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Every man is guilty of the good he did not do.


Voltaire










Prologue


Four years ago . . .


 


The storm pulls the plastic garrotte tight around the trunk of the half-dead sycamore. It is a noose of blue and white police tape which has already eaten through the rotten bark and into the living flesh of the tree; throttling this throat of pale wood.


Owen forces himself to look away before he imagines himself guilty. Hides his face with his hand before he sees himself squeezing the life out of her squashy fat neck with his trousers around his ankles and her trainers leaving footprints on his skin.


This is where they say he did those things.


This is where she said that he hurt her.


This is where the bitch lied.


He checks his watch, wiping rain from its face and from his own, and looks up. Damp leaves and rotten branches form a ragged canopy above this patch of woodland where the ground is too rocky for the trees to grow. Beyond, the sky is all ripped tissue and hard slate.


He looks down.


Amid the mulch of timber and twigs, there is evidence that this place has seen violence. Polythene evidence bags. The page of a notebook, littered with crossings-out. The prints of size-ten shoes, forming fish-shaped hollows in the mud. They took pictures. Maybe one of the men and women in white suits asked why they couldn’t find anything. More likely they didn’t care.


Beyond the clearing, the tall trees are bending like bones under stress. The tangle of intertwined branches is doing nothing to halt the sheets of rain that scythe down like the blade of a guillotine.


The Humber Bridge Country Park.


Five miles from Hull, East Yorkshire.


Through the trees comes a charcoal figure: skinny and small, as if made of twists of tarred knotted rope. He’s hunched up inside a dirty, camel-coloured raincoat and the thin cigar at his lips is unlit. He sucks on it anyway, turning the stub into a mulch of tobacco, brown paper and spit.


‘Fucking hell, Owen,’ shouts Tony, as his feet slurp at the path. ‘This is bloody horrible. Where you planning for the summer? Self-catering in Helmand?’


Owen feels as though he is seeing him for the first time.


Tony has never been attractive. He’s a rat in a raincoat; all bad skin and yellow teeth. His whole being seems to have taken on the hue of a chain-smoker’s fingers. Owen’s dad would have said he looked jaundiced. Would probably have given him some herbal remedy to fix it.


Here, now, Owen sees the truth of his former friend. Tony is more than ugly. He has a feral quality to him. His movements are those of a half-mad animal, a thing raised on violence and nourished on scraps of rotten meat.


Do it now, he thinks. Grab him. Smash your fist into his nasty little face. Make it make sense.


He feels the comforting pressure of the gun inside his jacket. He’s never fired one before. Hopes that he will not blink when he has to pull the trigger, that it doesn’t kick the way the Albanian man warned him when he made the purchase in the little pink pub round the back of Hull Prison a year ago.


Do it . . .


Instead Owen smiles. Waves.


Tony comes closer, unsure whether to stick out his hand. He settles on a smile and a gesture at the heavens.


‘Lovely day for it,’ he says.


‘You alone?’ asks Owen.


‘Who the hell else would be out on a day like today?’


Owen nods and feels the rain run down his face.


Then he looks up. Into him. Through him. Through Tony H. The man who killed her. Who killed them all. He feels that if he just stares hard enough, he’ll see it playing out in the little man’s eyes. See his confession. His fantasies. His memories of what he did.


Owen shivers in the cold.


‘We gonna get under a tree or something?’ Tony asks. ‘Got a few questions for you. Weird place to meet. I’d have chosen somewhere with fewer memories.’


‘I’ll bet,’ Owen says, and the effort of speech weakens him. He is reluctant even to let go of a breath. He doesn’t want the strength that has got him here to escape on to the breeze.


‘You’re not looking well,’ Tony adds. ‘You OK?’


Owen blinks raindrops from his eyes and tries to remember what he was supposed to say.


‘You killed Ella Butterworth,’ he mutters, in a spray of mist. Then, more forcefully: ‘I know, Tone. I know what you’ve been doing.’


‘What?’


‘How many more?’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Your old number. It was in her phone. Messages about watching her. Liking what she was wearing. You killed her.’ Owen pauses. Grinds his teeth. ‘How many more?’


Tony’s face, so practised in deception, twists into a mask of confusion. He looks baffled. Hurt.


‘Was it because she wouldn’t go near you? She looked at you and saw a dirty ugly bastard and decided not to let you near her?’


Owen feels his temper rise as he looks into the emotionless eyes of his fellow journalist. Unbidden, memories rise. He finds his mind filling with the photograph of the dead girl. Her father had given it to him in a hand wet with tears. Owen sees her smile. Sees the kindness in her eyes and the light upon her skin. She died in her wedding gown, stabbed forty-seven times through the stomach, chest and face with a weapon that has never been recovered. Five miles from here, the degenerate who found her body and took it home is standing trial for her murder. But while the man in the dock is guilty of much, he did not kill her. Nor did he kill the five other girls, all butchered by a man who took as much pleasure in writing about their deaths as he did in hacking them down.


‘You were freelancing in every city where they died,’ says Owen, locking his teeth. ‘You couldn’t resist it. I’ve seen the aliases you used for the by-lines. I’ve seen the addresses where the cheques were sent. It was you, you fuck. That night, the night she died . . . you made me forget. You knew I’d drink the lot, you bastard. You knew I’d wake up next morning not knowing what my own bloody name was, let alone whether you slipped out in the night. She was beautiful, Tony. But you couldn’t just look, could you. You had to have her. And when she said no you started hating her, like so many others. You stalked her. You sent her anonymous messages from a phone that only a few people know you own. And you hunted her down. You never thought I’d put the pieces together. But I know. That copper showed me her mobile phone history. He doesn’t believe Cadbury killed her any more than I do. I recognised the number, you prick!’


Owen feels his hands becoming fists. Forces himself to breathe.


‘She’d done nothing,’ he says, and pushes his long hair back from his face. It exposes the ugly red wound, held together with tape, that he suffered just hours ago on the floor of the custody suite at Queen’s Gardens Police Station. He feels a sudden urge to lift up his shirt and show Tony the other bruises that he suffered at the hands and feet of the young detective constable who really wanted to show his boss what he could do.


Owen stares into Tony’s eyes. Sees himself, staring back, and the swaying trees and the warring branches and the tumbling, tumbling rain.


‘Owen, wait . . .’


‘You dirty, dirty bastard.’


‘Easy now . . .’


‘You didn’t deserve to touch her. To breathe the same air. For you to be the last thing she saw . . .’


And Tony unleashes himself. Drops of red explode like dying stars in his eyes, as blood vessels burst with the enormity of his fury.


He barrels towards Owen and takes him in the middle with a strength that he does not look as though he possesses. Tony’s body is a pestilent, fragile thing; all tissue and twigs. But there is a venom inside him that makes him strong and he takes down the bigger, younger man in one angry jerk. The breath escapes from Owen’s lungs in a rush. His hands fly up and the gun lands wetly on the sodden path as they thump on to the ground, Owen’s head smacking back with a dizzying thud.


Tony is astride him, forearm beneath his chin, pushing down on his windpipe, staring into him.


Then deeper.


A more terrible aspect to his face than anything Owen’s mind has ever conjured.


Spitting poison, spraying rage.


‘You’re right, you soft cunt! I didn’t deserve to touch her. Didn’t deserve to touch any of them. Not like you. Not like a handsome bastard who doesn’t know what he’s got. Not worth fucking trying because I can already see it in their eyes. That knowledge that they’re better than me. They think it’s a game. Winding me up. Getting me going. Slagging around in their short skirts with their tits out, begging the world to look at them. Well, I looked. I fell for it, time and again. And then I ended it. It became something more important than a fuck. Whatever happens, the most important thing anybody will remember about these pretty girls is the way they died. And every time their deaths are spoken of, they’ll be talking about me. Nobody else can ever have that. Nobody!’


Spit froths from Tony’s purplish, blubbery lips and lands among the raindrops on Owen’s face as hands tighten around his throat and squeeze the breath from his body and the thoughts from his mind. Thunder roars in his skull.


His vision dwindles to a point, like an old TV being switched off; everything spiralling down into one tiny blob of colour.


Desperately, he reaches around on the forest floor, fingers scrabbling for a branch. For something solid.


Tony slams his spare hand down on his forehead.


Again.


Again.


Owen feels as though his own tongue is halfway down his throat, as though his eyes are going to explode. He tries to get an arm free but there’s nothing to hit. Tony’s all bony elbows and sharp fists, wet clothes and loose skin. It’s like fighting a long-dead corpse.


There is a solid meaty thump, and then the pressure is gone; the figure on Owen’s chest disappears in a blur and slithers on to the wet ground.


Owen is on his knees, retching, massaging his throat. Through blurred, watery eyes, he makes out Tony pulling himself to his feet. He’s reaching inside his dirty, sodden coat.


Pulling out the murder weapon.


It’s a kukri: a curved blade used by the Gurkhas of the Nepalese armed forces. Pictures of it have been appearing in the Hull Mail for months. Tony wrote most of the articles.


Owen squints at the weapon. Sees Ella Butterworth’s blood on the blade.


He hears a sound behind him.


The policeman is sprawled out like a toppled statue, trying to find his feet on the sloping, slippery surface, a look of panic on his broad face . . .


McAvoy.


For a second, Tony seems unsure in which direction to advance, whether to finish off the copper who pulled him from his prey, or gut his best friend before he can get his breath.


McAvoy finds his feet and hauls himself up, emerging from the puddles and the dirt and the leaves. He’s big enough to snap Tony in two. Seems almost big enough to pull one of the oaks from the ground and smash it on the murderer’s ratty head.


‘Stop,’ he shouts.


He’s holding the gun in a massive white fist. The barrel shakes and trembles. There is absolute terror in his eyes.


Owen looks at the young policeman, with his red hair and his cheap suit and the look of earnest willingness in his eyes. He doesn’t belong here in the blood and filth where people like Tony wade.


As he looks at him, Owen knows, to his very bones, that it is not in McAvoy’s nature to pull the trigger.


Tony laughs. Gives Owen a glance and a wink, as if they’re still old pals in the press room making fun of the new boy. Then he runs at McAvoy.


He slashes down with the kukri. McAvoy raises his hands in a boxer’s stance and the blade hits the metal of the gun. It falls from his hand. He steps back and loses his footing as Tony hacks at him. The blade digs into his collarbone like an axe into firewood. Tony has to yank it hard to get it free. McAvoy is on his back, a look of broken-hearted bewilderment upon his big, trusting face. Tony chops down again.


McAvoy jerks like a dying fish as the rainbow of thick blood arcs upwards and patters on to the earth.


Tony turns back to Owen, his face crimson, eyes wide and terrible.


He picks up the gun.


He points it at Owen’s chest. Gives a shrug that could almost be apology. Pulls the trigger.


The bullet thuds into the tree trunk and Tony yells as he totters off balance. McAvoy’s shove in the back of the knees has cost him his shot.


Owen’s eyes follow the gun as it pinwheels through the rain and bounces off a branch to nestle on a pillow of sycamore leaves. He takes half a dozen desperate, frantic paces, and dives for it. He swivels and focuses, eyes on the man who has taken everything from him.


The last time Owen pulled a trigger he was a child and the weapon was a shotgun. He killed a wood pigeon and the guilt never left him.


He does not have the capacity to take a life. But he knows how to save one.


He pulls the trigger.


Tony’s mouth opens as his eyes turn black and for a moment he has the look of a shark, crashing upwards through sea and spray to close his jaws around something fragile. Then his knees give way.


He collapses amid the mulch of the clearing, a dark stain spreading outwards from the ruination beneath his belly, as he clutches himself and hisses on the forest floor. Blood seeps through his fingers from the ragged, hanging wound between his legs.


Gasping for breath, Owen crawls to where McAvoy kneels, one hand pressed to the gash at his collarbone. His face is a mess: more meat than skin.


‘Is he dead?’ McAvoy asks, and the effort seems to lighten his skin tone by several shades. He is the colour of dirty chalk.


‘No,’ says Owen, his throat raw. ‘But he’s going to need a needle and thread to fiddle with himself in prison.’


‘You didn’t kill him?’


‘No.’


‘Why?’


‘Why didn’t you?’


‘I’m not a killer.’


McAvoy’s breathing begins to sound unnatural. He blinks, furiously, as the rain hits his staring eyes. Owen wonders what the big man can see, here in this place between life and death.


‘Roisin,’ he says, and the word becomes a sob. ‘I wanted it to work . . .’


‘You’ll be OK,’ says Owen, and wishes he meant it. ‘Where’s your phone? Your radio?’


McAvoy says nothing, and Owen has to scrabble through his pockets. He finds the phone in the inside pocket of his jacket. Pulls it out with fingers dripping blood. He dials 999. Looks down at the dying policeman and wonders whether Doug Roper will give a damn.


They sit in the rain, wind tearing at their skins, their wounds, listening to Tony’s sobs and curses.


Owen holds up McAvoy’s phone. The picture on the screensaver is a beautiful, dark-haired girl with hooped earrings and too much lip gloss. If he knew her name he would call her.


He presses his hand on the ugly trench of ruptured skin on McAvoy’s front. Feels splintered bone. For a second he is troubled by a selfish, disloyal question: what will happen to him? Only McAvoy believed him. Only McAvoy promised to help clear his name if he helped catch a killer in return. But McAvoy is dying. And Doug Roper wants Owen in the ground.


As he feels McAvoy’s big heart begin to flutter beneath his palm, Owen looks at McAvoy’s phone. Something sparks in his mind. He knows Roper, how he operates. He knows he will be searched within moments of the blue lights appearing through the trees. Knows, too, that Roper will need to save face, to tell him how inconsequential this truly is. Hope becoming prayer, he lifts McAvoy’s phone and punches in a number he knows by heart. He slips the mobile back into the dying man’s pocket.


The sound of sirens grows louder, even as the pulse under his hands fades away . . .










Chapter One


Now . . .


Different venue. Different coroner. Different time.


Were he pushed, Inmate HN 6781 would admit to finding the changes a little disquieting. He’d had a picture in his mind of what to expect. He used to know the old courtroom like the palm of his hand Knew the girls by name. Ate biscuits with the last coroner in his warm, private office while talking over changes in the law.


Better times. A better life.


It hadn’t occurred to Inmate HN 6781 that things would have moved on in his absence. He had prepared himself to be remembered, steeled himself for a few pitying stares. He thought he might have made one or two of the female officers blush. Imagined them greeting him like a much-missed friend and enquiring about his well-being and whereabouts for the past few years, only to notice the cuff on his left wrist and the man in prison blues standing like a shadow a pace behind him.


In his last interview with his personal officer at HMP Bull Sands, Inmate HN 6781 admitted that he copes with his incarceration by imagining that things are remaining the same in his absence. He likes to imagine that the world is in a state of suspended animation; that it is on hold, like a buffering internet connection, while he is away. His personal officer picked holes in the coping strategy, asked him how he could possibly feel that way when his father had died during his imprisonment. When his partner had left him. When he had lost his home and been declared bankrupt and been brutally beaten a half-dozen times since his sentencing. Inmate HN 6781 did not offer a reply.


‘I preferred Essex House,’ he says, looking down at the scruffy wooden floor and the mosaic of intermingled footprints left by the men and women who sit behind and around him in blue, high-backed chairs, playing with their phones or staring at nothing as they wait for the coroner to come back and tell them they can leave.


‘Sorry it’s not up to your standards,’ says Mr Hills, seated to his left. ‘I did ask if they could hire a five-star hotel and bring a butler to wait on you but they said it was too short notice.’


‘Sorry, sir.’


‘Aye.’


Inmate HN 6781 keeps his eyes on the floor. The tall man to his left doesn’t like being stared at too hard. Inmate HN 6781 uses only his peripheral vision to check what the man he is handcuffed to is occupying himself with. Notices that he is scrolling through Facebook on his phone and liking posts that suggest foreigners are, broadly speaking, the problem. He has taken off his raincoat and hung it on the back of his chair, where it is dripping melted snow on to the feet of the woman behind him. She chose to wear Ugg boots this morning despite three inches of slush. It now looks as though she has her feet stuffed into two dead meerkats, and the court is filling with a smell of damp socks and wet dog.


He looks ahead of him, at the public gallery. The woman with the black hair is Will’s mum. She’s plump and wears a lot of purple. She’s in her late forties but could be twenty years older. She keeps dabbing her nose with a balled-up tissue, exposing the lacy cuffs of a cheap velvet jacket. She’s got silver rings on each finger and a stud in her nose. There’s a twisted metal pendant on a cord around her neck and a Green Man tattoo pokes out of the top of her blouse, winking lopsidedly from her left breast. She smells of incense and cats.


Prisoner HN 6781 looks away. He doesn’t want to catch her eye. Doesn’t want to tell his lies to somebody who knows a different truth.


‘I don’t think much of this coroner,’ he says to Mr Hills, trying again to make conversation. ‘Last bloke was really friendly. Properly put people at their ease, y’know.’


Mr Hills grunts. He’s been a prison officer for fourteen years. He’s been handcuffed to hundreds of inmates. He long ago stopped giving a damn who his charges were before they became his responsibility and his problem. The man he’s looking after today used to be a journalist in this part of the world. Kept chattering about it on the drive up. He seemed almost excited as they crossed the Humber Bridge and were enveloped in a grey swirl of snow-filled cloud.


Inmate HN 6781 decides to be quiet. Mr Hills is a decent enough officer. He’s professional and courteous, if not exactly brimming over with compassion. He’s treated him decently enough today. Even walked shoulder to shoulder, so the chain that held them together wouldn’t be immediately visible.


‘You think he’ll be long?’ asks Mr Hills, looking at his phone.


Prisoner HN 6781 enjoys being asked for his expert opinion. He makes a meal of his answer, giving it full and detailed consideration.


‘Another few minutes,’ he says. ‘Court closes for lunch at twelve thirty. The coroner’s got two hearings this afternoon. If he comes back from his deliberations at twelve-ish then that gives him time to deliver his decision and shut up shop. Have himself a long lunch.’


Mr Hills gives a begrudging grunt of thanks. Inmate HN 6781 enjoys it, though he wishes his answer had been different. He would have liked the hearing to go on all week. As it is, the whole thing was dealt with in under an hour. The statements were read out without cross-examination. His own witness report was read by a short, round-faced officer of the court. It hadn’t sounded any more truthful in her voice than it had in his own.


He leans forward. He’s seated at an angle to the press bench and can’t see what the young reporter is typing on his laptop because his back and shoulders are in the way. Inmate HN 6781 would love to read the words, if only to revel in superiority. He has no doubt he will find spelling and grammatical errors, and he is sure that the piece will start with three relatively interesting paragraphs, before tailing off into legalese and bullshit.


Inmate HN 6781 used to be called Owen Swainson. He used to be a journalist in this city. Used to sit at the press bench and write about people with more interesting lives than his own. Then he helped catch a serial killer and went to prison for his trouble. He has not been back to Hull since the judge at the Crown Court building, less than fifty yards from where he now sits, told him he was going to prison for a very long time.


As he sits inside the Guildhall and waits for the coroner to come and deliver a verdict that was a foregone conclusion even before the hearing began, Owen wonders whether the judge would recognise him. His long dark hair is now a dirty grey and there is little meat on his bones. His skin has the pale, greenish tinge of an old alabaster headstone and his T-shirt and prison-issue jeans hide scars, bruises and bones that are broken as often as they are not. He has suffered in prison.


Owen senses movement and looks up to find that the journalist has left his seat. The article he was writing is still on the screen. Owen squints to make it out and smiles as he notices that the journalist has left space at the bottom for the closing quotes and verdict. The top half of the story will clearly not be affected by whatever it is the coroner says when he returns from his deliberations.


 


A CONVICTED drug dealer was horrifically killed when he became caught in a drilling machine while on day-release at a farm in East Yorkshire, a court heard.


William Blaylock, 23, suffered multiple injuries when he became entangled with the auger while working at Shepton Farm, near Gilberdyke, in June this year.


Mr Blaylock, originally from Ipswich, was a prisoner at Bull Sands Open Prison near Mablethorpe, where he was serving a 16-month sentence for possession of a controlled drug with intent to supply.


The Category-D prisoner had recently become eligible to apply for work as part of a successful rehabilitation programme run by the prison. Having spent time on the prison’s own farm and shown an interest in agriculture, he was given a temporary position at the farm belonging to Mr Ronald Erskine.


On the day of the incident, Mr Blaylock was working alone in an outbuilding when it appears his clothing became entangled with the large, petrol-powered auger stored there. The drill has a diameter of 8´´ and spins at 150rpm. He was dragged into the machine and suffered catastrophic wounds to his sternum.


The alarm was raised by other workers at the farm – among them a fellow inmate.


Owen Swainson, 37, told the court in a statement: ‘I heard the scream and ran as quickly as I could but by the time I got to the building there was nothing I could do. There was a huge amount of blood and it was clear he was beyond help. I held his hand until help arrived but I don’t think he knew I was there. It was a terrible, terrible accident.’


Mr Swainson, a former journalist, was previously a Hull resident and was sentenced for a vicious assault on a local woman which came to light during the hunt for the killer of Ella Butterworth.


At yesterday’s hearing at Hull Coroner’s Court, a solicitor for HMP Bull Sands explained that Mr Blaylock had been a model prisoner and had been hoping to work on a farm full-time after his release.


An investigation carried out by the Health and Safety Executive found that while the auger should not have been accessible to untrained staff, there were no indications Mr Erskine was at fault. A solicitor for Mr Erskine said that he had offered work to many serving and former prisoners and felt terrible about what had occurred.


Hull coroner, Donald Haynes, said: ‘.’


Verdict: ‘’.


 


Owen keeps his face expressionless. He has grown good at that over the last four years. He will not let himself smile unless there is a good reason for him to be seen doing so. Will not allow temper or frustration to alter his countenance. He has become a decent actor, over the years. When he begs them to stop hurting him it’s because he knows that such utterances are what they seek. When he cries on his bunk, hugging his knees, it’s because he knows he is being watched. Today, on the drive from HMP Bull Sands, he exuded excitable giddiness for the benefit of the bus driver and Mr Hills. He’d known that his demeanour would get back to those who pull his strings. If he appeared introspective, they might have worried that he was thinking about giving vent to his conscience and baring his soul about what really happened that day on the farm. Instead, he chose to appear schoolboy-like. To go on and on about who he used to be. He doesn’t want them knowing what he truly feels about anything. Needs to keep them all guessing, right up until the end.


‘All stand.’


Owen rises, bringing Mr Hills to his feet and feeling the metal of the cuff pull on his wrist. The coroner marches, straight backed, to his chair and gives a curt nod before sitting down. The assembled witnesses, officers and lawyers make themselves comfortable and the young hack scurries to his seat.


Owen doesn’t listen to the verdict. The solicitors at the table nearest the front represent the prison service, the Health and Safety Executive and Mr Erskine, the owner of the farm where Will died. They will all be happy with a verdict of accidental death.


Owen stares at the journalist’s back. Wishes he could grab the laptop and write the truth. Wonders whether anybody would even believe him.
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