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‘Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.’ (JAMES 1:15)









Foreword


Ibroke a promise to write this book.


Having spent the best part of my adult life intruding on grief while reporting on the violence which once dominated so much of day-to-day life in Northern Ireland, I vowed I would never again arrive unannounced on the doorstep of victims’ relatives. The pledge was made as I sheltered under an umbrella on a wet and miserable Sunday morning in June 1994 in the village of Loughinisland, where six men were shot dead as they watched a World Cup soccer match on a pub television.


A bereaved woman had answered my knock on her front door. She was wearing a black dress covered in specks of white fluff. The garment had obviously been hurriedly retrieved from the bottom drawer for a period of mourning. Her eyes were red and glazed and she twisted a white handkerchief in her hands. Excusing herself for looking so tired and weary, she politely refused my request for an interview.


I never walked up a driveway or garden footpath again to seek out personal testimonials from those in mourning—not even when my home town of Omagh was bombed in the summer of 1998, leaving 29 people dead, including a mother pregnant with twins. I left it to others to apologise for calling at such a bad time, before being invited inside to pose the difficult and painful questions.


The arrests of Colin Howell and Hazel Stewart in January 2009 changed all that.


Even though an entry in my diary for 20 May 1991 records the incident—‘Couple die in suicide at Castlerock’—I did not recall the deaths of Trevor Buchanan and Lesley Howell. The tragedy barely registered outside Coleraine in County Londonderry, where they both lived. But I remember the time well. The affable Peter Brooke was Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, the British Government was in secret talks with the leadership of the IRA—and I was just out of hospital after a major health scare. The first faltering steps were being taken towards a peace settlement, and the attention of those of us who waited to challenge the politicians emerging from the depressing Castle Buildings in Belfast was far removed from that beautiful stretch of the North Coast where the two bodies were discovered. Fast forward 20 years, and who would have believed so many column inches and air time would be devoted to a tragedy that had more or less passed us by?


It was a crime of passion which went undetected for so long because of the cunning and guile of the two people who carried it out: Colin Howell, a narcissistic but seemingly harmless small town dentist, and his obedient lover, Hazel Stewart. The ingenious and ruthless way in which they murdered his wife Lesley and her husband Trevor Buchanan—before fooling investigating officers into believing their partners had killed themselves—means their evil deeds will live long in the memory. They left behind a trail of emotional carnage. Not just for those closest to them, especially their children and their wider family circles, but, in Howell’s case, for the women patients the dentist abused while they were heavily sedated and under his care.


I found this a tough and demanding assignment. Many of the people interviewed made a deep and lasting impression on me, especially the brothers and two sisters of Trevor Buchanan. Listening to them was almost like witnessing their dead brother being brought back to life. The most poignant moment of all was when Victor Buchanan told how his grief-stricken father reached into his son’s coffin, gathered him into his arms and cried out: ‘Why did you do it, son? Why didn’t you come to me? Why didn’t you come to me?’ Journalists can become detached and unfeeling, but this was the first time in over 40 years in the business that I had to set down my pen and walk away to compose myself.


Colin Howell and Hazel Stewart had practically everything they ever wanted, except peace of mind. Howell emerged from a working class background to make a good career for himself—and a lot of money. He regarded himself as a born-again Christian, as did Hazel Stewart, who led a fairly ordinary life until she started cheating on the man who worshipped the ground she walked on.


Howell’s guilty conscience finally got the better of him, and, although Stewart continues to protest her innocence following her trial earlier this year, no one in the courtroom in Coleraine last March will forget the moment a jury found her guilty at the end of 15 unprecedented and dramatic days of evidence and legal submissions. It has been a horrendous ordeal for so many people—particularly the Buchanans, Chris Clarke, Lesley’s only brother, and the many young adults and children who have been left behind to struggle to come to terms with the circumstances surrounding two murders so callous they almost defy belief.


The Howell and Buchanan couples were devout Baptists and this book also examines how their church dealt with the whole affair. Perhaps those in their church could have done things differently; perhaps they, like other people and institutions, stood little chance of penetrating Howell’s web of deception and Hazel Stewart’s lies.


But the most pointed question of all must concern the incompetent police investigation which allowed the two perpetrators to get away with murder for so long. Even though she was troubled and in a loveless marriage, why would a young mother devoted to her children climb into the boot of a car and kill herself, just hours after she booked a session on a sunbed for a couple of days later? Why would a police officer who had never before harboured thoughts of suicide—even in the depths of despair—suddenly change his mind and take his own life?


Researching and writing this book has been an extraordinary experience. Above all, it has been humbling and sometimes painful to witness the quiet dignity and integrity of the many decent and blameless people who were so deeply affected and whose lives may never be the same again. In their struggle to come to terms with their pain, and their refusal to become embittered by hatred, all of them have surely shown what the meaning of true Christianity is.


Deric Henderson


Belfast, June 2011











Chapter 1


‘Behind the Concrete


Walls in his Mind . . .’





28 JANUARY 2009


The night before he surrendered himself to the police, Colin Howell took three of his young children to the outside patio and urged them to look up at the stars. He had a pair of binoculars, and he held the youngest in his arms as he knelt down to let the others take turns looking at the magnified night sky. It was Howell’s last lingering look at freedom. As a doting father, he knew this was the final time he and his children would enjoy this kind of physical closeness.


The highly successful dentist and one-time pillar of the local community and Baptist church had been living on his own at a rented caravan in Castlerock for the past month or so, after his second wife, Kyle, had ordered him out of the family home. He had recently confessed to an adulterous relationship, and a subsequent revelation, that he had squandered all the family’s savings—£353,000—in a crazy investment scheme to recover missing gold bullion in the Philippines, had pushed the young mother of seven to breaking point. But the couple agreed that Howell could return each evening to read their children a bedtime story and tuck them up before they went to sleep.


As he now stood under the glare of an outside light in the back garden of the lavish family home, gazing up at the sky and holding his sons close, there were tears in his eyes. It was an emotional moment, but Colin Howell’s time was up. He knew it and so did Kyle. Casual adultery and financial recklessness were the very least of his wrongdoings. At last the moment had come for all of his past iniquities to be brought—to be forcibly dragged—to the light. His dark world had finally imploded.


29 JANUARY 2009


Kyle Howell looked up at the clock on the kitchen wall: it was approaching 8.00 a.m. She was sitting at the kitchen table, with baby Susanna on her knee. The other four of her younger children were watching a Nick Jr. video. Kyle was crying. It had been another long and difficult night. Her husband was no longer the man she thought she knew, the one she had loved and had looked up to for 12 years—whose encyclopaedic knowledge of the Bible never ceased to amaze her, the one who had once delivered a compelling sermon about sexual immorality to like-minded acquaintances from their local church, and had talked so convincingly about how he had worked through his own crisis of being unfaithful. Both Kyle and Howell were ‘born-again’ Christians, deeply committed Evangelicals, and these principles and beliefs were fundamental to their faith.


But if Howell had managed to negotiate his way through personal and marital difficulties in the past, then his latest revelations to his wife—and the resulting situation he now faced—were in a different league altogether. This was cataclysmic. There would be no way back this time. His head was in a place where it had never been before, even with all the many crises he had faced up to this point in his life. He felt he was eternally damned, and just the night before—not for the first time—he had been contemplating taking his own life. Utterly distraught and desperate herself, it had taken every ounce of Kyle’s emotional strength and presence of mind to persuade him not to take this final step. Quoting the Scriptures, she had urged him: ‘There’s grace. There’s grace. The Lord is giving you another chance. This is your chance. If you love your life, you won’t lose it.’ Howell’s confidence was shot, however, and, when she reminded him again of what he needed to do—unburden himself once and for all of all the darkness of his past—he had kept repeating: ‘I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.’ Refusing to accept this, she had simply replied each time: ‘But you can, you can . . .’


And now, in the cold light of day, as three of the children gathered up their things for school, Kyle told her husband it was time for the next step in the process which they both knew was now unstoppable. She was calling in the church elders, so that they could hear the full truth about Colin Howell’s past sins. Resigned, he accepted this, but said that he just wanted to take the children to school in nearby Castlerock so that he could say his goodbyes. She warned him there was to be no emotion and that he was to act normally.


Then the young mother called Graham Stirling, left a message on Andrew Brown’s phone and spoke with Willie Patterson: all were elders in The Barn Christian Fellowship church to which the Howells belonged. All had been close confidants of Colin’s over the years. Kyle also contacted Davy Hoy, another elder, but he was unable to come. The other three men, however, promised that they would be there at the agreed time. Earlier that morning, Howell had called his dental surgery and left a message for his PA, asking her to cancel all his appointments and telling her: ‘I won’t be in for the next couple of days. Something unusual has happened.’


Now all Kyle could do was sit in the kitchen, holding Susanna while she read a story to young Finn and waited for the return of her husband and the arrival of the elders.


After leaving the children off to school, and hugging them especially close before they ran into the gates of the playground, Howell went back to the caravan, collected a few belongings and then returned to the family home at Glebe Road, on the outskirts of the picturesque village of Castlerock. By the time he got home, the elders were already there. Graham Stirling had been the first to turn up, followed quickly by Willie Patterson, and then Andrew Brown.


Another friend from the church had come to help out with baby Susanna. And then, finally, Colin Howell began a protracted confession which continued almost without interruption for well over an hour. A series of revelations from the dentist—each more sensational than the last, it seemed—would culminate in a final admission which would leave those around him stunned, devastated and struggling to comprehend.


Kyle was weeping again, as her husband began to speak. Although he remained calm, he was trembling and shaking, and it was obvious to the three church elders that the powerful emotions he was struggling to keep at bay were very close to the surface. Willie Patterson would later tell police: ‘Colin looked awful. I don’t know how to describe it. His eyes were standing out of his head and he was in great distress.’ But with a sense that now he had started, he had no choice but to finish, Howell continued, speaking quietly but distinctly, his eyes fixed on the table before him.


He began by telling them that he had been having contact with another woman. The relationship, he told them, had first begun in 2002 and at the time he had admitted to it to Kyle and a church friend. There had been no further contact for some time. But the relationship had started up again in 2005. Howell would tell Kyle he was going to the surgery to do some paperwork and then slip off to see the woman at her home. But, he was now insisting, they had never had intercourse.


The elders listened intently, but with no great sense of surprise. They had known all about this since the middle of the previous month, when their friend had told them he was increasingly tormented with guilt over his latest dalliance, and said he planned to tell Kyle all about it. Kyle had just left with some of the children for a family break over Christmas in Florida, where her parents lived on Sanibel Island. The original plan had been that Kyle would fly out first and then Howell would follow her with his father Sam, and Dan and Jonny, his two sons from his first marriage, and that they could all spend Christmas there together. In the weeks previously, when he had first shared with the elders his intention to tell Kyle about the affair, Howell had already been in a highly emotional state, claiming to his confidants that he had ‘lost it’ and ‘was going to be damned’ for what he had done.


Kyle’s reaction to her husband’s revelations of infidelity, when he confessed in a fraught phone call to Florida, had not been good. She told her husband not to join her in the States after all, and two days before New Year’s Eve, Howell moved out of the house and into a caravan. He had paid £600 to cover the deposit, the first month’s rent and a cylinder of gas. The elders knew all this too, and Stirling and Brown had been to the caravan park off Sea Road, Castlerock, to visit their friend in a pastoral capacity, as part of a bridge-building process which they hoped might end with him eventually being reunited with his family. As Stirling would later recall of Howell: ‘He felt he was being fraudulent in his witness and in his life’s journey. He explained that he was under powerful conviction by the Holy Spirit and was feeling exceptionally guilty about his lifestyle and the way he was doing business.’


So the admission about the relationship was nothing earth-shattering to those who had gathered that Thursday morning to hear what Howell had to say. In the preceding weeks, they had been witness to a series of other revelations on his part, in a drip-feed process of confession, noting with alarm that he seemed to be gradually losing all contact with reality and sinking into a deep depression. He was unable to function properly in the surgery and even the simple demands of everyday living seemed to be too much for him. He had told them, and then Kyle, how he had just lost all the family money in an outlandish investment scheme which involved funding a search for Japanese gold in the Philippines, but had turned out to be a scam. And although they had all already known for a number of years about his damaging addiction to online pornography, nonetheless he felt compelled to them all about this once more too.


As Graham Stirling would later confirm, it was clear to all in whom he confided, that in December 2008 and in the first weeks of 2009, Colin Howell was deep in some kind of spiritual crisis, as he contemplated suicide and then eternal damnation: ‘He did say that he was very concerned with regards to his eternal security, his soul’s position with regards to salvation as far as his Christian status was, or the lack of it. And then being able to come to a place where he could be accepted by God and forgiven through his repentance and his confession . . .’ But all of the elders had the strong intimation too that there was something more, something beyond all of this—another affair, perhaps—which their friend needed to tell them about, if only he could bring himself to do it. And that was the reason, they surmised, that they had been summoned to the Howell home that morning.


They were right of course—in terms of his self-imposed confessional process, Howell was far from finished. Now, as they sat around him, he was telling them that, at his urging, his first wife Lesley had had three abortions in the months coming up to their wedding. This had been many years previously of course, in 1983. And, he continued, there had been another abortion in his past about which he had never spoken—this time involving his former lover, Hazel Buchanan. It had been right at the beginning of their affair, in 1990. With each new revelation, Kyle was reeling: ‘I felt like I was getting a punch in the stomach.’


Next, Colin Howell told the elders that the respectable façade of his professional life—as a gifted, highly successful and sought-after dental specialist—had also been a sham all along. While he had been building an unblemished and exemplary career as a cosmetic dentist—one who insisted on the highest of standards of surgical excellence, customer service and staff conduct—he had indecently assaulted women patients when they were under sedation and unable to fend him off. This, the elders had certainly not expected. They knew that he had struggled over the years with an unusually high sex drive, which explained perhaps his problems with pornography and his compulsion to seek sexual relationships outside the confines of his marriages. But they had never once suspected that he might have forced himself upon those in his clinical care who were too vulnerable to keep him at bay.


Yet, even while Howell’s audience struggled to take on board each fresh admission, they had the unavoidable sense that there was more to come. And they were now feeling more and more apprehensive as to what it could possibly be.


Up until this point, the dentist had remained relatively composed. All at once, however, he began to falter and lose his momentum. Seeing this, Kyle shook herself out of her shocked state and became the resolute one again. She pleaded with him, imploring her husband to finally come clean with everything. She quoted passages from the Bible to strengthen her plea, saying: ‘One shall have to undergo suffering to reach truth. That is why it is said that truth is eternally victorious.’ Howell composed himself once more. Then, staring again at the table in front of him, and unable to make eye contact with any of those in the room, he told them that something else had been preying on his mind of late—something far worse than anything he had already admitted to.


And then he began to recount in meticulous detail exactly what had happened on the night of 18 May 1991, almost eighteen years previously.


Now, finally, he was saying it out loud, in public, in the presence of other people. He had told Kyle these things after they first married but, an innocent abroad at the time struggling with her own difficulties, she had been unable, or unwilling, to comprehend. The fact was that Colin’s first wife—Lesley—and Trevor Buchanan had not died in 1991 as a result of a suicide pact as everyone had thought—but that he had been responsible for their deaths.


This, now, was the whole truth: that he, Colin Howell, had murdered not only his wife Lesley but also the man who was married to his then mistress, Hazel Buchanan. He had broken God’s most cardinal law—not once, but twice. He, Colin Howell, was a double murderer.


He then explained to those assembled exactly how he had done it. How he had poisoned Lesley with car exhaust fumes, and how, as she realised that her life was ebbing away, she had called out for Matthew, their eldest son and a six-year-old child at the time. How he had then murdered Trevor in the same way, gassing him with deadly carbon monoxide as he lay in his bed unable to properly defend himself. How he had left the bodies in a car at the back of The Apostles, the landmark row of cottages which overlooked the village of Castlerock. How he had set up the scene to look like suicide, and had then run along the beach and cycled home.


Everyone in the room remembered the shocking events of 1991, when the bodies of Lesley Clarke, Howell’s first wife, and Trevor Buchanan, the young policeman married to the woman with whom Howell had been having an affair at the time, were found together in a car in the garage of a house in Castlerock, the victims of an apparent double suicide pact. Everyone at the time, including the police and authorities, had believed that Lesley and Trevor had been so distressed by the ongoing affair between their spouses that they had been driven to the ultimate act of desperation. Everyone remembered how the tragedy had rocked the small seaside community to its core. Everyone except for Kyle of course, who had been barely out of her teens at the time, still living in the States and with no notion of how her life would unfold and ultimately unravel once she moved to Northern Ireland and met her future husband.


But now, apparently immune to the stunned silence of those around him, Howell was in full flow, unstoppable. The confession continued, relentlessly, unabated. His account of how he had managed to convince investigating officers that the deaths had been suicide left his listeners gasping for breath. As Graham Stirling later recalled: ‘I shivered about him bragging it was so clever to fool the police . . . We were absolutely gobsmacked and shocked beyond belief, because I never in my wildest dreams, ever thought I was going to hear that sort of confession. I was coming across expecting to hear about another adulterous affair that had gone too far, or something, but did not anticipate hearing anything like that.’


Finally, it was over. All of the truth was out in the open, under the scrutiny of the harsh daylight of that cold morning in late January. The horror of what Colin Howell had done and the full extent of the lie which he had been living for so many years was plain for all to see. The façade he had spent so many years creating and maintaining—deeply committed Christian, upstanding family man, dependable pillar of the community, generous benefactor of deserving charities, dashing dentist, all-round nice guy—had collapsed. And the craven, tortured, and perhaps delusional hypocrite that was Colin Howell had been laid bare for the very first time.


The elders and Kyle sat in stunned silence for some minutes. Then all they could think of doing was to ask him if it was really true, if he was sure that the details were correct. Struggling to believe what he had just been told, it occurred to Graham Stirling that perhaps this was the ultimate evasion on Howell’s part—that maybe he was just making it all up to escape the mess that his life was in, in so many ways: ‘It was almost as if I felt that he was doing this as a cop-out of all the really huge financial implications and difficulties that he was in, that his business was failing, that there was a downturn in everything, and he was just floundering . . . So I asked him, was he really sure that this was exactly as it was? Colin assured us the facts were correct. Why would he confess to such a thing if it wasn’t true? The evidence would match that of the police evidence at the time.’


Andrew Brown, however—a fellow dentist who had been so worried about his friend’s state of mind that he had recently contacted the Dental Protection Agency because he feared that he was no longer capable of treating patients—would immediately see what had happened with Howell in another way, as the workings of Divine Providence. He later told police: ‘From our perspective on it, we would say God had his hand on that, to take him there, because nothing else was going to. It had to be something of such a cataclysmic effect on him in order to shake him out of . . . [the] barriers that he put up to get this locked [away]. I mean, he must have had it behind 15–20 foot concrete walls in his mind, to stop it coming forward again and again . . .’


For all those assembled in the room that day, it was a defining moment in their lives, one which none of them was ever likely to forget.


By now, Howell had regained his composure. While his full confession had taken every ounce of resolve to deliver, and he was emotionally spent, he had known for weeks, and perhaps months, that his time as a free man was now very limited. He had already prepared himself for a long spell in jail. The night before, he had even booted up his computer to type the words ‘Double Murders’ into Google. On the basis of this research, he reckoned he might get a 20 to 30 year sentence. If he got 20 years, then he could be a free man by the time he was 70—leaving him another 20 years. The Howell family had a history of longevity. He was already hoping to have some kind of life after his release.


At 10.15 a.m., Willie Patterson phoned for the police to come to the house. Kyle was weeping and distraught in her sorrow and anger, and in between her sobs, she wailed to her husband: ‘You sucked the life out of Lesley, and that’s what you do, Colin—you suck the life out of people . . .’


While Patterson made the call, the others stayed with Howell and tried to help him come to terms with the fact that he would be leaving his family for a very long time. They assured him that they would do their best to see that his children were safe and secure, and that someone would endeavour to look into his financial affairs. Then, as they waited for the police, they all held hands and prayed.


An hour and a half later, Sergeant Soren Stewart and two women detectives, Constable Melody Kidd and Constable Kathryn Parish, arrived at the Howell home. The dentist himself opened the door to them. His first words to the Sergeant were: ‘Mr Stewart—I’m sorry to bring you out here under these circumstances.’ Then the officers went into the room where the elders were assembled, and, as Constable Parish took notes and Howell waited outside, Patterson explained to them what Howell was claiming he had done.


The decision was quickly taken to arrest the dentist, but when Willie Patterson went to fetch him, he was nowhere to be seen. The elder returned in a panic, saying: ‘He’s gone, he’s gone!’ Kidd and Parish glanced at each other and then both looked out of the window at the lake below. They speculated that Howell might have jumped into the water, while Stewart’s first thought was that he had hung himself. But just at that moment the dentist appeared nonchalantly from one of the many bedrooms, carrying a small sports bag and wondering what all the fuss was about. He was immediately arrested by the three officers and taken to their car. He did not say a word during the 15 minutes it took them to reach Coleraine police station.


——


Even as Howell waited in his cell to be brought into a nearby interview room, he must have had time to reflect on how it had come to this. He had lost everything: his wife, his family, his glittering career, his family home, his money, his place in the church, his standing in the community—and now, finally, his liberty. It was a question which would occupy many hours of his time in the captivity to come.











Chapter 2


Howell–Clarke: To Have and To Hold





MAY 1983


Colin Howell was looking forward to a new life together with his young fiancée, Lesley Clarke. It was May, just a few months before the wedding, and he was preparing to sit his final exams in dentistry at Belfast’s Queen’s University. After the wedding, their plans were to move to the town of Coleraine and set up home together. Clearly full of hope for the future and passionate about his bride-to-be, a 24-year-old Howell penned a letter to her:




‘My dearest Lesley—I was just about to go to bed when I was filled with thoughts of you. It occurred to me that I’m always too busy thinking of work to relax with you, or that there is always a reason for us to be apart early in the evening. I’m just saying that I’m looking forward to long evenings together alone when these blasted exams are over. I miss you sometimes, like now, and want to tell you I love you and I’m looking forward to our future together. I hope Coleraine brings you new friends and new commitments to God. I’m just so tired now that I can’t say all that’s on my mind. It’s 1.10 a.m. and I need sleep. With all my love, Colin xx.’





They were married on 16 July 1983 at Windsor Baptist Church, just off Belfast’s Lisburn Road. The bridesmaids wore pale blue strapless dresses. The night before the wedding, they had stayed with Lesley at the Conway Hotel near Dunmurry, on the southern outskirts of Belfast, where the reception was to be held the following day. Lesley got a bikini wax and the girls had thought it hilarious. They were all in high spirits, yelping and laughing as they made their way around the hotel. Like her fiancé, the bride-to-be was excited and full of anticipation.


There had been a heat wave that summer, and it was a fabulous day for the wedding, and for the well-attended reception afterwards. The Howells and the Butlers—Colin’s mother Sarah’s family—were all God-fearing Baptists, well known in north Belfast for their earnest observance of their strict religious principles. Colin’s family, especially his mother, would have preferred there to have been no alcohol on the tables at the reception, but the bride’s father was having none of it. Harry Clarke was himself from a devout Brethren background in mid-Ulster but he was his own man, and did not see the harm in their guests being able to enjoy a few drinks. Chris Clarke, Lesley’s brother, recalls that the difference of opinion made for a slightly strained atmosphere on the day: ‘It was bizarre and slightly uncomfortable. There was rigid segregation. The tables were set in such a way that there was a corridor down the middle. Drink was served at one half, but not served at the other: there were wet tables and dry tables . . . My dad made a stand that he was serving alcohol to his guests . . . I can’t remember if a toast was actually proposed. My dad was a fair, but not provocative man.’


The belief that it was important to observe a particular kind of religious lifestyle was not something confined to the older generation of the Clarkes and the Howells. It was a crucial factor in the lives of Colin and Lesley too—although neither of them felt quite as strongly about the issue of alcohol as Sarah Howell. Very much in line with his upbringing, however, Colin Howell firmly believed that there should be no sex before marriage, that his bride should be a virgin and that he would remain faithful to her until death.


Lesley was his first serious girlfriend and the first woman with whom he had sex. They had slept together before they were married, however, and he felt a great deal of guilt about this. And they had transgressed what Howell would have seen as God’s immutable laws in other very serious ways too. In the year before they married, Lesley had no less than three abortions—two of these only weeks apart. They had both agreed that the pregnancies should be terminated. Lesley later confided to a friend that she feared at the time that her fiancé would end the relationship if she did not concede. It was she who paid for the abortions. On each occasion, Howell had accompanied her to the same clinic in west London—the very one to which he would also take his mistress Hazel a number of years later. The guilt felt by the young couple about the abortions was overwhelming—it was a burden which Lesley in particular would carry with her for many years.


In the days before the wedding, despite his impassioned letter to his fiancée, Howell had his doubts about the marriage—or so he would tell an examining psychiatrist in the years to come. Lesley had been unsure about it too. But the young man felt very much that they were compelled to go ahead—he was convinced that no one else would want either of them after what they had been through. All the arrangements were in place: everything had been organised, and the hotel and honeymoon had been booked. And so Howell decided, because of the momentum, to go ahead with the wedding. He was determined to make a go of it, and resolute that the relationship would last forever.


Lesley’s Christianity meant everything to her too. She prayed often and spoke to those close to her of her desire to get to know God better. One of her favourite passages in the Bible was James 1:2-4, which refers to trials and temptations as opportunities for spiritual growth: ‘Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.’


Valerie Allen, one of Lesley’s closest friends, who knew her from their days growing up together in Dublin, would in later years identify the rigid religious ethos to which both Colin and Lesley were so deeply committed as being at the very heart of the tragedy which later played out in their lives: ‘I felt that all this had happened in a cultural structure where guilt about pre-marital sex and so on drove people together; where they were under huge pressure to make the marriage work and not to divorce at any cost . . . I felt angry that they had not had enough life and sexual experience to have been able to . . . handle this better. I’m guessing Lesley [was] the first one Colin had been with. I don’t know if he was [for her] or not. [But] if they had both had a bit more sexual experience, they might not have got married. Or they might have got married and made it work, rather than be gobsmacked at an affair. I felt a lot of it was guilt and inexperience. It made them feel that they had to stay together, when they had other options open to them, like divorce, or having sex with each other and not marrying.’


——


Colin Howell was brought up in the Protestant Woodvale district of Belfast, before the family moved to the neighbouring Ballysillan area. He was the fourth of five children, and had two brothers, Gordon and Jim, and two sisters, Pauline and Maud. In later years, he had minimal contact with any of his siblings, but he was always close to his father, Sam, a former manager at a Government Training Centre. Howell would later say of his relationship with Sam: ‘I was dad’s little buddy.’ They played golf and went fishing together and even after Lesley’s death, his father did not blame his son, or regard him as being responsible for it. He felt Colin was a son he could be proud of.


Howell’s mother, Sarah, loved him as well. She always busied herself with general housework, and attended diligently to the needs of her children. He had great memories of her on family camping holidays in Donegal, when they could get away from the tensions of Belfast, then a troubled and dangerous city. She always looked out for her second youngest, and he recalled one occasion in particular when she was there to reassure him—the night when, as a teenager, he had cried after giving himself an electric shock: he had forgotten to switch off his electric blanket, and accidentally touched the pins of the plug when he woke up. And he had memories too, again as a teenager, of turning away in embarrassment one afternoon in Belfast, when Sarah challenged a barber over the price of a haircut. She was a good mother, but Howell didn’t have the same relationship with her as he had with his father. She died in 2007, aged 75.


The Howells and Sarah’s family, the Butlers, were both staunchly religious Baptist families. From a very early age, Colin attended Shankill Baptist Church with the rest of the family, and it was more or less inevitable perhaps that by the time he was six years old, he had committed himself fully to the Baptist faith. For the remainder of his childhood and indeed into adulthood, he attended church three times on a Sunday, as well as lining up faithfully once a week with his local battalion of the Boys’ Brigade. By the time he was 13, the young Colin had decided that he wanted to become an overseas missionary, just like some of the people who came to speak at his Shankill church every now and again, and those he would meet many years later when he did free dental work in both India, and in Romania where a Baptist pastor would name his adopted son after the dentist from Castlerock.


Howell was educated at Cavehill Primary School. When he sat an entrance test for a grammar school place at Belfast Royal Academy, he spent too long on the questions and narrowly failed the exam. So he went instead to The Boys’ Model, a big all-boys secondary school in north Belfast which also had an excellent record in academic achievement. He conducted himself well, never got into trouble and was complimented by the teachers on his neat handwriting. He didn’t, however, feel comfortable with the fairly macho, aggressive ethos among the boys in the classrooms and on the sports pitches at ‘the Model’, where many of the pupils came from tough, working-class districts heavily influenced by loyalist paramilitaries. He remembers suffering from a lack of confidence and low self-esteem. By the time he sat his O-levels in the mid-70s, however, his family had moved out of Belfast and he much preferred Portadown College, a mixed-sex school, where he would go on to obtain A-levels in Maths, Chemistry and Physics. He was a school prefect and a member of the Scripture Union. Former headmaster Harry Armstrong recalls of him: ‘He was a perfectly reasonable, well-balanced young man, a hard worker, keen on his studies—a model pupil, really. It was obvious he had his eyes on a professional career . . .’


Howell’s ambition was to study medicine once he left school, but his ‘B’ and two ‘C’ grades were not good enough for him to be able to qualify. He decided to do dentistry at Queen’s University, where he spent six years, including a year out to do a Bachelor of Science degree in Anatomy. Former associates from his university days were not hugely impressed by him. With around 35 students in his year, Howell tended to keep himself to himself and rarely socialised with any of them. He shared a house with five other students at 37 Stranmillis Road, just opposite the Ulster Museum. His evangelical Protestant beliefs and fire-and-brimstone type of Christianity didn’t sit well in the clubs and bars around the university which the dentistry crowd tended to frequent, and his classmates considered him something of an outsider. One ex-student, who knew him during his fourth and fifth year, remembers: ‘He wasn’t the brightest, but then he wasn’t the dumbest either. He kept a low profile and didn’t stand out. He was a bit of a loner and didn’t seem to mix with the more gregarious amongst us, who might have been a touch loud, told jokes and held court. He wouldn’t have been part of that crowd. He was very peripheral: quiet, shy and a bit of a country boy, really.’


Howell had just one potentially serious girlfriend before he met Lesley. It was someone he met shortly after he started university, but she had two-timed him at a summer camp. She pleaded for a reconciliation, but the young dental student was hurt and wanted nothing more to do with her. It wasn’t the first time he had been let down in his romantic dealings with the opposite sex. As a teenager he had once written a letter to a girl he fancied, but she ended up going out with the boy he had charged with delivering the envelope.


As a young man, Howell’s religious beliefs left him frustrated and sexually repressed. Perhaps it was no surprise then that he developed a fascination for pornography, buying his first top-shelf magazine when he was 19 and a student in Belfast. He would go on to struggle with pornography all his adult life, as the fascination soon developed into an obsession, about which, as a strict Christian, he was tormented with guilt. In later life, he made numerous attempts to break a compulsion to spend hours sitting alone at night looking at images on his computer: he even went so far as to enlist the help of church elders and some fairly sophisticated computer software, but all to no avail.


When it came to women, the young Howell was intense and possessive. He first met Lesley at a church gathering. In March 1980, when friends presented him with a bicycle for his 21st birthday at a party at the Queen’s Halls of Residence, she and some of the girls she shared a house with were among the guests.


Lesley, a very attractive and gregarious girl, was a student nurse at Belfast’s Royal Victoria Hospital and shared a house with others in her year. She was popular with the male sex and had been on dates with various suitors before she met Howell. The first of these worked for the BBC. His main hobby was hang gliding and he gave her a present of a Paddington bear—but the relationship lasted no more than a month. Another date collected her on one occasion in an impressive-looking car, which caused the other girls to stare with envy. At one point, she was struck with a young man called Robert, and felt hurt when the brief liaison ended abruptly. She once got talking to a nice fellow she met on the bus going home to Hillsborough one day, but he ended up asking out one of Lesley’s friends. And finally, just around the time she met Howell, but before things got serious between them, she went out with a junior doctor one night. He was a Catholic from west Belfast, and she liked him and thought him a bit special. But Howell, who clearly was more serious about Lesley than she was about him, was not best pleased. He turned up at her house and waited for her to return with the new friend. When the two arrived back, Howell ended up physically ejecting the other young man from the building, in a jealous fit of rage. It was perhaps an early indication of his intense and controlling instincts when it came to women.


——


She was born Lesley Anne Elizabeth Clarke, on 24 February 1960 in Plymouth, England, where her father Harry, who came originally from Waringstown in County Armagh, was based with the Royal Marines. Mrs May Clarke (née Marshall) had given birth to her only other child, Christopher, in Lurgan, County Armagh, some 18 months earlier. After Mr Clarke left the Marines and went into business, working for a pet food company, the family moved to Eaglesham in Scotland, and then to west Kilbride, before settling for a number of years in Dalkey, south Dublin. This is where Lesley spent the happiest years of her childhood.


She attended Wesley College for a year and then switched to Newpark Comprehensive, at the time a new and innovative coeducational school in Blackrock. Its sister school was Mount Temple Comprehensive, north Dublin, where Bono of u2 is an ex-pupil. Lesley was bright and intelligent, and a very good student. She became part of a small circle of friends who attended an evangelical youth club, the Highway Club, at Merrion Hall in the centre of Dublin. This was around 1971. She was already friendly with a girl called Hilary Scargill, who lived nearby, when she met Valerie Allen from Silchester Park, Glenageary. Valerie had been a pupil at Glengara Girls and then moved to Newpark. Lesley and Valerie attended the same history and French classes. (Being comprehensive schools under the patronage of the Church of Ireland, both Newpark and Mount Temple were open to all denominations.)


Lesley and Valerie would go to the youth club every Saturday night, and later they sang together in a choir called ‘Daybreak’. Sometimes during the Easter holidays, they would stay at Lesley’s family caravan—either on their own or with the Clarke family—at Roundwood, near Glendalough in the Wicklow Mountains. They played Monopoly and ate bacon sandwiches during the day, and at night, after dressing up to disguise their teenage years, they would slip off to a nearby pub. Valerie had developed a taste for Guinness, but drank moderately. Lesley had the occasional Babycham. One weekend, as Valerie recalls, the girls went for a walk and found a pregnant sheep in danger of drowning in a bog. They eventually managed to pull it free, and the rescue operation, which seemed to last for ages, was indicative of Lesley’s love of animals. At the time she had a cocker spaniel called Patsi, and she had doted on the family’s previous dog, Pip, also a cocker spaniel. When she was married and living in Coleraine, she had another spaniel, Kerrie.


After the Leaving Cert school exams, Valerie went to Dublin’s Trinity College and Lesley to Belfast to take up a career in nursing, which was very much a family tradition. She had an aunt who nursed in London and two cousins, who were a little older than her and great fun, who worked at hospitals in Northern Ireland. It seemed that Lesley was always destined for the wards, according to Valerie, now a professor in the English Department at John Jay College, City University of New York: ‘She was demonstrative and very caring to her parents. She was also very affectionate. She had a lovely way. She would compliment us about how we looked. She was very sweet, intelligent, not quick-tempered or jealous.’


After a short spell working in a shop in Dublin immediately after leaving school, Lesley moved to Belfast to take up a place as a student nurse at the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast. It was 1978, the year when the DeLorean car company, backed by £56 million of British government aid, announced plans to build a luxury sports car plant at Dunmurry. Belfast was a dark and dangerous city—88 people died violently during that year, which was otherwise dominated by an escalating protest inside the Maze Prison by 250 Republicans who were demanding political status. The prisoners’ campaign took the form of refusing to slop out, and smearing excrement around their cells. The then all-Ireland Catholic Primate Cardinal Tomás Ó Fiaich, who visited the jail at the time, said the cells reminded him of a Calcutta slum.


The new arrival from the Irish Republic was apolitical, but she quickly realised that life in west Belfast, where she worked, was much different from the cosseted environment of Dublin 4. Her type of evangelicalism kept her away from the sectarian politics of Northern Ireland, but friends remember that she once voted for a Unionist candidate because she was upset at having to treat young British soldiers with perforated stomachs: the result, it was said, of accepting sandwiches laced with ground glass, which had been offered to them by seemingly friendly locals on the nationalist Falls Road.


Initially Lesley missed Dublin and even though there were about 15 other trainees, including two from Co. Monaghan, she admitted that she felt lonely for the first few months, living in nursing accommodation on the city’s Whitewell Road. The training on the wards was demanding and at night the student nurses would have to study in preparation for a test every Friday. More often than not, Lesley would finish top of the class.


With Lesley dressed as a cheeky schoolgirl, the student nurses held a party to mark their move from the accommodation at Whitewell Road to the nursing home at the Royal. By this time, Lesley had developed a close circle of good friends. There were half a dozen in the group, all of them Christians who enjoyed each other’s company. Some of them would go home at weekends, while Lesley took time out to visit relatives from her father’s side of the family, in mid-Ulster. Among these was her cousin, Eric Clarke, a gospel singer whom she liked and respected. She worried about her grandmother, Elizabeth Marshall, who lived on the Banbridge Road, Lurgan: Elizabeth suffered from high blood pressure. Lesley feared her mother would suffer from the same medical condition. Mrs Marshall died in 1981, just five years before Lesley’s mum passed away from poor health brought on by heart-related problems.


Lesley was an outstanding nurse. Her early days at the Royal were spent in the geriatric unit. The work was hard and demanding, both physically and emotionally. Some of the nurses found it depressing, but Lesley got on remarkably well with the elderly women, sometimes cleaning and polishing their finger nails and putting on perfume for them in readiness for visiting time. A former colleague, a junior doctor at the time, remembers Lesley on the haematology ward, nursing an elderly lady who had undergone a bone marrow transplant. This patient later died, but Lesley had gone out of her way to make her final days as comfortable as possible. The ex-colleague recalls: ‘She was extremely good to that lady, but then all the patients liked her. She was exceptionally considerate, a very caring nurse and you would be hard pressed to say anything negative about her. She was a very nice girl, bubbly with beautiful eyes. I didn’t know her for very long. She was a born-again Christian. I remember having our photograph taken with that lady, Lesley sitting on one side of the bed, me on the other. The Royal, and working in medicine, was a lot different in those days. We used to play tennis on the courts outside the wards, and if you walked in still wearing your tennis gear, then nobody took a blind bit of notice. It was all so much more relaxed and civilised, and that was the type of regime Lesley worked in.’


Keen to move out of nursing accommodation, Lesley and her friends decided to check out the ads for rented accommodation in the Belfast Telegraph, quickly finding a house which looked suitable for them. It was a warm summer’s evening when they went to investigate No. 108 University Avenue. Other girls had also gathered outside the front door. Lesley and her friends liked the location because the road was tree-lined and away from the other students, who generally preferred accommodation closer to the Royal, on the Donegall Road and off the lower end of Lisburn Road. The landlord was not hugely impressed, however, when six student nurses said they wanted to rent his property. As well as Lesley, there was Ruth Allison from Belfast, Ann Kempton from Dungannon, Co. Tyrone, Linda Patterson from Lifford, Co. Donegal, Janet Torbitt from Whitehead, Co. Antrim, and Carolyn Walker from Londonderry. Carolyn would later become one of Lesley’s three bridesmaids. While at first the landlord was very reluctant, Lesley assured him that they were girls of high standing who didn’t drink alcohol, and promised him there would be no wild parties. It was her negotiating skills which secured the lease. She moved into the first floor front room, which was bright, with a dining table by the window.


It was around this time that Lesley’s parents moved to Hillsborough. They thought she would be pleased to be closer to the new family home, but it effectively signalled the end of her days in Dublin. Just as her mother had been sorry to leave Scotland, Lesley was heartbroken that she would no longer have a permanent base in the city she loved, and would now be living 100 miles away from her two close friends from school, Valerie Allen and Hilary Scargill. She talked a lot about her time in Dublin. Her recall was impressive if somewhat romantic, and when she went back from time to time, she felt it wasn’t the same somehow. After the family move to Hillsborough, her mother May’s health began to deteriorate. She had a coronary artery bypass, but problems developed with the healing process after a vein was removed from her leg. One night, while at singing practice in Windsor Baptist Church, Lesley heard that her mum had suffered a small stroke and immediately feared a much bigger one was up ahead.


The young nurse would make the short journey to the wards on an old bicycle which she had brought up from Dublin. It was a bit of a bone-shaker. Maroon in colour with a basket in front, it rattled as she pedalled along the Donegall Road before the morning rush-hour traffic started. When it rained, she pulled on waterproofs over her uniform, and wore red Wellington boots. One morning, she came across a wounded pigeon struggling to get to its feet after being struck by a passing car. She stopped and lifted the bird onto the footpath. There was nothing she could do to save it, but she didn’t want it to be run over again. Her fondness for animals was as strong as ever. She refused to buy any cosmetics if the brands had been animal-tested. Friends remember how Lesley had once insisted on bringing Patsi, her spaniel dog—who was generally kept in Hillsborough with her parents—to stay with her for a few days in the house on University Avenue. Patsi had a great time, with Lesley letting her run wild in the nearby Botanic Gardens.


The girls had plenty of callers to No. 108, including a now friendly landlord who always got his rent on time, and would sometimes drop by for supper. Of the six housemates, it was Lesley who invariably attracted the most attention. With her gentle voice, warm smile, shiny dark hair, sparkling eyes and beautiful grasp of the English language, she could disarm most men, even the rudest. She was a hopeless romantic. She radiated warmth and personality. She could also be self-deprecating and made fun of herself all the time, once posing for a photograph wearing a set of huge green false teeth.


Late night meals often meant the dishes going unwashed, and it was left to the girl who was off the next day to clean up. Lesley wasn’t slow to lift the drying cloth and did her part to make sure the kitchen was kept neat and tidy. She wasn’t in the least vain, but she was particular about her appearance, especially her hair, and would spend a lot of time trying to get rid of the curls. Some of her friends remember how Lesley would go to the hairdressers for a blow dry, only to wash and dry her hair again herself as soon as she was back at home, because she deemed it hadn’t been straightened enough by the session at the salon. She loved relaxing in the bath and pampering herself afterwards with rich, scented body moisturisers. She would make sure her nails were always beautifully manicured. The day she showed off her engagement ring, they were especially well done.


Lesley’s first holiday with her student nursing friends was to Europe. First to Rome, and then Florence, where they fell in with a crowd who regularly went drinking. But being more or less teetotal themselves, they soon had enough of the sleazy bars, loud singing and leering men, and decided they preferred their own company. The next stop was Venice, where they stayed in an apartment and spent hours lying under a hot sun, eating melon and ice cream. They went swimming, and one day Lesley and a friend were swept away by strong currents onto some rocks. The two managed to climb to safety and pick their way back to the shore, relieved but somewhat embarrassed to be met by a reception committee of noisy Italians.


One year, Lesley and her friends went on an overland trip to Greece. On the train journey, they shared carriages with Yugoslavian soldiers and farmers carrying cages of chickens. It was Lesley’s idea for them to hire couchettes as they travelled through Switzerland. By the time they arrived in Athens, they were filthy and desperate for a wash. There they stayed in a hostel, and were taken on a tour of all the city’s most famous sites by a young man they met on the train, who had taken a shine to one of the girls. Then they got a boat to the island of Paxos and stayed in a little fishing village. Lesley loved the climate, but had developed what she described at the time as a ‘stunted palate’. She drank only tea and coke, and could not bring herself to eat the local specialities of lasagne, moussaka and fish dishes, or the garlic, yoghurt, tomatoes and cheese. Friends remember how once, when she tried a meal of meatballs, she had pushed the plate away in disgust, declaring that they tasted horrible.


Next they moved on to Naxos and another apartment, this time on the beach and much more modern than the first. It was early May, and cold and windy. They had been joined by an American girl who complained about everything from the weather to the food to the restaurant waiters. They hired motorcycles, rode without safety helmets and got lost. Lesley’s bike had faulty brakes. She read a lot and would sit with her book on the balcony, well wrapped up and with a pair of knickers on her head.


——


Lesley’s first big night out with Howell was to the dentists’ formal at Queen’s University. Howell excitedly told friends he would be taking her to the event, but girlfriends remember how she quickly put him right on that score, telling him: ‘You don’t take me to anything. I come.’ She bought an expensive evening dress for the occasion, at one of Belfast’s top boutiques: Howell cringed when she told him what it cost. Before they set off from Lesley’s, he presented her with a red rose.


There was no doubt that he was making all the running, and there was a time when Lesley wasn’t convinced the dental student was really the man for her. In a letter to Valerie dated October 1981, she wrote: ‘Every time I write to you, I think about trying to explain clearly my relationship with Colin, but then I can never make the effort. But I assure you that we have no intention of walking up the aisle together and I still think in terms of making decisions on my own. Colin is not considered.’ Valerie recalls: ‘Lesley told me the relationship was problematic. Colin was much hotter on her than she was on him. I don’t remember the nature of their issues, but she’d write to me to say he wasn’t a serious item for quite a long time.’


But things changed. In another letter to Valerie, dated August 1982, Lesley confirmed that her feelings for Colin were developing in a positive way. The couple had been together on holiday in Greece with friends, and she wrote: ‘Colin didn’t turn nut-brown on the beach, but I must admit I had eyes for none other than him, despite the fact he had a large, red hooter. Things are going very well between us and we have had a great time together this summer.’ However, she was not afraid to poke gentle fun at her boyfriend. Another of her postcards home read: ‘Dear Val, I’m sitting in the village square after enjoying a hearty breakfast. Sad to say, the heat has not impaired my appetite. Colin is beside me, looking typically Irish, wearing a white sun hat with nylon ankle socks. Most attractive!’


By November 1982, Lesley’s feelings for the man in her life had strengthened further. She wrote to Valerie: ‘Things are going pretty well as planned, or should I say, as dreamed . . . From the way I am talking, you can gather that I’m assuming that I have found the right one. Well, I think that I have. I am no longer lukewarm about Colin. I think the world of him. It’s a good feeling. Colin and I are still getting along famously and I sometimes marvel at how funny it feels to know someone as well as I know him and yet he isn’t a member of my family.’


——


And so, in spite of doubts on both sides, the marriage went ahead. After the big day in July 1983, the young couple moved as planned to the North Coast, where Colin had already secured his first job in dentistry, working for Terry Boyd and Alan Logue at their Waterside branch in Coleraine, as well as one day a week in nearby Ballycastle. When they first moved, the Howells rented a house in Portballintrae for nine months. Overlooking the harbour in one of the prettiest villages in Northern Ireland, it was an idyllic and romantic setting which seemed to bode well for the Howells’ new life together.
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