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Praise for About A Son


‘I feel very lucky to have read this book. Extraordinary and important … a triumph.’


Adam Kay, author of This Is Going to Hurt


‘I was utterly floored by the emotional depth of About A Son – a book that reaches so deeply into the human experience that to read it is to be forever changed. It is an unflinching examination of grief, a painstaking deconstruction of injustice and a dispatch from the frontiers of the human heart. David Whitehouse has written something of great power and truth. In doing so, he has ensured that Colin Hehir’s beloved son, Morgan, and the family’s fight for justice will never be forgotten.’


Elizabeth Day, author and broadcaster


‘A work of such staggering beauty, such sheer, abject dread. My heart ached, and still does, but I’m so glad I read About A Son. I’m so glad David Whitehouse wrote this book. It’s profoundly intimate and despairingly universal. It’s a story of life and loss, and grief and love. It’s remarkable.’


Chris Whitaker, author of We Begin at The End


‘A book of love and grief, and about what justice can and cannot deliver. I shall always remember Morgan and his family.’


Sunjeev Sahota, author of China Room


‘The book that everyone will be talking about this year: a staggering work of honesty, empathy and humanity, wholly unlike anything else you will have read. Whitehouse is a masterful storyteller who builds an intimate, immersive and unflinching portrait of a boy lost to preventable violence and the family who loved him. I found it absolutely compelling from the first word to the last and know I will never forget it.’


Terri White, author of Coming Undone


‘David Whitehouse has taken a father’s “unique record of grief” and turned it into a poetic indictment of policing in austerity Britain. About A Son is an original true-crime masterpiece and a tribute to human resilience over official intransigence.’


Michael Gillard, author of Legacy


‘An incredibly compassionate and moving story of loss, grief and enduring love … left me filled with both heartache and hope. David Whitehouse is a singularly gifted and deeply compelling writer and this beautiful book opened my eyes to what creative non-fiction can be and do.’


Cathy Rentzenbrink, author of The Last Act of Love


‘An astonishing achievement. About A Son is a book that will stay with you for a long, long time. A memorial to Morgan Hehir, the love he gave and the love that surrounded him in his all too short life, it is as beautiful and brilliant as it is heartbreaking.’


Dan Davies, author of In Plain Sight


‘About A Son is a story of grief and the urgent all-consuming need for closure when truth and justice are denied. Told with such skill, almost like a letter to the grieving father, a gift that honours the details of the crime and its aftermath, while transforming them into art. Both forensic and compassionate … this is an enthralling and beautiful book that stands as a lasting testament to the power and pain of familial love.’


Lily Dunn, author of Sins of My Father


‘A devastating book. With great empathy, perceptiveness, and skill, Whitehouse reframes the scenes of a senseless tragedy, giving voice to the untold sorrow of a bereft father, and somehow – don’t ask me how – manages to return you to the edge of hope. It’s insightful, profoundly moving and big-hearted. Read it.’


Benjamin Wood, author of The Bellwether Revivals


‘About A Son is a remarkable work of narrative non-fiction that invites us into a private universe of extraordinarily deep love and loss. It is a beautiful book that should be read by all.’


Francisco Garcia, author of If You Were There






For Morgan
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There’s a fountain in the centre of town. Every summer, bored teenagers uphold a mischievous tradition to fill it with bubble bath. The falling water churns the soap until the foam out-swells the fountain’s walls and blows through the streets on the breeze. It floats past bemused shoppers, angry market traders and delighted children, who imagine themselves tumbling, as though the whole of Nuneaton is inside the spinning silver drum of a giant washing machine. That it will come out sparkly and new. They’re too young to see that which can’t be cleaned, the dirt around the edges of a place like this. The stains left on the fabric of a town by its tragedies.


On the evening of 31 October 2015, near the outskirts of Nuneaton town centre less than half a mile from here, twenty-year-old Morgan Hehir was walking through a park with five friends when they were viciously attacked by three strangers. One of them had a knife. Morgan was stabbed to death.


The brutality and senselessness of Morgan’s murder shocked the town. It was impossible to live there, or have lived there, and not hear about it. It was impossible not to feel it in your bones when you did.


Though I left Nuneaton in 1999, when I was eighteen, Morgan’s life had been lived and taken on the streets of my formative years. He’d worked at the hospital where I was born, and where my mother worked until her retirement. He’d spray-painted graffiti in the park where I misspent my adolescence. He’d been walking between two pubs where I had some of my first underage drinks when he was murdered by a young man who’d once done the same. We never knew one another, Morgan and I, but I’d been him in the past.


I followed the story from afar, through tired eyes on a phone screen late at night as I fed my baby son. Old school friends discussed new developments on Facebook. Some knew of the young man who lost his life, others the people who took it. My mother would mention his name when we spoke.


‘How could they do something so wicked?’ she would say, about the killers. It was a question to which no answer ever came.


A little over four years after Morgan’s death, in January 2020, I received an email from Claire Harrison, a reporter on the Nuneaton News. I’d been friends with Claire since primary school; we were fixtures at each other’s childhood birthday parties. She had covered Morgan’s murder, the trial of his killers, and his father Colin Hehir’s tireless search for the truth about the individual and systemic failures that led to his son’s death. As a result, she’d become friends with Colin, who had recently sent her an extraordinary document.


The day after finding out Morgan had been murdered, and motivated only by the desire not to forget a single detail of the ordeal he and his family were about to endure, Colin experienced a remarkable moment of clarity in the thick fog of sorrow. He began to take notes. He’d never written anything longer than a shopping list before, but now he had 164 pages amounting to a diary of events that, in the opening paragraph, promised to ‘tell you about the shit we have been through … tell the story of what happened’.


Colin wanted Claire’s opinion on what he should do with his diary. He wanted as many people to know Morgan’s story as possible. Should he post it online? Self-publish it? Would anyone even be interested, or had he lost his mind? Claire wasn’t sure. But she offered to send the document to me on the basis that I’d written some books, that I knew the town, and that I may have some ideas.


The truth was, I didn’t. I’d never read anything like it before. Colin’s diary was a unique record of grief, told from a place deep within it. Of what happens to a parent when a child is taken from them in such sudden, terrible and tragic circumstances. Of how a family picks up the broken pieces and puts itself back together, but only ever in the wrong shape. Of how ordinary people live lives made anything but ordinary by the explosive violence of a young man with a knife. Of how so many families suffer such senseless loss we never hear about. And of how the systems designed to protect us will contort to protect themselves when they fail.


It was a report from the front line of loss. Rough, angry, moving, tender, maddening and blindingly honest, a testament not just to his son’s life, but Colin’s refusal to give up until he discovered the truth of how Morgan’s murder came to be – a murder that should never have taken place.


Though utterly compelling, Colin’s diary was intensely personal, overwhelmingly raw and indescribably sad. It was sometimes difficult to read, sometimes impossible. What advice could I give to someone who’d known such pain about what to do with it? As a father of sons, what could I say to a man who had lost one? I wasn’t even sure how to begin the conversation. And so, to my shame, I didn’t have it. I put the file in a folder I told myself I’d return to, and promised I’d call Colin when I knew what to say. But though his story didn’t leave my mind, that day never arrived.


It was three months later, on 15 April 2020, when I received a message from Colin directly, politely and patiently asking for my gut feelings on what he called his ramblings. It was then that I read his diary again, and we began to talk. Slowly, a way of telling his family’s story, in the hope it never happens to another, began to take shape.


That diary and those conversations became the backbone of this book, which also uses interviews, news articles, police reports, reportage and other materials to tell the story of his son, his family, and this time. I will always be honoured that Colin and his family – his wife Sue, and their sons Connor and Eamon – trusted me with his writings, with their experience, and with their pain. I hope only to have done justice to them, and to Morgan.







Loss






 


 



Saturday, 31 October 2015


There is no knock on the door. Doesn’t happen like that for you. It’s nothing with the finality of a knock – no punctuation, no full stop, more a sentence, running out of page. For you, it’s Morgan’s friend Dave and his girlfriend Stevie, standing in the hallway, watching you come down the stairs, then looking at their shoes because you’re Morgan’s dad, and you’re wrapped in a towel, still wet, still dripping, not fearing the worst, not yet. This is how it happens for you.


‘Morgan has been taken to hospital,’ they say.


‘What’s he done this time?’ you say.


Six months ago, Morgan slipped on a wet dance floor and broke his ankle. That’s why you ask. He is twenty years old. Just getting started. There are a few more bones to break yet.


Did you tell him to take care when you dropped him at the pub this afternoon? You can’t remember. You remember him coming into the dining room and asking you for a lift. You remember saying no, because you gave him a lift last Wednesday and he didn’t say thanks. You remember Sue telling you to stop being a miserable bugger. And you remember reluctantly agreeing, like you always did in the end, one way or another. You remember him telling you about a job he’d applied for, and that he only realised autocorrect changed some crucial wording on the application the moment he pressed send. You remember laughing together, laughing so much you could barely see the road. You remember him telling you about a new girl he’d started seeing. Maybe he will see her tonight. Life is good. You remember him getting a phone call, so he was smiling and talking to someone when he got out of the car, looking back at you but forgetting to say goodbye.


‘We don’t know how bad he is,’ Dave says, pacing the lounge so much you wonder if he’s forgotten how to sit down. ‘But Craig who was out with him kept calling, and we thought he was drunk so we ignored his calls. But eventually we gave in and answered, and he said we should come and get you, that it’s important. He’s in Coventry University Hospital. We don’t know how bad he is.’


Sue rings A&E. It’s not your local. The nearest one is at George Eliot Hospital in Nuneaton, where Morgan works, just up the road, a ten-minute drive. Anytime there has been an accident, that’s where you’ve gone.


‘Has a Morgan Hehir been brought in?’ Sue says.


The woman on the phone can’t say for sure, but thinks you should just come down. You ask Dave if he can give you a lift. Can’t be drinking and driving. You’re a truck driver for a supermarket, you’d lose your job. And you’ve had two beers with a Vietnamese meal, a big bowl of spicy vegetables and meat in liquid you’d call soup, because until a few minutes ago this was just a normal Saturday night.


In a way it still feels like one. Maybe that’s why you make light of the situation the whole way there. You talk about his broken ankle. The dance he must have been doing. How it would be just like Morgan to have hurt himself trying to do that very same dance on the very same dance floor, because he never learns, that boy, does he? He just wants to have a good time. To be with his friends. That’s who he is. You don’t think too much into it really. Your hair is still drying and you’re kind of relaxed. How else are you meant to be?


You and Sue enter the hospital through the big automatic doors and you look at each other like, bloody hell, because it’s chaos, always is on a weekend, what with all the drunks and idiots.


‘Is Morgan Hehir here?’ you say to the woman on reception, and you’re not even sure if she responds, it’s more as though she makes it happen with her mind, because two police officers appear and escort you to a room. A room behind the scenes, where people like you don’t go. It’s confusing to be here, with a police officer telling you Morgan has been stabbed, and that his condition is unknown. It’s confusing when a doctor comes and kneels before your seat like it’s a throne and you’re a king or something and tells you Morgan has been stabbed in the chest, and it is not good, and he is very ill, but they are doing everything they can. And it’s confusing when another doctor comes and tells you he is an air-ambulance doctor who treated Morgan at the scene.


‘What … in a helicopter?’ you say.


‘No,’ he says, ‘we don’t fly at night.’


And you briefly feel silly. Of course the air ambulance doesn’t fly at night. But you only feel silly for a few seconds. That becomes something you don’t really feel any more. Not after this.


‘I was on the scene within a few minutes,’ the doctor says, gesturing with hands that held your son. And you’re thankful, because they look big, they look safe. ‘I got his heart going. But he is very poorly. And he has a very big uphill struggle.’ You nod and thank him, but your head is not there. Someone asks if you want tea, and you say yes, but you don’t feel you’ve got a body to pour it into. You will put it in your mouth and it will end up on the floor.


You don’t know why, but you ask a police officer if it would be possible to bring your other two sons to the hospital. He arranges to gather your family, like sticks. They send a car, and you call Connor, your eldest, to warn him. You tell him Morgan is poorly, and when he arrives he says that’s how he knew it was bad. Because you used the word poorly. What kind of word is that for a hospital to use? He arrives with Eamon, who is only fourteen and looks scared, and the four of you hold each other.


You’ve never been in a hospital at night before. The corridors are empty, and the floors bend the light the way waiting bends the hours. When you look out of the door, you don’t know where you are. There are no people and no signs. Not to where you need to be.


A nurse comes. He tells you they are just getting Morgan’s blood levels right. You don’t know what this means but it sounds good. And you will be able to go and see him soon, so it must be good. He leaves and you drink more tea, an unreasonable amount of tea, until he comes back and takes you all to another room. It’s closer to Intensive Care. Closer to Morgan. He’s probably only a few metres from here, that’s what you think. Behind a door. Behind a wall. You can get to him as soon as they’re done patching him up. You’ll run in there and hold him in your arms.


In the corner is a vending machine, buzzing like a trapped insect. Beside that is a noticeboard, which you stand and read and read again because you can’t think what to say to your children, who are over on the other side of the room with Sue, all of them staring at nothing because they’re like you – they can see their worst fears in the empty spaces, they can hear them in the silence. Dread is swelling up inside you, inflating in your throat like a balloon.


On the noticeboard you see it lists the nurses on duty: Carol, Marie and Joyce. It’s an omen. Has to be. Sue’s two sisters are named Carol and Marie, and her maiden name was Joyce. Sue has spotted it too, you can tell, because she smiles at you nervously, from the corner of her mouth.


You’re not really religious, not any more. Though once a Catholic, always a Catholic – that’s what they say, isn’t it? And you’re desperate. So, without moving your hands, without moving your lips, without anyone knowing, you do Our Fathers. You do Hail Marys. Maybe twenty of each, wondering, all the time, if that’s enough. How many will it take to help now? What does this cost in prayer?


It’s been quiet for so long that it’s a surprise when the door swings open. You actually jump a little. You spill hot tea on your fingers, but you don’t feel it. A nurse enters.


‘We’re going to get him ready for you to see him,’ she says, and everything feels all right then. ‘Have you ever been in Intensive Care before?’


Everybody shakes their heads.


‘Don’t worry. There will be lots of machines, which can be scary, but there’s no need to be frightened of anything.’


The nurse leaves again. Nobody says a word and nobody moves, but the air seems sweeter when you swallow it. You wait again, taking as much of it down as you can.


The last time you took Morgan home from hospital, after he broke his ankle, he had a couple of pins through his leg – a few screws and a metal bracket. You picked him up when they discharged him, and it took forever to get him in and out of the car. You helped him through the door and on to the sofa, and the days and weeks began to pile up. Staying in was torture – for him, because he loved to go out and be with his friends, and for you, because whenever you got comfortable in front of the TV, he asked for a cup of tea, or a sandwich, or help swinging his ankle off the floor. There you were, like a bloody butler, like bloody Lurch, at his beck and call. Up and down so much your back ached. But you had time together. Good, solid time. The kind of time you don’t normally get.


After a while there wasn’t anything you didn’t talk about – his graffiti, his music, his friends – there wasn’t anything you didn’t know about his life. And though you never once said so, it felt wonderful. These things worry you, as a father. You have an older son, so you know how it goes. It’s around now they cut the rope and cast you adrift. They’re too old to need you and too young to know how much you need them. You yearn for a past you still see in their eyes. But you were glad to be needed, for a little while longer at least.


Some days you drove him to his hospital appointments, and he would insist you visit the maternity department, where he was a ward clerk. Not delivering babies. Signing them in. It was nice to see how much they liked him at work, all the ladies laughing with him, laughing at him for having time off even though he was carrying more metal than RoboCop. He came home and said to his mum, ‘I never knew older women could be so funny.’ He was smiling, his cheeks the blush of red apples, always.


Two doctors come in theatre gowns. They close the door behind them and sit down in the chairs opposite.


‘I’m sorry,’ they say, ‘we tried everything.’


That’s how you find out your son is dead.


All that love for him inside you, that love with nowhere to go.


You hold each other. The sound Sue makes is unearthly.


‘Did he suffer?’ someone asks. It might have been you.


‘No,’ one of the doctors says. And then they leave. There are just the four of you now, for a while, forever.


A nurse says you can see Morgan soon. And you tell that to the man with the face that seems older than the fifty-something he must be who introduces himself as a detective and says he’ll take you home. You look down at his feet, because you can’t look up and see that beneath his suit he is wearing sports socks. No, you say. You’re not going home. They are getting Morgan ready, so that you can see him.


‘No,’ the detective says, ‘you are not going to see him. He is a crime scene now.’


Oh Colin. Here’s something you can’t know, but maybe you should. Tomorrow, and even years from now, you will not be able to remember this man’s name. The pain you feel in this moment will purge it from your memory. You will never remember it, even though you will never forget him.


It’s important you know you survive this.


‘We’re going to see him,’ you say, ‘when the nurse has got him ready.’ That’s what she said. You heard her.


The detective shakes his head.


‘If you insist, I will have to arrest you,’ he says.


You stare at him a while. Like he’s joking. But he’s not. Who’d joke about this? And no one intervenes. So you, well, you have to agree, don’t you? He’s a policeman, a detective. And you? You’re not you any more.


So, OK then. All right. You won’t see your son. Your son who is dead.


Connor and Eamon are taken home by uniformed police, and the detective takes you and Sue out of the Intensive Care Unit, to a set of steps. And you follow him because you need to follow someone, but then he stops and turns round. And then he walks the other way again. And you’re still following him. You round a corner, then another, and soon you are back where you began. And you are lost then, walking along corridors, through doors, into rooms without exits, past windows you can’t see out of.


When you finally get outside it is getting lighter and there is fog. You emerge from it at your house, half an hour behind your two sons. They are waiting in the kitchen. You exchange a few words and then they go to bed. It is five or six in the morning.


Losing a child has crossed your mind. It crosses the mind of every parent. Flies in like a bat, flaps around until you chase it out because you daren’t let it find a place to hang. That’s what having a child is, a stretching of the ways it’s possible to feel. A new kind of love, a new kind of pain. Previously unopened rooms in the soul. You can’t open one door without the risk of opening the other. That’s the entry price of parenthood, the unfathomable gamble you make.


But you’ve never thought about what it really means. What it is to lose someone you love so much so suddenly. What it does to you. How it changes you. What else is taken too. And now? Now you remember when someone tried to tell you.


Her name was Mary. She worked with you, at the chip shop you ran up the road in Bulkington when you were twenty-one. She told you her story, but you were a young man then. Too young to run a business, that’s for sure. You were all in your own head, not really listening, just doing your thing. You didn’t understand because you couldn’t. But now you think about what she was trying to tell you when she told you about her sister, Pauline Swingler, and what happened when the clock struck twelve. Mary was trying to tell you how it put her heart beyond repair.


Now when you think of Mary’s story, you understand completely.


A TRAGEDY IN NUNEATON: PART ONE


THE DEATH OF PAULINE SWINGLER





Pauline Swingler was excited. If there was ever a night to put on her best dress, do her make-up and get her hair looking just right, this was it. She was sixteen years old, which in 1965 was the cliff edge of adulthood, and tonight she was going to find out for herself what her future had to offer, because she’d got her hands on the hottest ticket in Nuneaton. The New Year’s Eve Dance at the Co-op Hall.


The Co-op Hall was a shabbily resplendent art deco building, and if you were young in Nuneaton in the early 1960s, it was without question the place to be. It had opened in 1939 as a dance hall on the site of a former Co-operative store, and in the decade and a half after the Second World War had become the kind of place where big bands played, demobbed soldiers soberly courted their future wives, and romance was a decidedly formal endeavour.


But by 1965 the town and the attitudes of its people were changing. The last local coal mine was three years from closing, the job market was mutating, a boom in the building of low-cost council housing saw the map expand in every direction, and there was enough of a rise in population – many of them young – that the authorities had no choice but to invest. Much of the town centre was being redeveloped, finally papering over the cracks of bomb damage it had sustained during the war. They were regenerating Nuneaton with the best of 1960s town planning: an indoor shopping centre, a library and a ring road, the town centre’s bruised lip.


This is where the Co-op Hall sat. Unable to escape the wave of the new, it reinvented itself as a hip live-music venue, catering for and capitalising on Nuneaton’s swelling ranks of youth, all keen to indulge in the cultural revolution, dance and, if things went their way, be kissed in ways their parents barely dared dream about. Because of the Co-op Hall, this little town, slap bang in the centre of England, and lacking the sense of identity enjoyed by the North and the South – a town you’d go through because you had to, sometimes literally had to, just to get up and down the country to somewhere better – had become an unlikely stop-off for up-and-coming touring bands en route to bigger things.


The Beatles played the Co-op Hall on 5 October 1962. They were second on the bill (‘For the first time in Nuneaton, fabulous new recording group The Beatles’) behind Buddy Britten and the Regents, a proto-tribute act to Buddy Holly and the Crickets, right down to the accent and thick-rim glasses. Second on the bill, but on top of the world. That morning they’d released their debut single, ‘Love Me Do’. A year later the hall welcomed The Rolling Stones, who played two shows on 15 November 1963. The first was an afternoon performance for children, where an audience of six- to ten-year-olds pelted the band with cream cakes.


On New Year’s Eve 1965, by which time The Beatles and The Rolling Stones were the two biggest bands in the world, Pauline Swingler was too excited to feel the cold as she joined the queue outside the venue. More than 900 young men and women were there that night, so the line stretched way beyond the canopies that protruded from the side of the venue to protect the partygoers from the elements. Nobody seemed to care. Everybody wanted to see Pinkerton’s Assorted Colours, a local Warwickshire band riding high on the top-ten success of their debut single ‘Mirror, Mirror’.


That fevered anticipation only grew once Pauline finally made it inside the building. She’d never seen so many people in one place, smiling, dancing and holding hands. If this was a glimpse of what her future in Nuneaton looked like, then she couldn’t wait for it to arrive.


And arriving it was. There were just minutes to midnight when the DJ in the packed upstairs bar announced that the headline act would shortly be taking to the stage downstairs for their special New Year performance. Everybody rushed towards the one tight staircase, eager to be at the front when the clock struck twelve and the band appeared to rapturous applause.


It was on the stairs that linked the floors like a cramped little warren that one of the first revellers fell. The sheer volume of people behind them and the speed at which they were moving made it impossible for them to stand up again. And so somebody else fell. And somebody else. Soon it seemed everybody was falling, falling until there was no more space to fall into. There were legs and bodies everywhere, getting heavier and heavier until, at the bottom, there was no room left for life.


It took a long time to clear the crush and tend to the seriously injured. When the dead were counted, there were four. Pauline Swingler was among them. Midnight had come and gone.


The Co-op Hall, despite great effort and refurbishment, never quite managed to escape the tragedy and assume its former glory. In many ways its fate seemed to reflect the fortunes of the town. It became a Kwik Save supermarket for the 1980s family on a budget, and, for a while in the 1990s, a Laser Quest, where frantic children could shoot each other with pretend guns. Eventually, having fallen into a state of some disrepair, it was demolished in November 2008.


A sign stands there now, in memoriam to Pauline Swingler and those other poor souls – nineteen-year-old David Greenway, twenty-two-year-old Joseph Brian Peare and fifteen-year-old Keith Harding – whose lives were lost on that terrible New Year’s Eve in 1965.


In the cold, dark first days of November 2015, that memorial was surrounded by bouquets of flowers, each with a handwritten card nestled among the petals. They’d been left there by shocked, saddened locals on hearing the news that a young local man, Morgan Hehir, had been murdered just a few short steps away.





Sunday, 1 November 2015


Today you will do the most brutal thing you’ve ever done to someone you love.


First, you sleep for an hour, maybe less. You’re crying when you go to sleep, and you’re crying when you wake up. You have things to do but you don’t want to do them. How are you meant to tell people what has happened to Morgan? You can’t just get on the phone, start calling family members and have that conversation over and over and over again. So you call Geraldine, your eldest sister, at 7 a.m. on a quiet Sunday morning when the sky is not yet newborn pink. She answers sleepily. There is a moment in between the before and after, when a match is struck but not yet aflame. You hear it now. The peace in her voice you’re about to take away.


‘I’m sorry about this,’ you say, about waking her, about everything, ‘but Morgan was murdered last night.’ It hits you that this is all you know. Not who did it. Not why. All you know is this: someone pushed a knife into him, and now he is gone.


‘I’m so sorry, but I can’t tell everyone the news,’ you say to Geraldine. ‘You’re going to have to do it. Even Mum and Dad. I just can’t tell them.’


You make a noise that will live inside both of you now.


The doorbell chimes. You answer to a rather large man and a woman in normal clothes. Her name is Sharon and she is a police officer. She takes a back seat for all the talking. But the man, he likes to talk. He shows you a badge and they come into the lounge, where he introduces himself as Alan, your Family Liaison Officer, your FLO. The bridge between you and the police. If you have any questions, you will go through Alan. If the police want to know anything, they will go through Alan too. He’s a big part of your life now, even though he just walked in, without ever asking if he should take off his shoes.


He needs to tell you something. He sits you and Sue down and says that though it’s too soon to know exactly what happened last night, they have arrested someone for the murder of your son. Three people, in fact. They can’t say who, or how, or where, because these are the early stages of a live, fast-moving investigation, but there are people in custody. Then he waits. Are you supposed to say something? Shake his hand? Punch the air? Are you meant to feel anything like the gratitude or relief he seems to want that doesn’t come? Are you meant to feel anything at all?


You half expect him to present you with a manual. There must be instructions for the grieving parents of murdered children, because behind closed doors up and down the country, this happens to ordinary people all the time. The strange thing is, there must be some kind of mistake, because now it’s happening to you.


You stand up and start making tea and coffee, playing host on autopilot for visitors you never wanted. They politely accept, and while they drink the tea you made, they ask all about your families. Your brothers, your sisters, where everyone lives. They go through your entire family tree. A hundred questions that couldn’t seem less important when you’ve just lost your son. But you and Sue are nice, polite, compliant people. You’re kind, everyday Nuneaton people. You’ve never been in trouble, and you make none for no one. So you answer them, because they’re police, and they’re here to help you, and that’s what good people do. You answer every question until they stop, and you wonder if they now know more about you than they do about the men they arrested that morning for killing your son.


Alan says you should keep the blinds drawn. The press are in the area. They may be looking for you. If you speak to the press you could jeopardise the whole investigation. Forty-seven years old, and now you are scared of opening your own front door.


Later, when Alan is gone, there is another knock. And you do open the door. You peek out through the curtain and see it’s Joe, Craig and Adam, and you let them in, and make them tea. They look tired. You’ve met Joe and Craig once before. They’re Morgan’s drinking and football friends, older than Morgan by seven or eight years. They’ve come to tell you how your son was killed, because they were there when it happened.


They were walking. Joe, Craig, Adam, Danny, Shawn and Morgan. Nice lads, good lads. A real laugh. It was Halloween, so Craig was dressed as Marcel Marceau – white face paint, braces, stripy shirt, that sort of thing – and Morgan as a priest, with a robe that swished and swooshed a little, head to toe in black. It’s half a mile or so from the Town Talk pub to The Crew, a rock bar, and the quickest route on foot is through Nuneaton Recreation Ground. Everybody calls it Pool Bank Street Rec, because it’s at the end of Pool Bank Street, which unfurls from the park like a tongue to lick the edge of the town centre. This is the hinterland without purpose between the businesses and shops, and the sprawling estates that haven’t yet properly begun. There are unlit rows of garages and squat housing blocks where the rooms are small and cheap. A place where people get put, like the cupboard in the kitchen where the odds and sods are kept.


And then there is this park, with an unloved slide and a swing, its chains always wrapped tight round its crossbar, as though strangling itself but never quite finding the strength to finish the job. There is a thin path through the grass, and if the sun is hot enough workers might eat their lunch here, a quick sandwich, a meal deal, more to escape the office than to take in the view.


On the left-hand side is a block of flats. As Morgan and his friends passed by, around 9 p.m., a group of people were drinking on a balcony. It was a horrible evening, wet and blustery and too dark to make out how many there were, but the music they were playing was loud. One of the men looked down and saw them, perhaps saw Morgan’s priest robe, which in the dark that night looked kind of like a hijab, and he shouted:


‘Paki!’


It might have been the same man, maybe someone else, shouting:


‘Paki!’ and ‘Paki scum!’ and ‘black bastards!’


It might have been one of them. It might have been all of them. Who knows how many there were. It took a few seconds for Morgan and his friends to realise it was them who were being shouted at, and where the voice was coming from.


‘We’re white, mate!’ Danny shouted back. ‘Fuck off!’ And then they walked on.


They were almost out of the park, at the top of Pool Bank Street, in sight of The Crew, when they heard people running towards them. The footsteps were fast and hard like rage.


Adam turned, looked, and only had time to say, ‘We’re gonna be attacked’, before the man in the baseball cap with the can of beer punched him hard in the face, and was joined by another man, maybe two, beating him to the floor, where he lay in a foetal position, the men kicking him in the head and body with a force it’s almost impossible to imagine applying to something living. The force you’d end something with. Everything they had.


But Adam was tough. He’d been in the army. He’d been to Afghanistan. He could handle himself. When it seemed his attackers had moved on to someone else – it was hard to tell, everyone had scattered in different directions the moment this began – he clambered to his feet and tried to put some distance between himself and the chaos so he could see if anybody needed help. It was only then, as hot blood poured down his leg, that he realised he had been stabbed in the buttock. He found Shawn not far away and told him to compress his wound – he knew about this because he learned first aid in the forces – and to call an ambulance. Looking back over Adam’s shoulder towards the park where it was too dark to really see anything, Shawn took out his phone and dialled 999 while Adam lay on the ground.


Joe had run in a different direction, but he saw Adam get beaten by the men. Maybe there were six of them in total, maybe less, he wasn’t sure, a fury of arms and legs. It was all so fast, so frenzied. They caught Craig too, swinging him round by his mime-artist braces, ripping them off his chest and beating him. Joe escaped and caught his breath, or tried to.


When he returned, the fight was over, the men had vanished, and Morgan was lying on his back in the road, twenty or thirty yards away from where the attack began. There was another man there, someone Joe hadn’t seen before, a stranger, helping Morgan. While Joe put Morgan in the recovery position – he saw no blood, just Morgan’s eyes rolling back – the stranger handed him Morgan’s driving licence. Joe was talking to Morgan, telling him:


‘It’ll be OK, hang on in there mate, wait for the ambulance it’ll all be OK, it’ll all be OK, it’ll all be OK, just hang on.’


It was another minute or so before he realised the stranger had gone, and that he had taken Morgan’s wallet and iPhone. He had stolen them while Morgan lay dying on the ground.


It wasn’t long before blue lights lit up the dirty walls of Pool Bank Street, and a kind air-ambulance doctor jumped out of a rapid-response car to restart Morgan’s heart, there on the road, with his big, safe hands.


Morgan’s friends leave and you and Sue sit in silence, all this new information on top of you, not soaking in, like a puddle on the soil of an over-watered plant.


But there is never silence long enough to begin to understand it, because Alan keeps coming back. Three times that afternoon. Four times maybe. He’s in and out so much he should have his own key. He likes to talk, does Alan. There are lots of updates in a murder investigation like this, he says, and it’s his job to keep you updated. Like about the text message. There is a text message, doing the rounds like the flu, up the road and down the street and around the town. It names the killers. Can you believe that? People click on it, open it up, and there are photographs of them. Three of them. The three men everyone in town is saying killed an unnamed victim last night. You don’t get this message. Thank God you don’t get it.


But Adam does. One day, not yet, but in the future, when he thinks you’re able to hear it, Adam will tell you that he got the text message the very next day after Morgan’s murder while he was tending the knife wound in his buttock, wincing, still crying a bit as he pulled up his trousers, so exhausted from the night before he could barely use his hands. He didn’t want to know. He didn’t want to see their faces because he was trained to remember faces in the army, and he saw them all clearly, recalled them vividly, and one day he might have to do an identity parade. To point and say, that’s him, he killed my friend. He chased us and he beat us and he stabbed me and he killed Morgan. Adam wanted to remember what they looked like as they took Morgan away.


But these aren’t the photographs Alan has come to talk to you about this afternoon. He needs one of Morgan. A photograph to release to the press. The photograph no parent knows they’ve taken. And Alan says, choose wisely, because you’ll probably hate this photograph soon. It will be everywhere: in papers, on TV, on the internet, and it’ll always remind you of this terrible time.


But he’s wrong about that. He’s so wrong about that. It’s not remotely true. Look.



[image: image]



He’s so happy. His smile with sun inside. His eyes alight. It’s Morgan. Your Morgan. How could you ever hate that picture?


So that’s the one you choose. You log into Morgan’s Facebook account, and you pick this photograph. And then you, Sue, Connor and Eamon sit in the lounge all evening, crying and copying all of Morgan’s photographs on to your own computer one by one and then deleting his account less than twenty-four hours after he died, just like the police said you should in case the press or other people – they never really say who – steal Morgan’s pictures. And it feels like you’re deleting him. Making him disappear again.
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