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For Evangeline

You always have a choice
You always have a voice
Never settle for less than you know you’re worth
And know you’re worth the world to me

I love you, little Squishy McBoo


DEGREES OF GUILT

HS Chandler
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Edward Bloxham lay face down in a pool of blood and sunshine on the stone-tiled kitchen floor. He hadn’t moved or made a sound for several minutes. Maria stared at his body as she folded the newspaper that had been left on the kitchen table, and deposited it in the recycling bin. Slowly wiping a tea towel around the inside of a mug, she wondered how she was going to get the stains out of the pale grouting. Leaving a second mug in the sink, she picked up the chair leg from where it had been resting on Edward’s head, and poked her forefinger into the tangle of human tissue caught around the protruding metal bolt. The sturdy wood had proved a remarkable makeshift weapon. Even in the absence of medical training, there was no mistaking the greyish-tan mess of brain displaced from inside her husband’s skull. The vertical crack in the back of his head was four inches long, a bubbling stream down his neck. It was time to call the authorities, but her garden looked so idyllic through the kitchen window in the mid-afternoon light that it was hard to motivate herself. She performed a rough mental calculation. The number of gardening months per annum – eight in a good-weather year – twenty days of gardening per month, four hours per day. Multiply that by the fifteen years since she’d stopped working, and Maria had clocked up some ten thousand hours bending the earth to her will, producing the only colour and beauty in her life. Now it would go to ruin. Perhaps that was the most appropriate ending, anyway. Husband deceased. Plants dead. The predictable seasons of her life disappearing.

Maria ran her hands, one after the other, up and down the chair leg, drinking in the sensation of Edward’s life-giving cells ebbing between her fingers. For nearly two decades he had been the dominant force in her life. Now, just one week before her fortieth birthday, she had caused his death, soon to be celebrating that milestone as a single person. Behind bars, most likely, but single.

There really was an awful mess on the floor. After pressing a tea towel into the wound, she stepped over his body, gently knocking the pantry door shut with her elbow as she walked into the hallway where Edward’s jacket hung from the hat stand. Sliding a sticky hand into his inner pocket, Maria withdrew his mobile, marvelling at how sleek it was compared to the cheap plastic block she had hidden away. There was no need to bypass any of his personal security settings. Edward had never needed any. Maria was the only person in the house with him, and at work it was just his secretary. Simple and routine. That was the world he liked. The world he had liked, she corrected herself, as she dialled 999.

‘Which service do you require?’

Odd to think of what was about to descend as a service. The word suggested help or usefulness. It was too late for that.

‘I’ve killed my husband,’ Maria replied. ‘So whatever you think is best, really.’

The woman on the end of the line didn’t miss a beat. Credit to her. She took Maria’s name and address, then launched into a series of questions about Edward’s current physical state.

‘He’s lying on the floor completely still,’ Maria said. ‘I haven’t moved him since. He’s face down.’

‘Is he breathing?’ the operator asked.

‘I split his head open,’ Maria replied. ‘So no.’

‘The police and ambulance are on their way. I need you to ensure that the doors are unlocked. Do you have any dogs at the property?’

Maria sighed. No, no dogs. Nothing that might require any of her love or time. Nothing that might have loved her back.

‘Just me,’ she said, walking to the front door and opening it wide. Birdsong and the smell of freshly mown grass distracted her. She watched gulls swooping through the sky towards the Somerset coast, smiling at the knowledge that her husband would never again complain about them damaging the paintwork on his Volvo. In the distance, sirens sang their two-tone song as the police navigated the lanes to the house. Maria wondered where she ought to be. It seemed wrong to be standing over her husband’s body as they arrived. The sitting room seemed too distant; how callous to be found lounging in an armchair amidst so much drama. The driveway seemed more logical. She stepped through the front door, untroubled by the neighbours. Leylandii hedges had long since ensured privacy from both sides, and the generosity of the plot their picture-perfect, five bedroomed house occupied meant they never heard or saw the people living either side.

The gates. She hadn’t considered them. Walking back into the hallway, Maria pressed the button. Edward had another gate controller on his key set, but that would be in his trouser pocket and she wasn’t prepared to start rummaging there. Returning to the driveway, she watched the last of the gates’ progress. They stood fully open, impressive wrought ironwork forming swirling scrolls that Edward had been so proud of. Maria remembered the day they’d been installed. The man who fitted them had handed her the electronic key fob delightedly, offering her the chance to be the first to close them. They had swished together over the gravel driveway in perfect synchronisation.

‘There, that’ll keep you good and safe,’ the man had said.

Just like that, her cage had closed. She could see out, of course. The road beyond still meandered into the distance. The neighbours’ houses still sat in the centre of their well-tended lawns. Birds still flew overhead, nesting where they chose. Nothing had changed, except that her world had shrunk imperceptibly more, and she hated her life to an even greater degree.

A police car swerved onto the driveway as another drew up outside the gate, followed by an ambulance. Maria watched as a policewoman exited the nearest vehicle and began walking cautiously towards her.

‘Are you Mrs Bloxham?’ she called.

‘Yes, hello,’ Maria said.

‘Ma’am, I need you to put down the item you’re holding,’ the policewoman instructed, keeping her distance.

Maria raised her hand. The chair leg rose before her face as if magically attached to the end of her arm. A few strands of Edward’s hair fluttered in the breeze.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t realise I was still holding it.’ She placed it gently at her feet on the gravel. ‘Edward’s in the kitchen.’

Another police officer appeared at the policewoman’s side and they walked towards her together, then two paramedics climbed out of the ambulance.

‘I’m PC Mull,’ she said. ‘We need to get inside to your husband, Mrs Bloxham. Can you confirm if anyone else is in the property?’

‘I’m all alone,’ Maria said.

‘And are there any other weapons we should know about?’ PC Mull asked.

Maria cocked her head. The officer meant the chair leg, of course. It hadn’t occurred to her that it was a weapon. A while ago it was just a broken piece of furniture awaiting repair. Now it had assumed a new purpose. What a dramatic change, she thought. Rather like her. From housewife to murderess – that’s what the papers would call her when they got hold of it – in one swift move. Then there would be Edward’s obituary. Prominent ecologist, an expert on climate change, champion of British wildlife and seabirds – the credits rolled on and on – author, broadcaster, local hero. They would report that he’d been bludgeoned to death in his own home. Bludgeoned. Such an onomatopoeic word. She’d never considered it before hearing the sound of wood upon skull today.

‘Mrs Bloxham?’ the police officer prompted, taking a step forward.

‘Absolutely, no,’ Maria said. ‘No other weapons.’

‘Good. I’m going to ask you to raise your hands now, ma’am, and please don’t move as I approach,’ PC Mull said. The words weren’t spoken unkindly but they were an order. Maria knew one when she heard it. Raising her hands slowly, she caught sight of her crimson palms and realised she looked frightful. PC Mull stepped close and patted her down. Satisfied there was nothing concealed beneath her clothes, the policewoman nodded at the paramedics who swiftly entered the house accompanied by a further officer from the car that had parked beyond the gates. ‘Thank you. Now I’d like you to bring your hands together behind your back. I’m going to handcuff you. The cuffs will feel tight but you should tell me if they cause you any pain.’

They were all being terribly polite, Maria thought, given what she had confessed to. A man lay dead on her kitchen floor and here she was being respectfully referred to as ‘Mrs Bloxham’. That wouldn’t last long. Not when they saw his body.

‘I’m going to ask you to remain here while I go inside. My colleague, PC McTavish, will hold you. I have to instruct you not to move, or attempt to move. Do you understand?’ PC Mull asked.

‘I do,’ Maria replied.

Another car pulled up, this one unmarked, as PC McTavish took hold of Maria’s cuffed wrists. A man climbed out, his clothing as anonymous as the vehicle he’d arrived in. He pulled on gloves, looking left and right as if he was sniffing the air, Maria thought. Catching the scent of blood. He opened the back door of his vehicle and took a bag from the seat, walking directly towards Maria without making eye contact. Bending to the ground, he inspected the chair leg.

‘Photograph it,’ he called back to a woman who had alighted the vehicle after him. She plodded heavily up the driveway, camera banging her chest from a strap around her neck, and did as she’d been told. Ten or more snaps later, the man giving commands picked up the chair leg and placed it inside the bag. ‘Label it and start an evidence log,’ he said, handing it to the photographer who began walking back to the car. The policeman in charge took his time acknowledging Maria, checking his watch first and greeting the police officer who was restraining her.

‘Sir,’ PC McTavish said deferentially.

‘McTavish,’ the senior officer nodded. ‘Has she resisted at all?’

‘No trouble as yet, sir,’ PC McTavish confirmed.

Maria kept her face as straight as she could. The concept that she could be regarded as any sort of threat in resistance terms was both laughable and oddly pleasing.

‘My name is Detective Inspector Anton. Was it you who called the incident in?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ Maria said. ‘What will happen next?’

‘We’ll be assessing the scene,’ Anton replied.

‘Where will I be taken?’

Anton stared at her. She lowered her eyes to meet his. He was five feet five inches tall, she decided, wondering if his below average height for a man had hampered his progress in the police force. He was looking at her strangely. Maria glanced away.

‘Mrs Bloxham, you told the emergency operator that you’d killed your husband, is that right?’ he asked.

‘It is,’ Maria said.

DI Anton paused. ‘You seem very calm.’

‘Do I?’ Maria asked, meeting his eyes again.

‘Would you turn around for me, please?’ Anton asked.

PC McTavish released her so that Maria could comply. She did so, noting that the roses along the driveway border needed pruning. She wouldn’t get the chance now. No one would care for them like she had. If they weren’t cut back hard enough, the blooms would be depleted next spring. She felt the weight of regret setting in and tears formed unexpectedly in her eyes.

‘Bag her hands, PC Cooksley,’ Anton instructed the photographer as she reappeared. Cooksley pulled bags from her pocket and slipped one over each of Maria’s hands, fastening the tops with tape. ‘We’re preserving the evidence, Mrs Bloxham, in the event that you have any defensive wounds or debris under your fingernails. Do you believe you have any injuries the paramedics should attend to?’

DI Anton was fishing. There was no concern in his voice.

‘No,’ Maria replied. ‘I’m unhurt.’

PC Mull appeared from the front door, calling DI Anton over. The pair disappeared into the house. Maria didn’t care what the police did inside. It was bricks and mortar, just a conveniently arranged shelter from the elements, devoid of sentimental value. She could happily walk away from it and never set foot inside again. It didn’t matter how beautiful the architecture was, or how many bedrooms there were. Deep pile carpets and triple glazed windows didn’t make a home. The generous square footage had only ever provided additional space for her to clean and extra walls to stare at.

A bead of perspiration left a glistening trail from the corner of her left eyebrow down her cheek. Maria waited until it descended to her jaw then raised a shoulder to wipe it away. DI Anton would enjoy seeing her sweat. It would tick all those stereotypical criminal behaviour boxes – guilt, fear of discovery, the subconscious desire to confess her wrongdoings. Maria would save them the drama. She had no intention of saying anything other than that she had killed Edward. Deliberately, too.

DI Anton reappeared and strode across to stand directly in front of her. ‘Mrs Bloxham, I am placing you under arrest. You will be transported to a police station where you will be given an opportunity to consult with a lawyer and later questioned regarding the attack on your husband.’

‘I already told the lady on the phone what I did,’ Maria said. ‘I don’t think I’m going to need a lawyer.’

‘I’m cautioning you, and it’s important that you listen.’ DI Anton raised his voice a notch. Apparently he didn’t like being interrupted. ‘The paramedics will be exiting your house in a few minutes and we need to remove you from the vicinity before that happens. Do you have any medication that you need us to collect from the house? I can’t guarantee when you will be able to re-enter.’

‘No,’ Maria said. ‘I don’t need anything from inside. I’m finished with that place.’

‘What about your husband? Any pre-existing medical conditions we should know about?’

‘He was perfectly healthy until today. I’m sure his GP can confirm that,’ Maria said.

‘Sir,’ an officer called from the doorway to the house, ‘the helicopter’s three minutes off. They’re just establishing a clear landing area.’

‘Right, we need to move you now, Mrs Bloxham. If you could start walking towards the police car just outside the gates,’ Anton said.

‘Is the coroner coming by helicopter?’ Maria asked. ‘I was wondering when they would arrive.’

‘The coroner?’ Anton frowned. ‘The helicopter is an air ambulance, Mrs Bloxham.’

‘That seems like a waste of time in the circumstances.’

‘Presumably you’d prefer we didn’t bother,’ DI Anton commented, checking his watch again. ‘We have to go. You are under arrest for attempted murder and I’m taking you into custody immediately.’

‘What?’ Maria asked.

‘Mrs Bloxham, I’m going to have to insist that you move towards the police car right now,’ Anton said.

‘You said attempted murder,’ Maria replied. Beneath her feet, every shard of gravel made its presence felt through her slippers. The day was suddenly sweltering.

DI Anton raised his eyebrows. ‘Sorry, I obviously wasn’t clear enough. Your husband’s still alive, Mrs Bloxham, although having seen the injury I can understand why you assumed otherwise. A surgical team is waiting to operate immediately.’

She shook her head, tried to reach out for something to steady her, succeeding only in tightening the handcuffs around her wrists. ‘No,’ Maria whispered as her knees forgot how to keep her upright. DI Anton ordered the other policeman to help him catch her, and she felt them take the weight of her body before she hit the ground.

‘Please be too late,’ Maria murmured, as darkness took her.
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Day One in Court

‘My first love. My darling.’ That was what Isambard Kingdom Brunel had called the Clifton Suspension Bridge. Lottie’s recollections from school history lessons were patchy, but that snippet had lodged in her brain, returning unbidden whenever she drove into Bristol. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d used the gravity-defying structure to cross the Avon river, and her stomach still complained if she dared look the 250 feet down into the valley. Putting her foot on the accelerator, conscious that she couldn’t be late, the continuing butterflies she felt had nothing to do with vertigo and everything to do with being thrown into a new situation. No one she knew had ever done jury service. She’d read the letter a dozen times before it had sunk in. Trying to second-guess the rush hour traffic, Lottie took the road that skirted the river, focusing on the grand Victorian warehouses that lined the water as she entered the city, with their ornate arches and perfect geometry. The surrounding glass and steel office buildings framed the historic buildings more than detracting from their beauty. She rounded College Green where the vast arc of Bristol’s City Hall made a triangle with the Cathedral and the road that swept down to Harbourside. Lottie wanted to lie on the grass, wander through the shops and treat herself to lunch at one of Bristol’s multitude of tea rooms. Instead she headed north and hoped there would be a space left in one of the central car parks. Her day was destined to be spent inside, away from the blue skies and burning sunshine, separated from all the city had to offer, and she couldn’t have been any more nervous if it had been her on trial.

An hour later, Lottie found herself staring around the courtroom, feeling underdressed in her short-sleeved white shirt and navy trousers, and wishing she’d tied up her long hair. The jury service letter hadn’t specified anything more formal, but many of her fellow jurors were in smart work suits and ties, or formal blouses and skirts, in spite of the August heatwave. And if the surroundings weren’t daunting enough, the judge and barristers looked entirely alien in their voluminous black gowns and stiff grey wigs. Her husband, Zain, had been right. Lottie was out of her depth. The only comfort was that the man beside her looked just as uncomfortable, checking his watch every few minutes. Twelve of them had been selected from the jury pool by number, like some ridiculous game of human bingo. Her Honour Judge Downey – a sweet-looking but sharp-eyed woman – had told them to sit down until all the seats were filled. The attention was intimidating.

The man in the seat next to Lottie’s raised his hand, causing a sudden shift in attention towards him. He was one of the few jurors close to Lottie’s age, and physically striking enough to turn heads anywhere. His body language – leaning back in the seat, legs spread wide – said he knew it, too.

‘Yes,’ Her Honour Judge Downey said. ‘Do you have a question, Mr …?’

‘Cameron Ellis. I don’t have the time to be here. I’m self-employed, got a carpentry business. I did phone the court last week and explain,’ the man said.

Lottie was amazed at his boldness, complaining in front of a room full of lawyers and police. He was maybe a couple of years older than her, but at twenty-six the thought of standing out in front of a crowd still made her stomach shrivel.

‘I appreciate your situation,’ the judge replied, ‘but I’m afraid there are a good many self-employed people in the Bristol area. We cannot excuse all of them from jury duty. You will receive a daily financial allowance to assist. Before you are all officially sworn in, does anyone else have a question?’

Lottie took a deep breath, wishing she didn’t have to speak up, but knowing her husband would be furious if she failed to get herself released as he’d instructed. His job was all targets, deadlines and bonuses, which as far as Lottie could make out simply meant endless stress and an expectation that his home-life would operate like a well-oiled machine. Additions like jury duty didn’t fit into that picture anywhere. She raised her hand. The judge nodded at her encouragingly.

‘I’m Charlotte Hiraj. I’ve, um, got a three-year-old to look after so, you know, I should probably not be here and I’m not sure I’m the right person for this anyway,’ Lottie mumbled.

‘Childcare expenses are paid for the hours you’re in court, so you won’t be out of pocket. Jury service can seem ominous but it doesn’t require any special knowledge on your part,’ the judge replied.

Lottie shrunk down in her seat. Next to her, Cameron Ellis was still tutting. Jury service it was for them both, then. Two weeks of stunning weather would be wasted in dark rooms with people she didn’t know, listening to words she wouldn’t understand. Zain was going to be unimpressed by her absence whether or not he had to foot the childcare bill himself.

A woman in the row in front of Lottie was asked to stand, then handed a bible and a card. One by one they took the oath until it was Lottie’s turn. She chose to affirm rather than swear on a holy text. A childhood spent drifting between foster homes had knocked any possible faith out of her. Heat rose in her cheeks as her name was called and she was instructed to read the words on the card.

‘I do solemnly, sincerely and truly declare and affirm that I will faithfully try the defendant and give a true verdict according to the evidence,’ Lottie said. The words seemed absurdly antiquated, yet they resonated with the gravity of the task. The idea of judging another person felt unpleasant. Lottie had made enough mistakes in her own life to be uncomfortable passing judgment on anyone else, yet the long-absent buzz of adrenalin through her veins was electrifying. The opportunity to legitimately sift through another person’s dirty washing, to watch them answer questions and figure out who was lying and who was telling the truth, was captivating. It occurred to her that being on a jury might be like watching the most compulsive daytime TV ever, just with less audience heckling.

She pushed the card back towards the usher and retook her seat as the eyes that had been watching her shifted mercifully to the man on her right. Directly across the courtroom from the jury benches were rows of seats filled with curious onlookers. Some were clearly press, their identification lanyards hanging like medals around their necks, as they recorded whatever sliver of misery was to be played out in the courtroom. Behind the press seats was an odd collection of humanity. Two elderly people whispered together behind their hands. A row of four older teenagers who might have been students, practised looks of boredom. A middle-aged woman mopped her face with a handkerchief, clearly not built for the heat the summer had brought. Still wearing his sunglasses, one man was furiously sketching. A few seats down, police officers sat with their arms folded, waiting for the real action to begin.

The woman in the dock was asked to stand, and the court clerk sitting below and in front of the judge read out the charge. There was a moment of silence before the full weight of the case became clear.

Attempted murder.

The silence was stifling. Lottie was amazed at how quickly her sunny Monday morning had darkened. Edward Bloxham was the victim’s name. She recognised it at once. The national news had covered the story extensively, a wife accused of trying to kill her husband. TV reporters had stood outside the scene of the crime clutching microphones and speculating on events, against a background of police officers coming and going. The local papers had been even more full of it, with fewer equally salacious stories to fill their columns. Lottie had read a sample of the victim’s writing in the Bristol Post – something about seagull nesting habits on the south coast. She’d turned the page at that point. Harsh, perhaps, but there were some things she just couldn’t get excited about. Now she was to hear every detail of the man’s life and near death.

‘To the charge of attempted murder, do you plead guilty or not guilty?’ the court clerk asked.

‘Not guilty,’ the defendant replied, eyes cast downwards. No fuss.

‘Just goes to show you never can tell,’ an older female juror muttered.

Lottie allowed herself a glance at the defendant’s glass box, situated in the rear of the courtroom, where the woman who was about to face trial sat listless, shoulders hunched. She looked not dissimilar to the lady who ran the bakery section of Lottie’s local supermarket. A background person, Lottie thought, briefly ashamed at how quickly she’d formed an opinion, but there it was. In a line-up of likely suspects, the female in the dock would surely be the last chosen. Perhaps that was the brilliance of her criminality, her air of dull, mid-life irrelevance.

The prosecuting barrister got to her feet. She was tall and incredibly thin, with stick-like legs and a suit so well tailored to her flat body that she looked like a posh ironing board. Her brown hair was tied up beneath her wig, and she wore square-sided black glasses that screamed control freak to Lottie.

‘Miss Pascal,’ the judge said. ‘Is the prosecution ready to proceed with the trial?’

‘I gather from my learned friend defending, Mr Newell, that there is some legal argument before the case can be opened to the jury,’ Miss Pascal replied, sounding both terse and bored. The defence barrister – Newell – was sitting closer to the jury, writing notes and keeping his expression carefully neutral.

‘Is that correct, Mr Newell?’ the judge asked.

Newell got to his feet slowly and smiled at the judge. ‘It is, Your Honour, although I’m afraid I can’t say quite how long it will take. I suspect the jury will not be required until after lunch.’

He was in his fifties, Lottie guessed, with smile lines creasing out from the corners of his eyes, and fingertips stained blue with ink that might never be entirely erased. He reminded her of Mr Willoughby, a favourite teacher who had made the most disruptive elements in her class believe that physics really could be interesting. He’d never needed to raise his voice to make a point or quieten his students. Being respected was a side effect of being liked, Lottie decided, as Mr Newell pulled up his gown, which had been making a slow escape down his shoulders.

‘Very well,’ Judge Downey replied. She turned to face the jury. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, in your room you will have access to the necessities to make your waiting time bearable, but you cannot leave the court building while the trial is in session. There will be times when I have to ask you to leave the courtroom. Sometimes we must undertake work without you present. Much of it is administrative and I’m sure you’d all rather be drinking coffee and reading newspapers while it takes place.’ There was a ripple of laughter as the judge paused. ‘This case will attract media attention.’ Lottie redirected her gaze to the members of the press, pens poised. ‘You must disregard anything you hear save for the evidence presented in court,’ the judge continued. ‘Do not discuss the case outside the jury room when all twelve of you are gathered together. You must also not use social media to comment on the trial or you may find yourselves in contempt of court which can result in imprisonment.’

‘Might as well just lock us all up right now,’ Cameron muttered.

The judge turned over a sheet of paper and continued. ‘Should you be approached regarding this case, whether by a witness, a member of the press or anyone else, decline to speak with them and report it to a member of court staff. Please now retire to your jury room. This would be a good opportunity to elect one of you as foreperson, to speak for you in the courtroom. You will be informed as soon as the case is ready to restart.’

A male juror in a pin-striped business suit, who had been attached to his laptop and mobile from the second they’d arrived that morning, raised his hand. He didn’t bother to introduce himself.

‘How long’s the trial likely to take? I have to schedule meetings later this month,’ he explained.

Miss Pascal the prosecutor stood up. ‘Your Honour, the current time estimate is two weeks.’

The judge put the lid on her pen, a gesture that clearly indicated she was ready to do something else. ‘The jury should make no plans for the next fortnight, and it would be wise to ensure there is nothing in anyone’s diary for a week after that which cannot be cancelled if necessary. That will be all for now.’

The court usher motioned for them to follow her. The defence barrister, James Newell, sent a half smile back towards Maria Bloxham who met it with a blank gaze. Lottie tried to imagine being in her shoes, trusting her fate to twelve strangers. Everything about the courtroom was unnerving. There was nowhere to hide. It was designed like an inward-looking box. The jury seats lined a wall directly opposite the press and public seating. The dock where the defendant sat was at the back and to the right of the jury’s line of vision. At the front of the court was the judge’s desk, elevated several feet higher than anyone else. In the centre were the lawyers’ benches, with the defence seated closest to the jury and the prosecution on the far side. Everyone could see everyone. Even with the high ceiling and grand scale of the room, it felt claustrophobic. The furnishings were modern enough, but there was no mistaking the sense that crime and punishment was an age-old business that hadn’t really changed in centuries. It was like theatre in the round, with the outcome dependent on who gave the most compelling performance.

Lottie wondered what would happen if she called in sick the next day. The judge would surely just replace her. Her normal home routine would continue unbroken. Shopping, cleaning, cooking, childcare. Without her at home during the day, it would all just pile up to be rushed in the evenings. With Zain already so pressured, feigning illness was looking like the best solution for an easy life. The problem was that no one had told them what to do if they were ill. Presumably the absence of a clearly set out procedure implied that such a situation was supposed never to arise. Worse than that, she’d already asked to be released from jury duty, so an unforeseen sickness was bound to be viewed with scepticism. It suddenly seemed probable that a police officer would end up knocking her door and escorting her back to court whether she liked it or not. It was no good. She was stuck with it. Zain would just have to understand. Now that the decision had been made for her, Lottie found herself more excited by the prospect than she’d anticipated. A younger her would have loved it, she thought. Perhaps it was a chance to find that girl again.
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They were shown to their jury room and told to settle in. In the centre was a long wooden table around which twelve chairs were positioned. Having ascertained lunch preferences, the court usher left them to their own devices. Lottie made herself a cup of tea and went to sit at the far end of the table next to one of the other younger jurors. His head was already in a book, and she left him reading quietly as she used her mobile to avoid the awkwardness of sitting silently. There were no messages. She hoped that meant her son Daniyal had settled okay at the childminder’s. Lottie glanced up briefly. Everyone else seemed perfectly at ease, a group of five already putting the world to rights across the table as if they’d known each other for years. Wandering over to sit with them would mean they’d expect her to join in, which seemed pointless given that she had nothing to contribute. She stayed where she was and flicked through the photos of Daniyal in her phone gallery instead. The man who had sat beside her in court – Cameron Ellis – threw himself into a chair opposite and began making a phone call.

‘Excuse me everyone, my name is Tabitha Lock,’ an older woman bedecked with perm and pearls said. ‘Can I suggest we all put away our mobile devices and get on with business as the judge directed.’ Her request was met with silence. ‘I would like to offer myself as jury foreperson. I’ve chaired a number of committees in my time and I’m very good at assimilating information and organising people. I must say, I think the case is going to be fascinating.’ Lottie figured Tabitha was in her mid sixties and unused to hearing the word no.

‘Perhaps we should introduce ourselves,’ the suited businessman who had asked the judge for the trial time estimate replied. He adjusted his watch as he spoke. ‘So we have some idea who we all are, and who we want to represent us.’

‘Well, if you really think that’s necessary. Perhaps anyone else interested in the post could indicate as much during their introduction,’ Tabitha sniffed.

There was a muttering across the table from Lottie that escaped the jurors at the far end, but it was a clear ‘For fuck’s sake’ from Cameron. Lottie concentrated on stirring her tea.

The businessman took the reins. ‘My name is Panagiotis Carras. My friends call me Pan. I’m a fine art auctioneer, and I have no desire to be jury foreman but I think it’s a job that’ll require someone taking the middle ground. I’ve got a lot of work to do when we’re not in court, so forgive me if I don’t socialise.’ He looked at the next person around the table.

‘Gregory Smythe, retired civil servant,’ a well-spoken older gentleman said. Lottie thought she spotted some food dripped down his tie. Probably single, she thought. If he’d had a wife at home, she’d never have let him go out like that. ‘If Mrs Lock would like to be foreperson, that’s fine with me.’

‘It’s Miss Lock,’ Tabitha interjected, ‘but thank you.’

‘Jennifer Curry,’ a quiet voice continued. ‘Or Jen. I’m just a housewife. I don’t think I should be foreperson, so probably Tabitha, Miss Lock, is okay for me if no one else wants to do it. The judge talked about lots of rules. I’m not sure I caught them all. Can we go through those, too?’

Lottie sat up straighter in her seat. Just a housewife? How depressing to hear it said like that. Jennifer Curry looked to be in her early fifties, perhaps her late forties if she wasn’t taking good care of herself. Lottie hated the thought of getting to the point where she referred to herself as ‘just’ an anything. She stared down at her own hands, that for the last three years had done little except change nappies and prepare food, recalling the girl she had been, full of ambition. At school, at several schools in fact, she’d been the prettiest there. Popularity had made her bold. When everyone wanted to sit next to you, the world felt like a wonderful place. Teenage life was scored in terms of numbers of friends and the extent of their admiration. Where other girls were getting better grades, she was confident that her looks and personality would bring her the things she wanted in life – some sort of unquantified success involving money, travel and glamour.

She’d moved schools too often to make long-term friends, but during each brief episode she’d been sought-after in the pecking order of good-looking boys. Shifting between carers and homes had meant that little else was achieved during her education. Lottie left school with few qualifications but happy in the knowledge that her cheeky grin and self-assurance would win the day. It had taken no more than a year for reality to dull her smile. Good looks got her positions in retail and hospitality, but not much else. She found a job, and got bored. Went to parties and got drunk. When that got tired, she went to other parties where the doors were locked early and not opened again until dawn, and illegal highs came as a side order with your drink. She’d avoided a variety of addictions only because of the toll they would have taken on her looks, and from the need to pay her rent. By the time she understood that the rails were necessary to progress steadily in life, she was already off them – until Zain came along. Now she was married to a pharmaceutical company area manager, but without much else to say for herself. She, too, was nothing more than a housewife.

For a second Lottie contemplated suggesting herself as foreperson. Five years ago she wouldn’t have given it a second thought. The sharp-edged cockiness of her early twenties that had allowed her to heckle, joke and lead had drooped, then dissolved. Baby-brain had softened her wits, that’s what her husband Zain occasionally teased. Lottie told herself to forget putting her name forward. No one was going to be interested in anything she had to say.

‘Agnes Huang,’ the woman next to Lottie said. ‘Can you believe it’s an attempted murder trial? I thought we might end up doing something boring like, I don’t know, car theft. This is much better.’

‘I’m not sure “much better” is how I’d phrase it,’ Gregory commented. ‘Tragic, perhaps.’

‘I could be foreperson. It sounds fun,’ Agnes ignored Gregory and continued. The Chinese woman folded her arms and directed a challenging stare towards Tabitha. Lottie compared the two. Perhaps the women were a match for one another, but judging by the looks on Gregory and Jennifer’s faces, they would be happier with a known quantity in charge, and that known quantity came with a middle England accent.

‘I suggest a vote at the end, when everybody’s said their bit,’ Tabitha answered. ‘How about you, dear. It’s Charlotte, isn’t it?’ She smiled like an officious grandmother and motioned for Lottie to speak up.

Caught between wanting to tell Tabitha that nobody had put her in charge yet, and shrinking under the table to avoid making a fool of herself, Lottie opted – as she always seemed to these days – to comply. ‘Call me Lottie,’ she said spontaneously. It was the name she always used in her own head, a throwback to a time when her life still seemed full of possibilities. Here, with these strangers, she could be anyone she wanted to be, again. ‘I’ve got a three-year-old son, so I’m not working at the moment,’ she said. ‘I’m planning to, though, soon. I’m not going to be a housewife forever.’ She blushed, wishing she’d phrased it better, hoping Jennifer Curry hadn’t been too insulted. All she’d been trying to say was that she still had dreams. One of them was to see a bit more of the world. She’d been on one long-distance trip, even if the circumstances had been unexpected. Her husband had organised a visit his family just before their son was due. It had turned into a longer stay than she’d thought, and Lottie had ended up giving birth in Pakistan. Her husband’s parents had been delighted to see their grandson the day he was born, even if Lottie had missed the support of her own midwife. It had been worth it at the time to have made Zain so proud. They hadn’t returned to England until Daniyal was a month old.

‘And do you have any thoughts about who should be foreperson, Lottie?’ Tabitha asked, bringing Lottie’s attention back to the matter at hand.

‘Not really,’ Lottie replied, sitting upright and pretending she hadn’t just been daydreaming. ‘I think Pan’s right, though, it should be someone, you know, open minded.’ She looked to the tall, skinny male seated at the end of the table next to her, the one who’d been absorbed in his book, diverting any further attention from herself. He was the only person younger than her, no more than twenty-one Lottie estimated, and had opted for the compromise of wearing jeans but ironing them, smartening up his look by adding a striped shirt.

‘Okay, my name’s Jack Pilkington,’ he muttered.

‘Sorry, can’t hear a word,’ Gregory said. ‘Speak up.’

‘Pilkington, Jack,’ he repeated. ‘I’m a student at Bristol Uni. Latin and Arabic.’ He was so softly spoken that everyone around the table was leaning forward. Lottie could hear him swallowing, as if punctuating his sentences with his throat. His shyness was painful for Lottie to watch, her own confidence having seeped into supermarket trollies and baskets of washing over the last few years. No one even looked at her any more. Passers-by didn’t notice you when you were pushing a pram. It didn’t matter what she wore, how she did her hair, or how long she spent doing her make-up. The pram was like an invisibility cloak. Motherhood had stolen her identity.

‘Latin’s not a lot of use these days, is it?’ a tattooed man from the other side of the table asked. ‘Guess it’s all right for you posh lot to waste three years of your life though. What exactly qualifies you to be in here? Shouldn’t let students do jury service, if you ask me.’

Jack stared at him, then picked up his coffee and took a sip. Cameron stepped in, managing to sound both half asleep and irritated at once.

‘No one did ask you, so it’s my turn.’ The tattooed guy gritted his teeth at the dismissal. Cameron smiled in reply and slowly poured a few extra drops of milk into his coffee mug. ‘I’m Cam Ellis. Self-employed carpenter in case any of you need any jobs done. I’d rather be working, or on the beach, or anywhere but here. I don’t want to be foreperson. The daily allowance for jury duty isn’t enough to bother with that, especially with how bad the coffee is. Does that cover it?’

Jack looked gratefully across at him, the attention firmly removed from his university degree subject. Cameron was tall with the sort of build and skin tone that could only belong to a man who either spent all his time at the gym and abusing tanning machines, or who did a hard physical job and spent much of his time outdoors. His denim shirt had seen better days, but it flattered his broad frame and set off his blue eyes, and he moved with an assurance that was unmistakably alpha male. Agnes Huang was staring at him openly, and even Jennifer Curry seemed to have perked up as he spoke. He was the type of man who attracted attention without making any effort at all. Lottie had been too nervous to notice much about him in the courtroom, but it was hard now not to see the effect he was having on all the women under sixty in the room. Lottie included.

Legs wide apart and outstretched, he let one arm hang to the side of his chair as he held his coffee mug with disregard for its handle. Everything about him was casual and taut at the same time. The cords in his neck tensed as he swallowed, and the flex of his jaw gave Lottie a tiny buzz low in her stomach. He slid his eyes sideways, meeting Lottie’s boldly before flicking his eyes up and down her body. She looked away, aware that she had been caught staring, shifting her focus to the next person around the table.

Samuel Lowry was an insurance clerk from Burnham-on-Sea. ‘I’m fifty-nine,’ he said. ‘I live with my sister and our three dogs. It was four, only Potts passed away last year …’

‘Garth Finuchin,’ the tattooed man interrupted. His bulk suggested more muscle than was really there, and he held his arms away from his sides to enhance the impression of strength. ‘I may not have a degree in some fancy waste of time, but I reckon I’ve got more life experience than anyone else in this room. Makes sense for me to be foreman. More of a bloke thing anyway as it’s a murder.’

‘Attempted murder,’ Tabitha added, ‘and I don’t see that gender plays any part in it.’

‘Witnessed much violence at the WI, have you?’ Finuchin asked, rewarding himself with a bark of laughter.

‘I’d have thought it was more important to elect someone who might communicate well with Her Honour,’ Tabitha continued.

‘Absolutely,’ Gregory nodded. ‘Not that I’m prejudging.’

‘Well, of course you two are going to stick together,’ Finuchin smirked.

‘Could we please just get on with it?’ Cameron asked, sighing loudly. ‘At this rate, the accused will have served a couple of years before we’ve chosen a foreperson.’

‘The lawyers call her the defendant, not the accused,’ Tabitha said. ‘We should try to get to grips with the proper vocabulary.’

The final two jurors – Andy Leith and Bill Caldwell – both declined the opportunity to be elected as foreperson. Lottie didn’t blame them. Joining the contest between Tabitha, Agnes and Garth felt more like inviting a vote for least disliked rather than a show of confidence.

‘Shall I preside?’ Gregory asked, smiling around the table. ‘Let’s each have a scrap of paper and write the name of our choice for foreperson.’ There was no dissent as he ripped up a sheet of paper and passed the sections around.

‘What if we don’t want to vote for any of them?’ Cameron asked. ‘Not that I’m saying it applies to me, just so we know what to do.’

‘Ruin your paper,’ Pan said. ‘Write a cross or something. Let’s get on, though. Some of us have work to do.’

Lottie allowed herself a half-smile across the table at Cameron who raised an eyebrow in reply. He was trouble, Lottie thought, writing a cross on her own piece of paper and folding it tight. They all handed their scraps to Gregory who opened them into a pile then set them out one by one in a line on the table.

‘One vote for Garth Finuchin,’ Gregory said

‘Fucking typical,’ Finuchin muttered.

‘Two votes for Agnes Huang.’ Gregory frowned but continued slightly louder. ‘Five votes for Tabitha Lock and four ruined papers. Miss Lock it is then. Congratulations.’

Tabitha bowed her head as if touched and humbled. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said. ‘I won’t let you down. Now, I think the first thing I should do is remind us all of our duties.’

‘Clean underwear every morning?’ Cameron muttered. Jack let out a yelp of laughter and Lottie masked a snigger with a pretend yawn, which she realised immediately might have come across as even ruder than Cameron’s joke.

‘We were just in court together, so I think we’re all up to speed with that,’ Pan said. ‘I’ve got emails to attend to so if there’s nothing new, I’ll need some space until the judge calls us back in.’

Lottie longed for a large glass of wine in spite of the two hundred or so calories it would cost her. Some days you just had to give in to your cravings. Jury politics were much more complex than she’d imagined. It was intimidating, yet she found herself intrigued by the lawyers and judge. She was terrified of humiliating herself with ignorance but there was no denying the importance of the job the jury had been given to do. She sighed. There would be no alcohol to sooth her nerves until she got home. Until then the best she could do was make herself a cup of tea. She walked across to the kettle. Jack, the student, followed.

‘Take no notice of Mr Finuchin,’ Lottie told him quietly as they poured insufficiently hot water onto tea bags. ‘I’m not sure he really gets the point of further education.’

‘He’s probably right,’ Jack muttered, shaking his head at the floor and reddening. ‘My mother thought I should study the classics but I wanted modern languages. It was a compromise.’

‘Oh,’ Lottie replied, trying to inject some reassurance into her voice. ‘Well, the Arabic will be useful, I bet. Interesting to put on your CV when you’re job hunting.’

Jack stirred his tea without answering. ‘Do you think she did it? The defendant, I mean,’ he whispered. ‘Only she looked so, I don’t know, pathetic.’

‘Those are the types you have to watch,’ Cameron said over Jack’s shoulder as he grabbed a biscuit from a paper plate. ‘It’s always the quiet ones who turn out to be psychos and maniacs. This whole thing’s a true crime TV drama waiting to be made.’

Lottie watched him devour shortbread and lick his lips, keen to respond with something insightful and interesting, or no one would want to get to know her. It wasn’t that difficult, she told herself. She chatted to people all the time at toddler group, and never felt out of her depth. Everyone on the jury was in the same boat, landed with strangers in the middle of the summer when they’d all rather be elsewhere. She just had to relax and stop being so insecure. In the middle of drawing breath to tell Cameron he shouldn’t judge the defendant by her looks, the door to the corridor opened and the usher beamed at them. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Her Honour Judge Downey has requested your presence back in court.’

Cameron and Jack made for the doorway as Lottie quickly tidied the abandoned cups, telling herself it was ridiculous to be worried about the mess when no one else seemed to care. Some habits were hard to break. Lottie wondered how she could possibly be expected to decide something as critical as whether or not the defendant was guilty, and which mistake was worse – setting a guilty person free, or wrongly condemning an innocent one to prison?
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Maria Bloxham surveyed the courtroom through the smudges on the inside of the glass dock. She liked them. They told a story of a cleaner who was either too distracted or uncaring to be fastidious. No one should obsess about cleaning. She’d wasted so many years worrying about every mark on the carpets and straightening the towels. It had all been for nothing.

James Newell, her barrister, walked into the dock and took a seat next to her as the public gallery began to fill.

‘So the jury will come back in shortly. After that the prosecution will open their case, which means Miss Pascal will summarise the evidence against you. She’ll only give her version of the facts and will probably make you out to be extremely manipulative. Don’t expect anything she says to be either fair or balanced,’ he warned.

‘You’ll respond though?’ Maria asked. ‘We should have a chance to put our side, too.’

Newell shook his head. ‘That’s not how it works at this stage, I’m afraid, but I will be able to give a speech at the very end of the trial which is much more valuable. It’ll be one of the last things the jury hears before considering their verdict.’

‘But they’ll be thinking the worst of me from the outset,’ Maria said. The tension she had tried so hard to banish began flooding back in.

‘The system is set up so that the prosecution puts its case first as the burden is on them to prove their case. After that, we can call our own witnesses and you can tell your story. It’ll take a while and you should be ready for delays. Court cases rarely run smoothly.’

‘So are they allowed to say whatever they like about me?’ Maria asked.

‘If they break any rules, I’ll object. Otherwise it’s up to the prosecution to run their case as they see fit. Try to focus on something else during the speech. Miss Pascal is likely to disregard any mention of your defence. Any last minute questions?’

‘No, I’m fine,’ Maria said. ‘Although it’s a bit hot in here.’

‘You should feel it with this wig on,’ he smiled. ‘Listen, it’s not too late,’ Newell said, suddenly serious again. ‘We could still run a psychiatric defence. It’s much more usual in cases like this. The judge would criticise us for lateness, but I’m sure I could make her understand …’

‘You want to tell the jury I was suffering from an abnormal mental state. It would mean endless hours with psychiatrists, and that would be intolerable for me. I appreciate you’re trying to give me the best possible chance, but I won’t pretend I didn’t understand what I was doing.’

Newell nodded, acknowledging defeat gracefully. ‘All right then. I’m hoping the judge will keep the court days short. It’ll be unbearable in here by the afternoon.’ He motioned for the prison guards to take their place next to Maria, then went back to the lawyers’ benches. Most of what Maria could see was a wall of backs. It hardly seemed fair. Surely, she thought, she should be able to look at the faces of the people who were talking about her.

Only when everyone else had gathered did the jury enter. They must hate her, Maria thought. All they’d have heard so far were press reports from when she was first arrested. Headlines had ranged from the creative ‘The Would-Be Widow’ to the plodding ‘Suburban Violence Rages in Bristol.’ Her age had been given as anything between thirty and fifty. Various witness testimonies had apparently been uncovered, detailing a history of shouted arguments and vehicles screeching late at night from their address. Maria had been sympathetic to an extent. The press had to make something up. The truth of her life was far too dull for the public to bother buying it.

She sighed. It didn’t matter what anyone thought. The only real crime was that Edward hadn’t had the good grace to simply die. Ed, she reprimanded herself. She could call him Ed now. He could never complain about the abbreviation again. He’d once had a secretary who’d called him Ed three times in a row. Her employment had been terminated the next day. Since then, every other secretary had been firmly instructed to only ever address him as Mr Bloxham.

Her Honour Judge Downey cleared her throat, finished writing a note, and looked up at the prosecutor. Imogen Pascal – that was what Maria’s barrister had called her – was a tough one. Maria recognised the same ambition that had previously shone in her husband’s eyes. The drive to be the best, craving recognition. The nasty creep of failure just over your shoulder if you ever paused for breath. In contrast, all Maria had done for at least a decade was to stop and smell the roses in her garden. She wanted to tell Imogen Pascal that mediocrity wasn’t so bad. Excelling only meant there was a greater distance to fall.

Miss Pascal stood up, flawless in a grey woollen suit beneath her gown.

‘Members of the jury,’ Imogen Pascal began, ‘this case, whilst serious, is factually quite simple. The defendant,’ she turned flamboyantly with a wave of her arm to the dock in which Maria sat, ‘made a serious, forceful and deliberate attempt to end her husband’s life. That much, I can tell you now, is not in dispute.’

Heads turned. However much Maria willed herself not to move, it was inevitable that she should meet the jurors’ eyes. They looked bewildered. How could Maria not be disputing that she had tried to kill her husband? That was what they wanted to know. Miss Pascal’s description of pure brutality was not what they were expecting. Presumably they thought Maria would claim it had all been some dreadful mistake, that she’d believed her husband to be a burglar. Or perhaps that she had been swotting a fly with the chair leg and aimed badly. Maria frowned to deaden the grin that was threatening to spread her mouth wide. No. No excuses. Maria had wanted her husband dead. The truth was that she had prayed for it, fantasised about it. Seeing him bleed on the kitchen floor was all her Christmases come at once.

Imogen Pascal, having wrung every drop of melodrama from her pause, tapped a pen on her notepad twice, drawing all eyes back to her before continuing the prosecution’s opening speech.

‘Allow me to set the scene. The defendant and Dr Edward Bloxham had been married for eighteen years. Edward Bloxham is a man of impeccable character. He works – I should say worked … the injuries he received at the defendant’s hand were so severe that he will never recover – as a consultant ecologist. He advised both governments and industry on the ecological impact of manufacturing. In his free time, he presented a video blog on the effects of global warming on British wildlife with more than half a million subscribers. Dr Bloxham had written books, and appeared on both the radio and television. He was the champion, if you like, of the grasshopper, the robin and the field mouse. He did his best to prevent harm from coming to those small creatures, until he himself was struck down in a calculated act of violence.’

In spite of the high-sided glass of the dock and the wall behind her, Maria could almost hear the jury foreperson as she mouthed a single word, ‘Shame’. Just like that, they had convicted her. It hadn’t required the chair leg, the brain damage or the blood on Maria’s hands. Just the field mouse. Imogen Pascal was clever. Maria had never had cause to think about it before, but criminal barristers weren’t really employed for their legal skills. They were psychologists. They slid their hands into your chest to pull your heartstrings, creating moral outrage from the least obvious misdemeanours. She wondered how her own barrister, James Newell, would respond. He had none of Imogen Pascal’s cutting edge. Quite the opposite.

A man in the press seats was sketching her again, the constant scribble of his pencil irritating the people around him. Maria could see their foreheads crinkling into frowns. What would the picture show? She wouldn’t buy the newspaper to see, although she was free to do so. The judge had allowed her to live in the community awaiting trial, provided she resided at a bail hostel. One room with a hard bed and a broken chest of drawers, next to a shared bathroom and opposite a kitchen barely fit for the purpose. Maria had been put on a curfew, allowed out only between the hours of 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. Her lawyers had impressed upon her that she shouldn’t break the rules under any circumstances. Most importantly, she was under no circumstances to attempt to contact Edward Bloxham. That one was beyond irony.

The press artist’s sketch would not be kind. Maria knew every line on her face, every sag of skin. At forty she looked fifty. Her long hair was tied in a plait and wound into a bun at the back of her head, brown shot through with dried-up grey. Moisturisers and hair dyes were a waste of money, her husband had said, and given that she wasn’t earning any, how could Maria have expected Edward to have spent his cash on such vanities? Likewise appointments at the hairdresser. Foolish, conceited women, sitting for hours staring in mirrors as their hair was imbued with false colour and they were flattered by people who only wanted their money, he said. True beauty was a wonder of nature. It couldn’t be bought in a salon. There was no point Maria going, he’d made that crystal clear. You couldn’t make a silk purse from a sow’s ear. Over the years that had become one of Ed’s favourite phrases.

‘You will see,’ Imogen Pascal persisted, ‘the weapon with which the near-fatal blow was dealt, and hear about the tremendous force that was employed. The prosecution will prove that the devastating attack on Mr Bloxham was not dealt in self-defence, as Mrs Bloxham will claim, but in fact while her unsuspecting husband had his back turned to her. She chose to strike when he could not possibly have fought back, then she calmly telephoned the police and waited on the driveway for them to arrive. The only emotion she showed was when she found out that her husband was still clinging to life, at which point, ladies and gentlemen, the defendant fainted. Dr Bloxham did survive, but just barely. His blood is on the defendant’s hands, and no amount of the excuses you’ll hear in this courtroom can wash them clean.’

Miss Pascal sat down. Maria was tempted to applaud. The prosecutor deserved it. Her performance had been spectacular. In his absence, Edward had taken on a saintly air that made even Maria feel rather sorry for him. The attack sounded as if it had been planned over a period of weeks or months, as if Maria had lain in wait until he’d finally turned his back on her. The blow to his head seemed so brilliantly aimed and delivered that she might have practised with a baseball bat and dummy to perfect it. She liked the idea of that.

The jurors were pale faced and uncomfortable. At least two had been wringing their hands in distress. Others had closed their eyes at the height of the prosecutor’s speech. Some of the men had looked Maria square in the face, trying to get the measure of her. Perhaps they were wondering if their own wives were waiting at home harbouring the same bloodthirsty desires. The shock, at least in part, was that a female could do such a dreadful thing, Maria thought. Had the defendant been a man accused of beating his wife to within inches of her life it would have been just another incident of domestic abuse gone too far. There would be neither shock nor incomprehension. But a woman consciously and purposefully attacking a man was an unacceptable perversion of day-to-day violence. It was intolerable.

The jury left. Bail was extended until the following day. Maria’s barrister, James Newell, motioned for the prison guards to release her from the dock. Suddenly she could breath again.

‘Are you all right?’ Newell asked, pulling his wig from his head and running a hand through his hair. ‘That was a bit rough.’

‘I’m sure Miss Pascal was just doing her job,’ Maria said. ‘Tomorrow’s another day.’

He pulled her aside into a quiet corner, setting his pink-ribboned brief down on the floor and shoving his hands into trouser pockets. ‘You know, Ms Bloxham, you don’t have to be so stoic. It’s all right to be scared, these proceedings are overwhelming at the best of times and frankly …’ he broke off, searching for the right words.

‘It’s going to be difficult, isn’t it, claiming self-defence in these circumstances?’ Maria asked.

‘Difficult, but not impossible. It’ll largely fall to you to convince the jury that you needed to strike your husband in the manner you did,’ Newell said.

‘I understand,’ she replied. ‘I’m just not sure how to explain what my life was like. I don’t think they’ll believe me. Sometimes I can’t believe it myself.’

‘One day at a time,’ her barrister said. ‘Let’s worry about that when we’ve got through the prosecution case. You’re not on your own here. Let me walk you out.’ He held the heavy courtroom door open for her.

Maria paused at the top of staircase. ‘Is it hard for you, defending people accused of crimes like these?’

James Newell sighed. ‘Sometimes it makes me rather sad,’ he said. ‘Like everyone, I have moments when I’d prefer to be by a pool reading a good book. But the truth is that everyone deserves a fair trial and a proper defence. If you’re asking me about your case specifically, you should know I consider myself a reasonable judge of character.’ He gave a modest smile. ‘We’re going to fight this as hard as we possibly can. Not just because it’s my job, but because I want to see justice done.’

‘I wasn’t asking your opinion of me,’ she rushed to reassure him. ‘I didn’t mean to put you in a difficult position.’

‘That’s all right, Ms Bloxham. If I were in your shoes, I’d want to know that the person representing me believed me too.’ He motioned towards the exit and Maria continued down the stairs.

‘Thank you,’ she said, before heading towards the sunshine, wishing she’d never started the conversation. As reassuring as it was to know he was on her side, it made her feel so much worse about lying to him.

Maria made her way down Small Street and into the pedestrian walkway Exchange Avenue, avoiding the late afternoon café users and tourists buying cheap trinkets they didn’t need and would never look at again. Her new, lightweight mobile buzzed in her pocket. She still wasn’t used to the vibrate function. It seemed excessive when a ringtone did the job perfectly well. The solicitors’ firm had insisted that she buy a phone to facilitate communication before the trial, but calls were few and far between. A man bumped into her as she pressed the button to take the call. Maria recognised him as the person who’d been sketching her in court. He glanced back over his shoulder, smirking as he sauntered away. Maria stepped into the shaded mouth of an alleyway and answered her phone.
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