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Murder, like talent, seems occasionally to run in families


The Physiology of Common Life,
George Henry Lewes












Wednesday 13th January 2010


Hollingtons Solicitors
Covent Garden, London


‘According to his wife, he’s ready to name names. Point the finger. We’re talking state-sponsored murder. Sanctioned from the top. In Northern Ireland during the seventies. A death squad. British soldiers operating outside the law. Targeting PIRA personnel. That’s the Provisional Irish Republican Army. The volunteers.’


Tess was amazed. Not so much at the allegation as at Julia Hollington’s exceptional talent for saying the same thing more than once. To repeat an idea … God, I’ve just done it myself.


‘He’s ill. The wife says there’s not much time left. We’re talking urgency.’


We’re talking. That was another piece of litter. Julia dropped it everywhere.


‘I think it’s best if you go and see them. Rather than them coming to see you. Take a full statement. Get a complete account on the record. Peter will lead on this. You’re to assist him, Tess.’


Julia was the managing partner at Hollingtons, a City firm founded by her grandfather and given an international footprint by her father. She’d withdrawn from practice years ago, but as the childless guardian of a family tradition, she refused to actually retire. And it was to Julia, compassionate and attentive, that a former British soldier’s wife had turned for help. She’d gone to the top, refusing to talk to anyone else.


‘If this chap is reliable, if he can prove what he says, then we’re talking murder trials against individual soldiers and Cabinet ministers, not to mention civil actions for damages in the High Court, and proceedings in the International Criminal Court, the International Court of Justice and the European Court of Human Rights. We’re talking judgments in London, The Hague and Strasbourg. This could be a very significant case.’


Most of that analysis, uttered with steely calm, was inaccurate. Julia had been an air transport lawyer with a niche practice grounded – an appropriate term – in the Guadalajara Convention of 1961.


‘You report directly to me. No one else. For now, keep the investigation between ourselves.’


They were sitting in Julia’s spacious office. It was here, in this sunlit room, that Tess had been interviewed for a place in the firm. That had been seven years ago. The first-class degree from Oxford had been taken for granted. So had the dazzling results, recently obtained, from the Law Society. Something else had mattered far more than academic brilliance. Julia, being Julia, had told Tess the answer she was looking for before she’d asked the question.


‘We’re an old-fashioned firm. Not modern.’


‘I understand that.’


‘We prize integrity above all. Personal and professional. Do you?’


‘Absolutely.’


There had been three others on the panel. A woman and two men. They’d closed their eyes in unison as Julia had lowered her voice.


‘If there was ever a conflict between the requirements of the law and your own best interests, to which voice would you listen? The shout or the whisper?’


Of course, Julia hadn’t specified which voice came from where. But Tess had guessed the law never raised its voice.


‘The whisper,’ she’d said quietly.


‘I thought as much,’ Julia had replied, and without a glance at her colleagues she extended her hand. ‘Welcome to Hollingtons.’


Throughout the years that had followed, whenever Julia had caught Tess’s eye, she’d given a surreptitious nod, as if to say, ‘You are the Chosen One.’ The future guardian of the firm’s moral compass. A woman after her own heart …


Peter gave a light cough.


‘Why the secrecy?’ There was something in his whisper that sounded flippant. ‘We’re talking ancient history.’


Julia smiled endearingly.


‘Peter, I appreciate that, as an American, your national memory doesn’t extend much beyond two hundred years, but here, in the land of Stonehenge, we don’t talk of political assassination a few decades ago in the same breath as the Ides of March. These crimes are still within the reach of the courts, and the client insists on secrecy because those involved are still alive. He considers them to be dangerous and—’


‘Julia, these former soldiers are pensioners. Some of them will be over eighty. Maybe incontinent. They’re harmless.’


‘I’ll let the client be the judge of that. In any event, he’s concerned interested parties could destroy whatever evidence they might possess. Which is likely to happen if it becomes known that Hollingtons is investigating a group of former soldiers who threw the rule book out of the window.’


Peter gave the brisk nod of a no-nonsense sergeant major.


‘We’ll report to you,’ he said, adding, after a pause, ‘and no one else.’


* * *


‘I don’t know how she can lead the firm.’


‘She doesn’t. The partners have nudged her into administration. We can do what we want.’


He sipped his black coffee, looking at Tess through a swirl of steam.


‘She seems to think being moral is being clever …’ he began, but then left the idea hanging.


Aged thirty-five, Peter had built a reputation as a ruthless strategist, only fighting cases he knew he could win. Based in the New York office, he’d been offered a post in London to enhance his experience of human rights litigation. And so, two years ago, he’d walked into Tess’s life. And then, about eight months later, they’d become a couple. They’d never worked together until now.


‘We’ll interview this guy, but it would be better if he’d quietly die. Leave this world. Move on.’ Peter put his cup down. ‘We have to let the killers go. Whether they’re Brits or Provos or Loyalists. The price of peace is always injustice. We’ve all got to accept it. Especially the victims.’


Tess looked down. Peter had knitted his fingers with hers, as if to pull her towards his thinking, but she was tumbling away, towards a dingy holding cell beneath the courts of the Old Bailey, where as a teenage student she’d sat opposite William Benson, shortly after he’d been convicted of murder. She’d wanted to reach over and touch him, but she’d stopped herself. ‘I’m innocent,’ he’d murmured. Two weeks later, on the day he’d been sentenced to life, he’d revealed what he planned to do when he was released on licence. Against the odds, he’d come to the Bar. There, answerable to no one, he’d ask the question ‘Why?’ On behalf of those who had no voice, or were too scared to speak or didn’t know how to express themselves.


Tess blinked as if she had dust in her eyes. In those days, she’d never have accepted any kind of injustice. Even those that purchased peace. She looked at Peter’s clean and tidy nails. And with the strange ache of someone unsure of her bearings, she drew back her hand.
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Four days before trial
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‘Rizla, listen to me. Please listen.’


‘Archie, if I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a dozen times: you can’t call me Rizla any more. That’s my prison name. I left the can ten years ago. So did you.’


‘Sorry, when I get worried, it slips out. But you’ve got to—’


‘There’s nothing to worry about.’


‘These crime families live by different rules. Violence is all they know.’


‘I’ve got you to look after me, Arch. Remember that scooby with a Millwall brick? He—’


‘You have to return this case.’


After a few months inside, Benson had started work on a handbook for newcomers detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure. Knowing he faced an eleven-year tariff, it had been something to do, apart from the puzzles and the smoking; and the law degree.




scooby (n) offens. someone who’s too friendly with the screws (see screw).


Millwall brick (n) Antiq. a newspaper (orig. tabloid) tightly rolled and folded lengthwise for use as a weapon (hist. devised by football hooligans wondering what else to do with it).





The handbook – Benson’s Guide to the Underworld – had worked its way from D Wing of HMP Kensal Green to every penitentiary in the UK. Twenty years later, it was still in circulation. A copy of the latest revised edition had arrived last week from HMP Denton Fields, rousing memories of sound and sensation. Benson had been beaten senseless there. By a screw with no sense of humour.




screw (n) 1 Zool. a species of lizard having a long tongue and the power of changing its personality. 2 someone you can never trust. 3 a prison guard.





‘There are two gangs,’ said Archie. ‘One of ’em takes a whack at the other. In the middle is Karmen Naylor. Our client. She says she’s been framed. Me? I don’t give a hoot. Do you want to know why?’


‘Why, Archie?’


‘Because she’s still dangerous.’


He brought his heavy frame forward, as if peering into the crimson mist from Denton Fields.


‘Anyone connected with her is dangerous. Representing her is dangerous. You need to bail out.’


Six years into his sentence, Benson had taken on an editorial assistant – a one-eyed bitty from Wigan called Doyle, who’d just earned a nine-month tariff for arson. When asked for his first name, Doyle had turned around, dropped his trousers and tugged off his underpants.




bitty (n) 1 a drug addict. 2 a volatile person.





Benson had stared at the large tattooed backside. On each buttock there’d been a large B. ‘Fill in the blank,’ Doyle had said, pleased with himself. Hardly original. But it showed playfulness. Qualities that Bob would need in plenty, because fourteen years later he was still slopping out.


‘I’ve something important to say,’ said Archie. ‘Tess de Vere’s getting married.’


Benson lurched out of the fog.


‘Married? Who the hell to?’


‘I’m winding you up. Now concentrate. Do you need a burn, or what?’




burn (n) 1 a lethal herb which, when lit and inhaled, shortens the life of a prisoner while killing time to reduce a sentence. 2 an approved toxin capable of lowering the prison population and government expenditure thereon without the need for spending cuts. 3 tobacco. 4 a cigarette.





‘No, Arch, I’m fine.’


‘Do I now have your attention?’


‘You do.’


‘Let’s talk Tess, then. For two years she sends you no work. Nowt. And then, out of the blue, you get a peach. A high-profile, headline-grabbing, top-drawer earner. Agreed?’


‘Agreed.’


It had been a real peach, too. Multiple law-enforcement agencies, following a tip-off, had intercepted a Ford transit van on the M1 driven by a known drug dealer, Steven Bucklow. The police – all tooled up and filmed from a helicopter for Sky News – had found three million smackers in three suitcases. Investigators believed the money was being transported south as part of a money-laundering operation. But that remained surmise because Bucklow, like a good villain, hadn’t said a word to his captors. Except to say he’d wanted Benson and de Vere. Unfortunately, he’d soon changed his mind.


‘Why do you think Bucklow sacked you?’


‘We both know, Archie.’


‘We do. It’s called terror.’


A month or so after taking on R-v-Bucklow, Tess had been instructed to defend the Hither Green Butcher, otherwise known as Karmen Naylor, the estranged daughter of Tony Naylor, a south London crime boss, who was accused of slaying her father’s right-hand man. She, like Bucklow, had insisted on having Benson as her brief in court.


‘Look at the facts, Rizla. Bucklow is as happy as Larry until he finds out you’re also acting for a Naylor. The mention of the name was all it took. He crapped himself. This is a hardcore crook sending you a hardcore message. You don’t want to get anywhere near the Naylors. You might end up in a ditch.’


‘There aren’t many ditches in London, Arch. I think you mean the foundations of a flyover.’


The ‘warning’ sent by Bucklow had been confirmed by the Tuesday Club, a group of ex-cons who carried out research for Benson. They’d delivered their report on the victim, Billy Hudson. Anyone who’d crossed him had either been hospitalised or was dead. Then came the disclosure of a police intelligence statement about the Naylor Family Crime Group. After reading it Archie had twiddled his signet ring and suggested breakfast at the Chip-net, a café behind Kentish Town railway station, founded by an ex-con to employ ex-cons.




Chip-net (n) the safety net strung between landings to prevent suicide by jumping. No jokes about that one.





‘Rizla, you’ve got your last conference with her this morning. Pull out … I don’t want you to get hurt.’


‘No one’s going to get hurt, Archie.’


‘Wrong. The Naylors expect you to win, and if you don’t, they’ll cut your throat and dump you God knows where. And then there’s the opposition. The Ronsons. They want you to lose. And if you don’t … Rizla, they set dogs onto people. Five-stone pit bulls. Not chihuahuas. Win or lose’ – Archie pointed out of the window, presumably towards a flyover – ‘there’ll be consequences. You have to drop this case.’


For the greater part of his sixty-seven years, Archie had sustained himself on the honey of all-day breakfasts. And meat pies. And cream cakes. And various real ales. And pork scratchings. And nuts. Somehow or other he bulged out of his baggy jumper and vast corduroy trousers, communicating good health. In HMP Lindley, where he’d been two’d up with Benson, no one had crossed Archie, with or without a Millwall brick.




Two-up (v) to share a cell with someone, hence, two’d up usu. a form of salvation or damnation.





With judicial exactness, Benson pushed his plate forward.


‘I’ve listened, Mr Congreve. Here’s what I think. First, Karmen Naylor is innocent. Second, the case against her is shameful. Those are reasons enough to take the case. In fact, they don’t apply because, third, and most important of all, it doesn’t matter what I think. It doesn’t matter that the Naylors are sharpening knives or the Ronsons sharpening teeth. We defend anyone who claims to be innocent. It’s called the cab-rank rule. We take whoever’s standing on the kerb.’


‘Well, you’re going to pay for this.’


‘No, Archie, you are. Breakfast was your idea. Application dismissed.’


Benson strode along Camden Road, pushed forward by the memory of clanging iron, the scrape of a lock turning, a flash of meaningless graffiti beside a filthy toilet, the sickening smell of blood, and its taste, all of it sediment raised from the seabed by the landing of that damned guidebook on his desk. By the time he turned into Blackstock Road, his emotions had settled. And yet his thoughts didn’t turn to Karmen Naylor and the last pre-trial conference. His mind was on Tess. He’d not forgotten a single freckle.
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The wind funnelled down a side street off Blackstock Road, chasing cigarette butts stained red with lipstick and plastic wrappers from cheap sweets. A scrunched paper cup spun and bounced off the pavement, striking Tess on the ankle. She watched it skip off, and then turned her attention to the dark blue figure scurrying close to the wall, hooded, his hands in his duffel coat pockets. She knew that walk. As expected, he’d come without the trial brief or a notebook. Every last case detail would be in his memory, from dates of birth to time of death. Whatever he was told would be retained, word for word. As he approached her, he jerked his head towards the cliff of pockmarked brick.


‘I hate these places.’


Towering beside them was HMP Drayton Park. It had been built in the nineteenth century to hold women only, providing, too often, their next residence after the poorhouse. It now held Karmen Naylor on remand. It was where she’d stay if the jury found her guilty.


‘They give me the jitters.’


He hadn’t even stopped. Going straight towards a battered iron door, he poked a button in the wall. A savage buzzer screamed back, as if the Luftwaffe had been spotted over Islington. Tess gawped at him from behind. There’d been no greeting. No glance of reproof. Just a sudden blast of familiarity.


‘Let’s try and change Karmen’s mind,’ he said. ‘We need her in the witness box.’


* * *


Benson sat in the interview room, massaging his hands as if they were cold. He breathed deeply and he stared at the worn linoleum. He was just this side of outright sweating. And then, when the guard clanged open the door – Tess was in an agony of expectation, knowing yet doubting – he stood up, cool and calm, holding out his hand:


‘Karmen, how are you?’


Tess breathed out. In a prison visit, there was always a fear that Benson would fall to pieces in front of a trembling client, and Tess would have to sweep him up off the floor, saying, with a wink, don’t worry, he’ll be fine in court. Before she could suppress another reaction, it was there, warm in her stomach: she’d missed this. She’d missed him.


‘Same as last time, Mr Benson,’ said Karmen huskily.


‘Hell?’


‘Absolute hell. You can’t imagine what it’s like.’


‘No,’ said Benson wistfully. ‘I can’t.’


This, then, was the Hither Green Butcher: a petite waitress swamped in a maroon tracksuit. Black hair, parted in the middle, fell in natural curls to her shoulders. High cheekbones underlined darting eyes, reddened by months of sleeplessness. Tight lips suggested someone who’d learned to keep quiet. But not with everyone. With Benson she was an open book. That’s what Georgina, her assistant, had said.


‘I used to think hell was all about fire and pain,’ she said. ‘You know: deserved, endless agony. But it’s not. It’s much simpler. It’s about waiting and staring at a wall. I can’t take it much longer.’


‘Well, you have to, because it’s going to get an awful lot worse.’


‘How?’


‘When the trial begins, you’ll come back here and realise you might not be leaving. That wall you’ve been staring at starts closing in. You’ll find it difficult to breathe and you’ll be two’d up with a junkie who’s freaking out and the slop in the toilet will—’


‘I want to go home, Mr Benson.’


‘And I want to take you there. But you have to help me.’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Benson, I won’t let them question me.’


This had been Karmen’s unfailing refrain from the day Tess had first met her. She was terrified the prosecution would trip her up, even though she had nothing to hide. According to Georgina, Benson hadn’t tried to dissuade her. Now, though, with the trial at hand, it was time to spell out the implications of silence.


‘You need to give evidence, Karmen,’ said Benson. ‘Because—’


‘I know, I know, the judge will comment on it. The prosecution will comment on it. They’ll say I could have explained myself, but I’ve said all I’ve got to say. It’s in the interviews, and—’


‘Karmen. Hold it there.’


Benson waited, as if to let water come off the boil. Then he said:


‘I’m urging you to speak because you know something that no one else could even begin to imagine. And the jury needs to hear it. Everyone in court will be aware of who you are and where you’ve come from. They’re going to look at you and think of your father and wonder if you, too, could do the sort of thing that he has done. Fact. If you say nothing, they can’t possibly know what you are really like. But if you speak, we can use any prejudice to our advantage.’


‘Advantage?’


‘Yes, advantage.’


‘How?’


‘Tell them what it’s been like to be Karmen Naylor. What you endured at school, university, the workplace. Your whole life. How you’ve never been able to be yourself. How you’ve been tarred with innuendo and myth and false accusations. How you haven’t got a friend in the world because they’re all terrified of your surname. That you stayed away from home from the moment you went to university, but everyone knew who you were. You started work, but had to keep moving … from Newcastle to Leeds to Manchester because, in the end, someone made the connection: you’re Tony Naylor’s daughter … This is the best way to convince the jury you’re completely different from what they expected. This is the best way to get them on your side.’


The constant rumble of the prison reached them like distant waves tossing iron and humanity onto a beach of scrapped expectations. The shouting was as loud as it was pointless.


‘You can’t sit back and risk being convicted. We can change your life, Karmen, for good, in the last place you’d think possible, the Old Bailey. But you have to step forward and—’


‘I can’t, Mr Benson.’


‘I’ll guide you all the way.’


‘No.’


‘I’m the one who’ll ask the questions. The prosecution will have nothing to contradict your answers. By the time we’re finished—’


‘I said I can’t.’


‘But why?’


‘I’ve never told my father what it’s been like. He thinks I became a waitress because I was working my way up, planning to run my own restaurants … that he’d pay for, and that I would never have accepted. I couldn’t tell him the truth. It would finish him off. That’s why I never changed my name.’


‘Do you want to stay in here?’


‘No.’


‘Then recognise your needs are more important than his feelings.’


‘Not on this issue.’


‘But his feelings are based on a total misunderstanding of your life.’


‘That’s as may be. Anyway, there’s another reason. In fact, it’s the main reason.’


‘What is it?’


‘To do as you ask involves condemning him, for who he is and what he’s done. I’ve never done that; and I never would. Not after all he has done for me … Mr Benson, my father has done a lot of bad things. But with me he tried to do something good. He thinks he succeeded. I’m not going to take that away from him.’


Tess felt a rush of sympathy and identification. Karmen was a woman drowning in her own blood.


‘That’s sentimental crap,’ snapped Benson. ‘It’s what he’s done that’s put you in here. You owe him nothing. You owe yourself everything. Now think again. Clearly.’


Tess tensed, willing Karmen to capitulate, but instead she smiled with appreciation.


‘This is why I wanted you to represent me, Mr Benson. Because you care. Because you speak the truth without hesitation. But you’re going to have to find another way of getting me out of this hellhole. The judge and the prosecutor can say what they like, but I will not deny my father.’


Benson was very still for a moment. And then, as if opening up the brief that wasn’t there, and taking out the pen he didn’t have, for the notebook he hadn’t brought, he said:


‘Okay. Let’s talk about Billy Hudson.’
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At the mention of that name, Karmen’s smile vanished. And while Tess didn’t move an inch, she withdrew deep inside herself. There, as if crouched in a hide, she watched, motionless and intent.


‘Imagine we’ve never spoken of him before. Imagine you’re in court, and the jury are listening to the prosecutor give an outline of his life, and how you came to know him.’


‘It makes no difference, Mr Benson. I know very little about him.’


‘You’re born in the same year as Billy. 1988.’


‘I know that much.’


‘Aged eleven, he’s working as a runner for one of your father’s lieutenants, Lewis Derby. Delivering messages, keeping a lookout, following people. Did you know that?’


‘I’ve already told you. No.’


‘Aged twenty – in 2008 – he becomes your father’s personal enforcer, driver and bodyguard. Wherever your father went, Billy went. And wherever Billy went, he went with the authority of your father. Is this news as well?’


‘Yes. Because in 2006 I went to university and never lived at home again.’


‘Aged twenty-two – we’re now in 2010 – Billy takes over the management of Hither Green Tyres Ltd. A family business run by Jack Kilgour, who was forced to sell it to your father for peanuts. It became Hudson’s HQ. It’s where he sat behind a desk and made sure everyone stayed in line. Kilgour still worked there, by the way, with his two sons. For more peanuts. Which was good for your father, because they’re the only ones who knew anything about changing tyres. Is this more news? Not just the peanuts, the—’


‘Absolutely. All of it. I was living in Newcastle, for God’s sake, working at a Thai restaurant. I’d graduated the year before … how would I know anything about Billy’s status? I’ve told you a thousand times: as a kid, I was protected from what was going on. From the age of eighteen, I just wasn’t there.’


‘January 2017. Your father is charged with the murder of Jim “the Kite” Fitzgerald. A cousin of Stuart Ronson, head of the Ronsons. They’re from north of the Thames, with pretensions over the south. Unknown to your father there’s an informer in his ranks. A covert human intelligence source. A CHIS. Codenamed Q. And Q has gone to the police and told them everything. He’s told them the Kite came south and knocked a Naylor girl about. So your father went north, strung up the Kite by his ankles and cut his throat. His body was dumped at sea. Now, before Q can give evidence—’


‘I know, Mr Benson. My father had a stroke and the case was dropped.’


‘In April 2017. And it’s at this point, aged twenty-nine, you leave Manchester and come home.’


‘My father needed help. Remember, my mother had died. There was no one else.’


‘Two months later, that June, you went to the offices of Ruth Mowbray, the family solicitor. She slides some paperwork over the table. You signed it and that made you a director of HGT Ltd.’


‘That’s right.’


‘But you had no knowledge of the tyre-fitting business.’


‘I understood I was replacing my father.’


‘What do you think that means to someone investigating the Naylor family?’


Karmen let the question sink in.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. My brother Ryan runs the show, with his team, not me. The police know that.’


‘But you’re company secretary.’


‘So what?’


‘Company secretaries are responsible for the smooth running of a business. They ensure compliance with the law. And when it comes to the Naylors, compliance takes on a whole new meaning. And that was your job. Billy Hudson was answerable to you. Not Ryan.’


‘On paper.’


‘In fact.’


‘Look, I thought it was legitimate. I thought the Kilgours were employees. My dream was to get Billy to move out and then develop the business. Make it grow. Rival Kwik Fit. I’d gone crazy.’


‘What about any meetings with Ryan and his boys?’


‘Never happened. Not when I was there. If they did, it was a Friday night.’


‘Just like yours?’


‘No … that’s different.’


‘You met Billy regularly. Why?’


‘I didn’t. I spent time with the Kilgours, learning the ropes. Then I helped out in reception. And yes, I’d talk to Billy. I was working up to asking him to leave. That’s why I was there the night he was killed. I asked him to find another base, and he agreed. I thought my dream was coming true.’


‘When did you last see him, prior to that meeting on Friday the eighteenth of May 2018?’


‘The Wednesday before.’


‘That’s the sixteenth.’


‘Yes. I saw him in the morning and asked if I could see him, and he said he was heading to Manchester and would be back on Friday.’


‘Why arrange a meeting at nine in the evening?’


‘He suggested the time, and it suited me because I wanted to get him when there was no one around.’


‘You mean witnesses?’


‘No, no.’


‘Because – conveniently enough – there weren’t any, and – as you say – that’s the night Billy was murdered.’


‘But not by me. I didn’t even go into his office … we met in Mr Kilgour’s, by the entrance. For quarter of an hour. If that.’


‘Why did you leave driving like a maniac?’


‘Because I was excited. Billy had said he’d find other premises.’


‘Not because you were hyper-stressed at having just killed him?’


‘No, I saw him alive, walking back to his office.’


‘But you’re the only person known to have been with him at about the time he was killed.’


‘I’ve been set up. You know it. I know it.’


‘After Billy arrived, he turned off the CCTV system. This was usual practice. To protect the identity of anyone who came for a meeting. But it also meant you could remove his body without being seen.’


‘If I was going to kill Billy and put his body in the boot of my car, I’d have avoided the other CCTV camera on the street, both arriving and leaving, but I didn’t. So what was I doing?’


‘Being smart. Behaving as if you were innocent. Speaking of your car, some of Hudson’s blood was found on the rear bumper.’


‘Someone put it there.’


‘When?’


‘How do I know?’


‘Who?’


‘Someone working for Stuart Ronson. There’s no other possible explanation.’


‘Blood and fibres were found on the jetty at Allhallows Rest. The cottage you own on the Hoo Peninsula. Paid for by your father.’


‘It was his. He put it in my name, that’s all.’


‘It was where you went after leaving Billy on the night he died. More blood and a button were found on a boat. Little Winner. Named after you, and that you own.’


‘Yes, I know, and paid for by my father, but it’s the same arrangement. It’s meaningless, it’s—’


‘A boat you took to sea the day after the killing—’


‘I always sail on a Saturday. To get away from everything.’


‘—to dispose of the body. It doesn’t look good.’


‘I don’t care what it looks like, Mr Benson. I’m innocent. We both know what happened. My father killed a Ronson big cheese who happened to be a relative of the boss. So the boss kills a big cheese of my father’s and framed his relative. It’s tit for tat. I’m in this situation simply because I’m Tony Naylor’s daughter.’


‘That’s our case, Karmen. But to get that argument before the jury, we have to tell them all about the Kite, and your father and Q. And this is the rub: once that information is before the jury, the prosecution can use it, too. And they will. I already know what they’re going to say.’


‘Well I don’t. I can’t imagine how they’d twist my life to fit the picture of someone who’d end up killing Billy Hudson.’


‘How about this: there was more to your leaving the north than compassion. Little Winner finally got sick of doing menial jobs in Newcastle and Leeds and Manchester, so she came home and signed on the dotted line. And after that, she was learning the ropes. From Billy Hudson, the man your father trusted with his life.’


‘Then why would I kill him?’


‘You were stepping up to the plate.’


‘But why? Billy had done nothing wrong … not that I knew of.’


‘Because the family were still looking for Q. And they’d come to believe it was Billy.’


‘I don’t know what the family were thinking, but I certainly didn’t. And anyway, the police said he wasn’t Q.’


‘That was after he was dead, Karmen. Before that, you weren’t to know. I’m only showing you what the jury might think, with a little help from the prosecutor.’


‘Then I’m finished.’


‘You’re not. But I need a little help, too. And you’d be in a hell of a lot better position if you’d give evidence and distance yourself from your father. Show them – as you did to me, just now – that you knew nothing about his world. Help me, Karmen. Help me get you out of this place.’


Tess seemed to creep back into the grey interview room, hearing once more the distant rumble of voices and the booming of iron on iron. Benson was watching Karmen intently, begging her with his eyes to capitulate. Tess had to speak:


‘Mr Benson is right, Karmen. You need to tell your story.’


After a long, painful pause, Karmen stood up.


‘Then I better start getting used to this.’ She tilted her head towards the din and the expectation of harm. ‘Because I will not deny my father.’
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‘Whoever called a gangland enforcer a big cheese?’ said Benson.


They were standing on the pavement again, beside the soaring mottled cliff. He thrust his hands into the pockets of his duffel coat, but in his mind his fingers made their way into Tess’s long sandy hair. He could almost feel her skin, and the warm nape of her neck.


‘I don’t understand her,’ he said. ‘She’s agreed to have no contact with her father or her brother. She’s agreed to keeping them away from court during the trial. She’s agreed to me putting the murder of the Kite before the jury … but she won’t separate herself from the man accused of killing him. I just don’t get it. She’s …’ – Benson thumped a packet of Camels against his other hand. He bit one and lit up – ‘… she’s naive, because she let her name be nailed to a cottage and a boat she never wanted; bought with money she’d never have touched. She’s contradictory, because she went and used them after she came home. She’s blind because she thought the Kilgours were ordinary employees. She’s stubborn. She’s foolish—’


‘She’s a girl who still needs her father,’ added Tess. ‘Regardless of what he’s done.’


Benson blew smoke out of the side of his mouth.


‘Are you okay?’


‘Yeah, I’m fine. I’m only thinking of the stories Karmen must have told herself. We can all relate to that.’ She pointed at Benson’s hand. ‘I thought you’d given up?’


‘That was years back.’


He almost added ‘when we worked together’. Instead, Benson stuck to his game plan: the friendliness that follows amnesia.


‘I’ve arranged a meeting with Jack Kilgour for Monday. At HGT Ltd. I want to examine the premises.’


‘And me? I sense a last-minute mission.’


‘More a last-ditch plea for help.’


Benson was doing his level best to keep his eyes off Tess’s tumbling hair and the soft, fine skin of an earlobe.


‘From whom?’


‘Let’s go through this in stages. Tony Naylor whacks one of the Ronsons. An informer, Q, goes to the police. Now, Q was either there or knew someone who was. Or overheard a conversation afterwards. You know the various possibilities. Whoever Q might be, they’re unlikely to be someone who felt for the Kite. The most obvious explanation is that Q wants to do anything that would harm the Naylors. He did then, and he does now.’


From the corner of his eye, Benson caught Tess’s nod.


‘In their turn, the Ronsons whack a Naylor. Rather than bringing on the pit bulls, they kill Hudson in a way associated with the Naylors. That’s how they frame Karmen. But the Ronsons could only pull that off by knowing everything about their targets. They knew Karmen was meeting Hudson that Friday night. They knew she planned to go to Allhallows the next day. They knew she went sailing every Saturday. They knew she owned the cottage, and they knew what position she held in HGT Ltd. Q is someone very close to the inner workings of the Naylors, a family they want to destroy.’


Tess completed Benson’s argument:


‘So it was Q, or someone very like Q, who fed that information to the Ronsons.’


‘I’d say it’s Q. There’s a philosopher called—’


‘Occam, yes, I know. My father bangs on about him. Keep things simple. But we’ve looked into this, Will. We tried to locate the informant. The Tuesday Club found nothing. They spoke to players on both sides, and no one is prepared to say anything. We have to forget Q. Q is out of reach. Always was.’


‘Tess, there’s Q. And there’s people who know Q. And there’s people who know people who know Q. There’s always a thread. We have to find the other end. Because if we land that fish, Little Winner walks free.’


‘Look, Will, I’ll be frank. I always thought finding Q was a waste of bloody time. We don’t even know if it’s Q who gave information to the Ronsons. And even if he did, why would Q help Karmen? Karmen in the dock is what he wanted. To help her, Q would have to admit his role in Hudson’s killing, which puts him in the dock … for conspiracy to murder. It ain’t going to happen.’


‘And I, to be frank, always thought that was a second-order problem. First off, we find Q. Or someone he knows.’


‘Which is why we questioned everyone we could. There are no names left on the board.’


‘There’s one.’


‘Who?’


‘Nina Osabede.’


Tess laughed.


‘Osabede? You’re joking. She told us where to go. She told the police where to go.’


‘She’s the mother of Hudson’s child. Doorstep her.’


‘But why? They barely knew each other.’


‘We don’t know what she knows until we ask her.’


Tess shrugged. Benson shrugged back. And they both knew. The whole discussion had been out of step because Tess had kept away from Benson. She’d contented herself with a read-over of notes drawn up by Georgina. The zing of argument hadn’t happened. Tess twisted a button on her coat as if it were a bottle top.


‘Will, this isn’t easy, but there’s something I should say.’


But she didn’t. The effect of indecision set loose Benson’s affection. She was about to apologise for having cut him off. To spare them both the embarrassment of half-truths, Benson spoke, just as the button came loose in Tess’s hand:


‘There isn’t much hope, I know. But wasn’t it ever thus? Even for me? We meet in chambers on Monday night.’


The few inches between them felt like a mile. Benson caught a glimpse of a 1964 cherry red Mini parked on the other side of the road. It belonged to Tess. And it brought to mind once more her reappearance in his life.


‘There’s just one more thing,’ he said, his breath catching.


He’d worked on a parting line for hours. He’d savoured it on first seeing her, and he’d felt it beating in his veins while he’d grilled Karmen Naylor, and now he could barely get it out; but when he did, he filled it with every ounce of possible meaning:


‘It’s great to see you again, Tess. Have a good weekend.’
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‘He’ll do it again. You always said he was a genius, Tess,’ said Orla, pouring coffee but spilling some on the tablecloth.


‘For God’s sake be careful,’ said Laurence. He lurched forward to dab the stain with a napkin, but hit the cup, spilling a lot more. He glared at the pool. ‘Damn it. You’re infectious.’


‘It’s okay, Dad,’ mumbled Tess.


‘It isn’t. This is borrowed linen.’


‘Relax. It’s not wine.’


‘Coffee stains, too. And I don’t want a bad review on Airbnb.’


Tess had joined her parents for Sunday lunch at the flat they’d rented in Hammersmith. Orla was moving gingerly around the table, cup and saucer in hand, laying it down before her husband.


‘I’m sorry, Larry. Truly.’ She threw Tess an everything-is-all-right smile. ‘You said Benson was a genius, darling. That he wins cases that you’d think can’t be won … So, sure, he’ll do it again.’


That lilting Irish accent had once captivated Tess’s very English father. But not now. And Tess had no idea why. Well into their retirement, they’d come to London for a month, arriving last week, and from the moment she’d met them at the airport an unaccustomed viciousness had kept breaking into the simplest of exchanges.


‘Winning has bugger all to do with justice, Orla. Maybe he should damn well lose. For Christ’s sake, this woman … what’s her name, Tess?’


‘Karmen Naylor.’


‘This Naylor woman’s criminal royalty. She’s Tony Naylor’s only daughter. And the bloke she killed was one of Tony’s hard men. It’s internal dirty business.’


‘You read the wrong papers, Dad.’


‘She’s as ruthless as her father. Has to be.’


‘Really?’ muttered Tess, watching her mother fidget with a napkin.


‘Yes. They’re a family business. It’s as simple as that. You know, there comes a time in the animal kingdom when the cub makes its first kill. It’s part of growing into the pack. And it’s the same with these gangs. The day comes when you, too, pull the trigger. Take the Hell’s Angels. You want to ride the bike? Well, you have to bite the head off a chicken.’


‘This is why Benson might lose,’ said Tess, addressing her mother.


‘What do you mean?’ said Laurence.


‘Dad, you’ve got a PhD in history.’


‘So what?’


‘You’ve spent thirty-odd years assessing competing narratives … and after all that, given half a chance, you trot out tweets and headlines and nonsense.’


‘Nonsense?’


‘You know nothing about the animal kingdom. Or criminal gang culture. Or the Hell’s Angels. And somehow you’ve not only linked all three, which is something of an intellectual feat, you’ve used the resulting drivel to condemn a woman about whom you know absolutely nothing, save how she’s been presented by the press. If the jury thinks like you, Karmen Naylor is going down before she even enters the dock.’


‘Tess, just hold it.’


‘There isn’t even a gun in the case, never mind a chicken.’


‘I was keeping things simple. For your mother.’


‘How thoughtful.’


‘I’m not stupid, Larry.’


‘I never said you were.’


Tess quickly drew the line of fire towards herself:


‘Well, whatever you kept simple was simple prejudice.’


Laurence hitched up the sleeves of his tweed jacket and propped his elbows on the table. It was a characteristic posture captured in numerous photographs taken at the University of Galway, from the day he began his career to his final appearance as senior lecturer. It was an attitude he’d assumed at home whenever squaring up to argue with Tess, their eyes glinting with anticipation. They’d loved wrestling with ideas.


‘This woman visits her father’s henchman at his place of work. It’s late on a Friday evening. Afterwards she goes to a cottage by the sea. Which was bought for her by her father. Come Monday morning, the associate’s gone missing and his blood is found all over the floor, and traces of blood are found at this woman’s cottage and on the boat. My reasoned conclusion is that this woman bled him dry and then fed him to the fish. Now, I know there was a previous killing, with blood all over the floor—’


‘Dad, enough.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’m not at work today.’


‘Fair enough. But I wasn’t spouting prejudice or nonsense.’


‘Okay.’


‘The point is, people will think these two killings must be linked. Because they share certain similarities. But that, I submit, would be a mistake. Why? Because the simplest explanation is usually the right one – I learned that from a chap called Occam – and in this case, why go and—’


‘Dad.’


‘Yes?’


‘Stop.’


Tess closed her eyes, feeling a pain in her heart. As a young girl she’d held his hand in Barna Woods, listening to the birdsong, bound to him by a silence that never needed to be broken. Glances were enough to communicate complete mutual understanding. But now they needed words, and they didn’t work very well. She felt sad, and clutched her own hand, as if grasping his. She wanted to lead him through the trees, towards the burst of morning sunlight where, stumbling into high nettles, they’d laughed, shocked by the magical sound of redwings.


‘What’s wrong, Tess?’


‘Nothing … really.’


She wanted to run ahead, pulling him after her, along the winding trail, the bracken crunching underfoot. She wanted to dash home, to the weathered stone farmhouse on Galway Bay, where the wind rattled her bedroom window and the heating was never on, and the curtains were never drawn, and where her mother looked out to sea, humming like one of those birds in the forest, high in the branches, ever present, ever watchful, always swooping down when Tess broke through the door, arms spread like tiny wings.


‘Tess, what is it? Tell me …’


Orla was speaking from the other side of the room, far, far away. Tess could barely hear the Gaelic, the language of childhood comfort. She was only aware of the rolling itch on her cheeks. The tears had just risen, like water spilling over the edge of the sink, from a tap left running because someone had gone off to do something more important.


‘Please don’t cry,’ said Orla, keeping her distance.


Tess wanted her parents back, as they were. When her father had told her stories from his wild days in the merchant navy; of storms around the Cape of Good Hope. And pirates. Even her mother had listened, open-mouthed. Her father was on the move, coming closer.


‘Is it something I’ve said? Or done?’


Tess let out a short crying laugh. In a sudden shift of inner light she saw Julia Hollington at her desk, twelve years ago. We’re talking state-sponsored murder. Sanctioned from the top. In Northern Ireland during the seventies.


‘Tell me everything, Tess.’ Her father was on his knees by her chair, his hands holding hers. ‘Tell me what’s on your mind.’


Tess looked at the blurred figure, a wash of aged forest green and silver. What could she say?


‘Everything,’ he repeated.


She couldn’t tell him anything. He squeezed harder, thinking he was holding on to that little girl who used to swing from his arm on the way home. But that bird had flown.


‘I’m just apprehensive about the coming trial,’ she lied. ‘We’ve no evidence whatsoever. Even our client refuses to go into the witness box. She’s scared and I can’t persuade her to change her mind.’


‘Don’t worry, my love,’ came the gentle, distant Gaelic. ‘Your man Benson is a genius. Everything will be fine.’


Tess turned to her mother. She had the cavernous eyes of a ballet dancer, along with the bodily grace and seeming weightlessness, but her expression disclosed an immense sorrow, and guilt. Tess couldn’t understand why. You of all people have kept your innocence, she screamed silently. You, betrayed, exploited and deceived, have nothing to regret. How could you possibly accuse yourself of anything? Tess pulled away from her father.


‘I’m sorry, I really must go,’ she said. ‘Sally’s expecting me.’


Once out of the flat, Tess began to run, taking the footpath that skirted the Thames towards Chiswick Mall, avoiding the racket on the Great West Road. But this time she found herself exposed to an even greater noise than any onslaught of trucks and cars. Her father’s gentle voice crashed into his biting asides; she seemed to hear gunshots, one after the other, loud, shocking reports, flashes in the night, while her mother knocked over pots and pans. Tess gave up. She slowed, and walked to the river wall. Watched by a child who’d strayed from her parents, she vomited. Pretty much her whole lunch came up, as if it had been poison.
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