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‘The true hero … of The Iliad is force …


To define force – it is that x that turns anybody who is subjected to it into a thing. Exercised to the limit … it makes a corpse out of him[/her]. Somebody was here, and the next minute there is nobody here at all; this is a spectacle The Iliad never wearies of showing us’


Simone Weil, ‘The Iliad, or: The Poem of Force’












PROLOGUE


Frankie walked to work, enjoying the early morning air, unaware that today was the day she was going to die. She often went into work this early, when the throng of gawky students was still asleep, but these past few weeks she’d made a point of it because it was the coolest part of the day. She would let herself into her office in the Classics building and plunge into her book on the Macedonian conquest of the Persian Empire. It was due to be published in November and she hoped to present it before then, a keynote speech at Princeton University.


It was going to be another searing hot day and already it was clammy, a film on her skin. She wore a long, loose skirt and flat sandals. It was just over an hour’s walk from the riverside cottage she shared with her husband, Jon, just off Fen Road; the rooms small and dusty, the back garden long and semi-wild, leading right down onto the banks of the Cam. Early afternoon she would walk home again, let Artemis out, and eat lunch at the bottom of the garden, waving away hoverflies and looking at the gnarl of bramble. Artemis was her blonde beagle, named after the Goddess of the Hunt, but, even though she was a pedigree, at twelve years old she no longer showed any interest in hunting. She barely opened her eyes if a squirrel came into the garden, and even a rabbit spied on a walk failed to incite any enthusiasm for a chase. Artemis seemed to have decided that she had run after her last rabbit some time ago; Frankie considered that thought probably came to everyone eventually.


Jon was away with work again – three or four countries in a row this time – Malaysia, Singapore and … somewhere else. Frankie couldn’t remember the last one. She wasn’t inconsiderate, but international travel was a constant thing for Jon and after a while she lost track. She was sure he had been due home last night, but he hadn’t appeared, and so she expected he was probably in the air just now, sipping a blended malt from a plastic glass while scanning a journal on quantum electronics.


Jon was Professor of Electrical Engineering, his office just a thirty-minute walk from hers, but he was always away ‘doing deals’ with one foreign university or another, in the Far East or North America. She was used to him being gone. They had been married for fifteen years and she still loved him, but it was easier to love him while he was away. Jon hadn’t always been faithful. He was older than she was, by eleven years, but his energy was expansive. Jon, dark-eyed, dark-haired even in his mid-fifties, burst into any room demanding all attention. He was six-foot two, but seemed to take up an even larger metaphysical space. He had absolutely no insecurities. In that sense, he was quite a good advertisement for the potential of positive self-esteem, or the public school system, whichever way you looked at it. Young women seemed to accept that he was as attractive as he proclaimed; he had risen in the ranks academically – professor by the age of forty-two – and now in the university leadership.


Unless Jon returned, she might have a few friends over later to drink sangria as the sun went down. Sangria from the Latin, sanguis, for blood. They could bring their swimsuits and take a dip in the Cam. It was delicious to swim in the river at this time of year. She liked to swim out to the deepest point and then slip her swimsuit off underwater. It was uniquely liberating.


A group of early rowers passed and Frankie paused to watch them, even though she had seen them many times. This group were all women. There was almost no breeze and so the Cam was grey-brown, ripples catching the new pink light in scales, like snakeskin. The boat cut through it, even and straight. The rowers’ easy rhythm set her up for the day and Frankie unconsciously found their timing as she continued her walk.


She would get her work done and then sit at the bottom of her garden and call her mother, which she did every Wednesday without fail. Frankie was from Liverpool originally and her mother, Bridget, still lived in Kirkby, Merseyside. She was eighty-three, five-foot three, and still went to bingo under her own steam every Tuesday evening. Frankie was one of eight – four sisters, three brothers – and had been her mother’s fifth child. When they spoke, Frankie’s Scouse accent unconsciously came back, thick and guttural. When she spoke to Jon, or her students and friends in Cambridge, it was smoothed and rounded, like a piece of glass washed by the ocean. She had been in Cambridge since she left Liverpool at the age of eighteen, and it was hard to keep a grasp on her short vowels. They were all but lost now, to everyone but her mother.


While Frankie had felt an oddity at University of Cambridge for a long time – working class in a sea of quaint academics and awkward public school students – she often attested her wish to study Classics here with her background in Merseyside. The noisy pack of her family meant she had all the grounding she needed in Greek drama before she’d even read The Iliad, which she had, on a whim when she was fourteen, while all her friends were drinking in the park.


As Frankie turned onto Turpington Street, the bakers had just opened and the sweet smell of fresh bread stopped her in her tracks. She bought a hot roll wrapped in a paper bag and carried it in two hands, her pace quickening with anticipation, feeling the sweat at the small of her back soaking through the waistband of her skirt.


Frankie used her key to enter the Classics building. It was just after six now and the cleaner would not arrive until six thirty. She took the stairs, fanning herself lightly with her hand. If she could summon the courage later in the morning, she would speak to Dean Winters about the Princeton trip. She was already booked into the conference, but the Dean was begrudging of the funding and it seemed as if Frankie might have to pay for it herself. Jon stayed in five-star hotels wherever he went, and spoke on his return of massages in his room administered by lithe, young women who barely spoke English. Frankie couldn’t even persuade her boss to fund her economy flight to Newark and then three nights at a Motel 6.


The arts entertain, but science educates, was one of Jon’s proclamations that infuriated Frankie. Jon thought it fitting that the bulk of university and government funding went to science and engineering. Frankie had argued with him countless times. The Ancient Greeks had had a dazzling knowledge of the universe, and their intricate theories of physics, astronomy, chemistry and biology were the very foundation of science. The arts gave birth to science and engineering but now were cast aside as fluff and nonsense.


At the top of the stairs, she paused and touched her moist brow with the back of her hand. It was a relief to be inside, alone, and soon to be deep into her book. She would break open her roll and watch the steam rise from the pores of the dough.


She took out her key and, as she did so, the bag with the hot roll fell to the floor. It was only when she bent to pick it up that she noticed the door to her office was already ajar. She might have forgotten to lock it, or else Harvie, the janitor, might have been in overnight – worried about squirrels chewing the electric cables in the roof again.


Bringing the warm paper bag to her nose, she smelled the hot bread and saliva flooded her mouth. She shouldered the door open.


Frankie took a sharp intake of breath. Something was wrong, although she couldn’t say what. She pinched her lips together, noticing that the large chunk of ornamental agate that sat on the middle of her bookshelf was missing.


It was her focal point when she was working. She would look up and admire it, with its ancient crystalline structures in brown, green and purple. Hand-sized and heavy as a bowling ball, it only moved when she stood on a chair and took it down to wash it. Dust dulled the sparkle and so Frankie would wash it every now and again, careful not to crack the porcelain sink in the bathroom with its heavy, jagged stone.


Frowning at the bare shelf, Frankie stepped inside. The door fell silently closed behind her and she turned quickly, hearing the lock click.


At first she smiled, but it fell from her lips. She felt the emptiness of the building, heard the electric hum of the strip lights. She thought about running or shouting out, but he was standing in front of the door and there was no one to hear her.


Professor Frances Isabel Owen, who was forty-three years old with not a single grey hair; who was a European authority on the Achaemenid Empire; who liked swimming in the river at the bottom of her garden. Frankie, who had size-five feet and had to speak to her mother this afternoon. Frankie, who needed to be home at two to let Artemis out to relieve herself; who had so much more life to live, looked straight into the face of the man who was about to kill her.


It was a terrible thing to know you were going to die and not be able to do anything to prevent it. She tried anyway, raising up her hand to protect herself (still holding the paper bag with her warm breakfast roll, as if it was the magic shield given by Athena to Perseus) but then her finger was smashed and her own blood blinded her.









JUDGEMENT









1


He hadn’t been sleeping, but, as soon as the alarm sounded, Daniel got up and put on his running gear. No breakfast – he liked to run empty, with only his wits for fuel. In his battered trainers, he padded down the stone steps and began to jog around the circumference of Victoria Park. It was going to be another hot day and already he felt the humid weight of it wrap around him.


His body felt light and energetic, despite barely sleeping. The slight breeze blew him along like lit paper and he let it, knowing that when he climbed back upstairs and closed the door on that studio shoebox, he would feel like crying. He didn’t want to be back here, in his old flat.


When he bought the flat in Bow in the early 2000s, as a young criminal solicitor, this part of the East End had been rougher and he’d liked the edge to it. Since the Olympics, and since he had lived here last, it had become gentrified and the whole landscape had changed, so instead of simply looping around Victoria Park, he headed over the canal towards the Olympic Stadium.


Daniel was a runner. Even though he was in his mid-forties now, he could still complete a marathon in under three hours ten. He had been running ever since he could remember. Fight or flight; he chose flight. Flight was, after all, often the most logical course.


As he ran, he tried to shake off the feeling of being in the flat. It felt as if it didn’t belong to him, like wearing someone else’s shoes. For nearly ten years now, he had rented it out; it was just luck that the short-term tenancy had come to an end when he needed it again, otherwise he would have been sleeping at the office.


A day ago, he and Rene had had a blazing row. They didn’t often fight, but it had come out of nowhere. Daniel tried to avoid confrontation when he could and now he considered this strategy had forced their issues underground. He had been blindsided by the stream of hurt and anger she’d thrown at him.


I can’t take it any longer. I can’t be with you right now, she had said, putting on her coat.


It had been the action of tugging on her parka – a sweltering evening and she’d grabbed any coat – a winter jacket – to escape him. He had thought she just wanted to walk it out, but she’d said she needed to be away from him for a few days. Her green eyes stark in the hall, zipping the jacket despite the humid night, as if to show her seriousness, saying she would go and get Billy out of bed.


He had relented then, put his hands on her shoulders and said he was sorry, but it was too late. To stop her walking out, he had said that he would go. Ten years they had been together, married for eight, parents for seven.


Just the thought of leaving them winded him, and his pace slowed. His dirty training shoes beat into the pavement. It would only be for a few days, he hoped. He would stay in Bow and give her space, but already he missed them and he felt the ever-present intensity of that in the centre of his chest, as if there was a fishbone stuck in his windpipe.


Slowing his pace for the traffic on Roman Road, Daniel thought he could already smell the warming tarmac underfoot.


Beginning a circuit of the public running track at the Olympic Stadium, his breathing evened out, slow and deep in his chest as his pace steadied. His hamstrings were tight, and his right leg felt almost mechanical when it swung forward. Whether it was his hamstring, or the fact that he was so tired and distracted – not lifting his feet enough – he pitched forward suddenly into the red dirt. His forearm and elbow took the weight of his fall.


Sitting up, Daniel saw the graze was bleeding a little and he wiped it on his dark shorts. Normally, he would just get back up and start running, but today, as slashes of light cut across the track leaving half of it in shadow, he put his elbows on his knees and let his head rest on his knuckles. Smelling his own sweat, he felt the pulse of his blood in his hands. He’d been listening to music on his phone and he let it and the headphones fall gently onto the track.


He sniffed, ready to get back on his feet, but just then a call came – lighting up the screen of his phone. It was an unknown number but he took the call anyway.


‘Daniel Hunter.’


Silence on the line.


‘Hello?’


‘Danny … it’s good to hear your voice again. It’s Seb Croll.’


Daniel picked himself up. He hadn’t heard the name clearly, although it was someone who knew him. The name sounded like subcrawl.


‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’


‘It’s been a long time, I know. It’s Sebastian. Sebastian Croll.’


The name resonated deep inside him and then a sudden prickle ran up the back of his neck and across his scalp, as if all the follicles had suddenly tightened.


Daniel grabbed a fistful of his sweat-dampened hair. ‘It … certainly has been a long time. Are you … ?’ Daniel was about to say, grown up, but stopped himself as it sounded inappropriate. Sebastian had been just eleven years old when he’d represented him.


‘I’m fine. How’re you, Danny? You’re still … a solicitor?’


‘I am.’


‘I’m afraid I need your help again.’


Noticing that he had a smudge of blood on the back of his hand, Daniel waited for Sebastian to continue.


‘I think it’s just to give a statement or whatever. The police said they wanted to have a chat with me and I’ve to go in today or tomorrow … Perhaps I’m being overly cautious, but I wanted to take someone with me. With my history …’


‘Statement? What about?’


‘Well, my tutor—’ Sebastian’s breathing became audible, as if he too was running, or becoming upset. ‘My tutor at Cambridge. It’s unbelievable … it’s—’ his voice broke slightly. ‘She’s been murdered.’


Daniel took a slow intake of breath.


‘Obviously I had nothing to do with that. I was … I mean I still can’t believe it, but I think the police are just speaking to everyone who knew her. I was prepared to go alone, but then I thought it might be sensible … to have representation. Because of my history.’


He pronounced the word history very carefully, sounding all three syllables.


‘You’re in Cambridge then? At the university?’


‘Yes. I’m studying Classics.’


‘So, it’s Cambridgeshire Police then?’


‘Yes, I wondered about going to speak to them today. I didn’t know if that was convenient … If you would be able to come?’


Daniel wrinkled his forehead as he mentally ran through his diary for the day. In addition to his normal cases, he’d taken on some Family Court work after a colleague fell ill, which meant he was stretched. He thought he had a couple of appointments that he could shift to meet Sebastian, but he’d need to catch a train and wasn’t sure it was worth it for a routine interview. He and Rene shared a car, but he’d left it at Herne Hill.


His reluctance was not only because of the inconvenience. Sebastian was not just any old client. The case had got under his skin. It had been an intense time under the full scrutiny of the media, and Daniel had somehow identified with the little boy from a troubled home. Daniel hadn’t represented anyone else so young since; but, of course, Sebastian was no longer a child.


Daniel wiped a hand wet with sweat over his jaw. ‘My colleague knows some people up in Cambridge. I could get another name for you – an alternative? To save you time?’ He deliberately pitched this suggestion as helpful to Sebastian, to disguise his wariness, but even as he offered, Daniel sensed Sebastian would refuse.


‘That’s very thoughtful, but I would prefer if it were you.’


Daniel looked up at the sky as if asking for guidance and saw a jet drawing a white line across the immaculate blue. ‘Is this your number? I need to move a couple of meetings and get up there. I can text you a time later and then you could let the police know?’


‘Thank you. Yes, this is my number … Thank you so much.’


‘I’d need to charge you, of course. If you’re not suspected of a crime, it won’t be covered under legal aid.’


‘Of course, that’s fine. You can just let me know your fee.’


Ready to ring off, Daniel almost talked over Sebastian with his goodbye and confirmation of arrangements. ‘It’ll be great to see you again,’ Sebastian gasped.


Daniel hesitated, feeling strangely uneasy at the words. ‘Yeah … you too.’


Before he jogged back to the flat, Daniel stood for a moment reflecting on the call. He could visualise Sebastian exactly – as he had been then – the little sprinkling of freckles on his nose, his large mint-coloured eyes. The thought of meeting him again was unnerving.


Back in the flat, he emailed his afternoon clients and then showered quickly, the graze on his arm stinging under the hot water as he washed the dirt out of it. As he rinsed, he realised it was ten years since he had seen Sebastian, so he would be twenty-one now. He had been a precocious little boy, bright and articulate, but hearing the deep adult voice on the phone had jarred. Of course he’d thought of Sebastian over the years – Rene had been Sebastian’s barrister and she and Daniel had started seeing each other after the trial had finished.


Daniel slipped a clean white shirt from its hanger. He had taken just three work shirts with him to the flat, fresh from the cleaners. In the mirror, he watched his face as he dressed. Three days’ worth of clothes. He had three days to fix things between him and Rene.


A memory came to him – sudden, surprising – so that his skin prickled under his clean shirt. He remembered the judgement coming in for Sebastian, and then speaking into the warm flashes of journalists’ cameras on the steps of the Old Bailey and looking around for Rene. He had caught up with her before she’d gone down into the Tube. We won, he’d said to her, and she had stood on her tiptoes to kiss him.


It had been the first time they’d kissed.


This afternoon, Rene had her interview with the Judicial Appointments Commission. When they’d got together, after Sebastian’s trial, she’d been recently made a QC, but now she had her eye on the bench. In the spring, the list of judicial appointments had been advertised and she’d applied. He knew she would be a wonderful judge and hoped the JAC would recognise that. He wanted to do something to wish her luck – contact her, send her something – but didn’t know how best to do that because of the way things were. Just that thought – reaching out to her – brought such a flare of pain inside him.


Of course they argued – every couple did – but it felt significant, dangerous perhaps, that they needed this time apart after eight years of marriage and a little boy who needed them. Never before had she wanted to be away from him.


As he buttoned his shirt, he saw Rene’s face: thin, arched brows; her soft, naturally blonde hair worn down as it was when she was at home, so that it brushed her shoulders. He had never expected to get to a space in life when he felt as if he had a home. To have found that, and now be on the brink of losing it, made everything else in his life seem unimportant.


He couldn’t remember a lot of his childhood, but what he did remember, vividly, was running away. The first eleven years of his life he had been in and out of foster homes. Somehow, back then, he had internalised that he would never have a proper family of his own, that he didn’t deserve one.


Making a coffee and eating half a slice of toast, he checked his phone to see if there were any messages. Billy sometimes used Rene’s phone to message him, something cheeky. There were emails and voicemails from clients and his senior partner, Veronica, but nothing from his family. Two of his afternoon clients had already agreed to the postponed meetings. He would check the times of the trains and then message Sebastian about when he’d arrive in Cambridge.


Just then, Daniel noticed there was a small, white envelope on the floor inside the door. It was addressed to him and he recognised the handwriting immediately. It had to have been hand-delivered the night before or while he was on his run. Through eagerness or fear, he tore the envelope so roughly that he nearly ripped the letter inside.




Dearest Danny,


Since you left I’ve been thinking a lot about us and what that argument was about. It came out of nowhere, and I don’t know who ‘started it’ but I do know that what came to the surface were things that I’ve been thinking about for a long time.


I could have expressed myself better – we both could have. We were angry and upset, but, now that the dust has settled, I have come to see the truth of things.


There is so much darkness in you. In some small way, that is what first attracted me to you. But lately, it seems as if the darkness is there all the time – some deep unhappiness that exists in you – a place we (Billy and I) can’t reach. I never expected that I would make you happy, or you would make me happy – it’s not like we were kids when we got together – but I think I expected us to be happy some of the time.


And the truth, Danny, is that I don’t think we’ve been happy for a while – years. I love you – you know that, I hope. I know you love me. But over the last few years, I have felt the heaviness of you. For a long time I have wondered how long I’ll be able to carry it.


I’m not saying it’s your fault, but rather that I am now entering a time in my life where I need more energy for me. I might not make it to be a judge, but I want to try. Billy gets more grown up every day but he is still just a little boy and I want to be there for him in a way that is meaningful.


I’ve been working so hard for so long – and I know you work hard too – but often it feels as if I am a single parent juggling all of that. I have felt your love, but I haven’t felt emotionally supported by you in a long time.


I think it’s that I was trying to say the other night. Everyone sometimes needs support and I don’t always feel sure of yours. And so, after thinking long and hard, and even after a sleepless night without you, I think it is best if we separate.


Billy adores you, and we will work something out so you get the time with him you both need.


I hope you understand. Call me once you’ve had a chance to think and we can talk about the details of sharing time with our son.


Love,


R.





Daniel sank onto the couch, his mouth suddenly dry. Knuckles to his forehead, he pressed until the pain came, blinking and standing up when his eyes started to water. He crushed the letter into a tight ball and threw it like a tennis ball hard against the bare, magnolia wall.
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In the early afternoon, Daniel took the train to Cambridge. The air conditioning in the carriage was a relief and he took off his tie and rolled up the cuffs of his shirt for the journey. He had picked up a paper at the station and now set it on the table. Halfway down the front page, he saw a picture of a smiling woman below the headline, CAMBRIDGE PROFESSOR FOUND MURDERED.


Frowning, Daniel skimmed the short article. There wasn’t much more information here than what Sebastian had told him, but he did learn that the woman’s name was Professor Frances Isabel Owen. She was forty-three years old, married, and had been a lecturer at Cambridge since her early twenties. The grainy photograph of her had obviously been taken at some social occasion; she was smiling broadly, skin glowing.


Not wanting to read any other stories, Daniel folded the paper over and set it on the seat next to him. He looked out of the window where the concrete sprawl of London loosened into fields and green trees, feeling apprehension build under his ribcage. Perhaps apprehension was the wrong word – he wasn’t fearful or nervous – but rather felt an auspicious sense of reckoning at meeting Sebastian again. As a little boy, Sebastian had been tried as an adult in the Old Bailey – a murder trial that had fascinated the nation. It wasn’t just that Sebastian’s trial had changed the course of Daniel’s career and life, but back then, when Sebastian was on trial for murder, Daniel too had been subject to judgement.


Sebastian had been accused of murdering his eight-year-old neighbour, Ben. The tabloids had fed on the story for months. Even though Sebastian had looked young for eleven, he’d not been spared the nation’s outrage, but neither had Daniel. Vividly, Daniel remembered jostling his way into court, amid shouts of ‘child killer, you’re defending a child killer’.


That year was also the year Daniel’s mother, Minnie, had died. Of course, she wasn’t his real mother – his biological mother – but now he thought of her that way. When he was eleven years old, she became his last foster mother, and then she’d adopted him. She’d taken him from Newcastle to her farm in Cumbria, where he had grown up in so many ways, with the chickens and her sheepdog, Blitz, and the goats. The goats had had names too, but, as he looked out of the train window at the green fields, he couldn’t remember what they were called.


Minnie, who’d smelled of gin and damp wool, had left the farm to him in her will. The farmhouse had been on the market and sold while Sebastian’s case was being heard at the Old Bailey. With the verdict just in, Daniel had suddenly, and inexplicably, reconsidered selling. The old place had been a wreck even then – bad damp in the outhouse, the roof needed work and wet rot in the beams under the floorboards. He would have been well shot of it, but somehow, at the last minute, just before keys were exchanged, he’d called the lawyer up North and said he didn’t want to go through with the sale. Minnie had been his only family and the farm was proof of his childhood with her, her love for him.


Undoing another button at the collar of his shirt, Daniel sighed deeply. It was no use thinking of such things. He made a mental note to sell Minnie’s farm once and for all, as soon as he had sorted out his own appalling mess of a life. A thought came to him, bone cold as the high note on Minnie’s piano, that she would be ashamed of him now, for letting Rene and Billy down.


He checked his phone again, but there were no messages from Rene. He wasn’t sure of the timing of her interview. He tapped her a message, knowing that it might sound as if he was in denial about the separation.




Hope it went well. Thinking about you. Dx





She might think he had not yet received the letter. So typical of her to handwrite him a real note; she would have considered a text or an email dismissive. Was it the barrister in her – briefs tied in pink ribbons – or her good upbringing?


He bit his lip as the message sent. She would make a wonderful judge. She was the only person he knew now that he could describe as wise. Minnie had also been wise, and had also been fond of handwritten letters. She had written him many over the years when he wasn’t speaking to her, including one final one to tell him she was dying. By the time Daniel had received it – the same day Sebastian was arrested for Ben’s murder – Minnie was already gone.


There was a hard pebble of guilt deep down inside him because of the way he had treated Minnie towards the end. She had reached out to him when she was dying and he had turned his back on her. The guilt pebble was heavy but smooth from the amount of times he’d picked it up and run his thumb over its contours.


An announcement sounded that the train would shortly be arriving at Cambridge Central Station. Daniel had been lost in his thoughts and quickly got to his feet and started to gather his belongings.


It was a fifteen-minute walk to Cambridge Parkside Police Station, where he had agreed to meet Sebastian, but the humidity slowed his pace.


The police station was a three-storey, grey concrete, brutalist block with a door in police blue. A tall, slim young man was standing outside. Daniel walked towards him, wondering if it was Sebastian, even though, in his mind, Sebastian was still an eleven-year-old boy.


‘You look just the same,’ Sebastian beamed.


Daniel took a moment to respond. Immediately, he realised that Sebastian was taller than him, by about two inches. It caused him to pull back his shoulders, as if trying to give himself height. In Sebastian’s features, he could just see the boy that he had once been, those same pale eyes, which seemed blue in this light, the shape of his face.


‘You’ve grown up.’ Daniel tweaked his shirt at the collar to release the damp fabric from the small of his back.


‘It’s good to see you again. Thanks so much for coming so quickly.’


Sebastian had been a sweet-looking little boy, almost girlish, but he had grown into a good-looking young man. There was something open and amenable about his face, and his teeth – straight and white – were large and prominent. His hair was much darker than Daniel remembered, almost black, and closely cropped so that the pale, sparkling eyes and wide smile dominated. He was dressed smart casual, in just a white shirt and jeans, but his clothes were clearly expensive. Daniel was pleasantly surprised by his first impression of the grown-up Sebastian. His manner was confident but warm, and it put Daniel at ease.


‘So you said that you’ve been asked to attend because your tutor was murdered? Do you know what happened to her – did you know her well?’


‘Professor Owen. I can’t understand why anyone would want to hurt her. Everyone loved her.’ Sebastian looked into the distance, his eyes misting as he spoke. ‘She was the coolest lecturer by far. She was just—’ he pressed his lips together as if searching for the words ‘—funny … warm. Did I know her well? No, not really, but I liked her a lot. About what happened, I only know what I’ve heard … that they found her dead in her office, stabbed or something – but that’s just the rumour mill. It’s all so awful. To think that someone would hurt her—’


They had moved across the street to the shade of a large tree on the edge of the park opposite. Wiping the sweat quickly from his hairline, Daniel put down his briefcase and rested his jacket on top.


Sebastian was talking quickly, frowning into the distance as he spoke about what had happened to Frances Owen. Suddenly, he turned to focus on Daniel.


‘My God, you’re bleeding.’


‘What do you mean?’


Sebastian reached out, as if to touch him – motioning towards Daniel’s shirt sleeve. The graze on his forearm, from his fall that morning, had bled onto the material of his shirt.


‘Shit.’ Frowning, Daniel rolled his cuff down. He would put his jacket back on when he was inside, but it was far too hot to think about that now. He felt strangely embarrassed or caught out, and suddenly felt less polished than he had – sweat notwithstanding – a moment ago. He deliberately brought the focus back onto the meeting with the police. ‘Okay, is there anything else you want me to know? No reason they want to talk to you, specifically, do you think?’


Sebastian’s eyes widened. ‘The police are talking to all her students, and colleagues, as far as I’m aware … but I do, obviously, worry that they’ll know … about me – my past?’


‘You mean the murder indictment, the trial … ?’


Sebastian nodded quickly.


‘Well, they might do. They’ve asked to speak to you, so they’ve probably checked if you are known to the police on the national computer. You were acquitted, so your details should have been weeded out of there after five to ten years, but maybe, as it’s technically still an unsolved murder, it might have been kept on the system longer. I think it’s been just over ten years since—’ Daniel took a breath in and out, not finishing his sentence. ‘However, so long as this is just a routine statement, it’s nothing to worry about. If it’s any consolation, even if they do still have a record of your indictment and have looked into that, I’m certain they won’t bring it up or ask you about it …’


The press had been vociferous during the trial, invoking other children who had killed, and castigating Sebastian as the defendant, even though, as a minor, he couldn’t be named by law. Unable to name Sebastian in their articles, the press had nicknamed him ‘The Angel Killer’ instead. Ben had been murdered in a well-heeled area of Islington not far from Angel Tube Station. Over time, as the trial reporting became more partisan and simplistic, Ben became the angel and the child accused, the devil. All this before the jury even went to consider their verdict.


His advice to Sebastian was not to worry about his past, but it had occurred to Daniel earlier that Sebastian’s ‘history’ might make the police suspect him if his details were still available. The police were paid to be suspicious, after all, and the fact that the Islington murder was still unsolved might lead them to think that Sebastian had potentially killed before.


Daniel buttoned his bloodied cuff and then slipped on his jacket as they left the shade of the park and walked into the police station. The air conditioning inside was weak or nonexistent, and Daniel felt the dark material of his suit jacket heavy on his back, but he didn’t want to take it off because of the blood on his shirt.


A memory scratched inside his mind, of going to Islington Police Station in the rain to meet eleven-year-old Sebastian for the first time, his youngest-ever client, and finding him crackling inside a paper suit they’d given him to wear, after taking all his clothes into evidence. The person who stood beside him now seemed entirely different. He was still a very young man at just twenty-one years old, yet Sebastian seemed older than other students his age, polished and more self-assured. Perhaps it was the slight height difference or the fact that Daniel had dirtied his clean shirt with his blood, but he felt a strange sense of inferiority. He hadn’t expected Sebastian to be so prepossessing.


A team of detectives from the Major Crime Unit had relocated from nearby Huntingdon to lead the investigation into Frances Owen’s murder. Daniel managed to speak to one of the members of the investigation team, a Detective Constable Murphy, who was passing reception.


‘Could I have a quick word?’ Daniel asked.


He seemed too young to be a detective. Daniel knew that it was normal for detectives to have a few years of experience in uniform before moving to detective rank, but Murphy looked as if he hadn’t even started shaving yet. Sebastian took a seat, while Daniel spoke to the detective constable in hushed tones.


‘I just wondered if you could give me a heads up? I’m here as Sebastian’s solicitor, but I understand … this is just a chat?’


Murphy nodded slowly. ‘Yes, we’re speaking to a number of people on campus after the discovery of a woman’s body.’ His accent was thickly South London.


‘Professor Frances Owen. It’s headline news. She was killed at work yesterday morning?’


‘I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you. We’re interviewing anyone who came into contact with her in the days leading up to her death.’


Daniel nodded. He hadn’t expected that the police would offer disclosure, but it had been worth a try.


‘Here’s the DCI now,’ Murphy said, standing back. ‘I believe he and Detective Inspector Burrows are going to take your client’s statement.’


DCI Lloyd accepted Daniel’s outstretched hand. He had a heavily lined face that seemed to pull all his features downwards.


‘Daniel Hunter, Sebastian Croll’s solicitor.’


‘He doesn’t need a solicitor,’ Lloyd said in a thick Yorkshire accent that made Daniel feel kindred even though he sensed the detective chief inspector was being combative. ‘He’s not a suspect.’


‘That’s good to know.’


The interview room was bare apart from a large table and four chairs, but there was a camera in the top corner of the room. It was probably switched off, but still its red eye scrutinised them. Windowless, apart from a high-up, barred slit looking out onto the carpark, Daniel was grateful that it was at least cool. The interview room was like a cell, even the heatwave outside barred from entering.


Sebastian seemed relaxed, no sign of nerves as they waited for the detectives.


The image of Professor Owen from the newspaper came into Daniel’s mind again. From her photograph, she had seemed sociable and Sebastian had described her as warm; not how Daniel imagined a Classics professor to be. He’d managed to escape any kind of education in Latin or Classical studies, although he vaguely remembered it had been an option in his high school in Cumbria. Still, when he thought of Classics lecturers, he imagined gaunt, white-haired old men, thinning on top, with prominent yellowing teeth – not bubbly young women. Professor Owen had been only a few years younger than Daniel, yet in the photo she seemed younger – in her thirties.


Sebastian sat up straight as the two detectives came into the room.


‘Thank you for coming down. You know you’re not under arrest and can leave at any time.’ Lloyd focused his attention on Sebastian. ‘We’ll tape the interview but that’s just for our records. We want to speak to you about the murder of Professor Frances Owen—’


Sebastian nodded. There was another female officer hovering by the door, wearing blue latex gloves, and Daniel knew they were about to ask for DNA.


‘Before we begin, we’d like to take a buccal smear – a DNA sample from you – if that’s okay?’


‘I see,’ Sebastian said, seeming uncertain.


‘To be clear, we’re taking a sample from all of Professor Owen’s contacts, so that we can identify DNA found in her office. It means we can eliminate you from the enquiry … We’ll destroy the DNA when the enquiry’s over. You don’t need to worry about it being kept on record.’


‘Fine.’


The uniformed officer approached, holding a swab and vial. Daniel watched as Sebastian opened his mouth. Within seconds it was done and the officer closed the door behind her.


‘So, Sebastian, you’re one of Professor Owen’s students?’ Lloyd continued.


‘I am.’ Sebastian cleared his throat. ‘She was my tutor.’ His voice was serious and respectful – not defensive in any way.


‘How would you describe your relationship with Professor Owen?’


‘Um …’ Sebastian’s forehead crinkled as he considered. ‘Professional? I looked up to her, I mean she’s an authority on the first Persian empire … the things she knows—’ he put a sudden fist to his lips, as if realising his tenses were incorrect. Emotion seemed to ripple through him and Daniel wondered if he was going to lose composure. ‘It’s just so unbelievable that she’s … dead.’


Detective Inspector Burrows was intermittently scrutinising Sebastian and glancing at pencil notes on a small pad before her. She was about Daniel’s age, with short, dark hair.


‘So how well did you know Professor Owen? Did you see her outside of class, for example.’


‘I suppose I know her best of all my tutors … I mean I’ve studied under her for nearly three years now. She’s been very patient with me – helping me with my essays and research and has always taken a lot of time to answer my questions. And yes, sometimes I saw her outside class—’


‘So you socialised?’ Burrows said, speaking for the first time. ‘Do you know where she lived?’


Daniel took a slow breath in and held it, tensing his stomach muscles. He had a sense that Burrows was withholding information and he hoped that Sebastian had told him everything he needed to know.


‘Well, yes … there was a party. Professor Owen invited some students from her tutorial groups. We went to her cottage on the Fen Road …’ Sebastian glanced upwards, towards the red eye of the camera. In the stark light of the interview room, Daniel saw that Sebastian still had a sprinkling of his childhood freckles on his nose, but also the slightest shadow of stubble. ‘It must have been towards the end of last year. It was good fun – a nice chance to get to know other students on the course, as well as Professor Owen, of course.’


‘And did you … get to know her?’ Burrows pressed.


‘Well, yes and no. It was nice to see her in that context – outside of class, relaxed, having a few drinks. She always seemed to talk to us as if we were equals, unlike some of the other professors. I suppose, she was …’ Sebastian hesitated, fingers to his lips, ‘close to being a friend.’


‘So she was a friend?’ Burrows seemed interested.


‘I think—’ Sebastian hesitated, ‘I considered her a friend. My professor first, but possibly a friend second. I can only hope she thought of me that way.’


‘As a friend, did she share anything personal with you?’ Burrows pressed.


Almost out of a need to justify his presence and his fee, Daniel interjected, ‘Where’s this going, Detective Inspector?’


Sebastian made a gesture with his hand that suggested he was happy to answer. ‘No, nothing very personal. I hoped we were friends, but we certainly weren’t close. However, I suppose I did …’ Sebastian pulled at his lower lip briefly, ‘I dunno … feel sorry for her in some ways – she shared some of the difficulties in her marriage.’


‘Sorry for her?’ Detective Inspector Burrows repeated.


‘Well, her husband travelled a lot – overseas – and for many months of the year Professor Owen lived alone. I dunno, it just struck me as a shame. I’ve met him once or twice too – her husband – he’s older, an Engineering professor. I thought she deserved better, that’s all—’


Deserved better resonated in Daniel’s mind. It made him think about Rene again and how he had let her down. However, Sebastian’s words also seemed incautious, and, sure enough, Burrows quickly responded:


‘Who would you have considered better for her? You, perhaps?’


Shaking his head, Sebastian said, ‘You misunderstand me. I was just—’ he shrugged ‘—struck by the fact that they didn’t seem to fit. You must know couples like that.’


Burrows did not respond, her face expressionless.


Sebastian broke into a smile. ‘She did have a lovely dog, though … She was there at the party. Artie, she called her … after Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt.’


‘You’re right about her husband travelling. He flew home on the day of the murder. You say you’ve met him once or twice – how well do you know him?’


‘Oh, only in passing. I’ve literally met him once or twice. But she would talk about him sometimes, and so I knew about him being away a lot.’


‘When was the last time you saw Professor Owen?’ Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd asked.


Sebastian inhaled as he considered. ‘It would have been … my last tutorial with her. I don’t think I’ve even passed her outside or in the faculty since then. So the last time I saw her would have been Tuesday at eleven o’clock.’


Daniel glanced down at his pad, noting that the tutorial was the day before Frances Owen was murdered.


‘Are you aware of anyone who might’ve wanted to harm her?’


‘Not at all. She was very well liked.’


‘Were you aware of any rumours about her? Affairs or …’


Sebastian shook his head firmly. ‘Absolutely not. She was fun and warm and interesting, but she was very much focused on her research. She was writing another book, she had a conference abroad planned—’


‘You do seem to know a lot about her—’


‘Only what she chose to share.’ Sebastian’s manner was open, but also assertive.


‘Finally, where were you yesterday between the hours of six am and nine am?’


‘Like most students, I’m afraid I was in bed asleep.’ An apologetic shrug.


‘Can anyone confirm that?’


‘Well, I’m sure several people on my floor in Magdalene College would confirm I was there, after I got up, that is—’


‘Alright, Sebastian … Mr Hunter …’ Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd said, nodding at them both in turn. ‘Thank you for coming in. Please let us know if you have any further information.’


Outside the police station, Sebastian raised both arms in the air, stretching them out and upwards, as if to release tension. ‘Do you think it went alright?’ He let his arms drop by his sides. ‘Probably unnecessary, but I was glad you were there. Just for moral support.’


‘Well … possibly better safe than sorry.’ The interview had seemed innocuous; it made sense that they were talking to everyone who knew the victim, and Sebastian had been gracious enough. It was really only Sebastian’s history with the police that had warranted Daniel’s presence, but, even so, the police records might have been wiped after all this time.


Late afternoon now, but the sun was still relentless. Not a single cloud in the sky to protect them from the heat. Daniel took off his jacket and instantly felt his damp shirt begin to dry. His nerves felt overstimulated, as if he had drunk too much coffee. Any other week he would have been looking forward to going home and discussing it with Rene – get it all out of his system and hear her take on it.


‘Even though it’s not the best of circumstances, it is so nice to see you again, Danny.’


He seemed utterly genuine and Daniel felt a strange sense of relief to find that Sebastian had grown up so well, despite the difficulties in his childhood. His bullish father had been abusive to his mother, and it had seemed a dark, unhappy home, despite its privilege. There seemed no sign of that trauma now, no twitch or sense of being haunted. Even the trial and the months of incarceration leading up to it seemed to have left few scars.


‘Yeah, like I said, it’s great to see you … grown up,’ Daniel said, feeling both awkward and interested after all this time. ‘Why did you choose Classics?’


‘Who knows?’ Sebastian put his hands in his pockets. ‘I was good at Latin at school, but you didn’t even need Latin to get into Classics here. I suppose I like the archaeology, the myths – the real bones and then the stories, the space in between …’ he shrugged, and Daniel nodded.


‘Do you—’ Sebastian indicated over his shoulder ‘—want to get a coffee or something? That café over there is usually very quiet.’


Daniel didn’t go for coffee with clients, no exceptions.


‘I have to run for this next train, but if you need me at all, please call.’


Sebastian put his hands on his hips. ‘I know it probably wasn’t necessary, but it meant a lot to me that you were here today.’


‘Always happy to help, if I can.’


‘It’s sad … I remember that party, talking to Frankie and thinking her life was like Mum’s – with Dad away all the time – in all these far-flung places. That was how it was for much of my parents’ marriage.’


Frankie. Daniel realised he was talking about the professor. It was the first time he had heard her referred to as Frankie, instead of Frances.


‘I was going to ask, how are your parents?’ Daniel cleared his throat briefly. He had got to know Sebastian’s family well during the time he’d defended him: his aggressive father and brittle, cloying mother.


‘Well, Dad’s fine, but he doesn’t travel so much since he got the job with the government.’


‘He’s working for the government now?’ Daniel remembered Kenneth King Croll had been a Hong Kong trader, all expensive suits and aggressive jowls. At the time, Daniel had nicknamed him King Kong.


‘Minister for Investment, no less.’


‘Right,’ Daniel sniffed. He remembered feeling an almost visceral loathing of Sebastian’s father and had no desire to meet him again. ‘How about your mum?’ Sebastian’s mother had unsettled Daniel too, but in a different way. She had been painfully thin, well-dressed, with large, sad eyes.


Sebastian plunged his hands into his pockets. ‘I’m afraid Mum died,’ he said, suddenly desolate.


‘God, I’m so sorry, Seb. Was that recently?’


‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘It was … only a couple of years ago.’


‘That’s awful.’ Daniel took a breath and held it, wondering if Sebastian was going to say what had happened – if Charlotte had had an illness.


‘If it’s alright, I don’t want to talk about it.’


‘Of course … I’m so sorry, though. I liked your mum.’


‘She liked you.’ Sebastian scratched his head, as if wondering how to change the subject. ‘What about you now? Are you married, or still working too hard?’


‘Married,’ Daniel said, keeping his face expressionless, a fist of feeling knuckling under his ribs as he thought of Rene’s letter. ‘Actually, I married Irene Clarke QC.’


‘Irene! My barrister. She was wonderful,’ Sebastian beamed. ‘So in a way, I was your matchmaker.’


‘I suppose you were,’ Daniel said flatly.


‘Are there a lot of barrister-solicitor romances?’


‘I’m sure there are many.’


Sensing now that Daniel wanted to leave, Sebastian said, ‘Thank you again for today. I know I shouldn’t feel—’ pausing, searching for the word ‘—beholden, to what happened back then, but sometimes I can’t help it. My friends here … no one knows about all that stuff. I wanted you here, no one else, because I didn’t want to have to explain … I don’t want anyone to find out.’


‘I can understand that.’ Daniel nodded, feeling the equilibrium between them for the first time. ‘Remember, you were found not guilty. You don’t have a criminal record. I know that the Old Bailey trial was high profile and that you and your family suffered, partly because of the press, but I think you need to let go of all that now. History is exactly what it is – in the past. You don’t need to tie yourself to it.’


Daniel turned away for a moment, watching the leaves of the trees move in a breeze that he could not feel at all on the hot pavement.


‘If I don’t see you again, shall I send you a note of my fee, or … your dad?’


‘Oh God, no, just send it to me. I’ll text you my email address. I didn’t say anything to him about all this business. He would just want to interfere, but I’m sure he’d be pleased that I sought legal advice.’


They shook hands.


‘You’ll let me know if you need anything else,’ Daniel said, hooking his jacket over his shoulder and turning to head down Mill Road.


‘Bye, Danny,’ Sebastian called.


Knowing he was going to be tight for the train now, Daniel picked up his pace. It had been a long day and the only person Daniel wanted to share it with was Rene. He imagined going home to the house in Herne Hill, putting his loose change and his keys into the dish on the stand in the hall and taking off his tie as he went to find her, then telling her all about his day – what had happened and what he had felt. He would tell her everything, watching the attentive sparkle of her green eyes, and then wait, listen to her thoughts. Daniel realised that, for the longest time, Rene was the only person he felt really able to open up to, and the fear of losing her breached him.


He resolved to call her tonight. He didn’t yet know what he was going to say, but he knew he had to convince her that their marriage was worth saving.


He made the next train by the skin of his teeth. As the alarm sounded and the doors closed, Daniel felt a brief moment of relief, not just that he had made the train, but that the police interest in Sebastian was merely for routine questioning, and so he would probably never see him again.


He remembered how small Sebastian had seemed during the trial – his strangely affected, needy gesture of leaning his cheek against his mother’s arm. The shock of Charlotte Croll’s death sat with Daniel now, as he watched the scene outside the window. Like his own mother, Charlotte had suffered a lot. Ken Croll had been savage with her. He wondered how she had finally died. As a child, Sebastian had had a lot to deal with; the press had seemed unaware or dispassionate towards his family background.


At the time of the Angel murder, when Sebastian was arrested, the investigating officers had referred to him as a psychopath, even though he was only eleven years old. Daniel had never considered Sebastian psychopathic, but as a child he had always had an unsettling intensity, a morbid interest in the death that had seemed pathological. Of course there had been psychologists from the defence and the crown who’d introduced competing theories of Sebastian’s capacity for violence. But he’d still been a child and no other European country would have subjected him to an adult trial.


Daniel admitted he was surprised that Sebastian seemed to have grown up alright.


He remembered reading an article a few years ago by an American neuroscientist, who thought he’d discovered a template for the criminal brain – a biological basis for behaviour. Mapping the brains of psychopaths, he discovered low activity in the orbital cortex of the frontal lobes consistent with sociopathy, then found his own brain was an exact match. The scientist found that he himself possessed a ‘sociopath’s brain’, but his loving upbringing had somehow suppressed his biological predisposition.


The train drew into a station and Daniel closed his eyes, wondering what kind of brain he had, not sure if he really wanted to know.


He remembered sitting in the bowels of the Central Criminal Court, just after Sebastian’s murder trial had concluded. He and Sebastian had been in a small room off the central hall, while they’d waited on his parents.


I put the brick on Ben’s face, Sebastian had whispered. It had taken several seconds for Daniel to realise just what Sebastian meant, and for hours – days afterwards – he’d wondered if Sebastian had really meant to kill Ben or even fully comprehended what he had done. Ben had been three years younger than Sebastian, but they had played together before. It might have been a normal childhood fight that got out of control, or some acting out of the violence Sebastian witnessed at home. Sebastian had tried to explain that Ben had been crying and wanting to go home; he’d done what he’d done to keep him. Sebastian had been at such a tender age when he’d attacked Ben that the majority of European countries wouldn’t have considered him criminally responsible. Only the English courts saw fit to try the child Sebastian as an adult.


Of course, the case was still open; Sebastian’s childhood confession had been shared with no one else. Apart from Rene, Daniel had told no one. He’d had no obligation to report the confession. Only if Sebastian had revealed that he planned to commit a future offence would Daniel, as his lawyer, have a duty to report it. Daniel still remembered the heaviness he’d felt knowing he knew the truth but being unable to share it. It had passed over time, but he had felt the weight of knowing as oppressive.


Every time Ben’s parents were on the news asking for ‘Justice for Ben’, Daniel remembered the confession and felt somehow culpable even though the law hadn’t allowed him to act differently. Ben’s parents had walked away with nothing – no answers as to who had killed their little boy.


It was Daniel’s view then, and it was still his view, that children were different from adults. Children did commit crimes, but, unlike adults, they didn’t always realise what they were doing.


Daniel took his phone out of his pocket and started to reply to emails.
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