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	–  *YouTube link SENT*

	–  Wat dat?

	–  Bro, u wanna play a game?

	–  Wat game G

	–  Need 3 2 play

	–  K

	–  Basically we all bang sum1 out . . .

	–  Ye?

	–  But only 1 at a time

	–  Wat u mean?

	–  So like u hit him then I hit him and we go round circle til sum1 wins

	–  How u win?

	–  Lol when he’s dead u daft fuk

	–  Sick bro

	–  Srsly, u up for that?

	–  Haha yeman maybe

	–  NYE?



[END OF MESSAGES]





WITNESS STATEMENT
(Criminal Procedure Rules, r. 16.2; Criminal Justice Act 1967, s. 9)

 

 

Statement of: Rita Hooper

Age (if under 18): Over 18Occupation: Retired

This statement (consisting of 4 page(s) each signed by me) is true to the best of my knowledge and belief and I make it knowing that, if it is tendered in evidence, I shall be liable to prosecution if I have wilfully stated in it anything which I know to be false, or do not believe to be true.

Signature: Rita HooperDate: 03/01/2024

I am the above named person and I reside at the address overleaf.

I am the wife of Bernard Hooper. We met in 1979 through the Methodist Church Music Society. I vividly remember that first day. I walked into the community hall on a Sunday morning in early April, to be greeted by the sound of Chopin’s Piano Sonata No. 3. It was so note-perfect that at first I assumed a record was playing. It was only as I went to hang up my coat that I noticed there was somebody sitting behind the rehearsal piano. As I crossed the polished floorboards towards him, he lifted his head and smiled. I smiled back, transfixed by the kindness in his deep brown eyes. ‘If I am being a chore, please do say and I’ll stop,’ he said to me, still playing, still holding my gaze. I shook my head. I could have listened to him for ever.

We swiftly became inseparable. Bernard’s infectious enthusiasm for everything that life had to offer, which he paired with a quiet, private, romantic side, swept me away. We married in 1981 and had a son, Christopher, who lives in Australia. Christopher and his wife have recently celebrated the arrival of a baby girl, after many years of trying. Bernard’s Christmas present to me was aeroplane tickets for us to fly out and visit our first grandchild.

Although our roots have always been in Ableford, Bernard’s teaching and my work with the church have taken us on adventures around the world. The places we have seen, the people we have met and the wild stories that we became practised at regaling in tandem to our friends, are all a testament to Bernard. His joy and curiosity took me out of myself. He made my world bigger and more colourful than I ever thought it could be.

Little could I have imagined on that very first day, standing in the community hall with my soggy coat in my hand and staring in rapt fascination at this gifted stranger summoning those most beautiful sounds, how exciting and complete a life we would build together.

On New Year’s Eve 2023, Bernard and I had arranged to spend the night with friends in Broxton. At around teatime, Bernard came into the living room and told me that he couldn’t get our Vauxhall Astra off the drive. Our house is at the bottom of a steep gravelly lane and when it is snowy or icy, it is not uncommon for the car to get stuck.

Because of this, Bernard suggested that we stay in and make a night of it. We snuggled on the sofa and watched a James Bond film, Die Another Day, which ended at around 10.45. When it finished, Bernard realised that we didn’t have any champagne in the house. Tradition was very important to Bernard, and he said that it wouldn’t be a proper New Year’s Eve if we didn’t have some bubbles at midnight. Bernard decided to walk twenty minutes into Ableford town centre to see if he could find a shop that was open and selling champagne. He kissed me goodbye and said that he would be back by 11.30.

I next heard from Bernard around half an hour later. He sent a text message telling me that he had struggled to find any champagne, and so would be back a little later than planned, but definitely by midnight.

When Bernard was not home by midnight, I tried calling his mobile phone. It rang through to voicemail. By this time, I was becoming worried. I kept trying his phone, but it kept ringing out. When the clock struck 1 a.m., I contacted the police.

Around ten minutes after I dialled 999, there was a knock at the door. I opened it to be greeted by two police officers. They told me that my husband was dead.

Bernard was the centre of my world. We were married for forty-two years. We have grown together. We have defined each other. I do not know who I am, or what my life is, without him. When the police officer uttered those terrible words, I assumed that he had made a mistake. I am still not able to make sense of any of it. All I keep thinking is how Bernard will never get to meet his grandchild. How that little girl will never know the wonderful, incomparable man who was her granddad.

The police keep using the word ‘random’. I do not know if that is supposed to be a comfort. That Bernard could be taken from us for no reason, not by God but by the wickedness of people he had not met and did not even know, affords me little solace. I have been told that, due to the manner of his passing, I am not even able to see Bernard one last time to say goodbye.

Bernard was a husband, a father, a grandfather, a musician and a teacher. He was a man guided by his faith but defined by his kindness. It is what made people gravitate towards him. It is what he was known for.

I simply do not understand how anybody could take him away.

Signature: Rita Hooper

Signature witnessed by: PC Percival




PROLOGUE

Ableford Crown Court is a shithole.

That assertion, whether or not rooted in truth, can at least be said to endure, scribed as it has been in four-foot-high faded fuchsia on the building’s concrete cladding for ten years and two months. Whether it followed or inspired the Tripadvisor review posted in identical terms around the same time is a subject of occasional speculation among regulars, but the efforts at deletion by the court administration have been equally ineffective.

If evidence were being sought for the proposition, however, the court’s exterior might be a fertile starting point. In a spasm of 1960s permissiveness, Ableford Metropolitan Borough Council granted consent for the town’s four-roomed red-brick magistrates’ courthouse to be extended into a state-of-the-art ‘combined court centre’, a sprawling complex intended to accommodate twelve new Crown courtrooms. The battle between brutalism and Victorian was ultimately resolved in favour of the former, and giant panels of raw concrete were erected in what the developer described as ‘bold geometric forms’, but which a passing tourist might mistake for an approximation of a child experimenting for the first time with Duplo. The completed extension most closely resembled a half-finished multistorey car park with added, inexplicable, glass; in this case, wall-to-ceiling windows running the perimeter of the first floor, exposing the administrative offices boxed within to the glare of the onlooking public, should any of those members of the public harbour any curiosity as to what court administrators do at their cubicles.

What the outside walls lack in charm, they more than atone for in rust-streaked water staining, which has the unintended advantage of disguising much of the older, more conservatively coloured graffiti. Whatever epithets those might contain are at least not immediately visible to the naked eye.

The building’s extension was expected to generate a heavy daily footfall, and ease of entry and egress at peak times might have been aided by – to quote one regular patron of the criminal courts – the installation of more than ‘one single fucking revolving door’. Even more so if that door was not prone to sticking with such regularity that the glass has already had to be replaced three times this year, fractured on each occasion by an angrily thrust palm. Patience is not always abundant with those patrons. But that is barristers for you.

Airport-style security has been a relatively recent addition to the process of entry. As a result, attendees can expect to queue around the building for twenty minutes to pass through an archway detector and be interrogated, frisked and relieved of their contraband by a security team led by self-appointed ‘head bouncer’ Annette, a five-foot engine whose time served in this building corralling society’s least desirable has given rise to her own lore and law.

Locals still revel in the fate of one visitor several years back, who, anticipating an unhappy outcome before a famously difficult judge, arrived at the back of the lunchtime queue brimming with a morning’s worth of Dutch courage and a tenner’s worth of Colombia’s finest. Seeing the size of the line before him, he staggered up to the fire exit door and manoeuvred himself through, announcing to the onrushing security that they could go fuck themselves, actually, because he was, in fact, a fucking King Daddy who could not be late for his sentence in front of ‘that fat bell-end in Court 5’. Annette dropped him to the ground and – depending on who is narrating the story – either knocked the man out cold (Annette) or sat awkwardly on his legs for eight seconds until the court police officer arrived (every other witness). Whichever version is preferred, the man does not emerge well. But that is barristers for you.

Inside the court building, the imposing green-carpeted marble staircase that greets you as you pass through security is best not climbed; it leads to a first-floor door marked ‘RESTRICTED ACCESS’, and then up to a second-floor door marked ‘RESTRICTED ACCESS’. Only when you reach the third floor is it a different story. There is no marking on the door, but a firm push will confirm that access to what lies behind is, indeed, restricted.

No, to go anywhere that court users might wish or need to go to, one must travel down an undesignated corridor to the left, through four sets of double doors and past the darkened, long disused canteen, from within which a redundant hum can still be heard. A hum of a different kind also pervades the corridors: an ever-present whiff of hospital ammonia, notable not only for the thwack it reliably delivers to the back of the throat, but for the absence of evidence of any cleaning that might explain it.

Through the final pair of doors, a less splendid flight of concrete steps heaves into view, adjoining an unburdened lift. This – ‘the Grand Staircase’, as it has been named – spirals up to four floors of corridors, each corridor boasting three courtrooms, each courtroom’s interior an identikit hybrid of faux-Victorian features and lacquered pine, as if a nineteenth-century architect had run out of inspiration halfway through and made a frantic trolley dash through Ikea.

Whether by design or accident, no natural light is permitted entry to the courtrooms. This prohibition extends to the entrance doors having been fashioned out of heavy slabs of timber with no window slots, so a passer-by wishing to discreetly see what is happening within has to haul open the doors and reveal themself, the whine of the hinges liable to rudely interrupt whatever is proceeding.

Were such a passer-by in residence today, and had they scaled to the heights of the fourth floor, and had they walked along the chipped tiled corridor towards Courtroom 11, and had they taken the risk of heaving open the door, what they could expect to rudely interrupt right now, as the morning’s business draws towards its end, is the reading of an indictment. Now this exercise might not, immediately, strike the passer-by as significant or interesting. But it bears a moment’s attention.

The reading of an indictment by a court clerk to a defendant – or, on this particular day in this particular case, more than one defendant – may sound like a fusty formality, but it heralds something important: a jury is being put in charge of a defendant’s destiny. A defendant – or, on this particular day and in this particular case, three defendants – is each having their liberty placed in the hands of twelve strangers, who right now know nothing about the accused, and nothing about what they are said to have done, other than the snapshot that is teased by the formal reading of the charges that the indictment discloses.

It is the start of a process in which the lives of those twelve strangers, and the persons they are judging, will become inextricably bound and irreversibly entangled. It is a voyage on which the jurors and defendants travel together, but which will end with those at the wheel deciding the fate of those riding pillion. They will not speak, these two groups; indeed, a threat of imprisonment hangs over any juror who solicits any conversation with, or poses any question to, the persons now in their charge. Instead, the information that the strangers are deemed to require, and the rules that they must follow, will be filtered, moderated and debated by costumed lawyers with no personal interest in the outcome.

But in charge those twelve strangers are. They each carry personal responsibility for taking decisions which will never be reasoned nor justified to those affected, but which will irreversibly fix the course of three human lives. More than three, of course, because the stakes in the verdicts that those twelve will be required to reach are incalculably high, not only for the blank faces in the dock and those whom they are said to have wronged, but for all of us who tell ourselves that we walk our streets safe under the protection of the criminal law.

This is the start of a murder trial.

Let the game begin.





URN 08AF0468325

INDICTMENT

IN THE CROWN COURT AT ABLEFORD

THE KING v. CRAIG MERVYN-SCOTT, ARRON FREEMAN AND JAMAL LOWTON

CRAIG MERVYN-SCOTT, ARRON FREEMAN and JAMAL LOWTON are charged as follows:

Count 1

STATEMENT OF OFFENCE

MURDER.

PARTICULARS OF OFFENCE

CRAIG MERVYN-SCOTT, ARRON FREEMAN and JAMAL LOWTON on the 1st day of January 2024 murdered Bernard Hooper.

Officer of the Court





PART I
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THE PROSECUTION CASE





DAY 1 OF TRIAL – WEDNESDAY

CHAPTER 1

Aliyah (the prosecutor)

The air feels tight as I survey the benches to my right. The sensation never dulls, not for me at least. Ever since my first opening speech in my first magistrates’ court trial – prosecuting a woman caught leaving Asda with forty pounds of sirloin steak in her knickers – I’ve never lost that buzz, that sting of nervous energy surging from my stomach and dispersing out to every toe and every fingertip.

The prosecution opening is the prosecutor’s opportunity to set the scene. It is the prosecution’s advantage, as I like to remind juries when I am defending. The prosecution tells the jury what will happen, and then produces evidence which fits with what the jury has been told will happen, and a convincing but wholly illusory confirmation is subtly engineered. The jurors feel immediate sympathy towards the prosecution witnesses because what they are saying fits the story the jury has been told.

You need to build trust, right from the outset. From the moment the panel of prospective jurors file into court, staring around them at the be-wigged and be-gowned figures on counsel’s row and taking in the underwhelming faux-majesty of the court furniture, it is imperative to maintain composure. Suppress that energy, maintain poker rigidity. It’s why I wear flats in court. It’s not as if I need the height, and they allow me to plant my soles flush to the floor, both hands on the bench in front of me, palms pushing down. It earths me, channelling the adrenaline down to the ground as I sit and wait for my moment. When I eventually rise to speak, I will find a side panel or a chair leg with the outside of my foot – whichever is available – and push outwards, as hard as I can. An old trick taught by my pupil-master twenty-five years ago. It stops you from jiggling, he had whispered to me, his fingers curling around my thigh as he demonstrated his technique.

Forty pounds in value, I should clarify. Sterling, not weight. Four steaks each costing a tenner, which you might just have a hope of smuggling past a distracted supermarket security guard. Four packs of supermarket luxury brand sirloins, inevitably to sell down the pub. Always down the pub. Never up the pub. Purloined sirloin. For the bargainous combined cost of a single wrap. A precious ten-pound note, to be immediately, desperately converted into the instantaneous warmth that a shot of muddy, street-purity diamorphine intravenously delivers. Detached relief for a few hours, until the effects wear off and the cycle begins anew. The point is, it is important to be accurate. It is important to be precise. It is the smallest detail on which a criminal trial can hinge. A loose word from a witness, an ambiguity in a formal admission, an ill-chosen expression from an advocate – the slightest vagary in the weather can turn the climate for good. This is why my opening speech is always written verbatim. Every word is road tested. Any ambiguity neutralised. The craft is hidden, but it is essential. I want the jury to accept unquestioningly what I am telling them. They may come to doubt parts of it as the evidence unravels and witnesses buckle under cross-examination, but the stronger the narrative I can construct now, the greater chance of the foundations holding when the defence bulldozers move in.

I lift my head slightly and observe the jurors. One or two are displaying the first signs of restlessness, a bit too eager to get into the action. Most are staring obediently at the judge. Not long now, ladies and gentlemen. His Honour Judge Letts is approaching the end of his introductory homily, and the minutes until my opening are receding into seconds.

There is a side that Jeremy Letts saves especially for us, the professionals. But with a jury, he is sweetness and temperance incarnate. The very image of a people’s judge. Fair, open-minded and accommodating, but also willing to give the bad guys a damn hard kicking if the press gallery is occupied. We try this case together, he tells the assembled fourteen. You are the judges of the facts, I am the judge of the law. The obligatory warnings against jurors conducting personal research on the internet or social media are denuded by practised chuckles and affected affability, right down to the knowing reference to ‘social media sites such as Myspace – or, as I am given to understand is now more popular, the TikTok’, a minor defiance of expectations guaranteed to raise a smile among the younger jurors.

I am your captain for this flight, is the tenor of his pitch to the jury. Well, fuck off, Jeremy. This is my plane. And I have been studiously watching the passengers, planning how best to get them on board.

Identifying the foreperson-in-waiting is key. Since the panel entered the courtroom, I have been making calculated assumptions based on their age, sex, race and, in particular, the way in which they swore their oath or affirmation when reading the card handed to them by the usher. Anybody stumbling over the words or having to be asked by the judge to repeat themselves after omitting or mangling the construction – they are out of the picture as far as who gets to play foreperson. I will faithfully try the defendant is a reliable litmus; insert a superfluous to after try and they will always falter, a failure of their not having understood the meaning of the solemn vow they are making. I will still try to engage those stragglers, of course. I cannot afford to lose any of the twelve votes. I will look into their eyes and smile gently when I am addressing them, ensuring to keep my language precise yet accessible, but they will not be the centre of my world. That will instead be the foreperson; the woman or man who has not yet been elected by their peers, but whose confidence, demeanour, dress and accent persuade me of that inescapable destiny. My initial impression may change as the trial progresses, and the jurors’ levels of attentiveness or distraction are given away by the furious taking of notes or the drooping of eyelids, but my instinct is usually correct.

I am in the zone. Laser focus. That is what a case of this gravity demands. Nothing less.

Prosecuting, you see, is about fairness. It is about measure. It is a calling. And I take it seriously. Empathy is my prosecutorial style. Remembering, at every turn, the enormous privilege that I have. Prosecuting, by definition, is a privilege that confers immense power. I am conducting the might of the state, flexing the coercive muscle of thousands of police officers and thousands of prosecuting lawyers, all gathering under the banner of the Crown. As prosecuting counsel, I am the Crown’s representative. And I must always act in a way consistent with the weight of that responsibility.

I am not Robo Prosecutor, pitilessly gunning down any strays in my path. My speeches and cross-examination are intended to be quietly devastating; no shouting or badgering, much less crowing or insulting. I prosecute in sorrow, not in anger. This is how I gain the jury’s trust.

Take these three boys in the dock, right now. Boys. Seventeen, each of them. They are accused of something truly wicked, but they are, at the same time, still children, in the eyes of the law at least. There can be no doubt that they are scared. Nor can there be any doubt of the disparity between our lots in life. Their advantages are few, mine are many. I have read the Social Services material, the psychological reports, the intermediary assessments. I can recite the litany of educational and social misfortunes that have defined their existences. I know, from my own experience of defending children just like these, the absence of opportunity to escape their circumstances. I know that if they have been broken, they have been broken on the axis of the society into which they were born.

And so I will treat them fairly. With consideration and respect and compassion. Even when I am doubting them with my questions, and disbelieving them in my speeches, I will do so with civility and moderation and even-handedness. The defence barristers enjoy greater latitude; they may ramp up the pathos and let passion run free. But not me. My voice will ooze patience, my deportment will radiate calm. For this is what the Crown, and the jury, expect.

I will be the grown-up in the room. I will be the jury’s Sherpa, and they my confidantes. I will hold their hands throughout the trial, modulating my every word and reminding them with modesty and humbleness that it’s entirely a matter for you whether you agree with my arguments.

And, at every stage, I will be doing everything in my power to convict these feral little fuckers of murder.




CHAPTER 2

Aliyah (the prosecutor)

The passengers sense the imminent descent. One juror, a tall woman in her early forties, rotates her neck, shaking loose the stiffness built over the last eighteen minutes. Juror number twelve, separated from the others by an empty seat strapped in yellow and black tape, clasps his hands together and stretches them in front of him, his throat bulging as he strangles a yawn. A contagious shuffling of papers suddenly breaks out across the front row. I glance one final time at my laptop screen, triple-checking that the text of my opening speech is the correct size (22-point, Calibri, 1.5 spacing).

Letts winds down his homily by thanking the two extra jurors who will stay with us today for the opening speech, in case one of the other twelve discovers overnight that they are unable to stay for the full four weeks. He volunteers an anecdote about a juror in a multi-handed Section 18 wounding who, upon returning home to tell her boyfriend that she had agreed to sit on a six-week trial, forced the poor sod to reveal the surprise engagement trip to New York that he had spent six months arranging. The slip into legalese does not distract from the point that Letts probably was not intending to make: you don’t even have to set foot in a court for the Criminal Justice System to fuck up your life.

Fucked-up lives are, of course, the lifeblood of the criminal courts. None of us would be in this room without them. Many of these jurors will have internalised a bright dividing line between what goes on in court and their lives outside. They are still in cinema mode, excited for the drama that is about to unfold. They are not yet dealing with real lives; their fingertips are not yet tracing real blood.

My speech is going to change that.

‘I will now invite Miss Arshad KC to open the case for the prosecution.’

HHJ Letts gestures towards me, and I rise, straightening my black silk robe and placing my laptop onto my lectern.

‘Members of the jury,’ I say, ‘I prosecute, on behalf of the Crown. My learned friend Mr Wyatt of King’s Counsel represents the first defendant, Craig Mervyn-Scott. Mr Evans of King’s Counsel represents the interests of the second defendant, Arron Freeman, and Miss Rennie represents the interests of the third defendant, Jamal Lowton. His Honour, the learned judge, presides over the trial to ensure that it is conducted fairly. And the three defendants, by convention, sit in the dock.’

I speak slowly, allowing the jurors time to turn their heads to each character as I introduce them: from the barristers, sitting in benched rows running the width of the courtroom, me as prosecutor furthest from the jury box, the defence barristers closest; to the judge’s bench, front and centre and raised high above the well of the court; and finally to the floor-to-ceiling Perspex screen at the back of the room, and the three small figures sitting mutely behind, heads bowed and flanked by thickset security staff.

I explain that what I am about to say to the jurors is not evidence in the case, but rather a summary of what the prosecution say the evidence will prove.

And then, turning, almost imperceptibly, meeting the eyes of juror number seven – white male, late forties, tortoiseshell glasses, open-necked long-sleeved blue shirt – I begin the tale of New Year’s Eve 2023.

‘The thirty-first of December 2023 was a bitterly cold evening, one which you may well remember. The city had been carpeted in a thick blanket of snow, causing havoc for many people’s celebrations.

‘Rita Hooper certainly remembers it. It was the night that she and her husband, Bernard, a retired teacher, had to revise their plans to go and see friends because they couldn’t get their old Vauxhall Astra out in the snow. It was the night that she gave Bernard a quick kiss goodbye as he popped out to the supermarket to grab a bottle of champagne for them to share as they saw in the New Year. That was to be the last time Rita would see him alive. They would never get to see in the New Year.’

I stop, allowing the staccato sentences to fall through the air like snowflakes, and waiting for them to settle, break and dissolve. Every back in the jury box is upright, and every face pursed.

Excellent.

‘On his way back from the shop, Bernard Hooper had the terrible misfortune to encounter these three defendants.’ I raise my left arm, palm open, not moving my head but inviting the jury to turn their collective gaze towards the dock. Most of the jurors oblige. Number seven is still returning my stare. I think I have found my foreperson.

‘These three defendants had one thing, and one thing only, on their minds that night: to experience the thrill of violence in its most gratuitous, extreme and lethal form.’ I start to increase my pace. ‘High on cocaine, they armed themselves with weapons and headed into town. And when they happened across seventy-four-year-old Mr Hooper, they saw the opportunity to act out their twisted, vicious fantasies.

‘They pursued the lone Bernard Hooper down Rowe Street, steering him away from the safety of the revellers gathering as the clock struck midnight. They led him away from the Christmas lights strung throughout the town centre, and lured him towards the darkness of a secluded alleyway, known as Garth Yard.

‘And then they armed themselves with this.’

An eagle-eyed observer – or perhaps one with any bird’s eye view – might have already spotted a package on the seat to my left. Bending slightly, I retrieve the prop – a large transparent plastic cylinder – and hold it aloft with both hands, bending my elbows to lend emphasis to its weight. The dark item visible within still bears the discoloration of fingerprint powder, but the ornate shape and size are what deliver the impact.

‘This,’ I explain slowly, ‘is an illegal weapon known as a “zombie knife” – because it is specifically designed and intended to cause fatal injuries.’

I allow the jury a first look at the sixteen-inch cutting edge curving upwards to a sharp point, and then at the twenty serrations on the other side, and then at the five-inch hilt emblazoned with the word ‘SLAUGHTER’.

‘This was the weapon used by the three defendants as they inflicted over sixty wounds to Bernard Hooper’s head, face, torso and legs; a frenzied attack that lasted several minutes. The post-mortem would later establish that he died of blood loss from those wounds, which severed major arteries in his neck. A pathologist said that one such wound was consistent with an attempt to sever Mr Hooper’s head from his body.

‘In other words . . .’ I pause, inviting the jurors to silently fill the blank, ‘to decapitate him.’

An audible murmur from the jury box hints that I have hit my mark. As I summarise the other blunt force injuries inflicted on poor Bernard Hooper – the breaks and fractures and bruises consistent with either the use of other weapons or heavy and sustained punches and kicks – the greenish pallor of my new pal, juror seven, confirms that I have.

There will be evidence in abundance, I promise the jury, from CCTV cameras and horrified eyewitnesses; and compelling forensic scientific evidence proving that each of the three defendants played his part in the murder.

But it is not only the evidence of third parties that they will receive. ‘A particularly callous feature of this case –’ I lower my voice – ‘is that while Bernard Hooper lay dying on the ground, the defendants prodded his body with the knife, taunting him with the words: “How does it feel to die?”

‘We know this because we live – do we not, members of the jury? – in a social media age. And, after the defendants had done what they came to do, after they had exhausted themselves with the violence, they made a video recording of Mr Hooper’s final moments; a digital trophy, to be shared across their social media channels. A preview of what the police would find when they arrived at Rowe Street: the three defendants coated in Bernard Hooper’s blood, and the sixteen-inch blade embedded in his chest.

‘This, the prosecution say, was killing for the sake of killing. A brutal and sadistic murder, committed by three young men who wanted to experience the thrill of taking a life, and of doing so in the most violent, bloody and merciless way they could imagine. They lured Bernard Hooper to his death, and they took their time – three long minutes – in inflicting the numerous, agonising, fatal injuries.’

I take a moment for a sip of water, and hear one or two jurors gently exhale. If they think the worst is over, it is a false hope. This is merely the summary of the summary. The deeply unamusing amuse bouche. We have a long way to go yet.

I notice that the judge’s attention is diverted behind me, and I turn to see Jamal Lowton’s intermediary, sitting next to him in the dock to help him follow the proceedings, motioning for a break. HHJ Letts looks at me pointedly, and I nod to reassure him that I am about to reach a natural pause. I turn back to the jury.

‘All three defendants deny that this was a joint attack. Each denies being a party to murder. And each has their own, very different account of how the defenceless, blameless Bernard Hooper met his fate.’




CHAPTER 3

Craig (the first defendant)

The judge says we’re having a break. Every forty minutes or something, my brief said. It’s what the intermediary reckons Jamal needs, coz he’s supposedly too fucked in the head to pay attention. It’s the skunk. That’s what’s fucked his brain. Dickhead.

It’s hard to listen to, I’m not gonna lie. I’m glad for the break. That prosecutor woman hasn’t even begun, Arron whispers to me. There’s hours left. Apparently this is just the introduction, like. Where she says basically ‘this is what went down’, so the jury think bad of us right from the start. But she’s then going to tell the jury about all of the evidences, in detail. So like ‘this witness says this, and that witness says that’. And that’s before the witnesses even come in and say it themselves. So the jury are hearing this shit like three or four times.

How is that fair? Three or four times for the jury to be told, ‘They’re all guilty, they all killed the old man,’ when it didn’t even go down like that. I get to say that once. If I’m allowed. My brief says we have to wait to decide if I even give evidence or not. Because apparently it’s not always a good idea. I don’t get that. If I don’t say something, surely the jury’s gonna think it’s because I’m guilty? But my brief says it’s more complicated than that.

Probably they’re worried that the prosecutor is going to make me look even more guilty. That’s what she’s paid for. Making bare money to make people look guilty, even if they’re not. Asking sly questions and tripping them up. Getting them to say shit they don’t mean. Fuck that. My brief says the prosecutor’s a fucking bitch once she gets going. She doesn’t look that scary though. All skinny and lanky with a big nose and a wobbly neck like a turkey, like fucking Big Bird. I was watching her fidgeting while the judge was talking. Reckon she has a habit. Drink maybe. Or a smoker. She’s got that twitch.

My mum was the same. Not my birth mum, obviously. But Paula. She was a forty-a-day woman, and the minute she started aching she was scratching and flicking her fingers like that, almost clicking them, without even noticing she was doing it. Like her hand was trying to distract her brain from wanting a smoke. Once she’d started, she couldn’t stop even when she’d got her smokes. She’d still be clicking in between drags. It used to make my stepdads proper vexed. I didn’t mind it myself. It was just her way. The sound was like a hoover or the fridge. Just a noise in the background letting you know it was there. I liked that. But not my stepdads. It put them on edge, like it meant they couldn’t relax and watch the telly or have a blaze because she was just sitting there on the kitchen stool, click click click. Course, it was MJ who put an end to it. He put an end to a lot of things.

Maybe Big Bird is nervous. Maybe she’s never prosecuted a murder before. My brief says she’s only been a KC for like a year. If she’s not done a murder before, maybe I’ve got a chance if I do give evidence. Maybe she won’t be as good at tripping me up. Making me look like I’m lying. I want the jury to hear things from my mouth, not just hers. Not just those witnesses who are lying through their fucking teeth. And I don’t want them to just hear from Arron or Jamal, because they’re both doing me dirty. If I’m facing life, I want that jury to look me in the eye while I tell them what I need to tell them.

It’s like what I tried to tell my brief when I was in the police station. Coz I told him what had happened. Most of it, at least. The bits he needed to know. And I said I want to tell this to the police. But he said nah, go no comment. He said don’t start telling the police things, because they can then use those things to make other things look bad.

So he wrote like a piece of paper which I signed saying basically I haven’t done nothing wrong, and he read it to the police when the interview started, and then when they kept asking me questions I just had to go no comment, over and over and over. I don’t even know what questions they were. I was just like no comment, no comment, no comment, until the words meant nothing. I was falling asleep by the end of it. I’d been awake for two days straight.

We was all taken to different cop shops, far as I could tell. Arron and Jamal definitely didn’t come with me, anyway. I was by myself in that van, listening to the siren blaring in my ears. The fed in the back with me made my handcuffs a bit looser when I said they were hurting. He was pretty safe. But then when I got to the cop shop, there was some other fed at the desk who was a dick. I had to take off all my clothes, even my boxers, and they gave me these police prison clothes that were absolutely rank. Stank of pure shit. And then they got this woman doctor who took my blood and my piss and stuck things under my nails and pulled out my hair. And then I had to show her all of my injuries, and there were a lot, obviously. Because of everything that went down.

Now the jury has gone out with that little guy with the glasses – I think he’s called Usher – and one of the barristers is standing up. The fat one, Arron’s barrister. He’s pissed off about something that the prosecutor said in her speech. But he can’t just say that. Nah, it’s all lawyer. I wouldn’t ordinarily seek to correct a comment made in opening, but I’m slightly concerned about the Crown’s use of the word ‘blameless’ to describe Mr Hooper, in light of the nature of my client’s defence and the application that Your Honour has yet to determine.

All fucking code. Now my barrister is getting up. He’s not pissed, but the judge is asking, What do you say, Mr Wyatt? And I think he’s saying he agrees. Certainly it is not my lay client’s case that Mr Hooper’s conduct was blameless, although, as Your Honour knows, for very different reasons. Big Bird looks fucked off. She’s up on her feet.

Your Honour, it’s the Crown’s opening. It is how the Crown puts its case. I am a little baffled by my learned friends’ objections. The jury will hear how the defence cases are put and can in due course decide for themselves whether my chosen adjective is apt.

How the fuck I’m supposed to follow this, I don’t know. But at least it’s better than listening to how that poor fucker died. Coz nobody deserves that. Not even him.




CHAPTER 4

Jennifer (counsel for the third defendant)

I catch the courtroom door as it swings back towards me, my outstretched palm flashing in front of my face and taking the weight of the wood with a thud. Baxter Wyatt doesn’t look back as he strides down the corridor ahead of me.

‘Twat,’ mutters a voice to my left, in what wouldn’t even qualify as a stage whisper. I heave the door once, twice, three times until there is sufficient momentum for it to swing ajar long enough for my solicitor, Caz, to bob under my outstretched arm and out on to the concourse. I nip through after her and hold the door still for the crowd behind us as the courtroom empties.

‘What would it have cost him to hold it?’ Caz growls. ‘Knowing that we’re all right behind him? Is there something in the silks’ handbook that says once you’re in your tights you can’t act like a member of civilised fucking society?’

‘Serenity now,’ I smile winningly at her. The thunder on her face immediately melts and she grins conspiratorially. ‘Insanity later,’ she completes. There are many, many things I love about my diminutive instructing solicitor. Her zero-fucks-given candour is obviously up there. The steady stream of grisly criminal cases that pay my mortgage, naturally. But her encyclopaedic ability to spot, decode and return an obscure 1990s sitcom reference is by some distance top of that list. It is, as I have told her many times, a remarkable, if utterly useless, sort of talent.

Bob Evans emerges at the threshold and hesitates, before stepping back to allow two women – press? Public gallery? I’ve not noticed them in court – to pass through before him. He then retreads his steps and thanks me humbly for my services to door-holding, nodding at Caz with a smile.

‘I might pop across the road for a coffee-cino,’ he says. ‘Can I bring either of you anything?’

Caz doesn’t even need to look at me before firmly declining on behalf of us both. Our plans for the next twenty minutes are set in stone.

‘Wonderful!’ Bob beams with unrestrained delight, as if instead of a fairly brusque refusal he’d just received an offer of a hand job in the canteen. ‘I’ll see if I can tempt Baxter into sin instead.’

‘See?’ I nod at Caz as Bob rolls away, the tails on his jacket flapping in his self-generated breeze. ‘Some silks – very nice indeed.’

‘Too nice,’ she wrinkles her nose into an affected scowl. ‘Can’t see him really laying into a witness, can you? No grit. No . . .’ She inelegantly shoves her laptop under her arm so that both hands are liberated for an entirely unnecessary and exaggerated mime as she loses her modulation and near enough shouts the word ‘balls’.

Concerned for the fate of her MacBook, I gently tug the computer free and place it on top of my own, and pointedly start walking down the hall. Hint taken, Caz follows.

Usually when there is a break in play, we would take the opportunity to speak to the client, but with Jamal buried under layers of Category A security in the cells, that is a futile endeavour in anything less than half an hour. Jamal has instead been told that Caz and I will come to see him at the start and end of each court day, and these precious twenty-minute segments are to be dedicated to a much more important pursuit.

‘You got them on you?’ Caz demands.

‘I’m stopping by the robing room,’ I reply, and she nods, satisfied. I can always be depended upon to keep my side of the bargain; a pact now ten years old, terms non-negotiable and set by Caz on the day we first met, as we stood outside Ableford Crown Court in the pissing rain, waiting for a gap in the torrent.

It was only a week since I’d moved up to Ableford, almost a year to the day since we lost Oliver, and the sentence I had just been prosecuting had been unexpectedly triggering. The next day I introduced my new rule with my clerks. So it was that I found myself blinking back tears while rooting for an umbrella, oblivious to the tiny woman creeping up behind me, and powerless when she spied the Marlboro Gold in my bag and stuck her hand straight in.

‘I’ll keep you in briefs,’ she stated, without any introduction, ‘and you’ll keep me in fags.’ I nodded, instinctively withdrawing my Zippo and obediently holding it up, still trying to calibrate myself onto the same social plane as this five-foot, purple-haired pickpocket whose East End rasp put me in mind of Alan Sugar. Whether she was a solicitor or a prospective client was not immediately clear. ‘I don’t like your chambers,’ she exhaled hoarsely through silver plumes, pointing at my branded tote bag. ‘But you’re a Marlboro girl, so we can be friends.’

Since that chance encounter, Caz’s boys have made up most of my defence practice. Her knowledge of the families on the local estates, their histories, their loyalties and their rivalries, their squabbles and the indecorous means and particular weapons by which those are resolved, is omniscient. The families adore Caz for her blunt speaking and respect her for her hard work, and her boutique firm – Don’t ever say ‘small’, it’s fucking boutique, like me – turns over a heavy churn of very serious crime. Caz herself handles the bulk of the Youth Court work that Caroline Carter & Co. bring in, her control-freakery one of many attributes that bond us. Pride in her client care, although important, only tells part of the tale. There is an equally pressing commercial imperative, about which Caz is entirely open. Dangerous boys turn into dangerous men.

The Lowton family has had its share of dangerous boys dutifully so maturing. Prior to his arrest for murder, however, Jamal was not one of them. His older twin brothers, Frankie and Lawrence – both the spitting image of Jamal – were selling crack from the age of fourteen and by sixteen were enforcing the debts with the aid of squeezy water bottles filled with hydrochloric acid. Two years of youth detention presented the opportunity to forge new acquaintances and revamp their business model and, when they were next arrested, three months after their release on licence, they were in possession of the proceeds of their expansion: two bored-out Russian Baikal pistols and twelve 9mm rounds. The mandatory minimum five-year custodial term was enhanced by the sentencing judge to eight, and the family’s dissatisfaction with this result was what led to Jamal’s mother declining to contact the family’s usual firm when Jamal was arrested, and how Caz, covering the duty slot at the police station that night, had happily stepped in.

Jamal’s learning difficulties were immediately apparent. Building a rapport and taking instructions has been a slow, delicate and at times near-impossible procedure, like extracting a tooth from a sleeping tiger without waking it. The omnipresence of Mama Lowton, at the police station, at Caz’s offices and at court, has been both welcome and complicating. She has been a vital resource in filling in the blanks in Jamal’s backstory, yet Caz and I have been mindful of the power that she wields over her boy’s decisions. Any dissatisfaction on her part – however trivial and however ill-grounded – could manifest itself in even greater reticence in Jamal’s dealings with us; worse, an application to transfer to a new firm.

After two sets of double doors, Caz and I break company at the stairs. She heads down towards the exit, I launch myself towards the robing room. I punch the door code and enter. Suitcases are sprawled on tables that stretch out as far as the eye can see. I locate mine and unzip the front pocket, fumbling through assorted biros for the orange Sainsbury’s carrier bag wrapped around my cigarettes and my lighter. I remove two from the box and place them on the table, before re-wrapping and restoring the bag to its hiding place. This is my effort at self-restraint; if I keep cigarettes in my handbag, I know that they will be smoked on autopilot on my walk to and from the station. Zipping them away affords the best chance at successful rationing.

I whisk off my gown, then my wig, and ball the two roughly next to my suitcase, before, slightly more tamely, unfastening my collarette and folding it neatly on top. Some colleagues gather outside to smoke still fully robed. I’ve never been convinced it’s a particularly desirable look if a juror should catch sight of you puffing away in your regalia.

As I make for the door, I hear a familiar braying from behind the partition situated on the far left of the room, to mark out the silks’ area. Three freestanding aluminium-framed screens were erected five years ago as a temporary fix when the silks’ separate robing room was closed due to a leaking pipe, and quickly became permanent when His Majesty’s Courts and Tribunals Service realised that locking the door was cheaper than contracting a plumber. A separate dressing area for King’s Counsel makes perfect sense, of course. Heaven forfend that such luminaries should have to put on their wig and robe in front of the likes of me.

The voice is unmistakeably that of Baxter Wyatt. I don’t linger to pick up the full contents, but his jeering appears to be directed towards Aliyah’s opening. His audience – presumably Bob Evans – is evidently not responding in kind, as Baxter ups the ante from ‘pedestrian’ to ‘snooze-fest’ in an attempt to elicit a laugh. When this fails, he mounts a fresh horse. ‘And what about that fucking intermediary, eh? What a waste of public funds . . .’

I head downstairs, through the atrium and out the revolving door into what has, since this morning’s promise of sunshine, spoiled into a shivery drizzle. Caz is standing alone under the canopy a few metres away, lost in thought, staring blankly towards a pigeon attending to the important business of attacking another pigeon.

She immediately boots into life as I approach and extend my hand towards her. She grabs one of the cigs and I light for us both. No words are exchanged. We both know the value of silence, enhanced by scarcity in the course of a trial like this. Multi-handed murders are chaotic at the best of times. A three-way cut-throat defence involving shifty opponents and a youth client apparently oblivious to the reality of the evidence, and you have a headache that starts pulsing the minute you arrive at court, and stalks you all the way home.

Because one thing is abundantly clear to both me and Caz. Whether it is fear, or functioning, or teenage defiance, or whether it is simply that he knows he is guilty and lacks the wit to invent a tale to extricate himself, extracting meaningful instructions from Jamal has been a long slog, and there are still parts of the prosecution evidence that he is unable, or unwilling, to talk about.

Clients being less than forthcoming is nothing new, of course. I have defended plenty of cases on limited instructions. There is no observable correlation between a client’s verbosity and their innocence. Often the innocent – not merely ‘not guilty’, but provably, horribly innocent – say the least; stunned by a system which, however loudly it swears fidelity to the presumption of innocence, doesn’t really believe it. That there is no space for innocence; that every jaundiced official in the state’s pay is just waiting for you to admit your guilt – the realisation can break you. And when it does, part of my job – mine and Caz’s – is to glue together enough of your fragments so that you can help us to help you.

Whether that is the exercise we have been attempting with Jamal, I still don’t know. I haven’t yet figured out whether his reticence is a product of his innocence, or his guilt, or of his unmet needs, or of something else entirely. But it is a problem. Those parts of the evidence to which we still have no answer – we are going to need one. Because the snippet that the jurors have already heard is damning enough. Just wait until they hear the full details of the eyewitnesses. And the forensics. And the phones. Oh God, the phones.

Caz is evidently reading my mind. With smoke curling out of her nostrils, she offers her lawyerly assessment. ‘He’s fucked, isn’t he?’

My silence betrays my agreement as I flick my butt on the ground and gesture towards the door.




CHAPTER 5

Arron (the second defendant)

My hands are still stiff from the cuffs. The screws took them off when they brought us back into court, but I keep finding myself shaking them, trying to get the blood pumping again. I look across at Craig, to see if he’s doing the same. He’s just sitting there with a face like he’s got a proper mard on.

When we came back in and one of the screws told us to sit, Craig just stared at him, like Why, what’s the point? Like we didn’t all know that any minute the judge was coming back into the room and that little guy with the glasses was going to shout All stand! And, yeah, he’s right. But there’s no point in arguing. That’s just Craig though. You try telling Craig what to do – worse, you try telling him to wind his neck in – and it just makes him go zero to a hundred.

I’m not arsed, me. Sit, stand, whatever. It’s a minor.

One thing I don’t get, though. I know we’re Cat A. And obviously I know what they think we’ve all done. But the cuffs, every time we go out this dock and down the stairs to our pads, and every time we come back up again. What do they think we’re going to do? Like, where are we gonna run? We’ve had near enough a year to sort shit, and we’ve waited until we’re in court to just . . . what? For Craig to give Jamal a slap in front of all the barristers? For me to give Craig a shove on them steps when we’re going down?

Nah. I’ve got no problem with them two. As far as I’m concerned, we’re sound. And I reckon they feel the same. I know they’re both pointing the finger. But that’s just the way it goes. I’m doing it to them. Nobody wants to grass up, but what’s done is done. They’re saying what they’ve got to say. I’m saying what I’ve got to say. There’s no point in causing grief.

That’s the thing. I’m not actually a violent person. I know what it looks like. But the person the prosecution is describing – that’s not me. When she’s telling the jury all them terrible things, saying those words – savage, brutal, senseless slaughter – I can’t even get my head around it. It’s like she’s telling a story that just didn’t happen. Like when you get proper wasted, and the morning after everyone is saying what you did, and you can’t remember a thing but you’re like No way did I do that! – and you don’t know who’s telling the truth and who’s chatting shit. And then throughout the rest of the day, bits of your memory come back but other bits don’t, and you’re still trying to get the picture straight in your head.

Only this time I know what everyone is saying isn’t true.

The judge walks in and we all stand up. Then the jury comes back. There’s two rows of them, sitting to my right, and I’m looking at them but trying not to look at them. On the one hand, I want them to look me in the eye. I want them to see that I am not that person. But I also don’t want them to see me staring.

The prosecutor is talking again. She’s going into all the details of why she says we’ve done what she says we’ve done. All this evidence that we attacked the guy for basically no reason.

‘You will see closed circuit television camera footage, seized from various locations around Ableford town centre which, when taken together with GPRS data extracted from the defendants’ mobile phones, enables us to track the defendants’ movements on the night, up to and beyond their chance encounter with Bernard Hooper.

‘Shortly before eleven p.m.,’ she says, ‘Jamal Lowton arrived outside the “Reggie’s” off-licence on Horcross Road. The footage shows him on his phone, and, indeed, moments later, a WhatsApp message was sent to Mr Lowton’s good friend, Arron Freeman, which said, “MT O REGG” – or, deciphering the text-speak, “Meet outside Reggie’s”. Within a few minutes, Jamal Lowton was duly joined by Arron Freeman and Craig Mervyn-Scott.

‘All three then entered the store, where the interior security cameras captured Arron Freeman, the shortest of the three, engaging in conversation with the cashier and purchasing two bottles of Jägermeister.’

She says ‘Jägermeister’ like you’d say ‘jelly’, and this lad on the jury with this ThunderCats T-shirt pulls this face, and I have to look down so I don’t react. Bet she’s never had a Jäger in her life, her. Tragic, that.

‘The quality of the recording is not the highest, but it is sufficient to clearly show the faces of all three defendants inside the shop – indeed, it is good enough for you to see Jamal Lowton casually smoking a rolled “spliff” of cannabis.

‘The exterior camera at Reggie’s then records the defendants exiting the store and making their way slowly down Horcross Road and towards the town centre. Although you will hear toxicology evidence confirming that the defendants had all consumed substantial quantities of alcohol and drugs, you can see from their gait and demeanour as they walk through the town that they are still very much in control of their senses. They are not falling over or staggering in disorientation. They are walking with purpose.

‘That purpose? You can see that Craig Mervyn-Scott is carrying a navy-blue rucksack. That, the prosecution say, is what was used to transport the zombie knife, the weapon that they intended to deploy when the opportunity arose. And what else you will see from the footage is how intent the defendants were on finding such an opportunity. How hard they searched for their prey.’

Jamal, man! I told him to put out his spliff. I didn’t know at the time that he was just standing there, blazing in front of the camera like he’s not even arsed with his hands down his pants. It’s probably because, whatever the prosecutor thinks, Jamal was mashed out his head. He didn’t have a clue what was going on.

I realise that I’m shaking my head, and maybe even smiling a bit at the thought of that dopey scruff, and I stop myself. I straighten my face and try to look serious again, but when I look up at the jury there’s this posh-looking woman who is staring right at me. Shit.

The one thing my solicitor said to me over and over again was how important it is that I don’t piss off the jury. ‘Make a good impression,’ he said. Something about the way he said it, and the way he fiddled with his tie when he did – like he didn’t realise he was doing it – reminded me of Graham. At the home, when they was preparing us for job interviews and that. And Graham would grab the knot on my tie and squeeze it and push it up till it was tight up against my neck – he wasn’t rough with it, but it was firm – and he’d say, in his daft posh voice, ‘You only get one chance to make a first impression.’

Well, my first impression with that posh lady is not gonna be a good one. To be fair, it wasn’t a good one I made for that first job interview either. I remember there was two people interviewing, upstairs in the drive-through on the Ricky Estate, a man and a woman, both wearing grey shirts and baseball caps, and the man had one of them badges with all the stars on it. And there was about ten of us, sitting on chairs in a circle, and the woman said that what they were gonna do was ask a question and we’d then all have to answer it. Their first question was, ‘Why do you think you’ll be a good fit for Maccy D’s?’ or something, and as the woman was speaking I realised that my chair was closest to hers, and I could see what was about to happen but couldn’t do nothing to stop it. And sure enough, she pointed at me and said, ‘Would you like to start us off?’ and I just stared at them for what felt like an hour. My mouth was completely dry and in the end I just said the only thing that came into my head, even though it wasn’t an answer to their question. I thought that if I said it out loud, maybe my brain would free up space to think up a proper answer. So I just went, ‘Your gherkins are proper rank,’ and they didn’t say anything back. And I started laughing, coz I had no idea why I said it. And to them, I probably looked off my head. And that thought made me laugh even more. When I stopped laughing I said to the guy, I said, ‘Mate, I know I haven’t got the job, no worries,’ and I got up and shook his hand and went downstairs and got me a Double Quarter Cheese, and that was it. My first impression.

I didn’t do the best impression in my second interview. Or my third. Or for a fair few after that. But I got there eventually. And Graham was proper smug when I did. Like I was his own personal project, and my wins were his wins too. ‘I told you,’ he said. ‘We’ll make a man of you yet, Arron. You keep making the right decisions, and you’re going be the best thing to come out of Wythenshawe since Marcus Rashford.’ That were one of his favourite sayings, that.

I keep looking over at the public gallery. Like he’s going to be sitting there, in his suit and his proper tied tie, watching over me. But he’s not. Obviously. Even if he were still here, a court is the last place he’s gonna find
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