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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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