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Your very silence is your confession


Iphigenia Auliensis,
Euripides




July 1999, HMP Kensal Green


Benson pulled up the sleeves of his grey prison sweatshirt.


‘It’s the mark of Cain.’


Camberley recoiled.


‘Don’t say that. You must never say that again.’


‘It’s the truth.’


‘No, it isn’t. We both know it isn’t.’


‘We both know it doesn’t matter what the truth is any more.’


Only a few months ago Benson had been in his second year of a philosophy degree. He’d toyed with the idea of tattoos. Something aesthetic; and linked to grammar – an obsession of the logical positivists. He’d thought of an exclamation mark on his chest and a question mark on his back. He’d ended up with a string of full stops on each arm.


‘They’ll fade,’ he said, pulling down his sleeves.


‘I’ll pay for their removal.’


‘The conviction will remain, Miss Camberley. I might as well keep them.’


Four days earlier, Benson had been dragged into a pelly on D Wing. There, with a needle, blue ink and toilet paper, the job had been done. Twelve dots. Four on the inside of one arm and eight on the other, a jab and a dab for each letter in the name Paul Harbeton. ‘It doesn’t matter if you’re innocent,’ the screw had said, watching. ‘You’ve been convicted.’ There’d been a Zippo as well, to sterilise the needle and light the burns of the onlookers, all of them branded in the same way; all of them lifers for murder, members of the most exclusive club in the prison system.


‘No,’ said Camberley. ‘You cannot keep those . . . mutilations.’


Prior to his trial, she’d leafed imperiously through the witness statements. At times, he’d even wondered if she was glad he’d been charged, for he’d sensed in Helen Camberley QC – silver-haired, with eyes like burning jet – the white-knuckle vanity of the virtuoso. She was going to show Benson how it was done.


‘I owe you an apology,’ she said, sitting down.


‘You gave me a fighting chance. You fought—’


‘And I lost. And all I can tell you is that I’ve never wanted to win a case more than yours; or feel more responsible for . . .’ – embarrassed, she focused on the stained walls, then the broken light, and finally the worn-out lino. She held her breath, as if wondering what to do with it, and finally she let it go, as so much waste. ‘Perhaps one day you might forgive me.’


Benson blamed her for nothing. In court she’d been cajoling, inquiring, indignant, rousing – he’d been mesmerised. His one fleeting concern – dismissed at the time as ignoble – was that maybe, just maybe, she’d tried too hard. That energy hadn’t diminished in the slightest.


‘Last week you said you were resolved to come to the Bar?’


‘I did.’


‘You’ve reflected on my advice?’


‘I have.’


‘Good. Because I, too, have given considerable thought to your future. Have you seen A Man for All Seasons?’


‘No.’


‘A pity. It’s about the life of Thomas More. At one point, he tries to steer a man away from moral catastrophe. Because his professional ambitions are misplaced. More urges him to abandon them and consider teaching. It’s a quiet life, he says; and I say to you—’


‘I don’t want to teach.’


‘Why not?’


‘I want to be like you.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes. I want to question people who think they know the truth.’


‘But you can do that in the classroom. The mind, too, can be a prison. You can open—’


‘I’d rather keep them out of places like this.’


‘And live with failure, like I must?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, that’s admirable; and of no significance.’


She’d already told Benson why. And she repeated it with agitation. You can’t become a barrister without joining one of the four Inns of Court. To do so, you’d have to disclose your conviction . . . and since you pleaded not guilty, you’d have to admit the murder you didn’t commit. And she came to a halt, dismayed, guessing – correctly – that Benson had already written to the Parole Board in those terms. He said:


‘Is there a law that forbids someone with a conviction for murder from practising at the Bar?’


‘No. But—’


‘An Order made by the Secretary of State?’


‘No.’


‘Any rules or regulations published by the Bar Council?’


‘No. Will, stop this. You’re—’


‘Any guidelines restricting the exercise of discretion?’


‘I don’t know and it makes no damned difference. They’ll slam the door in your face.’


‘But it’s possible? Theoretically?’


‘Forget the theory. You’re not a “fit and proper person”.’


‘You don’t need to tell me that.’ Benson tugged up his sleeves. ‘The fit and proper person I once was is dead and gone. I’m starting again. But these dots won’t define what is fit and proper . . . they won’t determine what I do with my new life. I won’t forget the theory. It’s all I’ve got left.’


Camberley went to the barred window and looked over the expanse of slate, chipped brick and barbed wire, towards the gas works, and, beyond that, the distant shops and restaurants of Kensington. Turning a bangle round and round her wrist, she stared as if straining to distinguish someone through the summer haze.


‘Dead and gone?’


‘For ever.’


She became quite still; then she returned to the table with its bent legs bolted to the floor. Although she was short, her voice had an authority that conjured stature. Gazing down at Benson through two half-moons of glass, she seemed far away, in a cold place.


‘I’ll help you challenge the inconceivable. But on one condition.’


‘Name it.’


‘Dying isn’t enough. There can be no resurrection.’


Benson nodded, but his agreement had come too quickly. Camberley became irritated:


‘An advocate must be free. Free from any kind of external pressure or internal distraction. All that matters is the client. Their case, as they see it, supported or unsupported by the evidence. Not as seen by the Crown, or the media, or pressure groups, or the armchair critic. And certainly not as seen through the eyes of an embittered victim of injustice. Some may have the detachment to look beyond their pain. But not a few don’t. They live out their anger finding common cause with those they would help. That is fatal for an advocate. And fatal for the client. Your vocation is to become someone else’s voice; not give them your own. This means you must only look forward. You cannot look back in a search for lost innocence.’


‘I understand.’


‘And neither can anyone else. Not your mother, not your father, not your brother, not your lover. What is dead is dead. If that life is gone, then you must leave it buried.’


‘I will.’


He would become a disciple. And it would cost him nothing.


‘I’ll never look back.’


After a long moment Camberley’s expression softened. A warming vulnerability appeared in her eyes, and she said:


‘From now on, call me Helen.’


With that she went to the door and gave it a knock to summon a guard. Turning suddenly around, she said:


‘We’ll never speak of your case again. So let this be the final word: whoever killed Paul Harbeton lives in a hell of their own making. And unless they admit their crime, they’ll remain there for ever. You can take some comfort in that.’


A key rattled in the lock and Benson felt the misty onset of panic. His respite was over. He was going to be banged up for twenty-three hours a day with Needles. Through a choking fog of tobacco and anxiety he saw him slouched on the toilet, legs wide open, farting and knitting. The guard shoved open the door.


‘How do you know?’ said Benson, and Camberley gazed at him, overrun by an abrupt compression of empathy and accusation. Her voice was barely audible:


‘Getting away with murder always comes at a price.’




PART ONE


January 2017
Two days before trial
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‘I’m dying, Will,’ said Camberley, striking a match to light a cigar.


George Braithwaite, sporting a holly and ivy patterned tie, had just taken his unsteady leave. It was late now, and Camberley had returned to the dining room with a bottle of something special, bought long ago, when she’d planned ahead for those ordinary moments that suddenly turn into a celebration.


‘Dying?’ Benson repeated, as if it was a foreign word.


Camberley smiled: ‘Yes. I suppose I should be frightened; but I’m not.’


Benson felt nothing. Then, very slowly, his chair seemed to tip backwards.


‘How do you know?’


‘I’ve got lung cancer.’ With a flick of her wrist, she extinguished the growing flame.


‘What?’


‘Never ask a useless question.’


‘You’re having treatment?’


‘There’s no point. It’s everywhere.’


‘But surely—’


‘I mean everywhere.’


‘It can be slowed down, Helen. There’s—’


‘Not mine.’ She paused to adjust her paper crown. ‘It’s in my lungs. My lymph nodes. My bone marrow. My organs. My brain.’ She sounded like a pathologist reading labels on a row of glass jars. Savouring the brown aroma of Cuba, she said, ‘I’m banjaxed.’


Benson felt the beginnings of a headache.


‘How long did they give you?’


‘Oh, I wasn’t listening. A few weeks or so.’


They were quiet together – as they’d often been in the past after they’d talked themselves dry, dissecting trials and witnesses; scoundrel advocates and rising stars; shrewd judges and the odd dimwit who should never have been appointed. Arching a brow, she appraised the hot, creeping ash at the end of her cigar.


‘I would have liked to go in late spring, with the wisteria out of control. Pull another cracker, will you?’


That conversation had taken place on Christmas Day. A wet and cloudy Sunday. It was now mid-January. Another cloudy Sunday, and even wetter. Camberley’s paper crown had been replaced by a transparent PVC ventilation helmet that reached down to her neck. Glowering at Benson she said:


‘Stop moping and tell me about the Limehouse case.’


Her decline had been rapid. Within a week of pulling that cracker, she’d lost weight. Her breathing had turned short. She’d coughed up specks of blood. After ten days’ resistance, a chest infection spreading, she’d said goodbye to her rambling home with its dormant garden and taken a room at the Royal Marsden Hospital.


‘You told me it’s about family secrets,’ she said. ‘I’m intrigued. Especially when they end in death.’


The riddle in the cracker – ‘Why is it getting harder to buy Advent calendars?’ – had foxed Camberley; and Benson had refused to read the punchline. He took her hand:


‘Jorge Menderez is a doctor from Spain.’


‘What kind?’ she snapped.


‘Medical. Works for years in a maternity clinic and then becomes a GP. Decides to take a sabbatical. Comes to London, seeking distance.’


‘From?’


‘Memories. Problems with his parents. Childhood confusion. So when he gets to London he checks out various therapists and finally settles on Karen Lynwood. Like him, she’s in her fifties. And she speaks Spanish.’


‘I assume he spoke English?’


‘Yes. He did his medical training at Cambridge.’


‘Think pilgrimage.’


‘Sorry?’


‘A return to the place that put him on the road to the rest of his life.’


‘Well, it’s an odd pilgrimage, because, according to the police, he never went to the shrine.’


‘Meaning?’


‘He rents a house by Limehouse Cut and just stays there. Never went back to Cambridge – at least not to his college – and made no attempt to contact any of his contemporaries.’


‘Very interesting.’ Camberley had closed her eyes and was frowning; breathing was hard work. ‘Did he know anyone nearby?’


‘No.’


‘Colleagues from Spain?’


‘None of them were in the UK.’


The police investigation had shown that Menderez only made connections with people who’d got some link to his homeland and its culture. And none of them had ever crossed his path before. He’d sought them out, wanting, it seemed, a place to anchor his identity; and, having found them, he’d been at pains to maintain his privacy. He’d dropped into the Instituto Cervantes; he’d attended a few cultural events organised by the British Spanish Society; and he’d eaten fairly often at El Ganso, a Spanish restaurant in South Hackney. The only people who’d got anywhere near him were the chairman of the Limehouse Photography Club, a witness for the prosecution with nothing much to say, and, of course, Karen Lynwood, his therapist. Who had a great deal to say but wouldn’t be saying it. And that, said Benson, was the heart of the case.


‘The Crown says she fell in love with Menderez. And he with her.’


‘There’s evidence of a relationship?’


‘Overwhelming.’


Camberley could no doubt imagine the rest: the husband finds out and, driven to despair, he kills the man who’d exploited the rift in his marriage. She’d seen it many times before.


‘The person I’d most like to have questioned is Dr Menderez,’ said Benson. ‘He came to England with a secret . . .’


Benson felt a flush of sadness. He’d turned, to see Camberley’s head had fallen to one side. She was sleeping, a pained frown upon her face. With each uncertain respiration, a piece of shiny blue plastic moved in a tube at the side of the helmet, rising and falling no more than a centimetre. Benson watched it, holding his breath: up, down, up, down, up, down . . . the blue disc always fluttering at the high and low point . . . up, down, up, down, up, down . . . Unable to watch this quiver on the edge of life, he tiptoed towards the door, but then, just as he was about to leave, he heard a soft cry:


‘Will, come back.’


Benson quickly obeyed, but his mind fled elsewhere. He couldn’t forget the Camberley he’d known since his own strange death, the woman who’d brought him to another life and who, only recently, had sported a crown, worn aslant above a mischievous grin. She’d worked out why it’s getting hard to buy Advent calendars. Their days are numbered.


‘I want to talk about the trial,’ she said hoarsely.


‘We will, Helen. I’ll come when I can, after court, but you’ve got to rest now, there’s no—’


‘Not the Limehouse case, Will. I mean yours . . . your trial.’


‘Mine? That’s dead and buried.’


She shook her head.


‘There are things you must tell me; and there are things I must say.’


Benson had taken her hand once more. They were looking at each other through a shroud of PVC. She was going to die in there. Her skin was sallow and her hair was tangled; but for a moment her pupils became sharp.


‘Our journey’s almost over, Will. And I’ve one last step to take. Help me finish what we began.’


Before Benson could reply, she slowly closed her eyes. All he could hear was the rasp in her lungs and the uneven passage of the plastic disc. Up, down; up, down; up, down . . .


On the way home, Benson popped into a newsagent’s and bought a keyring torch. While the manager rooted in a box for some batteries, Benson heard the news, coming muffled from a radio in a back room. A body had been found in Nine Elms. But Benson couldn’t engage with someone else’s death. He could only think of Camberley, who’d shortly leave him . . . wanting, first, to return to the beginning of their relationship. The apposition of beginnings and ends had thrown him, making that inevitable parting all the more significant. Back on board The Wooden Doll, his barge moored at Seymour Basin, off the Albert Canal, he stood in the darkness, sending a blade of light along the curved walls, oiled floorboards and beamed ceiling. He drew patterns, cutting left and right, slashing at the night; and tears ran down his face like never before, save once, when a screw had told him his mother was dead.
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‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been twenty-one years since my last confession.’


‘You must have come with a skip.’


‘No, Father, I’ve come with a mistake.’


‘Well, I hope it’s a corker.’


‘It’s about doubt. The breaking of a promise. And betrayal.’


‘That’s fairly Petrine, actually.’


‘Petrine?’


‘Like Saint Peter. Do you remember? The denial by the fire? He made three mistakes in less than a minute. But, to be fair, he was scared out of his trousers. What about you . . . are you all right?’


‘Yes . . . I’m just tense. And confused. And it’s been such a long time, Father. I can’t remember what comes next.’


‘It’s forgiveness. You can tell me anything. Anything at all.’


Tess de Vere hadn’t planned to enter the confessional. Throughout a wet Sunday, she’d stayed warm at home in Ennismore Gardens Mews reading a trial brief, preparing for tomorrow’s client conference with Benson. Then, to clear her head, she’d ambled through Hyde Park into Marylebone. She’d stared at a display case in Shipton’s, the jeweller’s; and then, not quite thinking, she’d followed her feet into a church off Spanish Place. She’d seen the glow of torchlight on worn-out black Oxfords peeping out from beneath a curtain on one side of the booth. She’d heard a page turn, and then a soft laugh. Moments later she’d been on her knees.


‘As an undergraduate I went on work experience with a solicitor,’ she said suddenly. ‘And I attended the trial of a student charged with murder.’


The priest’s head remained perfectly still. And Tess thought of her father in Galway, motionless in Barna Woods, listening for redwings.


‘This student, a man, went to a pub on a Saturday night. He ended up outside, challenging another man about his behaviour. This other man floored him with a headbutt. That’s it. Only this other man was found dead in a back street forty minutes later.’


Benson had been arrested, because he’d been seen in Soho, and the question of his guilt or innocence had been born.


‘When this man got life, Father, I watched him go down . . . and it was traumatic.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I was powerless. And because he’d sworn to me that he was innocent.’


‘You believed him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You do.’


Tess closed her eyes and knotted her fingers.


‘He told me he was going to be convicted, he could sense it, but he needed at least one person he didn’t know to accept that he was innocent. He didn’t want pity, Father; he wanted belief . . . and it was like he was giving me his soul, and I had to look after it, because once he was taken away in a prison van his life was over.’


Tess opened her eyes to find the priest had moved closer to the grille.


‘And when you saw him again?’ he said.


‘I felt bound to him. Bound to who he’d been, to who he might have been, and to who he’d become . . . I’d been left with his true identity, only no one accepted him any more, and he didn’t accept himself . . . and he still doesn’t . . . and there was I, holding on to something important that he didn’t want back, because he’d changed . . . It’s complicated, Father.’


‘It could only be complicated.’


Alone in the tense moments before the verdict had been delivered, Benson had told Tess he would have liked to come to the Bar, and she’d thrown back hope like a lifeguard: go for it, she’d said. Don’t give up. Sixteen years later Tess had sat in a restaurant, eavesdropping on two hacks as they mocked the ex-con no-hoper who’d opened his own chambers from an old fishmonger’s in Spitalfields. Clerked by a former cellmate with convictions for tax fraud, he’d landed a murder trial that he couldn’t possibly win.


‘Are you frightened?’ said the priest.


‘Yes, Father.’


He waited.


‘Of yourself?’


‘Yes. Because I don’t know what I feel. The man who came out of prison is so different from the person I’d met in the cells. That guy was simple. He was desperate, but . . . his desperation was transparent.’


‘Which is why you trusted him?’


‘Probably, yes.’


‘What about the man who was freed?’


After leaving that restaurant, Tess had resolved to help the no-hoper defy his critics. She’d parked her classic Mini near Benson’s barge, waiting for him to come home. He’d appeared, head down, checking his pockets for his keys, talking to himself, seconds before a passer-by coughed, gathering mucus in his mouth.


‘Freed?’ she asked. ‘He can’t shut doors, or lock them. He can’t look anyone in the eye. He’s still desperate, but it’s clouded now. He can’t tell you what he feels, because he doesn’t know what he feels. I watched someone spit on him, Father, and he accepted it without complaint. I gave him my handkerchief and he just wiped his face.’


And that had been the beginning. For when Tess had run across the road, she’d no longer been a powerless bystander. She’d been a solicitor with Coker & Dale, a top London firm. Despite opposition from the partners, she’d stayed at Benson’s side. They’d become ‘Benson and de Vere’, with Archie Congreve in the clerk’s chair and Molly Robson on the throne of chambers administration. They’d become a team like no other. The priest drew a deep breath.


‘Isn’t this compassion?’


‘Yes. Only . . . I’m frightened I might love him.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Nothing. It’s just that . . . I came to doubt him.’


‘What’s wrong with doubt? I graze on the stuff.’


‘I mean serious doubts, Father.’


‘So do I.’ The priest paused, as if to read the label on a packet of laxatives from hell. ‘They clear the mind. Wonderfully. And they lead to action.’


The last time doubt had brought Tess to her knees, she’d been with Fr Kennedy. He’d dished out the penance before Tess had described the wrong turning. He couldn’t restrain a longing to forgive. She said:


‘I tried to deal with these doubts. I asked this man to help me prove his innocence. And he begged me not to.’


‘Did he say why?’


‘He said if everything was resolved he might lose the flame. You see, Father, something takes over when this man walks into a courtroom. His deadened life is left behind . . . he says he comes alive . . . and it’s electrifying. So I promised to leave his past alone.’


‘And is this the mistake that weighs upon you?’


‘No, Father. My mistake was to break that promise.’


‘And why did you break it?’


‘Because in public he says he’s guilty and in private he says he’s innocent . . . and it harms him and his family and the family of the man who was killed. They’re all ghosts in a twilight world of confusion and anger and grief.’


‘So you did what you promised you wouldn’t do?’


‘Yes. Helped by my oldest friend, I began a secret investigation into this man’s trial.’


Urged on by Sally Martindale, Tess had pored over the witness statements, seeking leads that may have been missed. The priest leaned closer.


‘Did you uncover anything?’


‘Yes. And if we act on what we now know – which, for him, would be an act of betrayal – there’s a chance he’ll be vindicated.’


‘You don’t sound especially pleased.’


‘I’m not. Because I’m scared of making a second, bigger mistake. I’m wondering if it might be better for people to live without the truth, because, if the truth comes out, the confusion and anger and grief won’t go away. It’ll only increase. The twilight world will only get darker.’


‘How so?’


‘Someone out there will be arrested, and their life, and the lives of those closest to them, will be changed, utterly and for ever. And as for the man who’s declared innocent . . . what does he gain? He can’t get back the life he once had, and he might lose the one he’s built upon injustice, which helps so many people . . . because he’s different. He listens differently. He acts differently. And all that might disappear . . . because of the truth. Come on, Father. Let’s face reality. The truth? Who needs it?’


The priest leaned back and the light – a gap between the curtain and the booth – fell upon Tess. She squinted, for even weak light is bright in the dark.


‘What have you found?’ said the priest from a shadow.


‘A bracelet.’
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‘An investigation?’


‘Yes.’


‘Into Rizla’s trial?’


‘Yes. That’s what I said.’


‘And you’ve found a bangle?’


‘No, a bracelet.’


Archie dropped the sock that he’d been filling with breadcrumbs onto his desk.


‘Take me through this again.’


At that moment the door opened and Molly bustled in, clutching a wicker basket.


‘Stand well back,’ she said. ‘I’ve got the oranges and the sugar. Oh . . . hello Miss de Vere. Is everything all right?’


Archie pointed to the chairs in front of his desk.


‘Miss de Vere has something to tell us.’


Talking about her dilemma in the darkness of a confessional had nudged Tess into a kind of daylight: she had to tell Archie and Molly what she’d been doing. Knowing the two of them had planned to meet in chambers to continue ‘preparations for the next trial’, Tess had gone there, but on entering the clerk’s room she’d found Archie preoccupied, crumbling sliced brown bread into a bowl. Bemused, she’d watched him transfer the crumbs into a sock. But when he’d looked up, mischief in his eyes, she’d blurted out the beginning and end of what she wanted to say. And now, with tea made by Molly, Tess went back to her point of departure. They listened intently, each sitting on the edge of their chair.


‘The man who found Paul Harbeton’s body was a motorcycle despatch rider. A guy called Mickey Lever.’


‘He’s the one who called the police?’ said Archie.


‘Yes. But that’s not all he did.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He robbed Benson of a line of enquiry that might have led to his acquittal.’


While talking to the emergency operator, Lever had seen something twinkling a few yards from the body: a platinum bracelet with nine small diamonds. Rather than hand it over to the police when they arrived, he’d put it in his pocket.


‘You’re kidding,’ said Archie, squaring up for some sort of backstreet reckoning.


‘I’m not.’


‘What did he do with it?’


‘He gave it to his girlfriend as a present.’


‘And what did she do with it?’


‘She sold it to a shop in Victoria.’


‘Which one?’


‘Evington’s.’


Tess hesitated. Do I tell them I lost faith? That it was Sally who’d carried on the investigation and not me? That it was Sally who’d gone looking for Mickey Lever and found Tracy Patterson, his girlfriend? That it was Sally who’d brought Tess back on board when she’d sensed a breakthrough? No, she couldn’t. Some secrets had to be kept, because neither Archie nor Molly would have understood Tess’s doubts. For them, Benson’s innocence had always been beyond question.


‘Why sell it?’ asked Molly.


‘Because she got married to someone else.’


‘You went to Evington’s?’ said Archie impatiently.


‘Yes.’


‘And?’


‘They’d sold it to an old lady who lived in Pimlico, and yes, I went there. And when I got there, I took photographs of the bracelet. One of them shows who made it.’


‘And who’s that?’


‘R. J. Shipton in Marylebone. And I went there, too.’


This was the jeweller’s before whose empty window Tess had paused earlier that afternoon. A few months earlier, the owner, Anthony Shipton, great-grandson of the founder, had dug out an old ledger. And Tess had taken another photograph, this time of a copperplate entry from 1918.


‘The bracelet was made by a master craftsman, Manny Brewster. The work had been commissioned by Arthur Wingate.’


‘For himself?’


‘No, Archie, for his daughter.’


‘And who’s his daughter, and why the hell would it matter now?’


‘Because this is where it gets interesting. The bracelet was an eighteenth birthday present for Elsie Wingate.’


Archie looked at Molly, and then back at Tess.


‘Who, might I ask, is Elsie Wingate?’


‘The grandmother of Richard Merrington. Who happens to be . . .’


‘The Secretary of State for Justice,’ said Archie under his breath.


Tess didn’t need to say any more. The autopsy on Paul Harbeton had identified a fatal head injury, along with a vertical bruise to the right leg. The prosecution had argued that Benson had attacked Harbeton from behind, with a kick and a blow to the skull. Camberley had countered with an explanation for which there’d been no evidence: that Harbeton had been struck by a car or motorcycle, causing him to fall and strike his head on the kerb.


Molly spoke:


‘Is Elsie your prime suspect?’


‘No, she died when Benson was in nappies. So the question becomes, who might have been wearing her bracelet on the night Paul Harbeton was killed?’


‘Do you know?’


‘Not for sure. But I’ve a good idea. Only I daren’t follow it up.’


‘Why?’


Tess repeated the worries that she’d disclosed to Fr Winsley; but Archie, roused from a trance, seemed to shoulder his way into the confessional.


‘Sure, tons of crap might hit the fan, and Rizla might like feeling guilty, but, sorry, there comes a time when leaving the truth untold becomes wrong. You’ve got to shake things up. Do what’s right. For everyone.’


‘That’s what the priest said.’


‘What priest?’


‘I went to confession.’


‘When?’


‘Earlier today.’


‘But you’ve done nothing wrong.’


‘He said that, too.’


The priest had wondered whether the true mistake was to have promised not to investigate Benson’s conviction, which, given his claim to innocence, was tantamount to leaving a truth untold.


‘So why did you go?’ said Archie.


Tess wasn’t sure. A longing, perhaps, for that childhood encounter with wonder, which had always happened with Fr Kennedy, the go-between who dispensed God’s forgiveness before you’d named the wrongs you hadn’t committed yet. But this other priest hadn’t survived the Somme. He wasn’t half-deaf. And he was in no rush to offer peace of mind. He’d said you can hesitate about whether now is the time to tell the truth, and how and why you should tell the truth, and to whom, but a situation can arise when ongoing silence becomes as evil as the wrong it conceals.


‘I went because I wanted someone to tell me what to do,’ said Tess.


‘Did he?’


‘No. But he helped.’


‘How?’


‘He said I’d know soon enough what to do and when to do it.’


He’d said once certain events spring into motion nothing can stop them; even the person who started the process. He’d told her to be vigilant. Evil, he warned, has a way of creeping up on people trying to do their best. It leaves everyone else alone.


‘You should have come to me, Tess,’ said Archie. ‘I’d have told you straight. You need to find out who the bloody hell—’


‘No, Mr Congreve.’


Molly, too, could square her shoulders.


‘What are you on about? Rizla did eleven years for a crime he didn’t commit. There are people out there – and that Merrington is one of them – who want to see him back in jail, and the sooner—’


‘Miss Camberley is dying. Mr Benson is all over the place. And we’ve a trial starting the day after tomorrow.’


Tess, grateful for the support, nodded and said:


‘And if I bring the truth – whatever it might be – into the open, Benson’s world will change. It’s a world he built with Camberley; and it rests on his murder conviction and what he’s done with it in court . . . and if I change the ground rules to his life . . . he might fall apart.’


A heavy silence grew between them; a silence with content: Tess had begun something. It would lead either to a dead end or Benson’s vindication. All their worlds would change. In ways that were difficult to imagine. And even the imagining became a sort of temptation, because Molly was right. The real matter of the moment was the impending trial. Nothing could distract any of them from their respective roles. And, as if returning to a task that couldn’t be delayed, Archie went into the kitchenette, returning moments later with a bowl of warm water . . . into which he gently lowered the sock filled with breadcrumbs, while Molly produced a knife and began cutting the oranges in half. Tess watched them uneasily.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Preparing to blow our brains out. Yours, too. And Rizla’s.’


‘What with?’


‘You’ll see.’


‘When?’


‘After the trial.’ Giving a clue, he nodded towards a jerrycan on the floor. ‘It’s the best way to mark a win . . . or a loss.’


The silence grew strong again, because Archie’s comment was ambiguous. He’d referred to the stakes in the Court of Appeal as much as those in the Old Bailey. Lifting the sock out of the water, he said:


‘Tell me something, Tess.’


‘Yes?’


He looked up and his jaw hardened.


‘Who do you think was wearing Elsie’s bracelet?’
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Tess hadn’t been home for ten minutes when Sally turned up. She’d responded immediately to a text sent by Tess: ‘I couldn’t be bothered to put the kettle on.’ So Sally did; and she made the tisane. And she listened to Tess confess to her double confession, first to a priest, and then to Benson’s closest friends.


‘That’s three times in one day,’ observed Sally with her bevelled Home Counties vowels.


‘And I’m still confused,’ replied Tess. ‘I just know now is not the time.’


Sally looked at Tess over her cup.


‘You’re not on your own, you know. Whatever you do, and whenever you do it, I’m here. We’re in this together.’


Tess reached out a hand; as Sally took it, she said:


‘Give yourself a break. Tell me about the Limehouse case.’


When Tess first met the Lynwoods she was convinced they were hiding something. That there was a bigger story, greater than themselves, and they were trapped and needed help . . . maybe to handle a mess that the trial would bring into the open, but in the end, after hours in conference, first with one, then with the other, and then together, she’d realised they were just another unhappy couple. That was the big secret. And things had spun out of control.


‘Benson’s representing them both?’ asked Sally.


‘Yes.’


‘So what does he think?’


They sat in facing armchairs. The curtains had been drawn and a fire flickered in the grate.


‘Well, he’s part of the problem. He thinks that there is, in fact, a bigger story, only we can’t see it. He thinks they’re trapped—’


‘And need help?’


‘Yes. Even though there’s no evidence to ground his belief.’


‘There must be something.’


‘There isn’t, Sally. It’s an open and shut case.’


A youth breaks into a disused warehouse by Limehouse Cut and finds a body. The police are informed and it turns out the dead man is Jorge Menderez, a Spanish doctor taking a sabbatical who’d rented the adjoining house. His computer is missing. Along with the SIM card from his phone, which is in his coat pocket. The science shows the killing took place in the sitting room and that the body was moved to the warehouse, which was then swept clean of footprints. But something’s been left behind. Close to the body, a Scene of Crime Officer finds a tiny screw from a pair of glasses.


‘Why move the body?’ asked Sally.


‘A preliminary step. It would have been visible from the path by the Cut.’


‘So the killer planned to come back?’


‘Probably. After working out what the hell he was going to do. Which is why they took the keys. But then the youth turned up.’


Menderez had no relationships to speak of, said Tess. Save one, with a therapist, Karen Lynwood. By the time the police investigation is over, it’s clear they’d become involved; and John, her husband, had found out. Karen had been paralysed with indecision and Menderez had refused to back off.


‘And John?’


‘Lost his head. Went to where Menderez lived and stabbed him with a pair of kitchen scissors . . . probably after a row gone wrong.’


In pre-trial hearings it had been accepted that John had threatened to kill Menderez; that he’d gone to Limehouse Cut to confront him; that they’d argued in the sitting room; and that the screw found by the body had come from his glasses. None of these admissions had been volunteered. They’d all been forced out of him. The threats had been overheard; CCTV footage showed him fleeing the crime scene; and a forensic expert had linked the screw to John’s glasses.


‘And what about the wife?’


John had obviously told her about the killing. Because the very next day she deletes her emails, voicemails and texts. All of which are retrieved by the police. And taken together they present two desperate people – Jorge Menderez and Karen Lynwood – struggling to contain what’s happened between them, and how to handle a husband who can’t see sense, because he’s blind to what his wife really needs and wants. That his marriage is over, and has been for years.


‘That’s terribly sad,’ muttered Sally, ‘but there’s no crime in what the wife did. She must have been beside herself . . . and frightened . . . and confused.’


‘She was. But she also offered money to her best friend, begging her to withdraw her evidence. That’s attempting to pervert the course of justice. Because Karen had told her about this wonderful man she’d met, and what she felt for him.’


‘Oh dear.’


The rest of the evidence had fallen into place like a jigsaw. Menderez’s computer had eventually been found by divers searching the Cut; and it didn’t take a leap of the imagination to see why John, like his wife, might seek to destroy anything that evidenced the relationship which had pushed him over the edge. The case, said Tess, was impossible to defend.


‘Then why don’t they admit what happened?’


‘Because they have a son. And all this floundering around is just an attempt to hide the truth, that love had died at home. They’re not even in step on that one. He wants to change the past, make it into something different, something the son would want, but she can barely look her husband in the face. It’s all so human, and so understandable. But someone’s ended up dead, and now it’s in the hands of a jury.’


Sally frowned.


‘But if there’s to be a trial, how does the wife explain herself?’


‘She says Menderez was stalking her.’


‘And the husband? What can he say?’


‘That’s credible? Nothing.’


According to the defence statement drafted pursuant to section 6A of the Criminal Procedure and Investigations Act 1996, as amended, Menderez must have been killed by someone with a grudge against him, or someone intent on silencing him, or paid on either score to do so. The notion of a grudge had been left as a logical possibility, because the defendants couldn’t possibly know who may or may not have held a murderous intent towards the deceased. As to the alternative, a silencing, it had been maintained that an unknown third party may have been concerned to keep secret whatever the deceased had planned to disclose to his therapist. That Mrs Lynwood had been left alive was, of course, an obvious flaw in the argumentation: if you kill the messenger, you also kill whoever might have got the message.


‘And Benson credits these explanations?’


‘Yes, he does. And what’s mystifying is that we needn’t have put this nonsense on the form. It’s up to the Crown to prove their case, so all we were obliged to say was that we don’t know who killed Menderez or why. Which is, in fact, John’s defence. But Benson wanted on record the explanation given, even though nobody on the witness list could possibly know about any grudge, or some secret Menderez might have intended to reveal, or a third party who stood to be compromised. The fact is, John Lynwood is in a desperate position, and Benson has made him look even more desperate.’


‘Unless he drags something into the open.’


‘I just said it couldn’t be done.’


Sally’s belief in Benson had riled Tess.


‘Look, this isn’t about whether Benson is innocent or not. It’s about court craft. And he’s made a mistake. And it’s not the only one. He’s insisted on calling two witnesses who’ve got nothing to say. Their evidence could have been read in court, but no, Benson’s insisted on his right to question them.’


‘Point taken,’ said Sally. ‘It’s just that he always seems to pull off the unexpected.’


‘Sure he does, but the trial hasn’t even started and he’s making things difficult for himself, and for the clients. He’s mishandling the clients . . . we have conferences tomorrow, one with the wife, the other with the husband. He didn’t want a joint conference. That’s his call. But he wants to see the wife at home, and in her consulting room – the one place she’s been avoiding since Menderez was killed. The place is locked up. She told us that, early on – said she can’t imagine opening the door again – and now Benson wants her in there the day before the trial begins. It’s as though he wants to dismantle her, and to do it when there’s no time for emotional reconstruction . . . I can’t understand him.’


Sally didn’t say anything in reply. She looked at her watch, as if to say tomorrow has almost arrived, and then took the empty cups into the kitchen. The sounds of washing up, and Tess saying ‘Oh leave it’, filled the air, but the real noise, for Tess, came from within: she felt accused – for doubting, yet again – and she was annoyed that in the competition of loyalty, Sally, a stranger to Benson, kept taking pole position. The discovery of the bracelet had insinuated a rivalry that neither of them wanted, or could avoid. Tess sought words to edge ahead, but Sally got there first:


‘You’re the specialist,’ she said, shrugging on her long blue coat. ‘But I wouldn’t second guess Benson, if I were you.’
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‘She paid for the lot,’ said the Rt. Hon. Richard Merrington MP, Secretary of State for Justice. His wife, Pamela, pushed her plate to one side. Having battled with the timer on the Dualit, she’d lost her appetite just when she’d got the colour of the toast right.


‘How much, did you say?’


‘A hundred and sixty thousand pounds sterling, give or take a few coppers.’


‘But that’s insane’


‘She did it. While of sound mind.’


That someone had spent a significant sum on the rehabilitation of William Benson was not itself a surprise. For those with any interest in his case, it was well known that he’d enjoyed the patronage of a secret benefactor. There’d even been discussions around the dining table as to who it might have been. A lefty philanthropist, perhaps, or a tycoon with a past. Or – Merrington’s preferred option – a crime lord yet to be arrested. That this person turned out to be Annette, his own mother, had come as a shock.


‘But it’s not even possible,’ said Pamela, her eyes flickering. ‘She didn’t have that sort of money.’


‘True. But I did. In a trust set up by my reverend father, who saw fit to make my mother a trustee with near-unlimited powers. She exercised them to the almost total detriment of yours truly. There’s five grand left in the pot.’


‘She wouldn’t do such a thing.’


‘Wouldn’t? It’s done. Shelled out in instalments from the moment he went to prison.’


‘Spent on what?’


‘Student fees, living costs, books, a houseboat – you’ll remember that bijou residence, darling. The Telegraph did a spread showing the wages of sin aren’t always disagreeable.’


Pamela seemed to inspect the list of disbursements. ‘There has to be some mistake.’


‘There isn’t. My source works in the lion’s den.’


‘Lion’s den?’


‘The solicitor who handled the payments. A Methodist lay preacher, would you believe. George Braithwaite. He’s one of only two people who knows what’s going on – even Benson has no idea. The other is Braithwaite’s secretary. The delightfully disloyal Mrs Purdy. Bradley bought her candour.’


‘Oh, how cheap.’


Pamela’s face had soured. She didn’t like Bradley Hilmarton. A former detective, he earned his living carrying out discreet investigations into persons of interest to his clients. Off the books, he specialised in the acquisition of compromising material by undisclosed means and its dissemination without traceability. Such services had unconventional price tags.


‘What did he want in return?’


Merrington gave a prophet’s smile.


‘To be remembered when I come into my kingdom.’


‘Oh do stop, Richard. It’s irreverent.’ The glance of reproach became a frown. ‘But that’s a fortune. It could have gone to David.’


‘It should have gone to me. And I’d have given it to David. He’s still intent on coming to the Bar, you know, and that’ll cost us an arm and a leg.’


He removed a piece of shell from the egg white, a culinary solecism he wouldn’t normally associate with his wife’s cooking, but he made no complaint. Pamela, however, did:


‘How long have you known about this?’


‘A few months.’


‘Why not tell me earlier?’


‘I hoped to preserve your high feeling for Mr Benson.’


‘Rubbish. You’d got your hands dirty with that slimy Hilmarton again and you didn’t want me to know.’


‘I’m sorry. You’re right. Mea culpa. Maxima culpa, in fact.’


Pamela released a delicate snort.


‘Why did you put that slug onto Benson at all?’


‘Because I wanted to ruin him, darling. Didn’t you know?’


If Pamela hadn’t been enthusing over Benson’s next appearance at the Old Bailey – while cracking that egg – Merrington would have kept Hilmarton’s findings a secret. But he’d decided to extinguish her fervour once and for all. And what a delicious moment it had been.


‘Instead, I’ve flushed out my mother’s iniquity,’ intoned Merrington. ‘And it’s mind-boggling. She chose to fund Benson’s indecent ambitions over my interests. What the hell did she see in him? I mean he’s a—’


‘Stick with your mother. It doesn’t make sense. Where on earth did the money come from? I thought your father was broke . . . in a worthy sort of way.’


‘Oh absolutely. Not every High Church vicar has money, you know. There’s a respectable tradition of penury. My father’s distinction is that it was thought out.’


Gilbert Merrington had been a theologian of note – conservative, of course; none of that Honest to God nonsense – differing from his peers in that he was inspired as much by Tolstoy as by Holy Writ. And, like Tolstoy, he’d embraced poverty with gusto, sharing it generously with those closest to him. The fly in the unction had been a large endowed vicarage in Lewes, East Sussex, which he’d endured with touching patience. Merrington gave a shrug:


‘Well, I suppose he stored up treasures in heaven . . . but kept a barn on the side, stacked to the rafters.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, stop.’


Merrington laid his knife and fork on his plate.


‘In a way, it’s rather moving. He stacked it up for me, to ensure that I’d be all right.’


Merrington had not required any financial assistance. With surprising ease – he put it down to talent – he’d built a twenty-year career as a political journalist and pundit. By the time the funds were paid out to Benson, Merrington had been a new face in Parliament and – again by his own modest assessment – a brilliant future beckoned. Money had been the least of his problems.


‘Why on earth did she do it? I can’t help but feel I’ve done something to upset her. That she knows something about me and disapproves.’


‘I’ve always said you’re so awfully bright and know all the answers, but now you are talking rot. You haven’t done anything, have you?’


‘Well . . . to get where I am, I’ve had to stretch the odd moral boundary – the more elastic ones – and occasionally they’ve snapped, and a few bystanders have got hit in the face . . . but I’ve done nothing that would remotely affect her; or you, or the family.’


‘There you are, then.’


‘Maybe it’s because I dropped journalism and went into politics. She’s never approved, you know. Within a year of winning my seat she’s saying I ought to do charitable work. Do you remember? Give unto Caesar and all that?’


‘Vaguely. But you’re barking up the wrong tree, darling. She’ll have read about Benson’s trial and felt sorry for a boy who’d messed up his life . . . that’s just like her, in fact. Helping someone that no one else would notice. She’s a good person, too, Richard. A true Christian.’


‘Who’s made a mistake.’


In a way that he couldn’t quite grasp – founded upon endless tiny happenings, witnessed as a child, absorbed but not understood – there was something obscurely vengeful about his mother; but it had been resisted, and deeply repressed, only to emerge in good works that annoyed her neighbour.


And astonishing acts of generosity.


He suddenly visualised her. She was crying, turning the pages of a photograph album by the light of a Christmas tree. Pausing, she identified herself with the wavering finger of a ninety-two-year-old. A young woman was holding out her arm with embarrassed reluctance. On her wrist was a bracelet.


‘Do you remember that bracelet of my grandmother’s?’ he said, nudging his cup. ‘The one passed on to my mother when she turned eighteen?’


‘Yes . . . the catch was broken.’


‘That’s right. Well – I’m revealing a state secret here – she wanted to give it to you.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes, as a birthday present. Back in ’98, not long after I got elected.’


‘Dear God, that’s almost twenty years ago.’ Pamela had left the table to fetch the coffee pot. ‘Why did she change her mind?’


Merrington held out his cup.


‘She didn’t. I lost the damned thing. She asked me to get it repaired. And I kept forgetting. Remember? She was staying with us while the central heating was being redone at her place. She’d put it in my briefcase, my trouser pocket, my coat . . . and I just brought it home again. I don’t know why she didn’t deal with it herself,’ – he reached for the milk – ‘damned silly thing to do, putting an heirloom in my pocket, because it could so easily fall out – which is precisely what must have happened.’


‘What on earth made you think of that?’


‘I saw a photograph of her wearing it.’


Merrington was struck by an odd thought.


‘You don’t think there’s a connection, do you?’


‘Between what?’


‘Well, me losing that bracelet and her funding Benson?’


Pamela took a long, slow breath. Then she said, ‘You’ve gone potty. That can’t have anything to do with it.’


‘I’m elected in ’97, I lose the bracelet in ’98, and in ’99 she starts forking out the readies.’


‘You’re suggesting she punished you for losing it?’


‘I’m trying to understand her, my love.’


Pamela examined his face, blinking impatience. ‘I’ve already told you: she’ll have felt sorry for him. There’s no other reason. You’ve done nothing wrong . . . dropping journalism has nothing to do with it; and neither has losing a bracelet.’


‘How do you know?’


‘She rarely wore it. For heaven’s sake, she hasn’t even noticed it’s gone missing.’


That last observation arrested Merrington, and he smiled in agreement . . . and then, like sunlight striking a forgotten ornament – something like porcelain, so delicate it was transparent when held up to the light – he saw his wife of twenty-three years with sudden surprise. She was dressed in a blue and white striped Breton dress, bought years ago in Carnac. Her eyes were dark and earnest, lined carefully, to match her black hair which, these days, was dyed. She was ageing; as was he. There was tiredness in her glances; she fretted easily; she wore colourful scarves to hide the wrinkles on her neck. He loved her, and the changes she didn’t want.


‘Those are good points, Mrs Merrington,’ he said, stroking the blue veins on her hand.


‘I worry about you sometimes, Richard,’ she said, indulgently, but drawing away. ‘You’re so terribly bright, what with your Cambridge first and so on, and yet – quite honestly – you entertain positively loopy notions as to why people do what they do. You shouldn’t be Secretary of State for Justice. You’re a risk to yourself and the nation.’


‘Well, perhaps things are about to change on that front. Brexit is an absolute godsend. We’re in total disarray . . . and you appreciate that ultimately Caesar had back problems—’


‘Oh God. Not now, darling. I’ll be late. Your mother’s due an injection at Moorfields and I said I’d take her. Shall I ask her what in blue blazes she’s been up to?’


‘Absolutely not.’


Merrington folded his napkin; and he spoke to himself, because Pamela had quickly left the room:


‘That’s a question I reserve for myself.’
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Tess dropped a gear and turned into Cornfield Road, Islington, and immediately saw Benson. Wearing his old blue duffel coat, he was standing by a lamppost near the Lynwood family home, a study in concentration and loneliness. His hood was down and rain was gently falling on his short black hair. Rubbish bins and green refuse sacks, slumped and fat with neat yellow ties, lined each side of the road as if they were commuters waiting for the bus. She parked her cherry red Mini Cooper, flicked off the wipers, and shook open the door. Benson spoke before she’d closed it:


‘This is a very important conference, Tess.’


‘Good morning, Will.’


She’d been thinking of the priest at Spanish Place; the one who fed himself with uncertainty. He’d seen no reason why she shouldn’t love a man with a murder conviction; a man whose innocence she’d once doubted.


‘This is our last chance to find out what really happened between Karen and Menderez,’ said Benson. ‘If I can show her how much I know, then maybe she’ll give in.’


Tess smiled, but sadly. Benson couldn’t know anything that she didn’t; and, in the attempt to winkle out the truth, there was nothing in the brief that hadn’t been used already.


‘And how will you do that?’ she said.


‘By asking questions.’


‘Just questions?


‘Yes.’


Tess was no longer smiling; his grip on the case was in question. Again.


‘And if she gives in?’ she said, looking at the water running down Benson’s face. ‘We’ll have a guilty plea tomorrow?’


Benson’s gaze flickered in the rain. ‘No, Tess. We’ll have a defence.’


He swung on his heel and pushed open a glossy black gate.


Mrs Lynwood’s consulting room was situated in an annexe to the family home. It was cold and airless, but something of past encounters had survived the abandonment: a trace of stale incense. Behind her chair was a spot-lit alcove. And on a shelf was a plaster statue of a boy in rags carrying a water jar on his shoulder. Though small, and despite a wall of books, and a large oil painting depicting a dreamy silver forest, he dominated the room.


‘Why have you brought me here?’ said Mrs Lynwood, on the edge of her seat.


‘Because this is where your relationship with Dr Menderez began,’ replied Benson. ‘When you get into court, this is the place you will find yourself. You can’t run away from what happened here.’


‘But there can’t be anything more to discuss.’


‘There is.’


Mrs Lynwood had shoulder-length dark hair with gatherings of grey, like natural stripes. Agitation had removed the routine crumpling of empathy around her eyes. She’d lowered herself reluctantly into the therapist’s chair. Benson sat facing, and Tess, an observer with a notepad, took a seat to one side. She sensed in this unprecedented arrangement, chosen by Benson, a tactic: to compromise the absolute secrecy of Karen Lynwood’s professional world. As if bracing herself for the challenge, Mrs Lynwood held her head high.


‘At the outset of your work together, Dr Menderez filled out a questionnaire in which he confessed to suicidal ideation,’ said Benson.


‘Yes, that’s right.’


Tess recalled a ticked box. She glanced at Benson, seated, legs crossed, one hand folded inside the other. As usual, and in breach of good practice guidelines, he’d come without the brief.


‘The reason for this suicidal ideation was never given,’ he went on.


‘I’ve told you before, Mr Benson. He said he wanted to tell me his story first. Beginning with his childhood. He wanted to put everything in context . . . and then explain why he’d wanted to end his life. I thought that was a sensible way to proceed, so that is what we did.’


Benson had raised this issue at the first client conference. It was of capital importance, because the reason Menderez wanted to kill himself had become, for the Lynwoods, the reason why someone else might want to kill him; either because of a grudge, or to prevent him revealing whatever he’d planned to say. It was pure conjecture. And unconvincing, because Menderez had gone on to recount stories about his parents’ childhood, not his own. Stories about the Spanish Civil War. Horrors that could have no possible bearing on their son’s mental health struggles seventy-five years later.


‘I’d like to take a closer look at the mechanics of this imagined self-destruction,’ said Benson.


‘I don’t quite follow.’


‘Literally how did he imagine killing himself, where did the imagining take place, and when did it start.’


‘Well . . . it began in July 2014.’


‘And the how?’


‘He fantasised about shooting himself . . . in the head. Holding a gun under his chin and pulling the trigger. The thoughts were constant, beginning as soon as he woke up. Then he’d get to work, but as soon as there was a moment of quiet he’d find himself closing his eyes and reaching for an imaginary revolver.’


‘And the where?’


‘This was in Spain . . . his village, Candidar.’


‘We know that prior to being a GP in Candidar he’d worked at a maternity clinic in Madrid. Did he mention Madrid as being in any way relevant to what he was feeling?’


‘No.’


Benson thought for a moment. ‘A bullet in the brain is a particularly violent way of ending your life.’


‘I agree.’


‘He was evidently struggling with high levels of negative emotion?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Which, rather than building up over time, had a fixed starting point?’


‘Yes, though a sudden onset isn’t uncommon when feelings have been repressed.’


Benson accepted the point as if it didn’t matter.


‘Either way, there seems to have been an event of some kind in July 2014 that induced a sudden deterioration in his well-being?’


‘Yes, that was my conclusion.’ She frowned impatiently. ‘Using the word “event” isn’t helpful, Mr Benson. It sounds dramatic, which needn’t have been the case. The smell of a cake can release a flood of memories.’


‘People rarely want to blow their brains out over a Victoria sponge.’


Mrs Lynwood’s face went blank.


‘No, I suppose they don’t.’


‘He could have read something, or heard something, or seen something, but a desire to kill yourself, beginning at a specific moment, points to a graphic encounter. I suggest he met someone. What do you think?’


Mrs Lynwood didn’t answer immediately, so Benson repeated the question, only more slowly.


‘I agree,’ she said irritably. ‘But I can’t be certain, because we didn’t get that far. He never told me.’


‘It doesn’t matter what he told you. I’m considering his behaviour. You did consider his behaviour?’


‘Of course, yes.’


‘And to have affected his behaviour in the way that it did, the encounter in question must have involved Dr Menderez becoming aware of something?’


‘That’s possible.’


‘It’s axiomatic.’


‘All right, it’s axiomatic.’


‘Something about which he’d previously been ignorant or had hoped to keep secret. You must have considered these options?’


Mrs Lynwood thought about the alternatives, hands working each other.


‘I did.’


‘And?’


‘And yes, I agree.’


‘The outcome was an imagined gun to the head. Which implies self-disgust, regret or a fear of exposure. Given that Dr Menderez was a man of the highest moral rectitude, I’d go for all three. What do you think?’
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