the instructions from the solicitor:

PARTICULARS OF OFFENCE:

On Friday, 6 September 2024, JACK MILLMAN allegedly murdered ANTON SMYTHE. He gave a NO-COMMENT interview and appeared at Durham Magistrates’ Court on Monday, 9 September for a first hearing. Proceedings will be transferred to Newcastle Crown Court and counsel is instructed to defend hereafter.

There’s hardly anything to the brief, but there wouldn’t be at this stage. It’s flimsy, fewer than ten pages.

The murder of His Honour Judge Smythe on Friday night sent shockwaves through the legal community. News spread on Saturday afternoon after his wife told close friends, and information like that doesn’t remain secret for long.

At first, people speculated it must have been a tragic ‘wrong place, wrong time’ type of incident, but as more details emerged, it seemed increasingly unlikely.

‘Leila?’

I realize I’m staring at the paper and that my heart rate has increased. I’m used to the adrenalin that comes with the job, but this is on another level.

‘You want me to lead a murder trial?’ I ask. The words sound ridiculous coming out of my mouth. I feel embarrassed saying them. ‘I can’t. I’m not a KC. I’ve never gone near a murder before. I’ll have to return it. I’m not doing it.’

‘Don’t freak out,’ Jim says, calmly, as if he were talking to a toddler who’s just realized they were riding a bike without stabilizers.

‘I can’t just defend a murder trial. And not this one! The murder of a judge! If it goes wrong, I’ll look completely incompetent, and I’ve no chance of winning. Why do I have to do it?’

‘Because Jack Millman specifically asked for you to represent him. Cab-rank rule, Miss Reynolds – if a client wants you to represent them, you can’t turn them down unless you’re not qualified for the case. I’ve spoken to Chester; he thinks you are.’

‘Does he?’ I frown but am secretly delighted Chester believes I can pull off something like this.

‘I understand why you’re worried,’ Jim says in his ‘dad voice’. ‘The last time you represented him was . . . problematic.’

As understatements go, it’s a big one. I represented Jack Millman five years ago for assault, and that case made me question everything – the law, the system, whether I should even do this any more.

‘But you’re more experienced now,’ he goes on. ‘And you must have done something right because he wants you again. I thought you’d be pleased. Big, juicy case. Something like this will throw you into the legal stratosphere. You heard the quote: “future KC”. You could be, after this.’

‘It’ll be messy,’ I tell him. ‘I can feel it.’

‘Well, he also “doesn’t trust barristers” apparently, just to add that to the mix.’

‘Sounds like him.’ I sigh. ‘Who’s the solicitor?’

‘Jessops. Davina called me about it this afternoon. She’s content for you to defend.’

This, in itself, is a red flag.

Jessop Solicitors is the biggest firm in Durham. Run by solicitor husband-and-wife team David and Davina Jessop; they get all the big, dubious cases, and always advise their clients to answer no comment in interview. If you’re represented by them, there’s always more to the story.

‘OK, so which barrister is prosecuting it?’

He attempts to phrase something several times before coming out with ‘That’s the other tiny little thing I need to mention.’

I know exactly what he’s going to say.

‘Tell me this is a joke, Jim.’

He doesn’t reply. He screws up his face, pretending to be sorry, but – make no mistake – he’s relishing the drama.

‘Jim,’ I say, perching on the edge of the desk and pushing my fingers hard into my temples. ‘Please don’t tell me my first murder trial is going to be prosecuted by Julian. He taught me everything I know.’

Not Julian, please not Julian. My pupilmaster, the best barrister in chambers, the one who trained me, nurtured me. The most feared prosecutor on our circuit.

And my husband.
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Leila

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN able to spot him in a crowd, ever since my first day as a pupil thirteen years ago. I was a fresh-faced twenty-three-year-old who knew everything about the law and nothing about life. Julian Kesler showed me how to merge the two. When Innovation Chambers in Durham offered me pupillage straight out of law school, I immediately went to their website and looked up my pupilmaster, as they used to be called. They’ve since been renamed the less archaic and BDSM-sounding ‘pupil supervisor’, but I can’t ditch the habit of using it.

I remember the excitement I felt, hearing he was going to be my guide over the next twelve months. Pupillage is the intense practical training period you must complete before becoming a qualified barrister, when you’re assigned to work closely with a senior member of chambers during the first six months. In the second six months, you’re given your own clients, but your pupilmaster shapes you into the barrister you become. The bond you form is long-lasting and special.

I spent hours searching the internet for information about Julian Kesler. I wanted to know everything about him; this was the man who would teach me how to be a brilliant advocate, construct crushing cross-examinations, deliver the most persuasive closing speeches.

Julian showed me how to do it all.

He’s talking in hushed tones to a couple of other barristers in the corner of the attic lounge. Rain lashes down the sloped windows behind him. Like most buildings in Durham, ours is beautifully old and we’re lucky to call it our professional home.

I cross the room towards him. ‘Can I have a word?’ I whisper. It’s unusual to see him loitering in the corner at an event like this. Julian more often roams around the floor, making himself known to people.

He doesn’t answer, just subtly excuses himself in the very classy, elegant manner he inhabits, which I’ve come to recognize over the years. Even after a full day in court, he retains the handsome features that have given him so many privileges: groomed dark hair with the slightest wild kink and silver streak shining through. Large eyes, the colour of dark ale. He has this ability to make you feel you’re the only person in the room. He follows me away from the throng.

‘You’re panicking already, aren’t you? You’re doing the eye thing.’

Julian always says that my left eye does this weird twitchy thing when I’m really stressed out.

‘Of course I’m panicking!’

I fully appreciate that from this moment on, Julian and I are professional opponents. I really ought to be holding my cards closer to my chest in terms of how nervous I feel, but this situation has gripped me by the throat. I can’t breathe.

‘Just think of it as any other case,’ he says, taking a sip of his warm wine. ‘But against me.’

‘That’s the problem. You’ve got a good eleven years’ more experience. And you’re King’s Counsel. What if I mess up?’

He slides his hand around my waist, giving it a little squeeze.

‘You’ll be fantastic. This is your chance to shine.’

‘Fine for you to say. You’ve got the easier job. Who’s ever acquitted of murder?’

‘There you go. Less pressure.’ He smiles, giving me a casual, reassuring wink. Now that he’s King’s Counsel, he really only does murder cases – he could do them in his sleep and still win. ‘When they called to ask if I’d prosecute, I obviously jumped at the chance.’

‘You knew I was defending when they offered it to you, and you still said yes?’

‘I’d have been mad to pass it up. Such a prominent case. It’ll elevate both of our careers, not to mention the national recognition.’

I understand the logic behind it, but this case will be challenging enough. The nation casting its glare isn’t something I really want.

‘I’m surprised they allowed it, given our relationship,’ I tell him, more out of defiance than anything else. I’m annoyed he took on the case, but I’m not surprised. Julian would have been the Crown Prosecution Service’s first choice. He is fierce, strong, and fearless as far as advocates go, and his conviction rate is very high. The fact he’s prosecuting against his former pupil and younger wife will have everyone in the CPS rubbing their hands with glee. They’ll see it as a clear win, and if I’m being honest with myself, Julian will see it that way, too.

As will everyone else.

‘They made it very clear that, providing we act professionally and impartially, and have open and honest communication, there’s no reason why we can’t be opponents. I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time a husband and wife have gone up against each other in court. You’re not suggesting I should have turned it down, are you?’

‘Of course not!’ I lie. ‘It’s just – this is a big deal for me, and I want to do a good job.’ I know how naive I must sound. I suddenly feel like a pupil again, walking into chambers every day desperate to impress everyone, particularly him.

‘Have you read the papers yet?’ he enquires.

‘No, I haven’t had the chance . . .’

‘Looks pretty damning at this early stage. Don’t think he’s got a defence, so it probably won’t even be a trial. I imagine an early guilty plea. You’re worrying over nothing.’

After Julian hands me a glass of wine to calm me down, I try to act normal and chat with members of chambers, but all I can think of is the case. Colleagues insist on coming over to ‘congratulate’ me on securing ‘the brief of a lifetime’, saying Julian and I will be ‘fighting it out to the death’, as if we’re starring in a Marvel film.

‘Well done, Britney!’ slurs Nigel, a high-functioning alcoholic who still somehow manages to run a very successful criminal practice. ‘Britney’ is my chambers nickname and was given to me in my first week. Everybody gets one. The men are assigned names pertaining to a variation of their surname; Julian’s is simply ‘Kes’. Ridiculous. It’s different for women; we tend to be named after someone we vaguely resemble. When I joined chambers, I had long, blonde hair that contrasted with my big, brown eyes, so I was initiated as ‘Britney Spears’. The only people who don’t call me this are Jim, Julian, and Chester.

People crowd around Julian and me, clamouring for the tiniest morsel of inside info. As always, there are even some veiled suggestions that I got the case because of him.

‘Wow! Very unusual for someone so junior to receive such a case. Unheard of. You must have made the right connections!’ says Ophelia (aka ‘Legally Brunette’), daughter of a High Court judge, who scraped a pass at law school and clearly doesn’t understand what nepotism – or irony – is.

I know what they’re getting at. It’s the same thing they’re always getting at – that I only get good cases because of my husband. Because when you marry a KC, that gives you a leg-up. You’re suddenly ‘someone’.

‘Got to hand it to him,’ Simon bellows, thinking I can’t hear, clutching a glass of red wine like his life depends on it. ‘Kes has played this one well. Get his younger, inexperienced wife to defend the trial of the decade. Guaranteed a win!’

Roars of laughter follow.

Brilliant.

I’ve always been surprised by the brutality of Bar humour. Barristers don’t hold back. You need a thick skin and absolutely cannot complain, otherwise you’ll be seen as weak and told to lighten up.

I consider butting in and saying, ‘I was asked for specifically,’ but I don’t. It wouldn’t make a difference. They don’t want the truth; they want gossip and drama. They thrive on it.

You need to know how to play the game.

I landed the case they all want. The murder of a judge is career-defining. They don’t think I deserve it. So, the only way to win the game now is to prove them wrong.

Somehow.

‘Apparently, he was killed at the defendant’s flat, which is above the club . . .’

‘Who’s the accused, anyway?’

‘A doorman at Temptation. It happened late Friday night, it seems.’

‘What the hell was Anton doing there?’

Julian and I glance at each other from opposite sides of the room as the gossip swells. He rolls his eyes and distracts himself by chatting with a group of colleagues. Neither of us should be hearing this.

But I’m not surprised they’re asking questions. The place where he was killed – sorry, allegedly killed – is a place you wouldn’t expect someone like Anton Smythe to be, yet it’s exactly the kind of place you’d expect him to be.

Temptation is an elite men’s club in the centre of Durham. Members only, and there’s a rigorous vetting process to become one. Very few people are allowed access to the venue, so it’s shrouded in mystery. Owned by millionaire Edward Sorrington, it may profess to be a decadent, luxurious venue, but the reality is it’s dripping in illegal activity. A haven for dirty deals, high-class prostitutes, drugs, and money-laundering, it almost always involves the most respected people in our community, ones with teams of expensive lawyers making sure the news never gets published.

The only reason I know so much about Temptation is because of the case I did years ago when I defended – guess who?

Jack Millman.

‘It’ll be something to do with a pretty young girl, I’m sure . . .’ Phoebe (‘Shieldsy’, because the men say she reminds them of Brooke Shields) says, much to the dismay of everyone listening. ‘Oh, come on! We all know he had a wandering eye.’

No one responds. Instead, they gaze down at the floor, refusing to engage. But we are all thinking it.

His Honour Judge Anton Smythe must have been in his late fifties. But he was attractive, as far as older men go. He had a confident, charismatic air about him, as most male members of the judiciary do. The years had been kind to him, and he retained his good looks; intense dark eyes and a full head of silver hair. Very old-school, dapper.

It became a running joke that young female pupils could get away with anything when they were in HHJ Smythe’s court, while their male counterparts would be pulled up for making the same mistake. There have been all kinds of rumours about him over the years – taking young female members of the Bar out to lunch, sitting on sofas in intimate pubs with young women.

I remind myself I shouldn’t be listening to speculation, so I make my way over to the drinks table to get a glass of Coke. I don’t want to be drunk tonight.

Standing beside the table, looking very out of place, is Demi, Chester’s wife. There’s a significant age gap between them; at thirty, Demi looks young enough to be his daughter.

‘Hi, Demi, how have you been? It’s been a while!’

‘Leila!’ she exclaims, looking like I’ve scared her half to death. She raises a hand to her chest in an animated way, communicating that I appeared out of nowhere. ‘Congratulations! I hear you’re defending the case everyone’s talking about.’

Her beautifully highlighted, swishy hair hangs delicately down her back, stopping inches above her minuscule waist. As always, she’s immaculately dressed. In her chic not-casual-but-not-too-dressed-up ensemble – camel wide-leg trousers and silk cream shirt – she could have stepped straight out of Vogue.

‘I’m not sure it’s a congratulatory matter, but thank you.’ I attempt a half-arsed smile. ‘Did you know him? Anton? I’m aware he was friends with Chester.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ she says, shaking her head and attempting to walk away.

‘Didn’t you holiday with them a few years ago in France?’

‘Oh, that,’ she says, nodding, before taking a sip of wine. ‘Yes. I didn’t spend much time with him, though. How awful for his family. Will the defendant be pleading guilty? Not guilty? Might the trial “crack”? Sorry, I don’t know all this legal jargon!’

She frowns and narrows her eyes when she says all this, as if she doesn’t understand, but it feels insincere. Like she’s trying too hard to come across as dumb. Her voice is sing-song in that way posh debutantes are. I don’t think she’s ever had a job in her life.

‘I’m afraid I can’t discuss that.’ I smile at her.

‘Oh, of course!’ she gushes, nodding quickly and flicking her hair over her shoulder. ‘Absolutely. Well, good luck! It’s hard enough being a “trial widow” at the best of times, let alone when you’re doing one with your own husband. When Chester is doing a murder trial, I barely see him, and he’s so grouchy . . .’

‘I’m not worried.’ I laugh. ‘In fact, we’re going away this weekend for Julian’s birthday. Barkenfield Lodge. Supposed to be beautiful.’

‘What did you get him for his birthday? These barristers are so bloody hard to buy for. What do you get the man who has everything? I bought Chester an Omega watch last year and he said, “What the hell do I need another watch for?”’ she says, barely pausing for breath. ‘I love his fiery temper. It makes me laugh so much!’

‘I’ve bought Julian an antique chess set. I’ve been teaching him how to play recently,’ I tell her.

‘Never had you down as a chess player, Leila,’ she says, attempting to hide her shock. ‘You’re a woman of many talents!’

‘Well, don’t tell him I said this, but I just like to beat him at something.’ I laugh again. ‘That man does not like losing.’

‘I can imagine! Anyway, lovely speaking to you!’ She flashes her perfectly aligned teeth in a smile. ‘I must find Chester.’

People in the tightly packed room move out of the way when they see Demi coming. She’s like Moses parting the Red Sea. Men fall over themselves to accommodate the goddess she is. Women are fascinated by her energy, and it’s not hard to see why – there’s something captivating about her.

I remember the first time I met Demi; it must have been five years ago at a chambers function. Nobody could believe it when Chester waltzed in with this breathtakingly beautiful blonde by his side. None of us thought it would last. He enjoyed the divorced single life too much. Two years later we all attended their wedding. They’re still together, much to our surprise.

I’ve always found her elusive. She’s one of those people who doesn’t talk about herself, always switching the conversation back to you. You could be chatting to her all night and by the end of it still know nothing more about her.

She’s an enigma. But men love that, don’t they? Some women do it deliberately.

I watch her as she glides through the room, holding a glass of wine in her right hand, smiling, greeting everyone like the obedient, perfect wife of the host she is.

But the longer I watch, the more I notice it.

She speaks to everyone except my husband, the prosecutor in the case she just asked me about. I like watching people. It’s part of the job, I suppose. You become very attuned to the behaviour of others. Being a barrister turns you into an amateur psychologist.

Often, it’s the tiniest details that reveal the greatest secrets.
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Witness X

Rule #1
Don’t Get Caught

I’VE GOT MYSELF into trouble.

Not the kind I’m used to, but real trouble.

If he finds out, I’m finished.

How did I allow it to get this far?

Play the game, bend the rules. Break them if you want. But never get caught. That’s what he taught me.

Saturday was torture, having to pretend everything was OK, constantly refreshing social media outlets for news – any kind of news – until it appeared.

Man, 32, arrested on suspicion of murdering criminal judge

A man has been arrested on suspicion of murdering fifty-six-year-old Anton Smythe in Durham. Police said the thirty-two-year-old suspect was held in the central Durham area at around 11.30 p.m. on Friday night and is now in custody.

[image: ]

The last seven months have been a roller coaster of lies, risk, and him. Fast and hot. It was always going to explode at some point, but some hopeful part of me thought maybe this would be different.

How could I have been so stupid?

What’s that saying: ‘If you play with matches, you get burned’? Right now, the flames are licking at my skin, blazing up my body. Already, I can smell charred flesh.

My head is filled with the sound of laughter, that ugly high-pitched laugh that always made me feel small. He’s saying the same thing over and over again.

‘Did I not teach you anything? Rule #1: Don’t Get Caught.’

I’d never broken the rules before. They’re part of my DNA. He made sure they’d live in me like a poison, corroding me from the inside. Twelve toxic laws I’ve built my entire life around. He said they would keep me safe. Protect me. But now? Those lawyers are going to trawl through the last seven months of his life, and they’ll find me imprinted all over it. I’ve made myself vulnerable.

I should have listened to him.

Nobody thinks, even when they’re doing things they shouldn’t, that their actions are going to be exposed in a court of law.

I can’t let this happen. I’ll do anything to keep my name out of the trial.

Anything.

Do you know what the worst part about all this is? The timing. You couldn’t make it up. I was almost free of her. And now, after all this time, I need her help.

Only she can save him now.
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Leila

121 days before trial

JULIAN AND I have agreed to put the Millman case to the back of our minds for what will probably be the last weekend in a long time, so we can enjoy our night away at Barkenfield Lodge for his birthday. It’s a quirky place I found in Northumberland with beautiful, rustic cabins to stay in. It looks almost Swedish, but I’m luxuriating in the atmosphere. The timing couldn’t be better for this getaway, given we have the first hearing in the murder trial on Monday. The stress is starting to build.

We arrive on Saturday morning, as the sun breaks through the defiant dark clouds hovering in the crisp autumn sky. As we park up on the gravel, a tall, raven-haired woman wearing a Barbour jacket and what can only be described as an ‘outdoorsy posh hat’ with an electric-blue feather in the side comes out to greet us. After he gets out of the car, Julian runs around to open my door for me.

‘Mr and Mrs Kesler?’ the woman asks in a voice that sounds like Joanna Lumley’s. ‘I’m Imogen. Follow me and I’ll take you to your cabin.’

The breeze has that September feeling about it. Julian takes my hand as we follow Imogen past secluded huts that are tastefully and artistically placed against the stunning countryside. The website promised ‘dramatic, woodland views’ and it doesn’t disappoint. Each oak cabin is designed to blend in with the surrounding environment (something about bringing the outside in), so there are log fires, sunken baths, curiously angled architecture, and entire walls of glass in each one.

Imogen speaks to Julian the whole time and hoots with laughter every time he says something. She’s been in his company less than three minutes.

‘Everything you need is here,’ she says, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Please don’t hesitate to call reception if you require anything else. It can feel isolated at night, but for many of our guests, that’s the attraction.’

‘We’ll be sure to make the most of it, Imogen,’ Julian says, flashing her one of his dashing smiles.

This is what happens when women talk to Julian. His charm infects them like a virus. This is partly why he’s such a good jury advocate: female jurors are transfixed by him, and he knows it.

I remember feeling such a sense of elation when we first got together; I was the one he had chosen. There were many before me. Julian had been divorced for two years when I joined chambers, and he was well into his casual dating stage by then. He’d tell me all about his latest disaster date over coffee, and I used to laugh at how this man was so academically intelligent but clueless when it came to the opposite sex. His love life was a carousel of women who idolized him and were boring and clingy.

I often wondered if he’d make a move on me in that year of pupillage, but nothing ever happened. Not even when we went for post-work drinks. We’d end up in a champagne bar in Durham, the one with a rooftop terrace overlooking the river, and in so many moments against the violet sky and tastefully placed fairy lights, I’d be desperate for him to kiss me.

He never did.

It would have been highly frowned upon and a breach of ethical code if he had, given concerns about abuse of power, despite pupillage not being at all like a teacher–student relationship. Once the twelve-month pupillage period is over, dating is no longer taboo, since everyone is self-employed. But we didn’t get together for another five years; he was in and out of casual relationships and I was busy at work. Fate threw us together at the right time, I suppose.

We always went away for weekends in the beginning. We didn’t want to risk being seen, not because we were doing anything wrong – we were both single – but he was my former pupilmaster and the gossip would have made it feel cheap. It would have been labelled the ‘pupilmaster shags his former pupil, tale as old as time’ trope. But we weren’t the first to do it and won’t be the last. It wasn’t until we knew the relationship was sustainable, after about three months, that we went public. Julian made me feel intelligent and seen. And it went beyond our mutual love of the law: we both enjoyed travelling, we took pleasure in the same music and hated the same films. Being around him was my favourite place to be.

We hardly ever get an opportunity to slow down and recharge. Despite living in Durham, which is a beautiful city, it’s rare that we manage to spend quality time together; there’s always a case to prepare, an urgent document to draft, a closing speech to write. Even the air feels fresher here, and we make the most of it by exploring the surroundings all afternoon.

After getting changed, we go to the restaurant for an early dinner. We leave at twilight, to a dusky sky, and walk back to our cabin and light the firepit. Wrapping the huge tartan blanket around me on the outdoor sofa, I look at my husband. In the firelight his chiselled face could be that of a film star.

We open a bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape as a birthday treat. It’s Julian’s favourite wine, which we drank at our wedding, a full-bodied, smoky, plum-coloured red, but at £150 a bottle it’s reserved for exceptionally special occasions.

‘Let’s have a toast. To you on your birthday.’

‘For surviving another year because I’m so old?’ He laughs.

‘I don’t care about your age, you know that,’ I tell him, placing my hand on his arm. ‘Besides, you’re the sexiest older man I know.’

He scoffs, ‘You may be biased. I still can’t believe you’re eleven years younger than me.’ He takes a large gulp from his glass and slumps down into the sofa.

‘It says a lot, then, that you’ve bagged such a hot, youthful wife,’ I laugh.

‘Well, if I achieve nothing else, at least I have that.’ He smiles. ‘And on that note, a toast to your Legal 500 quote.’

I feel my face light up and I raise my glass of wine.

‘Max did me a massive favour with that one,’ he adds.

‘Max?’ I frown, confused.

‘He put the quote in. Max Westwick. We went to Oxford together. He owed me a favour. I helped him out with a legal thing a few years back.’

Of course it wasn’t real. I knew it, deep down. How naive of me to think it might have been authentic. I always try to be very aware of what my face is doing – Julian taught me that a poker face is one of your greatest weapons – but sometimes, the mask drops.

‘What?’ he asks. ‘What is it?’

‘Nothing. I just wondered if, you know, I might have earned that quote myself. I have been doing some great trials lately.’

He tilts his head and gazes at me in a way that makes me feel embarrassed and stupid.

‘Do you know how hard it is to get into the Legal 500? Some silks don’t manage it. Took me twenty years. I’ve done you a massive favour.’

‘Yes, of course. Obviously. I am grateful,’ I gush, forcing a smile onto my wounded face. ‘I just worry that . . .’

‘Not this again.’ He sighs.

‘What again?’

‘Look,’ he says. ‘You’re married to someone more senior. With that comes perks. Embrace them. This profession is hard enough.’

‘People already think I’m only getting the cases I am because I married you.’

‘Is that true?’ he shoots straight back at me, his eyebrows raised.

‘No!’

‘Prove it then. Show them that’s not the case.’

‘How am I supposed to do that when I’m getting all these perks? They hate me for it.’

‘You’ll have to win this trial, then, won’t you?’

It’s a light-hearted comment, but the challenge is there. Julian and I are competitive at the best of times. Going against each other in this trial is going to get tough.

‘Perhaps I will,’ I say, confidently. ‘I mean, if Jack Millman asked for me specifically, he obviously thinks I’m up to the job.’

‘Bet he fancies you, that’s why!’ Julian remarks, knocking back another large mouthful of wine.

‘A bit reductive, Julian.’ I sigh. ‘I’m not biting.’

‘I can see you want to, though,’ he says, smirking and poking his finger into my ribs.

‘Stop winding me up!’

We both burst out laughing, which resets the mood. A twisted sense of humour is essential in this job – it’s the only way to stay sane. When the air falls silent between us, I catch him gazing at me.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘I was just thinking about your first day with me as a pupil. Within a few hours, I knew you’d be something special.’

‘Oh, stop it.’

‘I did. I know talent when I see it. You were different from the other pupils we’d had previously. You had something electric about you.’

‘That was imposter syndrome, Julian.’

‘You know what I mean. Everyone else we had in before you was generic. The same indistinguishable, privileged minds, but with different faces. Then you burst through the doors. You had grit about you. Even then, you were fearless.’

‘Well, that’s what growing up in poverty around drug dealers does for you.’

‘I mean it,’ he says. ‘You’re different from the others. It’s your strength.’

It’s not often Julian gets sentimental. He reaches his arm out towards me; I lean in and cuddle up against his warm body. I feel his hand slip into my hair.

‘It’ll be OK, you know. This trial. It won’t come between us,’ he says, softly. ‘I know you’re worried about it. I understand.’

‘I am. You’re the first person I’d want to ask if I had a question, but now you’re the one person I can’t talk to.’

‘You can talk to me about anything, Leila. You know that. I hope you’ll continue to learn from me until the day I hang up my wig. That’s how the relationship works.’

‘Exactly. How am I supposed to go up against you in court?’

‘Do your best. Remember everything I taught you.’

He bends his head down to mine and kisses me. He’s trying to calm my nerves, but I feel as if I’m standing at the bottom of Mount Everest.

‘What’s he like?’ Julian asks, against the sound of the fire crackling. Sparks fly and I watch as they dance about against the night sky. I’ve always been mesmerized by fire.

‘Who?’

‘Millman. What’s he like? He obviously asked for you to represent him for a reason.’

‘Besides my looks, you mean?’

His mouth curls up into a smile as he, too, gazes into the flames.

‘We can’t talk about the case,’ I say.

‘We’re not talking about the case. I’m just asking you what he’s like as a person. Since you’ve represented him before.’

‘Yes, but that was years ago.’ I feel immediately defensive, and my body stiffens. ‘Sorry, Julian. I just don’t think we should be talking about this.’

‘Do you seriously think I’d ever say or do anything that would compromise you professionally?’

‘Of course not.’

‘This is how big cases work. Do you think silks dance around each other saying, “Well, I simply can’t discuss this”? Of course we don’t. It’s give and take. We can talk about elements of the case, just not confidential information.’

‘I don’t know, Julian. It feels a bit, you know . . .’

‘Leila, this happens all the time. It’s better for clients. Everything would take ten times longer otherwise. Especially with us being under the same roof – it’ll be much easier. We can help each other out. There’s nothing illegal about it. Trust me, I’ve been doing this a long time.’

He says this softly, convincingly, as if he really is trying to guide me through this. I’ve never done a murder before, but I have seen silks having intense ‘chats’ in the robing room. Even at this early stage, I know I’ll need all the help I can get with this case. It’s looking grim already, and I haven’t even had sight of forensic evidence yet.

But, as Julian’s pupil, I’m also aware of the games he’s capable of playing. I’ve seen them first hand. He taught me most of them. This is different, though. I may be Julian’s wife, but I am his pupil first and foremost. He would not screw over his own pupil.

Besides, what choice do I have? I don’t want to be the naive barrister who doesn’t seem to know what she’s doing. Julian is my pupilmaster. He’s got me this far. I’m as good as I am because of him.

I sigh. ‘Usual story. He was abandoned as a baby by his parents, who were drug users, brought up in care, and has been in and out of prison ever since. Doesn’t trust anyone, has a very cynical view of the world. A lone wolf. Like most people who had a traumatic childhood, he’s a survivor, a fighter. I wouldn’t have thought he’s the kind of person to kill someone. He’s not like that.’

‘Did you not last defend him for a violent assault?’ he asks, cynically.

‘Yes, but he was set up.’

Julian shoots me one of the looks he delivers in court when a witness gives an answer so unworthy of belief, it makes everyone in the courtroom want to die on the spot.

‘Well, I look forward to seeing how he scrubs up at trial,’ he says, and he means it. He’s curious. ‘He’s going up against it, isn’t he? Respectable judge, very well liked. Anton was known for being fair.’

I’m not entirely in agreement with Julian’s assessment of Judge Smythe, but that’s obviously how the prosecution is going to portray him.

‘The jury didn’t know Anton, though,’ I remind him. ‘But they will want to know why a judge was at a criminal’s flat on a Friday night. There’s a story there, and that’s your Achilles heel.’

Julian likes clear motives and obvious evidence. He hates having to think outside the box.

‘How do you think he’ll perform under cross-examination?’ he asks.

‘I think that’s definitely crossing the line now.’ I laugh, playfully patting his leg to let him know I’m done with this conversation. I’ll cooperate with Julian as much as I can, but my loyalty is ultimately to my client.
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By 10 p.m. the fire is losing power and we go inside. The temperature has significantly dropped, and Julian is at the boozy stage where he’s starting to pull at my clothes.

The cabin is dimly lit by small lamps. I remember Imogen saying you can close the blinds on the glass wall, so as Julian is finding a way into my black Zara jumpsuit, I try working out how to close them to give us some privacy. A knock at the door suddenly interrupts his seduction. Wriggling out of his embrace, I open the door.

‘Sorry to bother you. I’m from reception,’ says a young man who must be in his early twenties. His floppy, blond hair and steely blue eyes pop against his black T-shirt and trousers. He’s holding a black gift box. ‘This is for you.’

‘Who’s it from?’

‘It was a request via our website,’ he says, handing the box to me. ‘They didn’t leave a name.’

‘A mystery gift!’

‘Someone’s got an admirer,’ the man says with a cheeky smile, turning around and walking back down the stone path.

‘I should be so lucky!’ I shout back to him.

I take the box over to Julian, who is standing at the window, looking outside.

‘Who was that?’ he asks, knitting his brows together.

‘Just someone from reception. Brought a fancy gift.’

‘Leila, he looked about twelve!’

I look at him, confused. ‘What?’

‘Flirting with a child? Really?’

‘He was not twelve. And I wasn’t flirting!’ I tell him, defending myself. ‘Besides, you know from personal experience I can’t flirt to save my life. Don’t you remember our first date, when I got so nervous I delivered a twenty-minute speech about how underrated the Scream franchise is?’

‘I don’t think I could ever forget that.’ He laughs as I open the box in front of him.

Inside is another bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape.

‘Someone obviously likes you,’ I comment, opening the card and reminding myself how much each bottle costs. He picks it up and blinks at the vanilla-cream label on the blood-red bottle.

‘What does this mean?’ I ask, holding out a small, pristine, white card with black printed letters.

Hell is empty and all the devils are here. Happy Birthday, J.

‘Shakespeare?’ he guesses, screwing his face up. ‘Tempest, isn’t it? Very funny, Lei.’

‘I didn’t send this,’ I tell him.

He stares blankly at me for a few seconds.

‘I . . . I don’t get it, then. I didn’t tell anyone where we were going specifically. Who did you tell?’

‘Nobody, really.’

‘What do you mean, “nobody, really”? I want to know who sent this,’ he says, his voice laced with annoyance.

‘I mentioned it to one or two people at Chester’s party.’ I shrug. ‘Maybe Chester sent it as a joke.’

‘Who exactly did you tell?’ he demands again. This time, there’s something in his voice I don’t like. He stares at me with wide eyes, waiting for an answer. His jaw flickers, a sign he’s clenching his teeth, which he only does when he’s angry. Julian is the kind of person who would rather die than let anyone know something’s bothered him. He used to tell me the best advocates were unshakeable and never allowed anyone to see past the titanium exterior they presented to the world.

This has bothered him.

‘I can’t remember exactly who I told. I’m sure it’s just meant to be a joke.’

He takes a small step back; it’s as if he catches himself in mid-frenzy and composes himself.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, alongside a mild attempt at a laugh. ‘I just can’t stand cryptic things like this. We have to be so careful, with me prosecuting such dangerous criminals.’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing like that. I can’t imagine many criminals go around quoting Shakespeare. You know what people at the Bar are like,’ I tell him. ‘And obviously this is from someone who knows you well. Take it for what it is. A gift with a stupid note.’

‘You’re right.’ He nods, kissing me on my forehead. The lustful flames present minutes ago are now very much extinguished. ‘I’m knackered. All that fresh air, food, and wine has worn me out!’

‘Let’s go to bed.’ I smile as he picks up his mobile phone and heads to the bathroom with it, closing the door.

Turning to look out of the window, I place my hand on the enormous, chilled sheet of glass and stare out into the dark, black abyss. I’m acutely aware, in this moment, that anyone could be out there, looking in. Watching us.

In the darkness, miles from anywhere, and despite my reassurances to Julian, that note sounds nothing like a joke.
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Leila

119 days before trial

JACK MILLMAN IS a thirty-two-year-old male from Hexham, in Northumberland.

As I told Julian, he went into the care system as a baby and has lived in more foster homes than he remembers. He became a regular in the youth courts once he’d reached the age of ten, the age of criminal responsibility in England and Wales. He also got in with the wrong crowd, which set in motion the revolving door of offending he was caught in.

It was only a matter of time before the violence started. All that pent-up rage and anger had to go somewhere. A boy let down by the system, abandoned. His experience in the justice system merely confirmed everything he felt about himself. A young man with no hope, no help, and nothing much to live for.

He is the reason I do this job, to be the person finally fighting in their corner.

The security guard walks Jack to the conference room in the cells of Newcastle Crown Court and ushers him in before slamming the door on his way out. Jack doesn’t immediately look at me or his solicitor, Davina, but he’s changed since I last represented him. He’s bulked up in terms of muscle, and his hair is longer. Wilder.

He sits on the black plastic chair at the brown table, both of which are nailed to the floor. He doesn’t slouch. His hands, handcuffed together at the wrists, rest gently on the table. The metal from the cuffs clangs against the cheap plastic top.

Jack’s outward appearance is that of a bouncer. He clearly goes to the gym every day. Or used to. Even through his tracksuit top you can see where the material clings to the muscles in his arms. He’s tall, around six foot two. Already, my lawyer mind is thinking about how this will affect his defence. What match was fifty-six-year-old Anton for a strong, thirty-two-year-old doorman?

The tattoos on his forearms peek out from the cuffs of his sweatshirt and burst out onto his hands. Another climbs past the neckband and up to his jaw. The more traditional jurors won’t like these. They’ll assume he’s a thug, and first impressions count.

Despite all this, behind the tattoos and the muscles, Jack seems like a little boy. One who was never given a break in life. He looks as if he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Some clients are awful. The ones who couldn’t care less about the hours, blood, sweat, and literal tears you put into their case. The sleep you lose over them. Getting up at 4 a.m. to write their closing speeches so it’s ready by 10.30 a.m. sharp. You’ll secure an acquittal and, in turn, their liberty, and they’ll stroll out of court without so much as a thank you.

Jack isn’t like that.

‘We really have to stop meeting like this
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