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Your very silence is your confession

Iphigenia Auliensis,
Euripides
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July 1999, HMP Kensal Green

Benson pulled up the sleeves of his grey prison sweatshirt.

‘It’s the mark of Cain.’

Camberley recoiled.

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

‘It’s the truth.’

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

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

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

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

‘I’ll pay for their removal.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I did.’

‘You’ve reflected on my advice?’

‘I have.’

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

‘No.’

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

‘I don’t want to teach.’

‘Why not?’

‘I want to be like you.’

‘Me?’

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

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

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

‘And live with failure, like I must?’

‘Yes.’

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

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

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

‘No. But—’

‘An Order made by the Secretary of State?’

‘No.’

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

‘No. Will, stop this. You’re—’

‘Any guidelines restricting the exercise of discretion?’

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

‘But it’s possible? Theoretically?’

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

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

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

‘Dead and gone?’

‘For ever.’

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

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

‘Name it.’

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

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

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

‘I understand.’

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

‘I will.’

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

‘I’ll never look back.’

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

‘From now on, call me Helen.’

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

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

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

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

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