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			WALDEN OF BERMONDSEY

			When Charlie Walden took on the job of Resident Judge of the Bermondsey Crown Court, he was hoping for a quiet life. During his short walk from the vicarage to court, there’s a latté waiting at Elsie and Jeanie’s archway café, and The Times at George’s news stand. After a hard day of trial, he and the Reverend Mrs Walden can enjoy a curry and a couple of Cobras at the Delights of the Raj, or a pasta with a decent valpolicella at La Bella Napoli. But a quiet life? Well, not exactly…

			Charlie soon finds himself struggling to keep the peace between three feisty fellow judges who have different views about how to do their job, and about how Charlie should do his: Judge Rory ‘Legless’ Dunblane, a proud Scotsman and former rugby player who takes what he likes to think of as a no-nonsense approach to judging; Judge Marjorie Jenkins, judge and super-mum, a brilliant lawyer with a whiz-kid husband in the City, the queen of the common sense approach to the job; and Judge Hubert Drake, nearing retirement, with a host of improbable stories about judges and trials past, and representing an approach from a bygone age – namely, that of the Raj.

			And as if that’s not enough, there’s the endless battle against the ‘Grey Smoothies’, the humourless grey-suited civil servants who seem determined to drown Charlie in paperwork and strip the court of the last vestiges of civilisation, such as the notorious court canteen. With the connivance of his list officer, Stella, Charlie wages a stealthy rear-guard action against their relentless attacks, but the Grey Smoothies never go away.

			No hope of a quiet life for Charlie, and there are times when his real job – trying the challenging criminal cases that come before him – actually seems like light relief.
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			FOREWORD

			By HH Judge Nicholas Hilliard QC

			The Recorder of London

			I remember speaking to Peter Murphy when I first learned that he was writing novels which would draw on his many years of experience in the criminal courts. I asked him to be merciful in his portrayal of the Resident Judge. I had an interest of my own because I was at the time the Resident Judge (‘RJ’) at Woolwich Crown Court and Peter was one of the judges there. I had no idea that he was in fact contemplating a whole book written from the RJ’s perspective.

			Peter is of course perfectly placed to write these stories because he moved on from Woolwich to become the RJ at Peterborough. The job title is rather misleading. As readers will discover, the fictional Judge Charlie Walden no more lives at Bermondsey Crown Court than any other RJ lives at their court centre. But the RJ is a permanent presence and runs the operation, and all this combines to provide some rich seams, over and above the particular drama of the courtroom, which Peter has artfully mined. We place a high value on judicial independence, and running anything which involves judges as participants provides plentiful opportunities for individuals to come into conflict with ‘group think’.

			Peter has recorded it all with an accurate eye and an authentic ear. In doing so, he has created a series of interesting characters and highly entertaining narratives. And Charlie Walden, hard-pressed but invariably well-meaning in the face of conflict and dilemma, deserves a place in the pantheon of fictional legal figures. Of course, I have no doubt that, as always, any resemblance to actual people and events is at least meant to be entirely coincidental. 

			So I am glad that Peter has been kind to the RJ. I very much hope that Charlie Walden agrees and may perhaps be persuaded to share some more of his experiences in the future. I am only sorry that the Old Bailey where I am now the Resident Judge sometimes manages to irk him just a little. I shall see what I can do in case there is a further instalment. 

			Nicholas Hilliard

			Recorder of London

			Central Criminal Court

		

	
		
			WHERE THERE’S SMOKE

			Monday morning

			At about 8 o’clock on a brisk, clear October evening, Father Osbert Stringer, parish priest of the Anglican church of St Giles, Tottenham, and a confirmed bachelor, was in the kitchen in his vicarage enjoying his supper: a cheese omelette and home fries, washed down with a bottle of Old Peculier. The vicarage is next to the church, on its south side. According to his witness statement, Father Stringer happened to look out of his kitchen window and thought he noticed flashes of light coming from the direction of the church. Moments later he thought he saw smoke, and moments after that, he thought he heard a loud noise, as in heavy objects falling to the ground. Leaving the remains of his omelette, he rushed out of his back door, only to see, to his horror, flames inside the church. He immediately called 999. By the time the fire brigade brought the fire under control, the interior of the church was gutted, with the loss of all the furniture and effects inside. There were serious questions about the stability of the whole structure and it was clear that it would not be usable again for a very long time, if ever.

			Fortunately, no one was using the church at the time. It was a Wednesday, and usually there would have been choir practice, but it had been cancelled. The church was generally considered an architectural monstrosity both inside and out, and was not greatly mourned. It was also fully insured. The charitably-inclined nearby Methodist church offered accommodation to Father Stringer’s congregation. So it could have been worse.

			But in his witness statement, Father Stringer also said that as he ran out of the vicarage he distinctly saw a young male running from the church into the street, throwing away some kind of metal can as he did so. The police later recovered the can, which contained white spirit, a highly flammable substance often used as an accelerant. The spectre of arson raised its head. Arson investigators turned their attention to the church, and quickly found evidence of the use of an accelerant at three different sites within the church. These sites appeared to be the points from which the fire had spread. 

			The police were, naturally, anxious to know whether Father Stringer had recognised the young male he saw running away. He had. He told the police that the culprit was Tony Devonald, nineteen years of age, a local lad. Tony’s family were members of Father Stringer’s congregation, and he knew the young man well. Tony was arrested later the same evening, and when interviewed under caution, admitted that he had been in the vicinity of the church at about eight o’clock. He told the police he was there because he had received a call at home from a man whose voice he did not recognise, telling him that Father Stringer needed his help with something at the church. When he arrived at the church, he immediately saw the fire. He ran to the south door, the door nearest to the vicarage, which he found unlocked. He called out, but no one replied. He saw a metal can standing by the door. He picked the can up, and noticed that it smelled strongly of white spirit. Seeing no lights in the vicarage, he ran from the church with the intention of summoning help, and took the can with him to ensure that it was out of reach of the flames. He dropped it by the side of the road. He was unable to call for help because he did not have his mobile with him, but he heard the sirens of the approaching fire engines, and went home. He gave no explanation for failing to remain on the scene to talk to the police or the fire brigade about what he had seen. But he insisted that he had nothing to do with starting the fire.

			A forensic examination of Tony’s clothing revealed evidence of contact with the same accelerant as used to start the fire in the church, and his fingerprints were found on the can, though not on any item inside what was left of the church. No scorch marks or soot were found on any of his clothes, and there was no smell connected with the fire other than the white spirit. A few days later Father Stringer formally identified him at a properly conducted identification procedure at the police station. He was charged with arson, being reckless as to whether life would be endangered, a very serious offence carrying a maximum sentence of life imprisonment. The magistrates sent the case to the Crown Court for trial. Its natural home would have been the local Wood Green Crown Court, but someone at Wood Green thought that there might be too much local feeling around Tottenham for there to be a fair trial, on which rather pathetic pretext – way over the top, if you ask me – they passed it on to us; which is when it started to get interesting.    

			But before I go any further, I ought to introduce myself. Charles Walden is the name, Charlie to my family and closest associates. I admit to having passed sixty a couple of years ago. I have been a circuit judge for about twelve years, the last four of which I have spent at the Bermondsey Crown Court as the RJ – Resident Judge. According to the job description, an RJ is a judge who takes on the overall administrative responsibility for the work of all the judges at a court, in addition to his or her own work. In fact, the RJ’s main role is to be the person to blame whenever something goes wrong. When I say ‘something goes wrong’, I mean that the Grey Smoothies think we could be doing whatever it is more efficiently than we do. 

			The ‘Grey Smoothies’ is the name we have adopted at Bermondsey to refer to the civil servants who oversee the working of the courts. The name derives from the standard grey office suits they wear, and from their infuriatingly self-assured belief in their own infallibility, which continues undiminished despite their tenuous grip on reality when it comes to what is actually going on in the courts. The Grey Smoothies think, speak and write in a language of their own, which bears a passing resemblance to English, but not to any form of English used by normal people. For example: they refer to anyone to whom they write as ‘stakeholders’ in whatever it is they are writing about. Instead of ‘doing’ something, they ‘action’ it. Instead of communicating information to others, they cause it to ‘cascade down’ on them. Instead of starting a project, they ‘roll it out’, or ‘deliver it’. Any project not to be rolled out immediately – for example because ‘the jury is still out on it’ – is ‘parked’. And then, of course, there are the two most important expressions in Grey Smoothie vocabulary: ‘business case’ and ‘value for money’. Most Grey Smoothies find it difficult to compose a sentence without using one or both of those expressions. 

			Their charge that we could be doing things more efficiently than we do is, of course, perfectly true; and if they gave us the staff and equipment we need, we would do better. But questions of staff and equipment are prime business case territory, in which the Grey Smoothies reign supreme. They govern this territory using a form of magical thinking, according to which the courts should be able to function just as well, regardless of how little they give us in the way of money and resources, if only we would all just get on with it and work hard enough. So, the sad truth is that the necessary staff and equipment will not be forthcoming at any time before the ravens leave the Tower of London, or the apes leave the Rock of Gibraltar, whichever is the later. 

			When confronted with this reality, the Grey Smoothies get very defensive, and retaliate by demanding endless statistics: how many cases have been disposed of? Were any of them trials which collapsed at the last moment? What is the average time for every kind of case to be heard? How many hours a day did each court sit? What was the reason for any short days? How many jurors did we summon, and how many attended? How long did they wait to be assigned to a trial? And there is a statistical survey form for every sentence we pass. About the only thing they haven’t asked yet is how much time we spend in the loo. We expect that request at any moment.

			The court staff and I could easily spend almost every hour of our days buggering about with this nonsense, in which case, of course, there would only be one statistic, namely that the court has no time to do anything except compile the bloody statistics. So in cahoots with our list officer, Stella, I devised Bermondsey’s defence against attacks of the Grey Smoothies soon after I took up residence. The defence is that we basically ignore them. This obviously annoys the Grey Smoothies, and eventually I get an irate email from a presiding High Court judge for the Circuit telling us to pull our fingers out; at which point Stella and I fabricate a few reasonable-looking numbers for them, which seems to keep them happy for a while. We are particularly proud of having the third worst record in the country for returning the sentencing survey forms; we have managed to get it down below twenty per cent. At least, this way, I have time to be a judge.

			In mitigation I wish to point out that, in return for shouldering the administrative burden of the court, the RJ receives no extra remuneration, no extra recognition, and no administrative assistance whatsoever. It’s a miracle that anyone ever agrees to do it. Some get bullied into it by the presiding judges. Others do so in the hope that it will give them an eventual leg up to the High Court or even the Old Bailey; and yet others out of a sense of duty. In my case, the reason is simpler. I wanted to sit at Bermondsey because it’s an easy commute to and from work, and the only vacancy at the time was for an RJ; so being RJ was the price I had to pay. 

			You see, my good lady wife, the Reverend Mrs Walden, is priest-in-charge of the parish of St Aethelburgh and All Angels in the Diocese of Southwark. Being priest-in-charge is just like being an RJ, really, but with different robes. Her living carries with it the privilege of residing in a huge Victorian vicarage which has many fine architectural features; a large weed sanctuary, euphemistically referred to as a garden, at the rear; and no modern amenities whatsoever. It is hot in summer and freezing in winter, and generally looks as though it has not been decorated since the First Boer War. And with both our daughters having long since flown the nest to make their way in the world as single career women, it is a fair bit bigger than we need. But it is close to work for us both, and I enjoy my short stroll to court in the morning.

			Along the way I stop at a coffee and sandwich bar run by two ladies called Elsie and Jeanie. The bar is secreted in an archway under the railway bridge, not far from London Bridge station, and it gets crowded if they have more than two customers at a time. But they do a wonderful latte, and a nice ham and cheese on a bap – a temptation if, as is often the case, I’m not relishing the thought of the dish of the day in the judicial mess. The only downside is that I have to listen to their various woes while the process of latte-making is going on. Elsie has a couple of grandchildren who get themselves into occasional scrapes with the law, about which I have to be non-committal because I may well see them at Bermondsey one of these days. Jeanie has a husband who seems to spend most of his time, and most of his benefits, at the pub and the betting shop. So, one way or another, they are rarely short of things to grumble about, and they usually take full advantage. Next door to Elsie and Jeanie is George, the newsagent and tobacconist, from whom I collect my daily copy of the Times. George has never quite forgiven me for giving up smoking two years ago, since when he has been unable to sell me cigarettes as well, but he is usually prepared with my newspaper, a cheerful greeting, and a penetrating insight into the shortcomings of the Labour Party. 

			Sitting in my chambers waiting for the trial of Tony Devonald to begin, I am reminded of why I decided to write down some of my experiences and reminiscences as RJ. As much as anything, it is to keep my mind occupied during the long periods of each day when I am sitting around waiting for something to happen. Why would a judge be sitting around waiting for something to happen? I hear you ask. The Grey Smoothies ask the same question. Let me count the ways. 

			The prison van breaks down, so they can’t bring the defendant to court. The prison officers haven’t bothered to read the daily court list, so they don’t know that the defendant’s attendance is required. The court’s recording equipment, essential for making a record of the proceedings, isn’t working. The video equipment, essential for playing CCTV footage to the jury, isn’t working. Alternatively, the video equipment, essential for playing CCTV footage to the jury, is working but is not compatible with the DVD. The defendant is on bail and hasn’t turned up. The interpreter hasn’t turned up. Counsel is stuck on a train somewhere, or is double-booked. We don’t have enough jurors, and can’t begin a trial until a jury returns with a verdict in another court. I could go on. There are times when it is a bloody wonder we get anything done at all. How is that for a statistic? So rather than just sit here feeling my blood pressure rise, I have decided to tell a few tales about life at Bermondsey Crown Court, in the hope that we can all happily while away the hours together. 

			This morning, I am told that the prosecution have forgotten to warn Father Stringer that he would be required as a witness today, and he is not available until two o’clock. I grab a jury panel before anyone else can snatch them all away. We quickly select a jury at random from a panel of the good citizens of Bermondsey, and I explain to them that they are not allowed to conduct any inquiries of their own into the case, such as doing internet searches about the events or the people involved; or discussing the case with anyone outside their number; or doing anything else any rational person would naturally be inclined to do in this electronic age. There is no way to tell whether juries obey these directions, except in the rare case where a juror is stupid enough to talk about his or her research and gets done for contempt. But we have to try. The evidence in most criminal trials is dicey enough as it is, without contamination from internet sources that can’t be checked. But reaching for the nearest laptop or tablet is as much an instinctive human reaction these days as raising a spear to a sabre-toothed tiger, and I suspect that once you tell a jury not to take to the internet, it is a hard temptation for them to resist.

			I then release the jury until after lunch. Fortunately, the morning is not entirely wasted. Stella has found me a sentence to do. Stella is in her early forties and what we call, in the judicial mess, MFX – married but whatever you do, don’t bring up the subject of family. She favours blouses and slacks in autumnal colours regardless of the season, and has short-cropped straw-coloured hair. And she is absolutely bloody brilliant. The job of list officer is an extraordinarily difficult one, calling for a high degree of organisation and planning. She has to list trials, sentences, and other hearings for four judges. This means looking months ahead in the diary, predicting which trials will fold and go short; negotiating with the CPS – the Crown Prosecution Service; fending off pushy solicitors and counsel’s clerks; factoring in the absence of judges and staff who are away on leave; and generally keeping the court’s workload moving forward. There are many days when a crystal ball would be just as useful as the administrative skills. Stella excels at the job, almost as if she had been born to it. But she does have an air of perpetual anxiety, as if she is always anticipating disaster around the next corner. For a list officer, this may simply be a realistic approach to life, because there is a lot that can go horribly wrong, but it tends to make me nervous whenever she appears in my chambers. Under Stella’s influence, I have become accustomed to expecting the worst.

			My colleague Marjorie Jenkins was supposed to do the sentence, but another matter she has in her list has turned out to be more complicated than thought, and she is anxious to start a trial. It doesn’t take long. The defendant, a native of a foreign country in his late thirties, turned up at a bank with a false passport, which he tried to use for identification purposes to open an account. These days, banks and cash converters and the like can spot false passports a hundred yards down the street on a foggy day. They seem to have some kind of homing device for them. It is almost uncanny. Without the benefit of ultra-violet light and all the rest of it, they do just as good a job of weeding them out as the Border Agency. The bank called the police. Chummy made an immediate confession and pleaded guilty as soon as he had the chance. He entered the UK on a student visa three years ago, and is an overstayer. He is of previous good character, and has been working hard at various cash-in-hand jobs to make ends meet for himself, his partner (also an overstayer) and their four-year-old daughter. He was offered a much better job recently, but it was one for which he needed a bank account to receive his salary. An acquaintance offered him the false passport, with an endorsement for indefinite leave to remain in the UK, for twelve hundred pounds. Foolishly, he accepted it. Now, it’s not to be. Regardless of what I do, Chummy will be deported. I give him the usual four months, allowing him a third off for his early plea. It’s a standard result. We do several of these a month. I disdainfully deposit the sentencing survey form, unsullied by my pen, in the waste paper basket.

			And so to lunch, an oasis of calm in a desert of chaos.

			The judicial mess – what normal people would call the judges’ dining room – is a rather small space, almost all of which is taken up by a huge circular table and correspondingly huge chairs. If you were planning this room from scratch, you would opt for a much smaller table. But it was free, surplus to requirements from the Ministry of Work and Pensions some years ago, so our court manager, Bob, took possession of it without worrying about details such as the size of the room. Free is a big thing with Bob, whose previous career had something to do with fund-raising for a theatre company, and much of our court management seems to depend on largesse and cheap solutions, including the recording and video equipment I referred to earlier. We have just about managed to squeeze in a small sideboard in the corner, on which there is just about room for the coffee machine.

			The mess leads directly into the kitchen. As for the food, the less said the better. The official line is that the caterers do their best with a limited budget. Perhaps they do, but the thought of the jury, advocates, and court staff – not to mention the judges – putting their lives on the line each day in the court canteen or the mess is disquieting. The main area of risk is the dreaded dish of the day, which may be advertised as anything from lasagne to curry to fish and chips. Slightly safer are the omelettes, salads, and baked potatoes, which we judges tend to prefer on the assumption that there is less potential for things to go wrong. But there are many days when Elsie and Jeanie’s ham and cheese seems the best option to me. Regardless of the food, lunch is important. It is usually the only chance we get to talk and pick each other’s brains during the day.

			As I am the last to arrive today, I take the seat just inside the door. There is just about room for the door to close behind the rear legs of my chair.

			To my left is Judge Rory Dunblane, early fifties, tall with sandy hair, a proud Scotsman, still plays a good game of squash and still enjoys his nights out with ‘the boys’ (whoever they may be). Divorced for almost a decade, he has a bewildering succession of girlfriends, none of whom seem to last very long. No one calls him Rory. He has been known to all as ‘Legless’ for as long as I have known him, and that is quite a while now. The nickname dates back to an incident during his younger days while he was at the Bar, something to do with the fountains in Trafalgar Square after a chambers dinner. No one, including Legless himself, seems to remember the details of the incident, but the name has stuck. Legless is what you would call a robust judge, who likes to get through his workload without any nonsense.

			Opposite me is Judge Marjorie Jenkins, slim, medium height, dark hair and blue eyes. In her mid-forties, she has been on the bench for five years already. When she was appointed, Marjorie was an up-and-coming Silk doing commercial work, representing City banks and financial institutions, and everyone was surprised that she took what, in her world, would be seen as a menial job. Marjorie is what they used to call a super-mum, a perpetual motion machine who balances a high-powered career with her family and various voluntary works. Her husband Nigel speaks six languages fluently and does something very important for an international bank. They spend holidays in Provence, where they have a house, or in Lausanne or Rome or Cape Town, as the muse leads them. Their two children, Simon and Samantha, are away at boarding school. It seems to be generally assumed that becoming a circuit judge is a kind of career break for Marjorie, and that she will resume her upwardly mobile path once the children are older. She does tend to disappear without much warning if anything goes wrong at school. But she is a great asset, particularly for fraud cases, in which she effortlessly assimilates tons of material which would take the rest of us weeks even to read, let alone digest.

			To my right sits Judge Hubert Drake. Hubert is a bit of a problem, mainly because no one is sure exactly how old he is. Apparently, the official records have him down as sixty-six, but I would bet good money that the train left that station some time ago. As far as I can tell, he is still all right in court. The Bar complain about him as being too right-wing and reactionary – which he accepts, and regards as an accolade – but I am not yet hearing that he is losing the plot. Nonetheless, I have a nasty suspicion that it is only a matter of time. As to judicial style, Hubert would have made a first rate colonial magistrate in India in the days of the Raj. He has been widowed for some years. He has a nice flat in Chelsea, and divides his time more or less equally between the flat and the Garrick Club. My main worry is that he is determined never to retire, and he says they can’t make him. When he reaches retiring age they can in fact make him, and I have nightmares about the scenes we will have when that happens.

			‘Thanks for taking my sentence, Charlie,’ Marjorie says. ‘Any problems?’

			‘No,’ I reply. ‘Bog standard false passport to open a bank account. I gave him the usual four months on a plea, and he will be departing our shores before too long. Keep the Home Secretary happy.’

			‘Should have been two years,’ Hubert mutters, looking up briefly from his lamb jalfrezi, the guise in which today’s dish of the day presents itself.

			‘That’s a bit over the top, isn’t it, Hubert?’ Legless asks.

			‘Certainly not,’ Hubert replies. ‘Too much of that kind of thing going on, by far. It’s about time we did something about it.’ 

			We allow the subject to drop. We have tried to take Hubert on about his attitude to sentencing in the past, and it’s usually not very successful.

			‘Can I get some advice on something?’ Marjorie asks. ‘I’ve got an actual bodily harm. Chummy says it was self-defence. It all happened at a rugby match. Apparently, Chummy and the complainant were on opposing teams, one of them a loose head and one a tight head, whatever the hell that means. Counsel did try to explain it to me, but it didn’t make much impression. Anyway, the two of them got into a fight towards the end of the match, and the complainant ended up with a broken nose, a broken tooth, and some cuts and bruises. The question is whether –’

			‘Chummy was charged with ABH just for that?’ Legless interrupts, aghast. Legless played a bit at outside centre for Rosslyn Park during the amateur era, and still takes himself off faithfully to Murrayfield for internationals during the Six Nations.

			‘The referee was an off-duty police officer,’ Marjorie explains. ‘It happened right in front of him and he didn’t think he could ignore it.’

			‘You see, this is the kind of nonsense that’s killing the game,’ Legless protests. ‘You can’t have a bloody rugby match without the odd fight. It’s part of the game. You shake hands in the bar afterwards and buy each other a pint, and that’s the end of it.’

			‘Not when there is a serious injury, surely?’

			‘It doesn’t sound very serious. In any case, you said he was only charged with ABH.’ 

			‘Be that as it may,’ Marjorie insists, ‘he was charged and I have to try it. The question is, whether the prosecution are allowed to tell the jury that Chummy had already received two yellow cards during the same season.’

			‘You mean, as evidence of bad character?’ I ask, ‘evidence of propensity to be violent?’

			‘Exactly.’

			We all ponder this jurisprudential conundrum for some time.

			‘Well, yes, I should have thought so,’ I offer.

			‘No, not necessarily,’ Legless counters. ‘It all depends on why he got the yellow cards.’

			‘Presumably for beating up someone else,’ Marjorie says, ‘a hooker, or whatever you call them.’

			‘You can’t assume that,’ Legless replies. ‘You can get yellow cards for all kinds of reasons.’

			‘Such as what?’

			‘Well, almost anything, if it prevents the other side from scoring a try. If you fail to release the ball near your own line, or tackle a man without the ball, and the other side would have scored, you will get a yellow card.’

			‘So, I should ask for evidence about what the cards were for?’

			‘Absolutely. They may not be relevant at all.’

			Marjorie nods. ‘Right, thank you.’

			But Legless is still shaking his head.

			‘I wouldn’t let it go to trial,’ he insists.

			Marjorie laughs. ‘How can I stop it?’

			‘It’s a question of consent,’ he replies. ‘When you agree to play in a rugby match, you consent to a certain amount of violence. You can’t then complain about it afterwards.’

			‘But only in accordance with the rules of the game, surely?’ I ask.

			‘The rules of the game make the odd fight inevitable,’ Legless replies. ‘It’s what rugby is all about. That’s why people go to watch it. If it’s nothing worse than a broken nose, it’s a case for a pint, and perhaps a suspension for a game or two. But that’s it.’

			‘But according to the House of Lords in Brown,’ Marjorie says, ‘you can’t consent to injury at the level of ABH or more serious.’

			That’s the kind of thing Marjorie would know, without even looking in Archbold.

			‘Well, tell the prosecution to reduce the charge to common assault, and give him a conditional discharge,’ Legless pleads.

			‘Thanks for the help,’ she replies. ‘Must rush.’

			‘Why didn’t Stella give that case to me?’ Legless asks plaintively after Marjorie has departed. ‘I know all about the kind of things that happen in rugby matches. I would have sorted it in no time.’

			I know the answer to that question, but I’m not about to tell him. There are few people more dangerous in this world than a judge who thinks he has some personal insight into the subject-matter of the case. They tend to ignore the evidence and substitute what they think they know. Far better to have a judge who is totally ignorant of subject-matter, and has no choice but to rely on the evidence. Stella and I decided long ago that Marjorie was getting this one.

			‘I can’t imagine,’ I reply.

			* * *

			Monday afternoon

			When I said that the case of Tony Devonald had become interesting, what I meant was this. With any case of arson, you are going to need a psychiatric report at some point. Arson is a very strange offence, almost always committed by very strange people. I have always found it helps to have a report sooner rather than later. Legless ordered one when the case first came to us from Wood Green, and it is in my file. It was prepared, as usual at Bermondsey, by our local shrink, Dr Mohammed Rashid. Like all psych reports, it goes on at great length about the defendant’s history from conception onwards, his relationship with his parents, his history at school, his employment record, any personal relationships, any involvement with drink or drugs, and so on and so forth. Even for someone of Tony Devonald’s tender years, it runs to some thirty-five pages. Following my usual practice, I turn first to the conclusions at the end of the report, intending to skim the rest later to the extent necessary, if I have time. The conclusions are contained in paragraph 52, which states, intriguingly:

			Despite the incidents referred to in paragraph 34, I have found no evidence that Tony is suffering from any psychiatric illness or personality disorder. He is fit to stand trial, and if convicted, to be sentenced as the court may think appropriate.

			Naturally, I turn back with some interest to paragraph 34, in which Dr Rashid has recorded the following.

			Both Tony and his father described an occasion on which the father consulted their parish priest, Father Stringer, because of a concern that Tony might have been the subject of some form of demonic possession. Apparently, the family was concerned that some objects, such as knives and forks, appeared to move along the dining table of their own accord while Tony was seated at the table. This concern appeared to rest mainly on the observation of Tony’s six-year-old sister Martha. Also, there was an occasion when a small fire began mysteriously in the garage one morning shortly after Tony had stormed out of breakfast following an argument with his mother, though the mother spotted the fire and it was extinguished without difficulty, no damage being caused. Tony told me that Martha must have been mistaken, and that he has no supernatural power to move objects without touching them. He also denied setting a fire in the garage. He said that, on Father Stringer’s insistence, he permitted the priest to pray with him in St Giles’s church, a process he considers to have had no effect at all. He told me that he has no particular feelings about Father Stringer or the church one way or the other, and he vehemently denies setting fire to the church.

			I sit and ponder this for some time while waiting to go into court. I thumb through the file. I don’t expect the prosecution to mention it. The prosecution hasn’t made an application to allow evidence that Tony had set other fires, and the evidence linking Tony to the garage fire seems a bit vague, to say the least. Quite apart from that, demonic possession is something we try to avoid at Bermondsey whenever possible. My court clerk, Carol, comes to tell me that court is assembled. Carol is in her fifties. She is amazingly good at her job, has a frightening grasp of detail, and she seems to love every moment she spends in court. Her other passion in life is football. She and her husband Ray never miss a home game at Millwall and I usually hear all about it on Mondays. They lost at home to Blackburn Rovers on Saturday, so her mood today is a bit low.

			As I enter court I see Tony Devonald directly in front of me in the dock. He is a thin, frail-looking lad. He is wearing a suit which doesn’t fit him terribly well, and a crumpled shirt and tie. I wonder why his parents haven’t done a better job of getting him turned out properly for court. He looks very nervous. 

			I look down towards counsel. Roderick Lofthouse is prosecuting. He might be just what the case needs if we are going to get into demonic possession. I don’t mean that the way it sounds. Roderick is generally regarded as the doyen of the Bermondsey Crown Court Bar, which is a polite way of saying that he may have been around for just a little too long. He takes advantage of his seniority to wear a two-piece grey suit which is rather too light in colour for court and about half a size too small, the jacket remaining closed rather precariously, relying on a single overworked button. He is not always as well prepared as he should be these days, relying on his instinct for a case, rather than on reading the papers, as his main method of preparation. But he is always calm and has sound judgment. He won’t get flummoxed or carried away, whatever happens. Defending is Cathy Writtle, small and energetic, with disorganised hair and large brown tortoise-shell spectacle frames, who will have read every shred of paper and will know the case inside out. That also is good. Cathy’s only failing is that her default setting is all-out attack, which works better in some cases than others. I’m not sure it is quite the right approach in this case.

			Roderick rises ponderously, looking every inch the doyen he is, to begin his opening speech. He is as smooth as ever. He begins by showing the jury the indictment and telling them that the prosecution has the burden of proving the defendant’s guilt so that they are sure, failing which they must find young Tony Devonald not guilty. That’s the way we do things in England, always have, no matter what goes on in other parts of the world. Fine, heart-warming stuff. Next he explains what arson is, intentionally starting a fire, keep it simple. So far, so good. But then, he accounts for the element of recklessness about endangering life by claiming that, for all the defendant knew, the members of the choir might have been in church that evening, as they usually would on a Wednesday. Now, as the fire was set inside the church, and it would take a rather careless arsonist not to notice an entire choir belting out ‘O God, Our Help in Ages Past’ to the accompaniment of a pipe organ, this strikes me as not the most persuasive of arguments. Cathy Writtle apparently agrees. She ostentatiously raises her eyebrows, not quite directly at the jury, but in such a way that they could hardly miss the gesture. We haven’t heard the last of that.

			The consequences of the fire, Roderick continues, were very serious even as things were, but at least it was only property damage; no one was killed or injured. He describes the extent of the fire, and the forensic findings about how and where it started and spread. He describes Father Stringer running from his cheese omelette, home fries and Old Peculier to summon help. He relates Father Stringer’s identification of Tony Devonald as the young man running away from the church and discarding a can later found to have contained an accelerant. He concludes by giving the jury details of the defendant’s arrest and interview and announces that he will call Father Osbert Stringer.

			It’s an odd case in a way, I reflect. The issue is not really one of identification. Tony Devonald admits to having been in the vicinity of the church, and claims to have been running to get help. No one saw any other potential culprit. Roderick hasn’t mentioned any inquiry into the phone call Tony claims to have received summoning him to the church, even though the police seized his mobile when he was arrested.

			‘Father Stringer, how long have you been in holy orders?’

			‘For more than thirty years.’

			Stringer is a small, wiry man. It’s hard to guess his age, except that for some reason he looks closer to sixty than forty. He has thinning white hair, a white moustache, and a neatly trimmed white beard. Everything else about him, the full-length cassock, belt – and the eyes – are solid black. There is a definite touch of the Rasputin about him. Instead of looking at Roderick Lofthouse, he fixes the jury with a stare which has one or two of them shifting uncomfortably in their seats.

			‘And for how long have you been vicar of St Giles?’

			‘For about four years.’

			‘Let me take you to the evening in question, the evening when your church was burned. Do you remember that evening?’

			Oh, come on, Roderick, I think, no prizes for the answer to that one. But it is interesting: I look at Stringer, and I can’t detect any emotion in the reply at all.

			‘I remember it very well.’

			‘Where were you at about eight o’clock on that evening?’

			‘I was in the kitchen at the vicarage, having dinner, an omelette and chips.’

			‘Was anyone else in the vicarage at that time?’

			‘No. I live alone.’

			‘And, to your knowledge, was anyone in the church?’

			‘No. The choir should have been there practising, but the practice had been cancelled.’

			‘For what reason, do you remember?’

			Hesitation.

			‘No. Offhand, I can’t remember.’

			‘Did anything come to your attention at about eight o’clock?’

			‘Yes. I happened to look out of the kitchen window, and I saw what at first seemed to be a bright light coming from inside the church, close to the altar. Almost immediately, I saw smoke drifting towards the vicarage, and then flames inside the church. I knew then that the church was on fire.’

			‘What did you do?’

			‘I ran outside at once, taking my phone with me, and called the fire brigade.’

			‘As you were running outside, were you aware of anyone else?’

			‘Yes. I saw a figure running away from the church towards Vicarage Road.’

			‘Can you describe this figure?’

			‘Male, young, late teens to early twenties, wearing a dark jacket and jeans, dark short hair, about five-seven, five-eight.’

			‘Father Stringer, I think that a few days later you made a formal identification of the person you saw, by identifying his image as number six in an array of nine you were shown at the police station, is that right?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘Was this person also known to you before that occasion?’

			‘He was very well known to me. It was the defendant, Tony Devonald. He and his parents are my parishioners.’

			‘How sure are you of your identification?’

			‘One hundred per cent.’

			‘Thank you, Father. Did you notice whether the figure you saw had anything with him?’

			‘Yes, he was carrying what I later saw was a metal can.’

			‘Later saw?’

			‘He threw the can away on the ground as he was running away. Once I had called the fire brigade, I went to look at it.’

			‘Can you describe it for us?’

			‘It was a large metal can, silver in colour.’

			‘Did you notice anything else about it?’

			‘It smelled strongly of white spirit.’

			Roderick turns around to the officer in the case, who hands him an object contained in a large, heavy-duty plastic evidence sack, bearing various labels.

			‘With the usher’s assistance…’

			The usher today is Dawn, a thirty-something brunette who always wears bright colours under her black usher’s robe. She is the court’s resident expert on home remedies, and is our trained emergency first aid person. Dawn takes every verdict of not guilty as a personal affront. ‘Oh, Judge, after all that work,’ she sometimes says sadly once we are alone in chambers, reflecting on the loss of some defendant I have just discharged, for no better reason than that the jury were not sure of his guilt. Dawn walks brightly over to Roderick, relieves him of the package and, needing no further bidding, makes her way to the witness box to show it to the vicar.

			‘That appears to be the can I saw,’ he confirms.

			‘May that be exhibit one?’ Roderick asks. I assent. Dawn passes the exhibit around the jury, so that they can see the tool of the dastardly act at close quarters and be suitably horrified. They don’t look too impressed.

			‘How long did it take the fire brigade to arrive on the scene?’

			‘They were there very quickly. No more than ten minutes at most.’

			‘Did they succeed in extinguishing the fire?’

			‘Eventually. But by the time it was brought under control there was virtually nothing left inside the church.’

			‘So the church lost…?’

			‘All the furniture, the paintings, statues, the silverware on the altar, my vestments, prayer books, hymnals. There was nothing left, really. I didn’t discover the extent of the loss until two days after the fire. They wouldn’t let me back inside until they were sure the structure was safe.’

			Once more there is no display of emotion at all. Just the facts.

			‘Finally, Father, have you been able to use the church since then?’

			‘No. The church has received funds from our insurers, but the work will occupy a considerable time. We are enjoying the hospitality of our Methodist friends for the foreseeable future.’

			Roderick invites Father Stringer to stay where he is, in case there are further questions. There will be further questions; you can bet your pension on that. Cathy Writtle is already on her feet.

			‘You were having dinner, when you noticed the fire, were you, Father?’

			‘I was.’

			‘A cheese omelette and chips?’

			‘I don’t see what that has to do with it.’

			‘Neither do I. But you gave the jury the menu when my learned friend asked you what you were doing.’

			‘Did I? Well, perhaps I did.’

			‘What you didn’t mention was the bottle of Old Peculier you had with it. Does that have nothing to do with it as well?’

			‘I can’t see how that would be relevant.’

			Neither can I, at present. Cathy’s defence statement says nothing about Rasputin burning the church down accidentally while trying to light a candle under the influence of Old Peculier; and in any case, that scenario wouldn’t entirely account for the presence of white spirit. It may be that Cathy is just engaging in a bit of gratuitous violence against the witness to soften him up. Roderick doesn’t seem concerned enough to object, so I’m not going to stop her unless it gets out of hand.

			‘Well, let’s think about that for a moment. Was it just the one bottle you had?’

			‘Yes, I think so. Well, it might have been two.’

			‘Might it have been more than two?’

			‘No. I don’t think so.’

			‘You don’t think so?’

			‘No. I am sure it was just the two.’

			‘Any advance on two? Going once …’

			‘Miss Writtle…’ I say.

			‘Sorry, your Honour,’ she replies, insincerely.

			‘It was just two,’ Father Stringer says.

			‘All right,’ Cathy says. ‘Let’s move on to something else. Was it your practice to keep the church locked at night?’

			‘It was locked most of the time,’ Stringer replies wistfully. ‘We would have liked to keep it open all the time for prayer and meditation. But in Tottenham, you know… that would just be inviting vandalism. So we kept it locked unless there was a service or a church activity going on.’

			‘On this evening, there should have been a choir practice going on, yes?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘But for some reason you cannot now remember, it had been cancelled?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How many entrances are there to the church?

			‘There are two. The main entrance is by the west door. But there is a smaller door on the south side. Actually, there is also a third door leading, not from the church, but from the vestry directly out into the graveyard on the north side. But it is hardly ever used.’

			‘Were these doors locked or unlocked at the time of the fire?’

			‘They should have been locked. Perhaps it might be more accurate to say that there would have been no reason for them to be unlocked.’

			‘When was the last time you were in the church before the fire?’

			‘At about four-thirty that same afternoon. I had left some papers I needed in the vestry, and I went in to get them.’

			‘How did you enter the church?’

			‘Through the south door, as always.’

			‘Did you have to unlock the door in order to enter at that time?’

			‘Yes, I am sure I did. If it had been unlocked I would have noticed.’

			‘Did you lock the door when you left?’

			‘Yes, I am sure I would have locked it.’

			‘How many people have keys, apart from yourself?’

			Stringer thinks for some time.

			‘A number of people have keys. My church wardens, our organist and choir master, the ladies who do the flowers, the cleaners. People need access to the church for various purposes throughout the day.’

			‘Did Tony Devonald, or any member of his family, have a key?’

			‘No.’

			Cathy pauses to allow this to sink in, seeming to consult her notes.

			‘Now, you say you saw Tony Devonald when you came out of the vicarage, having seen the fire?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘Tony does not dispute that you saw him.’

			‘He could not dispute it. I saw him running away.’

			‘You saw him running, Father. But you don’t know whether or not he was running away, do you? He could have been running for some other reason, could he not?’

			Stringer scoffs.

			‘Not when I saw him throwing that metal can away.’

			Cathy nods and pulls herself up to her full height.

			‘What was Tony wearing?’

			‘A dark jacket and jeans.’

			‘Gloves?’

			‘No, I don’t think so… well, I’m not sure. I didn’t really see his hands.’

			‘Well, you did see his hands, Father, didn’t you, if what you say is correct – that he threw down a metal can?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Father Stringer, what you saw was quite consistent with Tony removing the can to a safe distance and then running to get help, isn’t that right?’

			‘That is not what happened.’

			‘That will be for the jury to say, Father. My question is, whether what you saw was consistent with what I suggested to you?’

			‘Not in my opinion.’

			‘Very well. Did you phone Tony Devonald that evening to ask him to come to the church for any reason?’

			‘Why would I do that?’

			‘I don’t know. I’m asking.’

			‘No. Certainly not.’

			‘Did you ask anyone to make such a call on your behalf?’

			Stringer suddenly becomes agitated.

			‘Don’t play games with me, young lady…’

			We are all a bit taken aback. Cathy looks at me. I prepare to lecture the witness about how to behave in court and tell him to answer the question, when he adds, quite gratuitously – 

			‘In any case, he’s done it before, hasn’t he? What more do you need?’

			There is a long silence. Roderick sighs audibly and looks away. The message he is sending me is: this is down to the witness, nothing to do with me. That is undoubtedly true.

			‘Your Honour,’ Cathy says, ‘may I mention a matter of law in the absence of the jury?’

			I send the jury and the witness out of court. As far as I am concerned, this has put an end to the trial. The business of the fire in the garage is not admissible evidence, and it is horribly prejudicial. It should not have been mentioned. Tony Devonald is entitled to a fair trial before another jury, and once Cathy makes the request, I am bound to discharge this jury and adjourn the case to another day. The only consolation is that, once Roderick confirms to me that he instructed Father Stringer not to refer to the previous incident, which I am quite sure he did, I can threaten Stringer with proceedings for contempt for deliberately sabotaging the trial. But to my surprise – 

			‘Your Honour,’ Cathy says, ‘I am not sure how I wish to proceed. I would like to take instructions from my client. I see the hour. Might I ask your Honour to allow me until tomorrow morning to decide whether or not to apply to discharge the jury?’

			I agree immediately. It is the least I can do.

			On my way out of the building I pass Marjorie’s chambers, and poke my head around the door.

			‘Did you get the yellow cards sorted?’ I ask.

			‘Partly,’ she replies. ‘One of them was for head-butting a blind-side flanker. So that was easy enough. But the other one was for something called side entry.’

			We grimace at the same time.

			‘That doesn’t sound very nice,’ I comment. ‘Do you know what it means? Is it anything to do with loose and tight heads?’

			‘I’m not sure I want to know.’

			‘It sounds like something that deserves an immediate red card, if you ask me. But I am sure Legless would say it’s just part of the game. Haven’t you asked him about it?’

			‘He seems to have gone home. I’ll ask him tomorrow.’

			‘Try not to think about it too much this evening,’ I advise. ‘It might put you off your dinner.’

			* * *

			Tuesday morning

			Fortified by a large latte, lovingly prepared by Jeanie to the accompaniment of a lament about her husband having invested the rent money in the outcome of the three o’clock at Chepstow, I make my way to chambers. Stella appears moments afterwards, to give me a date for the re-trial of Tony Devonald, and to discuss what she has available to keep me off the streets for the rest of the week. There is a two-day ABH, your typical fight outside a night-club at chucking-out time, which would otherwise go to Hubert. I can scarcely contain my excitement. But when I go into court – 

			‘Your Honour,’ Cathy says, ‘having considered the matter overnight, and having taken instructions from my client, I do not ask for the jury to be discharged. We would like the trial to continue.’

			I nod. ‘Do you want me to tell the jury to disregard the witness’s last answer?’

			‘No, your Honour. But I would ask that you instruct the witness to confine himself to answering my questions.’

			That will be my pleasure. The jury comes into court. Father Stringer makes his way slowly back to the witness box. He looks rather sheepish. I get the impression that Roderick has already advised him about the error of his ways. To make sure, in the presence of the jury, I remind him that he is still under oath, and, as Cathy has requested, I give him a thorough bollocking and a lecture about behaving himself, on pain of having to show cause why he should not be held in contempt. This appears to have the desired effect.

			‘Father Stringer,’ Cathy begins, ‘yesterday afternoon, you told the jury that my client, Tony Devonald, had, quote, done it before, unquote. The jury may be surprised to hear that, given that Tony is a young man of previous good character. Would you care to explain to them what you meant by it?’

			The witness is on the defensive now. He senses that no good is going to come of this.

			‘Well,’ he begins slowly, ‘there was a time a couple of years ago…’

			‘Let me help you,’ Cathy volunteers. ‘Tony’s father came to you and told you a story about knives and forks moving on their own in the Devonald household?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And he suggested to you that Tony might have had something to do with that, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And he told you that a fire had started in the garage?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And he suggested that Tony might have had something to do with that, too?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Just a couple of pieces of paper set on fire?’

			‘I don’t remember all the details.’

			‘No damage was done, and no accelerant was used, is that right?’

			‘I…’

			‘I am sure my learned friend Mr Lofthouse will correct me if I am wrong.’

			‘I have no reason to doubt what my learned friend says,’ Roderick confirms disinterestedly. It is quite obvious that Father Stringer can expect no more sympathy from that side of the court.

			‘I will take your word for it,’ Stringer replies sullenly.

			‘Thank you. Were you also made aware that the stories about automotive cutlery at the Devonald house came from a six-year old girl?’

			‘Yes, I believe so.’

			‘A six-year old girl who was also in the house when this rather small fire started? Tony’s sister, Martha?’

			‘That may be so.’

			‘It was so, wasn’t it?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Thank you. Did you interview Martha?’

			‘No.’

			‘No. Instead, you prayed with Tony, didn’t you? In the church?’

			‘I did.’

			‘Did he seem to you to be possessed by any demons?’

			Father Stringer looks down. He really doesn’t want to get into this.

			‘Well, did you notice any demons leave him when you were praying?’

			‘No,’ he concedes eventually.

			‘No. What did Tony tell you about the fire in the garage?’

			‘He said he didn’t know how it started.’

			Cathy studies her notes and pretends to sit down, but then pushes herself up again abruptly, giving the impression of having carelessly forgotten her final question. It is an old trick for drawing attention to a question, and she carries it off well.

			‘Oh, just one last thing, Father. You told the jury that you could not remember why choir practice had been cancelled. Do you remember telling the choir master, Mr Summers, on that very same afternoon at about one o’clock that it would be inconvenient for choir practice to be held on that evening?’

			If Cathy intended to throw Father Stringer off balance, my impression is that she has succeeded.

			‘Inconvenient?’

			‘Yes. Is that what you told Mr Summers?’

			Hesitation.

			‘I can’t think of any reason why it would have been inconvenient.’

			‘My question was: is that what you told him?’

			‘No. Not as far as I remember.’

			‘And no reason comes to mind why choir practice should have been cancelled on that evening?’

			‘None that I can think of. You could ask John Summers.’

			Cathy smiles. 

			‘Oh, we will. Thank you, Father.’

			She sits down definitively. She really has finished now. It was a gutsy call to carry on with this jury and try to turn the demonic possession-based fire-raising into something of a joke; to try to turn it back on the prosecution. What’s more, I think she may have pulled it off. I give her a quick nod of appreciation, and she gives me a sly grin in return. Roderick asks a couple of completely pointless questions in re-examination, for the sole purpose of not allowing Cathy to have the last word. But he fails to dispel the aura her cross-examination has induced, of something not being quite right.

			Roderick is now ready to proceed with his forensic evidence. Most of this is undisputed, so following the usual practice, most of the investigators’ reports and the fire fighters’ witness statements will be read to the jury instead of calling the witnesses to give evidence live from the witness box. But copies of the reports must be made for the jury, and as usual, no one has thought of doing that in advance of the trial, and the CPS’s photocopier is broken. In fairness, this is its normal state. There is no money to replace it, though there is apparently endless money to waste on the courts not sitting for hours on end while we wait for copies. Bloody Grey Smoothies again. There is nothing for it but to adjourn. 

			And so to lunch, an oasis of calm in a desert of chaos.

			I enter the mess to find a bit of an atmosphere. Marjorie and Legless are both picking distractedly at sandwiches, and looking rather flushed. 

			‘I hope I’m not interrupting anything,’ I say.

			‘They are talking about having a bit on the side,’ Hubert replies. His dish of the day is billed as tagliatelle ai funghi. It looks revolting.

			‘Going in at the side,’ Legless snarls.

			‘Well, something to do with the side,’ Hubert says.

			‘What, at the lunch table?’ I reply, hoping to lighten the mood a bit. ‘That’s not very good manners.’

			‘Legless is still trying to get me to stop the case,’ Marjorie complains. ‘All I asked for was some help about some technical aspects of this insane apology for a sport, and I’m being made to feel like a fascist for allowing a perfectly proper case of mindless violence to be prosecuted in my court.’

			‘It’s a one-match suspension at worst,’ Legless fumes. ‘Well, perhaps two. If he is convicted – which he shouldn’t be.’

			‘And as if that isn’t bad enough,’ Marjorie continues, ‘the bloody jury sent a note this morning asking whether the referee had referred the incident to the television match official, and whether they were allowed to see the replay.’

			‘What’s wrong with that?’ I ask innocently.

			‘It’s an amateur game, Charlie,’ Legless replies in exasperation. ‘They don’t have bloody television coverage. This isn’t the Premiership, or the Six Nations, for God’s sake. It’s a bunch of lads having fun on Saturday afternoon, and now one of them is being persecuted because things got a bit out of hand. If the referee had exercised a little common sense, it would have been dealt with in the club house.’

			‘Well, perhaps that’s what separates us from our Saxon and Celtic forbears,’ Marjorie suggests icily, ‘that we settle criminal matters in court rather than the club house.’

			Hubert looks up again from the tagliatelle ai funghi.

			‘The Celts had well-organised courts from quite early times,’ he says. ‘The Welsh, particularly. The Welsh had a code of laws, and courts to enforce them, when Birmingham was still a swamp.’

			Recalling that Marjorie has family connections near Birmingham somewhere, I choke back the obvious witticism. This is no time to risk stirring things up any further.

			‘Has anyone seen the new Turner exhibit at the National Gallery?’ I ask. 

			* * *

			Tuesday afternoon

			The story revealed by the arson investigators seems simple enough. The fire was set inside the church at three different sites. The sites were linked by chains of papers, books, and wooden chairs, all carefully positioned and liberally doused with white spirit. The arsonist had done enough to ensure that the sites would link up and merge into one fire hot enough to consume anything in its path, which would burn out only when there was nothing left to consume. The heat and smoke would have been intense. Even the fabric of the building was scorched, and its metal structural supports had buckled. Its stability could not be assured without tests. The building was essentially a shell. It was unquestionably a case of deliberate, pre-meditated arson. 

			The investigators have produced an extensive album of photographs showing the damage throughout the church. It wasn’t quite Brighton Pier, but it was pretty bad. One of them, George Kenworthy, is called live to take the jury through the album and explain the detail of the evidence, one photograph at a time. It is a slow process, which takes up much of the afternoon. The jury are fascinated. Now, they have no doubt about how serious the fire was – or about what would have happened if anyone had been trapped inside the church. Eventually, Roderick is satisfied with the impression his evidence has made and sits down.

			Cathy stands quietly.

			‘Mr Kenworthy, are you familiar with the evidence of the fire brigade officers who first arrived on the scene? Were you present in court earlier when it was read to the jury?’

			‘Yes, I was.’

			‘Are you aware that there was evidence that, while the west door and the vestry door were locked, the south door appeared to have been unlocked?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘It is clear, isn’t it, that the fire was set inside the church?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And the arsonist deliberately chose to set fires at three different sites within the church?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Not only that, but the arsonist constructed trails of debris – chairs, paper, and so on – which virtually guaranteed that the three sites would merge?’

			‘It certainly appears so.’

			Cathy pauses for a moment and nods.

			‘That is a fairly sophisticated technique, wouldn’t you agree?’

			Roderick rises to his feet. He has seen where this is leading, as have I, and he would like to head it off.

			‘Your Honour, I’m not sure why the sophistication of the technique, if such it be, is relevant. I don’t even know whether the witness is able to express a view on that, one way or the other.’

			‘Why don’t we ask him?’ I suggest. ‘Mr Kenworthy, with your experience of such matters, are you able to venture an opinion?’

			‘Yes, your Honour,’ he replies. ‘I would agree with that. It is a sign of someone who knows something about fires. Of course, it is also something one could read about, or find on the internet without too much difficulty.’

			I nod, and hand back to Cathy.

			‘In fact, even the use of white spirit as an accelerant is evidence of careful planning, isn’t it?’ she asks.

			‘It is evidence of planning, certainly. That does not make it sophisticated. The use of accelerants is a common feature of arson offences.’

			‘Of course. But do the circumstances, taken together, indicate that this fire is likely to have been the work of an experienced arsonist?’

			Roderick is up on his feet again.

			‘I can’t say that,’ the witness replies, before Roderick can object. Satisfied, he resumes his seat.

			‘Can you at least say that it is unlikely to be the work of a teenager with no experience of arson, still living at home with his parents?’

			‘Oh, really, your Honour,’ Roderick complains, hardly bothering to rise.

			‘Aren’t you asking him to speculate, Miss Writtle?’

			‘He is an expert, your Honour. If he is unable to form an opinion, he can say so.’

			‘All right,’ I agree. ‘Can you say one way or the other, Mr Kenworthy?’

			Kenworthy smiles.

			‘Let me put it this way. Such a teenager would not be at the top of a list of suspects.’

			‘Thank you,’ Cathy says.

			‘But, of course, that is on the assumption that one has enough suspects to compile a list.’

			Roderick grins happily.

			‘Does it strike you as at all odd,’ Cathy continues, apparently undaunted, ‘that there was no sign of soot or fire damage on Tony’s clothing, and no smell of smoke?’

			Kenworthy considers this for some time.

			‘Yes. In the circumstances, that is a bit unexpected.’

			‘Would you tell the jury why?’

			‘Given that fires were set at three different sites, and given that the arsonist had to move between them, there was a good chance that something would have stuck to his clothing at some point.’

			‘The south door and its lock were not badly affected by the fire, were they?’

			‘No. The south door was left ajar. Of course, that tended to assist the spread of the fire, but it probably protected the door itself to some extent.’

			‘So you had surfaces there which were capable of bearing latent prints?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Tony’s fingerprints were not found on the door or the lock, were they?’

			‘No. They were not.’

			‘Even though they were on the silver metal can which had contained the white spirit?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘Yes, thank you, Mr Kenworthy.’

			And that is it for the day. Photocopier permitting, Roderick will call the officer in the case tomorrow to deal with the police investigation, including the defendant’s interview under caution. We are making good progress, and despite Cathy’s limited successes in chiselling away at the prosecution’s evidence, it seems to me that young Tony is probably bang to rights for this. I am beginning to consider what I am going to do by way of sentence.

			* * *

			Tuesday evening

			On evenings when the Reverend Mrs Walden and I have nothing very much to do – a circumstance far more common in my case than in hers – we sometimes adjourn to the Delights of the Raj, a dimly lit, secluded Indian in Kennington, where we partake of poppadoms, samosas, a chicken Madras, a sag aloo, and a couple of Cobras. The Reverend Mrs Walden likes to cook, and is rather good at it, but with all she has going on in the evenings – with the Parochial Church Council, the women’s group, the youth group, and all the rest of it – she is often quite happy to delegate dinner to me. As my own culinary repertoire is limited, my signature dish being a passable spaghetti Bolognese, this usually means either the Raj or our local Italian/pizza place, La Bella Napoli. 

			Before my marriage to the Reverend Mrs Walden, I had no idea what went on in the average Anglican parish. There are times when it makes your hair stand on end, and the Reverend has encountered it all during our time together. Parish councillors who have their hands in the collection plate, or around a bottle of communion wine; organists with an unusually close interest in choir boys; lay preachers having a bit on the side; and earnest evangelicals telling her she shouldn’t be doing her job because Jesus didn’t recruit women as disciples. Any suggestion that women are not qualified to do something gets the Reverend Mrs Walden very stirred up. And you should hear her on the subject of Jesus and Mary Magdalene some time. She has a few things to say about the two of them that you didn’t learn about in Sunday school, I can assure you.

			But this week we are dealing with her efforts to prevent her church from being ripped off by a firm of dubious builders, who somehow managed to gain the approval of the Diocese sufficiently to be awarded a contract to refurbish the interior of the building. Since they started, two weeks ago, it has been a saga of late arrivals, shoddy workmanship and extravagant claims for extras. It has been a full-time job just fending off the builders, while trying to persuade the Diocese to do something about the situation, other than make snide insinuations that she could have managed the project better. Her feelings towards some of the diocesan staff are, shall we say, less than charitable. Her venting about this has used up our two Cobras. 

			‘Get me another Cobra, Charlie,’ she says, ‘and tell me about your day. Perhaps I can stop obsessing about all this for a while.’ 

			‘You’re going to find my day quite interesting,’ I promise.

			We enter the unusual territory of a third Cobra, and I tell her all about Tony Devonald, and the fire at St Giles, Tottenham, and the white spirit, and the unexplained cancellation of choir practice.

			‘Yes, I remember reading about that in the Standard,’ she replies. ‘Apparently it really gutted the church, reduced it almost to a shell. Well, you’ve seen the photographs. I expect you know that already.’

			‘It virtually destroyed the place,’ I confirm. We drink in silence for a few moments. 

			‘It doesn’t sound too good for the young man, does it? Are you expecting a conviction?’

			‘Barring a minor miracle,’ I say.

			She smiles. ‘Never discount the possibility of a miracle.’

			‘I never do,’ I reply, thinking of my job at Bermondsey generally. ‘But I haven’t told you the best bit yet.’

			She leans forward expectantly. I tell her all about Martha Devonald, and her tales of auto-kinesis at the dinner table, and the parents’ theory of demonic possession, and the small fire in the garage, and about the priest praying with young Tony in the church and finding no demons, and how Cathy Writtle turned the whole thing back on the prosecution. I am doing my best to relate this part of the story with a certain humorous touch, but I see that the smile is gradually fading from her face, to be replaced by a look of concern. She does not respond immediately.

			‘Is that all the man did?’ she asks eventually. ‘Take the boy to the church on his own and pray with him?’

			‘Apparently.’

			‘Good God.’

			I look at her for some time.

			‘I take it you think he should have done more?’ I ask.

			She shakes her head. ‘Charlie, you know me,’ she begins. ‘You know that I don’t have any truck with all that mediaeval claptrap about demonic possession. But if your parishioners come to you with a story like that, you can’t just blow it off. You have to do something.’

			‘What would you have done?’ I ask.

			She thinks for some time.

			‘Well, first, I would have spoken to the little girl – Martha, was it? – with her parents.’

			‘And said what?’

			‘I would want to know whether she understands the importance of speaking the truth, and how wrong it is to tell lies to get someone else into trouble.’

			I smiled. ‘We are not allowed to cross-examine children any more, however many lies they tell.’

			‘I’m not talking about cross-examining her, Charlie. I’m talking about making clear to her how serious the situation is. I would have reassured her that she wasn’t going to get into trouble, provided she told me the truth. So then, we have two possibilities. First possibility, she admits she was telling porkies, and Tony is off the hook. Second possibility, she sticks to her guns, in which case I then have to speak to Tony again, with the parents.’

			‘You have something of a problem, either way,’ I point out.

			‘Agreed. But at least we have somewhere to start. Frankly, whichever way it goes, I am going to recommend that the parents think about consulting a child psychologist. Whatever is going on has to stop before some real damage is caused.’

			I sip my Cobra thoughtfully.

			‘All right, I see that. But what if the vicar is one of those who does subscribe to demonic possession? He might not be thinking in terms of child psychologists.’

			She scoffs.

			‘If he really does believe in demonic possession, his conduct is even worse – in fact, it is inexcusable.’

			‘Why so?’

			‘If you really think you are dealing with a case of demonic possession, you don’t just take the boy into church and start some random prayer session with no one else involved.’

			‘What should you do, then?’

			‘First, you get all the advice and support you can. You contact your bishop and get him involved.’ She pauses. ‘Look, we don’t really go in for that kind of thing in the Anglican Church. But the Roman Catholics do, and they have a whole protocol, with specially trained priests and counsellors. Whether or not there are demons, you are probably dealing with a mental illness of some kind, which needs proper handling. They don’t just let the parish priest dive in without any preparation at all. It’s just asking for trouble. He had no idea what he was letting himself in for, and he should have known that.’

			She takes a long drink.

			‘What did you say his name was, again?’

			‘I’m not sure I did say,’ I reply. ‘But it’s Stringer. Father Osbert Stringer.’

			She puts down her beer glass and seems to focus on a statue of the elephant god Ganesh in the small alcove opposite our table.

			‘What?’ I ask.

			‘I’m sure I have heard that name before,’ she replies.

			‘Well, it would have been in the press reports of the fire, I’m sure.’

			She shakes her head.

			‘No. I know it from somewhere else. But I can’t think where.’

			Back at home, I get ready for bed, and retire with a cup of hot camomile tea. After three Cobras I want to make sure that I sleep soundly, and camomile tea usually does the trick. I am about to turn off my bedside light when I notice that the Reverend Mrs Walden is not with me. She does sometimes sit up late reading, particularly if she wants to check something for her forthcoming Sunday sermon, but tonight she has seemed more in the mood to fall into bed and drift off. I put on my dressing gown and slippers and make my way to her study, from which emanates the sound of a computer keyboard being punched with deliberation. I enter to find the Reverend, still fully dressed, in the middle of what looks like a complicated search. She turns and looks at me.

			‘I knew it, Charlie. I knew I had heard the name before.’

			I glance at the computer screen.

			‘You mean Father Osbert Stringer?’

			‘Yes. I couldn’t for the life of me remember how I knew it, so I googled him.’

			‘I am glad you are not on my jury,’ I say. ‘I would have to do you for contempt.’

			‘Contempt or not, I think your jury should see this,’ she counters.

			‘Oh?’

			She clicks a couple of buttons, types in a command, and invites me to come closer to the screen. It is an article in the Toronto Star, from about eight years ago. The article has two photographs; one of a slightly younger Father Osbert Stringer wearing his trademark full-length black cassock; the other showing the burnt-out ruins of the former Church of St Anthony of Padua in the parish of East York, just outside Toronto. The article goes on to record that a mentally disturbed young man of the parish had been arrested and was about to appear in court for a preliminary hearing. I am fully awake again now. The Reverend Mrs Walden and I exchange a meaningful look.

			‘It gets better,’ she says.

			‘Better?’

			‘Or worse; depending on how you look at it.’

			She clicks and types quickly again. Up comes a second article, rather difficult to read on the screen. 

			‘I can tell you what it says,’ she offers. ‘This was four years before the Toronto fire. It’s from a newspaper called the Weekly.’

			I look more closely. ‘South Africa?’

			‘Father Stringer was serving in South Africa at the time, in Bloemfontein, to be precise. The first article I came across was in something called the Volksblad, but that was in Afrikaans, so it wasn’t much help. But then I came across this.’

			‘My word, he gets around, doesn’t he?’

			‘Yes, he does. And guess what?’

			I look at her blankly.

			‘You’re joking.’

			‘No, I’m not. This time the church was called St Peter and St Paul, and again a young man was arrested. The difference is that by the time this article was written, the young man had been tried and convicted.’

			We exchange the look again.

			‘Remember Lady Bracknell?’ she asks.

			I remember Lady Bracknell well. We had seen a good production in the West End a few months earlier.

			‘To have one church gutted by fire may be regarded as a misfortune; to have two churches gutted by fire looks like carelessness,’ I reply.

			‘And to have three churches gutted by fire,’ she adds, ‘looks bloody suspicious, if you ask me.’

			We are silent for some time.

			‘What made you think to do this search?’ I ask.

			‘I suddenly remembered why the name seemed familiar. There was an article I read some time ago in the Church Times about priests who had served in different countries. Stringer was mentioned. I was trying to track that article down, but I couldn’t find it. So I widened the search. I had no idea about all this until I found the Toronto article. Charlie, I’m not sure anyone else will have joined up these dots.’

			‘No, they probably haven’t, not with him changing country on a regular basis. You probably wouldn’t find the connection unless you were looking for it.’

			‘What are you going to do?’ she asks.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, you can’t ignore this. It may be highly relevant to your trial.’

			‘I’m not sure there is anything I can do about it,’ I reply.

			She is indignant.

			‘What? Charlie, this young man you have on trial may be innocent. Stringer may be a serial arsonist who knows how to shift the blame to vulnerable young men. You can’t just stand by and watch your young man get convicted, knowing what you know. You have to tell the defence lawyer.’

			‘I can’t.’

			‘What? Why on earth not?’

			‘Clara, I’m not allowed to contact the defence and suggest that they look for evidence. That would be the end of my career on the Bench, such as it is. In any case, what would I tell them? That my wife and I found some old press reports which we think may be suspicious?’

			‘May be? Charlie, there is no “may be” about it.’

			‘Perhaps so. I still can’t do it. It wouldn’t be proper.’

			‘Spoken like a true lawyer,’ she says accusingly.

			‘I am a lawyer,’ I point out.

			‘That’s no excuse.’

			She thinks for some moments.

			‘Well, look, if you can’t just tell the defence counsel, tell both sides. Then the prosecution can’t claim to be taken by surprise.’

			I think about this. I could, of course, call both counsel into chambers privately and suggest that further inquiries be made. Cathy Writtle would ask for an adjournment. Having brought the subject up myself, I could hardly refuse her that. We might even have to start the trial again at some future date. Perhaps by then Father Stringer will have moved on to Australia in search of new churches to burn down. But it still looks awfully like judicial interference on one side of the case, doing the defence’s job for them. Why haven’t Cathy and her solicitors been here before us? Perhaps they have. Perhaps it didn’t check out. I don’t know what the evidence was in those cases. In particular, I don’t know what the evidence was against the two young men involved. Perhaps there was compelling scientific evidence. The articles are very brief. It may be that they are not terribly accurate. If newspaper reports of what goes on at Bermondsey Crown Court are anything to go by, they may be largely fictitious. Eventually I decide to do what I always do in case of doubt – procrastinate and hope it will all go away. I decide to wait until the close of the prosecution case and see how the land lies then. I have no reason to think it will lie much differently, but hope springs eternal. 

			The Reverend Mrs Walden is not pleased when I communicate this decision to her. She stalks off, muttering to herself, stage right. I’m not sure how late it was when she finally came to bed.

			* * *

			Wednesday morning

			The CPS photocopying machine being miraculously restored to health, there are now copies of the transcript of Tony’s police interview for myself and the jury, and Roderick now calls the officer in the case, DS Major, to give evidence. He outlines for the jury the course of the investigation and the arrest of Tony Devonald. He summarises the results of the forensic testing of Tony’s clothing, before turning to the interview.

			Advised by the duty solicitor, Tony answered every question put to him, without a single ‘no comment’ – these days, a creditable thing in itself. He told the police repeatedly that he had nothing to do with the fire, often volunteering it without being asked. Then there was the matter of the mysterious phone call, about which the prosecution has so far said nothing. He was at home at the time, he said. He did not recognise the voice. But he was sure that the man told him that Father Stringer needed his help with something at the church. He slipped out of the house without telling anyone, thinking that he would not be away long. When he arrived at the church, he saw the fire, and immediately ran to the south door because it was the door nearest to the vicarage. The door was unlocked. It was impossible to enter the church because of the searing heat, but he called out to find out whether anyone was inside. There was no reply. The vicarage seemed dark. It was then that he noticed the metal can standing by the door. It smelled strongly of white spirit. He ran from the church with the intention of summoning help, and took the can with him to ensure that it was out of reach of the flames. He dropped it by the side of the road. He was unable to call for help because he had left his mobile at home, but soon afterwards he heard the sirens of the approaching fire engines, and went home. Roderick asks DS Major to await further questions.

			‘Just to clarify, then, Detective Sergeant,’ Cathy begins, ‘apart from the traces and smell of white spirit on Tony’s clothing and his fingerprints on the metal can, there was no scientific evidence linking him to this offence at all, was there?’

			‘Apart from those things, no,’ the Sergeant replies. His manner suggests that he thinks that really ought to be enough.

			‘Well, there was no such evidence inside the church, was there?’

			‘No, Miss. But there again, the church was burned quite thoroughly.’

			‘Yes, but not entirely, was it? The south door and its lock survived, didn’t they?’

			‘They did.’

			‘And it is a reasonable inference that whoever started the fire entered through the south door, isn’t it?’

			‘Is it, Miss?’

			‘The south door was unlocked, and the metal can containing the white spirit was found at the south door.’

			‘With respect, Miss, we only have your client’s word for that.’

			‘That’s not entirely true, Sergeant, is it? The south door was unlocked when the police arrived.’

			‘Yes, but we don’t how when, or by whom it was unlocked.’

			Cathy smiles. ‘That’s exactly right, Sergeant. We don’t know that, do we?’

			‘No, we don’t.’

			‘Could it have been the same person who cancelled choir practice so suddenly?’

			Roderick is half way to his feet. She raises a hand.

			‘Sorry, your Honour.’

			She pauses for effect.

			‘Now, let me move on to something else. Tony told you, didn’t he, that he had received a phone call asking him to go to the church at about the time of the fire, to help Father Stringer with something?’

			‘That is what he said, yes.’

			‘Did the officers seize his mobile phone when he was arrested?’

			‘They did.’

			‘And was the phone interrogated to see whether there was any evidence to support what Tony had said?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And was the result of that investigation that a call was received at about seven-forty with a duration of about forty-five seconds?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘Long enough for some conversation to take place?’

			‘I suppose so, yes.’

			‘Well, it’s not a missed call, is it?’

			‘No, I would presume not.’

			‘Were you able to establish the number from which the call originated?’

			‘Yes, Miss, it was made from the public call box on Vicarage Road.’

			‘Not far from the church?’

			‘Less than two hundred yards.’

			‘And no doubt the phone box was checked for fingerprints or other scientific evidence?’

			The Sergeant makes a pretence of checking the record of the investigation, and feigns a look of resignation.

			‘I know an officer went to take a look. But you wouldn’t expect to find anything usable in a phone box with members of the public going in and out all the time. There was no way to preserve it as a scene by the time we were aware of it.’

			‘That’s a “no”, is it?’

			‘No check for fingerprints was made.’

			‘Very well. But there is no doubt, is there, that a call was made to Tony’s phone from the call box at about the time he claimed in his interview?’

			‘That would appear to be correct, Miss, yes.’

			‘Thank you, Sergeant. Lastly, can you confirm please that Tony Devonald is nineteen years of age, and that he has never been convicted of any offence, and that he has never received any caution, reprimand, or warning?’

			‘That is correct, Miss.’

			Cathy sits down, and the Detective Sergeant leaves the witness box.

			‘Your Honour,’ Roderick announces grandly, ‘that concludes the prosecution’s case, subject only to preparing a few agreed facts for the jury. If I might have a few minutes to inquire into the continuing health of the CPS photocopier, I would be most grateful.’

			‘Your Honour, I would appreciate a few minutes also, to confer with the defendant before we go any further,’ Cathy adds.

			I turn to the jury.

			‘Short break, members of the jury. You will have time for coffee, I expect.’

			They don’t seem in any way distressed by the news. In fact, as it turns out, they have more than enough time for coffee. I soon get a message suggesting that I release the jury until two o’clock. Nothing to do with the CPS photocopier, for once. Something has come up, and Cathy needs more time to confer with her client. Fair enough, I think. He is probably nervous about giving evidence. He will have to, whether he wants to or not, if he is to stand a chance of getting off. But she may have to persuade him of that, and I don’t want to rush her.

			And so to lunch, an oasis of calm in a desert of chaos.

			I enter the mess with some trepidation, fully expecting to find the rugby wars still in full flow, but to my relief, calm seems to have descended. 

			‘How is your case going?’ I ask Legless.

			‘Fine,’ he replies. ‘Should finish the prosecution case tomorrow. No problems.’ 

			Nothing amiss that I can detect. 

			Marjorie likewise, when I ask her the same question. ‘Yes, fine. We are making good progress. I may get the jury out late this afternoon, but more likely tomorrow morning.’

			‘Hubert?’

			Hubert looks up from the dish of the day, described on the menu as pasta puttanesca.

			‘Oh, it’s all nonsense,’ he complains, ‘two foreigners attacking each other in a pub. Deport both of them if it was up to me. Waste of public money.’

			‘Is there a bad injury?’ I ask.

			‘Couple of broken ribs, cuts to the head, that kind of thing. Nothing serious.’

			‘How is your case going?’ Marjorie asks.

			I decide to tell them about my dinner at the Delights of the Raj with the Reverend Mrs Walden, and about her subsequent computer-based research.

			‘I’m not sure what, if anything, I should do about it,’ I confess. ‘What do you think?’

			‘I wouldn’t say anything,’ Legless advises. ‘You can’t jump into the arena on behalf of one party. Besides, as you say yourself, you can’t be sure what the previous matters were about, whether they have any relevance. There would have to be a complete investigation, which would derail the trial.’

			‘I agree that it would derail the trial,’ Marjorie says, ‘but I think you have to say something, Charlie. There is a real risk of injustice. You don’t have to jump into the arena. I would just have counsel into chambers, tell them you stumbled over some information; you are worried about the possibility of a miscarriage of justice; and give them time to reflect about what to do. If I know Cathy Writtle, she will invite you to discharge the jury and order a retrial once they have had time to investigate properly. The officer in the case might well want to look into it, too.’ 

			I nod, still undecided.

			‘I did that once,’ Hubert says.

			‘Did what?’

			‘Told counsel about some information I had which might have been relevant.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Oh, yes. It was while I was sitting at Southwark for a week or two, years ago. Fraud case. John Sugden prosecuting, and that awful woman – God, what was her name? Fulton, Fulberry, something like that, dreadful woman – defending. The defendant was giving evidence and Sugden was cross-examining, and he asked the defendant where some transaction had taken place. Can’t remember what the transaction was, but obviously fraudulent, because he eventually went down like a lead balloon, and I gave him –’

			‘What was the information, Hubert?’ I ask.

			‘The information? Oh, yes. Well, he tells Sugden that the transaction was consummated at the Garrick Club. I couldn’t believe my ears. “Did you say the Garrick?” I asked. “Yes, your Honour,” he says, bold as brass. I was horrified. “What were you doing at the Garrick Club?” I ask him myself. He turns to me, looking a bit surprised. “I am a member, your Honour,” he replies. “What?” I say. “You can’t be a member of my Club. You’re an undischarged bankrupt!” Counsel are trying to interrupt, of course, but I was furious. I rose immediately and telephoned the Secretary of the Club, and do you know what he told me?’

			‘I have no idea,’ I reply.

			‘The bounder wasn’t a member at all. Never had been. It was a complete lie. What do you think of that?’

			‘Shocking.’

			Hubert returns to his pasta puttanesca.

			‘Hubert, how does that relate to the problem I have?’ I ask.

			He looks up again.

			‘What? Oh, yes. Well, I told counsel what I had found out, of course.’

			‘So you saw both counsel in chambers?’

			‘Good God, no. In open court. The man had told the jury a lie in open court which reflected very badly on the Garrick, and I saw to it that it was corrected in open court. I took judicial notice that he wasn’t a member and told the jury that was the end of it. Well, I couldn’t drag the Secretary away from his work just to give evidence about it when it was such an obvious lie, could I? It would have been a complete waste of his time.’

			* * *

			Wednesday afternoon

			I am still mulling it all over, two minutes before I am due back in court. But it seems I am to get a reprieve. Carol comes in to tell me that counsel are going to request an adjournment until tomorrow morning. I am not sure whether having more time to think about it is going to help, but at least it gives me an excuse for not doing anything just yet. I go into court to hear what they have to say.

			‘Your Honour,’ Cathy begins. ‘I have received some information during the lunch hour which may be highly relevant to the case. I have not had the opportunity to look into it in any detail, but it may well be that in due course I will be asking your Honour to allow Father Stringer to be recalled for further questions to be put in cross-examination. My learned friend has been kind enough to make some inquiries, and it seems that Father Stringer would not be available until tomorrow morning, but could attend then.’

			For some reason I cannot immediately define, I feel taken aback. The shadow of a suspicion crosses my mind. I must have been sitting staring vacantly at Cathy for some time, because she has to get my attention again.

			‘Your Honour?’

			‘Yes. Yes,’ I reply. I am really not sure how to continue. ‘Well, of course, if it should be necessary… but, well, perhaps you could tell me what the information is?’

			‘Your Honour, I would prefer not to say anything about it in open court, certainly until I have had the chance to look into it in more depth.’

			Roderick rises to his feet.

			‘If I may, your Honour, my learned friend has been good enough to tell me in outline what is involved, and on behalf of the prosecution, I agree that it is a matter which should be inquired into further. I also agree that, depending on the result of those further inquiries, it may be right to recall Father Stringer.’

			I have no choice. Cathy is entitled to the chance to look into whatever it is. I will have to be patient until tomorrow.

			* * *

			Wednesday evening

			This evening, I come very close to asking the Reverend Mrs Walden a direct question. Over dinner – ironically a cheese omelette and chips, a dish to be known in future in the Walden household as an Omelette à la Stringer – I tell her about the surprising developments in the case of Tony Devonald. She listens attentively, but does not seem quite as surprised as I would have expected. Part of me thinks that perhaps this is not coming as news to her. Another part of me dismisses that idea as absurd and tells me to get a grip. But still, it seems to me that she is acting rather suspiciously, being quite evasive.

			‘I’m sure defence counsel must have gone down the same road we did,’ she says as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. ‘The only surprise is that no one thought to do it before now.’

			She then changes the subject, rather abruptly, to my way of thinking. But I can’t quite bring myself to say anything. After all, I am still not sure what awaits me on the morrow.

			* * *

			Thursday morning

			Jeanie is in a much better mood this morning. Her husband made a rather more successful investment in a race at Chester yesterday afternoon, she tells me, and the rent is safe for another month. George is up in arms over the Chancellor’s latest economic proposals, which he sees as the latest instalment of the personal vendetta being carried out against him by the Government. But all in all it is a cheerful enough stroll to court, with an exceptionally good latte to look forward to. Naturally, by now, I am very curious indeed to see what is going to happen in court. 

			As it is Thursday, Stella is getting anxious about the list for tomorrow, and the list for next week, both of which are apparently fraught with the potential for disaster. 

			‘I’ve got that appeal against conviction from the Magistrates Court,’ she complains. ‘It’s down for between two and three hours, and I’ve got two magistrates lined up. But I need a judge to preside, and I don’t know who I’ve got.’

			‘Which appeal is that?’

			‘Bushell. That chap who was convicted of driving without due care and attention and claims he was suffering from automatic something or other.’

			‘Automatism?’ I suggest.

			‘Yes, that’s the one. He’s calling a neurological specialist, who can only come tomorrow before leaving to start a year at Harvard. So we’ve got to get it on.’

			‘I think Judge Jenkins and Judge Drake are both likely to get their juries out today,’ I reply as soothingly as I can. ‘I’ll ask them at lunch. I wouldn’t worry about it.’

			I pause.

			‘Don’t tell anyone, but I think there’s even a chance I may be free myself.’

			She raises her eyebrows.

			‘I thought Devonald had at least another couple of days to go.’

			‘Something’s come up. We may have a witness recalled this morning, and if we do, it may be that the prosecution case will take something of a hit. I’ll make sure Carol lets you know.’

			‘That would be great, Judge.’ Stella almost manages a smile. ‘In that case, you can do the appeal, and I can give you Raven next week.’

			‘What’s that about?’

			‘Sexual assault. Groping a sixteen-year-old on the tube during the rush hour.’

			I close my eyes.

			‘Nothing is certain yet, Stella, of course,’ I reply. ‘I may be quite wrong. Devonald may still have a day or two to go.’

			‘I’ll come and see you just before two o’clock,’ she says.

			As I enter court, I see Father Osbert Stringer sitting in the back row next to DS Major. It may be my imagination, but it seems to me that the Detective Sergeant is keeping something of a close eye on him. As soon as the jury has been brought in, Cathy is on her feet.

			‘Your Honour,’ she begins, ‘thank you for the time you have given us. I‘m pleased to say that it has been used productively. Further information has come to light which I anticipate may be highly relevant to the questions the jury have to decide, and I now ask that Father Stringer be recalled to answer further questions in cross-examination.’

			‘By all means.’

			Father Stringer proceeds slowly from his seat at the back of the court to the witness box, with what looks to me like a dead- man-walking attitude.

			‘You are still under oath, Father,’ I say as neutrally as I can, before nodding to Cathy.

			‘Thank you, your Honour. Father Stringer, you told the jury on Tuesday that you had been in the ministry for some thirty years, is that right?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘And you have been vicar of St Giles, Tottenham, for the past four years?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Before coming to St Giles, you spent a good many years working abroad, did you not?’

			‘I did.’

			‘You were featured in an article in the Church Times about priests who had worked in a number of different countries?’

			‘Yes. The Anglican Communion is a world-wide church, and there are some, such as myself, who feel called to serve different parts of the Anglican family.’

			Cathy nods.

			‘I don’t intend to ask you about all the churches you have served in, Father, but there are one or two the jury might find to be of interest. For example, some eight years ago, you were ministering in Canada, were you not?’

			‘I was in Canada for more than five years.’

			‘During which time you were priest in charge of the church of St Anthony of Padua in a suburb of Toronto called East York, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Father Stringer, please tell the jury what happened to the church of St Anthony of Padua?’

			‘What happened to it?’

			‘Yes, what happened to it. In other words, if I were to travel to East York tomorrow, would I be able to see the church of St Anthony of Padua for myself?’

			Father Stringer seems a bit reluctant to answer.

			‘I believe it has been rebuilt,’ he replies quietly, ‘though not on its former scale, of course.’

			‘Rebuilt?’ Cathy says, feigning surprise, with a quick look in the direction of the jury. ‘Why was it necessary to rebuild it?’

			The witness looks down.

			‘There was a fire.’

			‘Indeed. In fact, the church burned to the ground, did it not?’

			‘Yes.’

			I glance over at the jury. They are sitting up and taking notes now.

			‘And was this while you were priest in charge?’

			‘Sadly, yes.’

			‘Sadly, yes. Father Stringer, what was the cause of the fire?’

			‘The police determined that it was a case of arson.’

			‘Indeed? Did they discover who was responsible?’

			‘They arrested a young man. I believe the court later made a hospital order in his case. I am not sure whether he was ever tried.’

			‘Was the young man in question known to you?’

			‘Yes. He was a member of the congregation. But he was seriously disturbed. Very seriously disturbed indeed.’

			‘Did this seriously disturbed young man use an accelerant to set the fire?’

			‘As I recall, yes.’

			‘He used white spirit, didn’t he?’ she asks. ‘In a metal can?’

			‘He may well have done… it was some years ago. I don’t remember all the details.’

			‘Well, let’s see how well you do if I go back a little farther in time. Before Canada, you spent a number of years in South Africa?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Were you one of the ministers at the Church of St Peter and St Paul in Bloemfontein?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘This, of course, is even longer ago, but by any chance, do you happen to remember anything happening to that church?’

			‘There was a fire.’

			This time, there is an audible gasp from the jury. Roderick is studying some papers, probably in preparation for his next case. He appears to have lost interest in this one.

			‘Yes. To take matters shortly, Father, the Church of St Peter and St Paul also burned to the ground, and once again, a young man of your congregation was charged with the offence of arson.’

			‘And he was convicted,’ Stringer protests. 

			‘Yes, indeed he was,’ Cathy replies quietly. ‘And I am sure you are hoping that Tony Devonald will follow in his footsteps.’

			‘I have no idea what you mean,’ the witness splutters.

			‘You know exactly what I mean,’ Cathy says. 

			She pauses for some time. Until now, she has been pressing full speed ahead. The pause is abrupt. At first I think it is solely for effect, but as it goes on, I am not so sure. Every eye in the courtroom is fixed on her. I am not going to rush her.

			‘Before I go on, Father Stringer, I want to give you the opportunity to correct the evidence you gave on Tuesday. I ask you to admit to this jury that you phoned Tony Devonald and asked him to come to the church shortly before eight o’clock on the evening of the fire at St Giles; and that the fire was already blazing when Tony arrived. If you make that admission, I will conclude my cross-examination.’

			‘That is completely untrue,’ Stringer replies. He is almost shouting.

			Cathy nods.

			‘All right. Father, I am sorry I have to raise this, but you leave me no choice. I believe your parents, sadly, are both dead. Is that right?’

			Now I sit up and take notice, as well as the jury. This is something new. Of course. I should have known there would be more. So far, Cathy has been following the path the Reverend Mrs Walden uncovered in about fifteen minutes. Since then, she would have had every pupil in her chambers pulling an all-nighter. If there was more to find, of course they would have found it.

			Father Stringer has turned a whiter shade of pale, as they say. He turns to me in desperation.

			‘Is this really relevant, your Honour?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I reply. ‘Please answer the question and we shall see.’

			‘My parents both died when I was very young,’ he replies.

			‘Yes. They died on the same occasion, didn’t they?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘In a fire at the family home?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You were the only child?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you were not inside the house when the fire started, were you?’

			‘No. I was playing in the shed in the garden.’

			‘Where your father kept his tools and various materials used in home decoration?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Including white spirit?’

			‘That was a complete misunderstanding.’ He is almost shouting again. 

			‘The police found you with it, didn’t they? There was evidence of white spirit on your clothes.’

			‘I was nowhere near the house. I was in the shed.’

			‘By the time the police and the fire brigade arrived, yes, I’m sure you were.’

			‘I was not prosecuted.’

			‘No,’ Cathy agrees. ‘You were too young. You were only nine, weren’t you?’

			There is no reply. She does not press for one.

			‘Lastly, Father Stringer, I would like you to look at something.’

			Cathy gestures towards DS Major, who is sitting behind Roderick. The Sergeant hands her a small clear plastic evidence bag with an exhibit label attached. She proffers it to Dawn, who takes it from her and cheerfully sets out for the witness box.

			‘What is this, Miss Writtle?’ I ask.

			‘Your Honour, DS Major told the jury yesterday, quite correctly, that no forensic evidence in the form of fingerprints and so on was found in the phone box in Vicarage Road. But the officer who went to search did remove a number of items found there, and she inventoried them. Her inventory is in the unused materials. It occurred to me yesterday to have a look at one item, described as a small black button. DS Major helpfully found it for me.’

			Stringer is staring through the plastic like a stricken man.

			‘Father Stringer, I am showing you the small black button found in the phone box. The jury will see in a moment or two that it is a quite unusual button, covered with black cloth, with no button holes showing on top. I am going to ask you whether you recognise it, but before I do, I think it only fair to tell you that I was able to have the button examined yesterday by a gentleman who works for J Wippell and Co, and who is prepared to give evidence, if necessary. So that the jury will understand, Father, J Wippell and Co is an old-established firm which supplies clerical garments to clergymen of the Church of England. Is that right?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Now, can you tell the jury what kind of button that is?’

			‘It is the kind of button used on cassocks,’ he replies, barely audibly.

			‘The cassock being the garment that you are wearing in court today?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Is it yours?’

			‘No. I have no reason to think it is. There are no buttons missing from my cassock.’

			‘I’m sure that is true. But then, you have had plenty of time to replace it, haven’t you?’

			Roderick can’t even be bothered to object. I give Cathy a look, pro forma.

			‘Sorry, your Honour. So, we must assume, must we, that it is simply a coincidence that this button was found in the phone box in Vicarage Road not long after someone phoned Tony Devonald from that very box and asked him to come to the church?’

			‘The button doesn’t prove that I was there.’

			‘No,’ Cathy replies, ‘it doesn’t. But I think it is enough for my purposes. I have no further questions, your Honour.’

			She pauses only for a moment.

			‘Your Honour, I believe that my learned friend Mr Lofthouse is now about to close his case once more. If so, there is a matter of law I wish to mention in the absence of the jury.’

			I look across the court at Roderick who climbs wearily to his feet.

			‘Your Honour, I do now formally close my case again. To save time, I do not resist the application my learned friend is about to make. I ask only that your Honour not release Father Stringer. I understand that DS Major would like a word with him.’

			‘In that case, Miss Writtle,’ I say, ‘I don’t think there is any need to send the jury out.’

			I turn to the jury and address the thin, angular gentleman sitting nearest to me in the front row, juror number one, who is about to become the foreman of the jury without being elected in the usual way. 
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