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				About the Book

				The Cold Case crime department of Derby Constabulary feels like a morgue to DI Damen Brook. As a maverick cop, his bosses think it’s the best place for him.

				But Brook isn’t going to go fown without a fight. Applying his instincts and razor sharp intelligence, he sees a pattern in a series of murders that seem to begin in 1963. How could a killer go undetected for so long? And why are his superiors so keen to drive him down blind alleys?

				Brook delves deep into the past of both suspects and colleagues unsure where the hunt will lead him. What he does know for sure is that a significant date is approaching fast and the killer is certain to strike again. . .
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				T’is I, my love, sits on your grave,

				And will not let you sleep;
For I crave one kiss of your clay-cold lips,
And that is all I seek.
(Anon.)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				Saturday, 22 December 1973 – Derby

				The boy looked up from sorting through his football cards to watch his mum light another cigarette. Her hands were tight and clumsy as she fumbled for her props but, eventually, the hiss of gas and a guttering flame signalled job done. Tossing her gold lighter on to the coffee table, she took a quivering draw, holding the blue-grey poison in her lungs for a beat before exhaling across the room.

				Jeff watched in silence as she tried to ease back and relax but she couldn’t manage it, at once pulling back her frame to the edge of the sofa, her legs bent double, her tension-wracked shoulders invisible under the uncombed hair. She played with her housework-reddened hands, sometimes picking at a jagged nail, sometimes swivelling the two rings round her wedding finger.

				‘I’m hungry, Mum,’ said Jeff, in that way children have of asking for things without actually posing the question.

				Without looking over at him she answered, her voice hoarse and strained. ‘Dad’s home in an hour.’

				Jeff gazed unblinking, waiting for her to crack. It didn’t happen. ‘But I’m hungry now.’

				‘You can have a sandwich when Dad gets home,’ she replied, trying to keep the rising emotion from her voice. She glanced his way to reassure but it didn’t take.

				‘But—’

				‘You’ll have to wait,’ she snapped, her face turned away again, longing to return to her reverie, a land of unblinking vacuity where she could hide from present pain and the prospect of more to come.

				‘Well, can I have a slice of dripping and bread to put me on?’ His mum didn’t answer. Just stared at the bearskin rug as though her son wasn’t there and hadn’t spoken. But he was there and he wanted an answer, sensing one more push might do it. ‘Can I. . . ?’

				‘Help yourself!’ she barked, twisting her rings like she was trying to unscrew her finger. ‘Help yourself,’ she repeated softly, eyes closed, a blind nod to tell herself she had control.

				Jeff stared impassively at her pale drawn face, trying in vain to make contact with her red-rimmed eyes. Eventually he laid down his cards in two piles – keepers and swaps – then dragged himself to the kitchen. OK. He’d have to get his own food. Not the best outcome but still a small victory, a chink of light and acknowledgement in the wall of silence his mum and dad had erected around him and what had happened.

				It was yonks ago, for God’s sake. You’ve still got me.

				He turned at the kitchen door, and glued his eye to the crack, watching his mum who, after his departure, looked briefly up to the fireplace before resuming her inspection of the rug and pulling a balled handkerchief from her sleeve.

				Jeff had been expecting as much and mimicked her quick glance to the only photograph on the mantelpiece, the picture of his dead brother, little Donny. The clumsy black ribbon across one corner obscured an ear and part of his lopsided dopey grin, Donny’s grin, the grin that conquered all, that drew the lion’s share of parental love.

				Don’t deny it, Mum. Donny was your favourite. Always had been. Mum always took Donny’s word that Jeff should shoulder the blame and Jeff could almost hear Donny’s whining voice, accusing. Jeff did it. It was him.

				Jeff sighed. Yes, he had done it. He had sat on Donny until he could barely breathe, he had nicked Donny’s toy, he had spat in Donny’s food, poked him in the eye, pulled his pants down with his back turned – plus a million other things, some involving insects. But did that give Donny the right to tell tales?

				Jeff scowled from behind the door, watching as his mum opened the floodgates and sobbed silently into the tight, damp ball of cotton, her shoulders convulsing as if puking.

				Happy now, Don-kee? You made Mum cry, Don-kee. Happy?

				He glared at his dead brother’s picture with his grin and his quiff and his too-big Dennis the Menace jumper. Mum had kept the jumper, he knew. She’d hidden it under the stairs but one night, soon after the drowning, Jeff had snuck down and watched her bury her face in it, trying to catch a whiff of Don-kee’s stink, what was left of it after the river had washed away him and his stupid smell forever.

				He turned away, miserable. Three days to Christmas. This should be an exciting time. The decs were up, the tree was up (though not as carefully dressed as in years past, he’d noticed) and there was decent telly on all three channels, with good films on as soon as he jumped out of bed. Incredible.

				But instead of excitement, this – boredom and tears. No telly. No noise apart from the clock and his mum’s muffled sobs. At least Dad would be home soon, finished for the hols. At least he made an effort to be normal. He worked all day, plus Saturday mornings, not like Mum, and on top of that, he’d had to do all the decorations, the tree, even cook meals. And still he made time to get out in the yard and help his son make a snowman. That’s a proper parent.

				Jeff cheered up at the thought of his presents. Double bubble this year ’cos they’d already bought and wrapped Don-kee’s presents before he fell in the river reaching for his stupid balloon. Afterwards, Mum couldn’t face taking them back so I get the lot.

				Smiling now, Jeff reached for the dripping pot on the kitchen window sill and pulled a slice of Mighty White from the bread bin. He dug around in the dripping with the knife to get past the hard grey fat on top to the meaty brown sludge below. Yummy. He shook some salt on to the slice and took a large slimy bite, peering out at the harsh winter weather outside. It was beginning to snow again. Brilliant.

				His eye wandered round to the snowman as he jammed the rest of the bread into his mouth. The snowman had started to look tired and dirty but now it was snowing again maybe he could rebuild it with fresh snow when his dad got home. As he chewed, he noticed with dismay that its nose was gone. The carrot must’ve fallen off. He rushed back to the stifling lounge. ‘Going outside, Mum.’ Statement, not question, but his mum barely noticed.

				She straightened momentarily but didn’t turn round as she made a stab at parental responsibility. ‘Wrap up warm,’ she croaked.

				‘I know,’ groaned Jeff, grabbing coat, hat and gloves from the rack in the hall and rushing outside, slamming the door behind him. His orange leather football was right outside the kitchen door. He flicked it up to head and nearly went flying but young supple limbs managed to keep him upright. Taking heed, he crunched more carefully round the side of the house over the frozen patio, catching the full hit of the sub-zero wind howling across the countryside, snow corkscrewing along in its grip.

				Jeff stood to contemplate the white wonderland before him, soft undulating layers of snow calling him to take their virginity. First things first. He scuffed over to the snowman to pick up the carrot only to discover that it wasn’t there. It wasn’t screwed into the face and it wasn’t on the ground below. He puzzled over this. Maybe a bird had taken it. Or an animal. But then, with a start, he saw the footprints that had walked up to the snowman then turned away, returning to the back gate from where they’d come.

				‘Mmmmm.’ Jeff hovered a boot over the prints thinking they must be his. No, too small – he had big feet for his age. He put his weight down in the snow to confirm that his feet were two or three sizes bigger than the print and he knew his dad’s feet were bigger still.

				‘Illogical, Captain,’ he reasoned, using a line from his all-time favourite TV programme. (Don-kee’s favourite was Magpie. What a loser.) Jeff followed the trail of footprints from the gate as they headed off into the woods and, beyond, the golf course.

				After a few yards he stopped to raise his head, allowing his sharp eyes to plot the course taken by the carrot thief out across the field of white to the horizon. The wind dropped for a moment and with it the swirls of snow that limited his vision. There, in the distance, a diminutive figure was standing on the edge of a small copse that bordered the golf course. Although some way away, the figure seemed to bridge the expanse of ground between them, reaching out to squeeze the heart with an invisible hand and Jeff found his pulse racing, his breath arriving in spurts.

				‘No,’ Jeff panted. ‘Can’t be.’ He rubbed his eyes in time-honoured fashion and looked again but there was no mistake. The outline of a small boy stood statue-still against the elements and, worse, appeared to be staring straight back at him. The bright red and black hooped jumper seemed to dwarf the lightly framed form as though it was a mid-length skirt and not a woollen jumper.

				‘Dennis the Menace,’ gasped Jeff, turning in confusion to the house where he knew the garment was hidden, squirrelled away in the shoe cupboard when it wasn’t covering his mum’s tear-streaked face.

				‘Don-kee,’ he muttered under his breath, returning his stare to the distant form. He tried to see the face of the boy but snow stung his eyeballs so he shielded his eyes with a gloved hand. The figure hadn’t moved, standing motionless, one arm hanging by his side, one arm bent, hand in mitten, clutching a balloon that danced in the swirling wind.

				‘Don-kee!’ he repeated, this time shouting across the fields at the apparition. No reaction. Jeff moved slowly, reluctantly, towards the image of his dead brother then hesitated before tracking back towards the snowman, dragging his feet through the alien footprints until all traces were gone – all the way back through the gate, all the way back to the snowman. No one else could know.

				Spinning back, Jeff’s mood turned to anger and his fist clenched. He thought of all his presents. He thought of having to share. He thought of the lopsided grin. A second later he began to jog towards the trees, stomping heavily across the scarred white ground. ‘Don’t you tell, Don-kee,’ he shouted when only a hundred yards away. ‘Don’t you tell.’

				At that moment, a gust of snow blew across Jeff’s face and he missed his footing, slipping clumsily on a tuft of grass. When he surfaced, the figure had gone. Jeff stood, brushing himself down, wondering if his eyes were playing tricks, like when you could see water on a hot road in the distance. But then he saw the balloon jogging up and down in the breeze, before its owner disappeared out of sight over the hill towards the ninth fairway.

				‘Wait!’ screamed Jeff, quickening his pace. ‘I’m coming!’ He set off again, following the clear trail over the frozen ground, shouting to the darkening sky as he clambered after the sure-footed figure. ‘Don’t you tell, Don-kee. I’m coming.’

				DI Walter Laird crunched across the slippery white ground towards the hive of activity a hundred yards up the slope. Looking around at the snow-filled hollows and sparse brown trees lining his path, Laird realised he was on an actual fairway of the Allestree Park Golf Course. And though he was no sportsman, he also surmised that the crime scene officers, working furiously on a raised plateau ringed by more trees, must be working on a putting green. Green in summer perhaps but, everywhere he gazed, the colours of deepest winter assaulted the eye; blinding white snow dominated, leavened only by the soothing washed-out brown and pale green of dormant shrubs and trees, dotted around the landscape to trap the unskilled and delineate the path of play.

				As Laird approached the throng of technicians that attended the aftermath of every violent death, a single bright colour stood out from the drabness. A shiny red and black balloon had snared in the branches of a bare tree, a few yards above the hastily erected crime scene tent. Its presence jarred and the detective was lost in private contemplation until a fresh-faced young man emerged from the tent.

				Detective Constable Clive Copeland’s face was as white as the ground around him, the victim’s fate seared on his eyeballs. Staring blankly at Laird and unable to speak, he acknowledged his DI with a tiny drop of the head.

				‘Clive,’ said Laird, fighting off the unworthy smile curling at the edge of his mouth. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he added, for once omitting the usual quip about Copeland’s inexperience.

				The younger man’s saucer-eyed stare was broken, his head snapping towards Laird. He took a second to assess his superior’s words. ‘I hope not, guv,’ he replied.

				‘Hold that thought,’ said Laird. ‘What have we got?’

				‘A kid called Jeff Ward, guv. We’ve not done a formal ID yet but it’s him, all right. Went missing yesterday lunchtime. He’s been strangled.’ He paused, biting at a lip as though about to convey crucial information. ‘Twelve years old.’

				Laird shook his head. ‘Bastard. Any. . . ?’

				‘Nothing sexual that we can see. Clothes seem intact.’

				‘Thank God.’

				‘I don’t think God’s involved here, guv. WPC Langley took the details from the parents. Seems the family was already in mourning. They buried their other kid a couple of months ago – younger son. He drowned.’

				‘Ward,’ murmured Laird, looking to the heavy sky to think. ‘Not little Donny Ward that was in the papers?’ Copeland’s faint nod confirmed it. ‘Jesus Christ. Two kids lost in the space of two months. . .’

				‘I know.’

				‘Merry bloody Christmas,’ growled Laird.

				‘And I thought my family had it rough with Tilly,’ muttered Copeland.

				‘Steady, lad,’ said Laird, glancing sharply at the young man. ‘We’ve a job to do.’

				Copeland smiled weakly. ‘Guv.’

				‘Walk me through it?’ continued Laird, remembering his first dead child. Concentrate on the facts. Keep the mind busy.

				‘Right,’ agreed Copeland, seeking sanctuary in the specifics. He swept an arm up to his left, indicating the horizon where a suited SOCO was kneeling on the ground, measuring barely visible marks in the fresh snow. ‘The Wards live a mile or so over there on West Bank Road. You can just about make out some of the dead kid’s footprints heading away from home down to here.’

				‘And then the bastard sneaks up and grabs him,’ concluded Laird.

				‘I don’t think so, guv.’

				‘Oh?’

				‘It’s weird. There seem to be two sets of footprints leading from the house but they’re hard to make out, like they’ve been trampled over. . .’

				‘Trampled over?’

				‘It’s hard to tell under the fresh snow but it’s like somebody has made an effort to obliterate any clear prints by dragging his feet through the marks.’

				‘A chase?’

				‘I don’t think so.’

				‘Could be the doer leaving the scene, covering his tracks?’

				‘Maybe. But we have a faint set of single prints leading in the opposite direction that we think are more likely the killer’s. SOCO reckon it was the Ward kid following his killer, obliterating all his footprints as he went.’

				‘So he must have known him.’

				‘Looks that way,’ agreed Copeland.

				‘The dad did it,’ said Laird. ‘Fiver on it.’

				‘Can’t take your money, guv,’ said Copeland regretfully. ‘The father was still at work when Jeff walked off. He’s alibied.’

				‘You’ve checked that?’

				Copeland’s expression was reproachful. ‘I’m not that wet behind the ears.’

				Laird grinned. ‘Yes, you are.’ His levity faded. ‘All right, it’s not the dad. But some pervert got hold of the lad and strangled the life out of him. Witnesses?’

				‘Uniform are going house to house. Nothing yet. One thing.’ Copeland gestured Laird to follow and set off to one of the clearer lone footprints disappearing into the distance. ‘The marks are from a small shoe. Size five.’

				‘Are you thinking this was another kid’s handiwork?’ said Laird.

				‘I wouldn’t rule it out,’ said Copeland. ‘It’s becoming more common.’

				‘OK, so check the Ward boy’s school friends. See how many live local and bring them in. What about other witnesses? Dog walkers, tobogganists, arctic explorers?’

				‘No one even heard him scream, guv.’

				‘Can you scream with someone’s hands round your throat?’ asked Laird.

				‘I suppose not,’ replied Copeland. ‘And the bruising on his neck shows the killer used a rope.’

				‘Show me.’

				They walked back towards the crime scene tent and gazed past the two SOCOs busy in their work. On a flash of the camera, Laird saw the line of the rope on the skin.

				‘Not good,’ said Laird, stepping past the younger man to spend a quiet couple of minutes looking at Jeff Ward’s lifeless body, flopped like a rag doll on the snow. ‘A rope smacks of planning. Let’s hope we can wrap this up sharpish.’

				‘Weird thing,’ said Copeland over his shoulder, looking at the lifeless boy. ‘There’s no sign of a struggle.’

				‘We all react differently, Clive.’

				‘But if it were me I’d be trying to break away, do something.’

				‘You can’t predict what people will do,’ explained Laird. ‘Some are paralysed with fear when they know they’re about to die.’

				‘But no fight or flight,’ said Copeland.

				‘Which makes it more likely it was someone the Ward kid knows,’ said Laird.

				The pair stepped out of the tent, back out into the wintry chill. Only mid-morning and already it felt like dusk. Once clear of the hive of activity, Laird fumbled in vain for his cigarettes but Copeland failed to pick up on the hint.

				Laird gave up the search for cigarettes, his expression grim. ‘I hate domestics. OK. Work up the father’s alibi until it’s cast in bronze then widen it out to other relations and ask about friends and neighbours. Maybe we’ve got a closet paedo in the area.’

				‘But Ward wasn’t raped.’

				‘If it’s a first-timer, the perv might have got off on it before he was ready. Doesn’t mean he didn’t want to violate him. If there’s a next time, the victim may not be so lucky.’

				‘Lucky?’ exclaimed Copeland, turning to leave.

				‘You know what I mean,’ said Laird. ‘Clive!’ Copeland glanced back. ‘Gently does it. We don’t want any more weeping and wailing than necessary. And make sure we’ve got plenty of girls to do the hand-holding.’

				Copeland was about to depart when his eye caught a figure marching over the horizon. He took a sharp intake of breath and nodded at the distant form. ‘I hate to tell you this. . .’

				Laird turned to look. ‘What in God’s name is Bannon doing here?’

				The two officers watched the heavily layered man with a wild grey beard and wilder silvered hair striding towards the crime scene. He walked with difficulty and Laird surmised that the underfoot conditions were not the only factor.

				‘Jesus,’ said Copeland. ‘He’s gone downhill fast. He’s not long retired, is he?’

				‘Keep your voice down, Clive,’ mumbled Laird. ‘That’s a friend of mine and he used to be the finest detective on the force.’ He shouted in greeting at the approaching Bannon, his smile aping normality. ‘Sam! What are you doing here?’

				Bannon panted to a halt, his thin pockmarked face red from the exercise. Laird could see he’d lost a lot of weight since he’d last seen him and, even at this early hour, his breath smelled of whisky.

				‘Walter,’ said Bannon in return. He glanced at Copeland and narrowed his eyes. ‘I know you.’ Copeland squirmed under the older man’s cobalt-blue stare.

				‘DC Copeland,’ interjected Laird.

				Bannon’s eyes narrowed, as though sifting evidence in his pomp. ‘Clive Copeland – Matilda’s brother. I’m sorry for your trouble.’

				Copeland blanched, the wound still raw.

				‘Sam,’ said Laird quickly, stepping in front of Copeland. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

				Bannon fumbled in his heavy coat for cigarettes, pulling out a squashed pack of Capstan Full Strength and offered them round, his sudden grin exposing black and yellowed teeth. Both officers refused a free smoke though Laird plucked the cigarette from Bannon’s mouth and put it in his pocket for later.

				‘This is a crime scene, boss,’ said Laird softly.

				Bannon nodded in remembrance of procedure. ‘Crime scene. Right.’

				Laird sounded out the words as though addressing a child. ‘Boss. Sam. You have to leave. You can’t be here.’

				‘Come off it, Walter,’ said Bannon with a wink. ‘You can’t hide it from me. It’s another one, isn’t it?’

				‘Another one?’ asked Laird and Copeland in unison.

				Bannon touched his nose with a finger. ‘You can’t fool me, Wally.’ He nodded towards the canvas. ‘I heard it on the radio. It’s the missing Ward kid, right?’ Their silence confirmed it. ‘Thought so. How long has he been dead?’

				‘Sir,’ began Copeland. ‘I don’t think—’

				‘How long?’ shouted ex-DCI Bannon in sudden and violent frustration. The noise was deadened by the canopy of snow but still activity stopped, all heads turning to the drama.

				Laird sighed then nodded at DC Copeland.

				‘About twenty hours at a rough guess,’ said Copeland reluctantly.

				Bannon found his smile again. ‘Killed yesterday then.’ He beamed at Laird. ‘December the twenty-second.’

				‘Oh, Jesus,’ exclaimed Laird. ‘Not this again.’

				‘But was I right?’ beamed Bannon.

				‘I don’t want to hear it, Sam,’ said Laird.

				‘But—’

				‘Enough!’ shouted Laird. ‘Now get yourself away from here before I have you escorted away.’

				Bannon’s expression was dismayed. ‘You’d do that to your old guv’nor?’

				Laird stared at him, his jaw set.

				Bannon nodded unhappily before turning to stumble away. ‘All right, Wally. But you’ll see,’ he muttered over a shoulder. ‘You’ll see I’m right.’

				When Bannon was fifty yards away, Laird turned back to the crime scene.

				‘Guv?’ ventured Copeland.

				‘Don’t ask,’ ordered Laird.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				Sunday, 22 December 1963 – Kirk Langley, Derby

				‘Say cheese, everyone.’ Bert Stanforth squinted at the group through the viewfinder of his shiny new Kodak Instamatic 100, one leg kneeling on the carpet.

				‘Cheese!’ screamed the assembled youngsters. The noise was cacophonous and the children – grinning, gurning and gap-toothed – clung to each other, many off balance in contortions only young bodies could allow, their hands clutching at friends’ garments for ballast.

				Stanforth tried to hurry as every second that elapsed increased the certainty of chaos, inevitable when the young are invited to be still.

				‘Hang on.’ Stanforth lowered the small camera from his face and looked at the flash cube before making an adjustment. He smiled apologetically at the assembly. This was his first ever camera, specially purchased for the occasion, and his discomfort with the technology was evident.

				‘Ready this time. Cheese!’

				‘Cheese!’

				Awaiting the flash, the youngsters wriggled like eels against the confinement of proximity, some leaning on a quivering leg, kept upright by other bodies as they leaned towards birthday boy Billy Stanforth, arm in arm with best friend Teddy Mullen, at the centre of shot. Others grinned shyly, hiding their bashfulness behind the shoulders of friends while Charlotte Dilkes just stared dreamily at Billy, her features wreathed in adoration.

				Party hats, made from yesterday’s newspaper, fell to the floor or were grabbed and held to the head, causing further commotion. Others, boys in particular, railed against being demoted to the back row and pushed down on the front row’s shoulders, straining to be centre stage in this pictorial record of William Stanforth’s thirteenth birthday.

				‘I’m Hillary on top of Everest,’ shouted one boy, raising his head above the rest.

				‘And I’m Sherpa Ten Pin,’ shouted another, trying to join him on the backs of others.

				‘Just a minute,’ tutted Bert Stanforth, checking the flash again. The noise amongst his subjects ramped up further.

				‘Hurry up, Bert,’ said his wife from the kitchen doorway, from where the delicious smell of baking sausage rolls wafted. ‘The kids are starving.’

				‘OK, this time,’ shouted Stanforth. ‘Cheese.’

				‘Cheese!’ screamed the young voices, even louder than before.

				To one side of the scrum of giggling kids stood Billy’s elder sister, fifteen-year-old Amelia, looking on indulgently at the squirming mass of youth, urging her father to take the photograph. Her lips-only smile tightened when she glanced at the grandfather clock, her mood darkening with every second of captivity.

				Take the flipping picture, will you, Dad? Brendan will be waiting for me.

				She looked round at her escape route but it was blocked by her mother, smiling happily, her hands habitually hidden in a crumpled tea towel. Ruth Stanforth was a plump woman in her late forties. Her only respite from delivering and raising three children was standing in front of a stove cooking the meat her husband brought home from his butcher’s shop. The constant standing, combined with the protein-rich diet, had made her legs fatter at the ankle than the calf.

				Amelia caught her mother’s eye and was forced to fake joy for the second it took to turn away in frustration.

				He won’t wait if I’m late and then what? The rest of the day babysitting these flipping nippers. She gulped back her emotions. I’m losing him. Plenty of girls after my Bren. He won’t wait. And he won’t come up to the house to see me. Not after Dad sent him packing that time.

				‘You’re not to speak to that young man again, Amelia,’ he’d said. ‘Do I make myself clear?’

				Amelia shuddered at the memory of her father’s tone and the subsequent overheard conversation with her mum.

				‘That Brendan’s a wrong ’un, Mother.’

				‘But Bert, she’s nearly sixteen and old enough to live her own life,’ her mum had replied.

				‘She’s not sixteen yet.’

				‘But Bert—’

				‘Not while she’s under my roof, Mother. Not with him. The McClearys are criminals, no-good gypsies. Walter Laird tells me young Brendan is already on their radar for thieving.’

				‘I know he’s a bit wild, Bert, but he’s only young.’

				‘He’s seventeen, Mother, and Walter says he smokes and drinks and God knows what else. Do you want your daughter ending up in the family way like that trollop Vivienne what’s-her-name down in the village?’

				Amelia tried not to scowl at her father, his face hidden behind the camera. Have you never been in love, Dad? If so, you wouldn’t make me suffer like this, forbidding me from seeing my Brendan. Forbidden love. Amelia knew about that. She’d been close to tears during a reading of Romeo and Juliet last month. According to her Lit teacher, Romeo’s lover was even younger than she was and yet, barely old enough to have her monthly cycle, Juliet had allowed nothing, not even death, to come between her and the boy she loved.

				Amelia looked again at the clock, ticking down to her sixteenth birthday as well as her rendezvous in Kirk Langley. In a few short weeks she’d be a woman. Then there’d be no good reason to resist Brendan’s coaxing. If only she could keep him happy until then. Already her young body ached, physically ached, to be near him and, once enfolded in his strong arms, Amelia Stanforth had felt temptation stirring within her. She loved Brendan and, before she’d let him put his hands under her jumper, Brendan had been forced to confess his love in return.

				Once she would have felt dirty but not any more. Temptation was in the Bible. She’d learned that in RE. Only a week ago, they’d studied the story of Adam and Eve and their encounter with the serpent in the Garden of Eden. And although the teacher had explained their fall from grace with thin-lipped disgust, Amelia had begun to understand their folly in a way that Sister Assumpta would never be able to appreciate if she taught the subject until she was a hundred.

				Amelia glanced at the clock again. Her eye was taken by her younger sister, standing beside her at the end of the front row. Billy’s twin, Francesca, was the only child not grinning or fidgeting with impatience at their father’s incompetence. Instead she looked coolly at Amelia’s private smile of anticipation and leaned over to her. ‘Missing Brendan, I bet.’ Amelia blanched at her sister’s taunt. ‘Well, he’s not missing you.’

				‘Shut up,’ whispered Amelia.

				‘Was that his new dolly bird earlier?’ murmured Francesca, out of the side of her mouth.

				Amelia turned to her, face like thunder. ‘I said shut up, Fran.’

				‘Nearer my age than yours, the dirty old man,’ continued Francesca, under her breath.

				The sudden explosion of the camera caused a whoop of excitement and rubbing of eyes before the roiling mass of young bodies attempted disentanglement.

				‘OK. One more,’ joked Bert Stanforth, unleashing a chorus of protest. He laughed as he wound on the film. ‘Just kidding.’

				‘Brendan loves me,’ insisted Amelia to her sister’s leering face. ‘It’s Billy’s birthday. Better not start a barney, Fran.’

				The grin on Fran’s face disappeared and she turned white. ‘It’s my birthday too,’ she spat.

				Amelia grinned, sensing swift retaliation. She looked round with mock interest. ‘So tell me, sis. Which of these nippers are your friends? Oh, wait a minute. None of them. You haven’t got any.’

				Mrs Stanforth reappeared at the kitchen door, tea towel in hand once more. She smiled maternally at the assembled party. The feast was ready. Ham sandwiches with the thinnest scrape of butter, homemade egg and bacon tart, sausage rolls, tinned peaches and Carnation milk to follow, topped off by trifle and a plate of Jammie Dodgers for those keen to force as much of heaven’s bounty down their throats as they could manage.

				‘Go through to the dining room and help yourself to cordial, children,’ she said to an answering hoot of pleasure. ‘I’ll bring in the food.’

				‘Let’s eat,’ said Mr Stanforth, ushering the eager mass of youth towards the dining room with its brand-new, extended drop-leaf table and borrowed chairs. ‘Make sure your hands are clean,’ he chided, as he shooed them along.

				‘Want to sit next to me, Billy?’ breathed Charlotte Dilkes, grinning bashfully at Billy.

				‘No, thanks,’ replied Billy, brushing abruptly past her scrawny frame. Teddy Mullen, cruising in Billy’s wake, smiled cruelly at her and she gulped back a tear before sullenly following the others into the dining room.

				The hall was nearly empty and Amelia waited for her father’s back to turn before sidling towards the door.

				‘Where are you going, Amelia?’ called Francesca, a malicious grin returning to her features.

				Bert Stanforth turned to see Amelia’s retreating frame. ‘Amelia?’

				Amelia turned, a pallid smile fixed to her face. ‘Going to round up the strays, Dad.’

				‘But the gang’s all here,’ beamed Mr Stanforth. ‘Come on, give us a hand.’

				Amelia dutifully followed him to the dining room, glancing fiercely at Francesca as she passed.

				Amelia stood in the lean-to conservatory at the side of the house, occasionally looking out into the dark windy countryside. Through the rattling windows, she hoped to catch sight of Brendan walking back down Moor Lane from Kirk Langley to his father’s rented bungalow on Pole’s Road. She should have met him an hour ago and, in her heart of hearts, she knew he wouldn’t have waited more than ten minutes.

				Amelia was always on time to their secret trysts and this would be the first time she’d stood him up. At least she was still in credit there – Brendan had stood her up three times. And when he did turn up, he was always late.

				‘My turn,’ shouted Billy.

				‘Move up,’ moaned Teddy. ‘You’ve got more room.’

				Amelia turned back from the darkness, the damp bath towel hanging limp in her hand. Billy and Teddy Mullen dunked their heads in unison into the barrel of water, trying to get what teeth they had into the apples bobbing on the surface. After several unsuccessful attempts, Billy took his hands from behind his back and gripped the side of the barrel. A few seconds later, he tossed back his wet hair and bit down hard on the green apple.

				‘I win!’ shouted Billy, grabbing the towel from Amelia. ‘I win.’

				‘You cheated,’ gasped Teddy, emerging from his fruitless trawl of the water. ‘You’re supposed to keep your hands behind your back.’ Teddy turned to Amelia. ‘He didn’t keep his hands behind his back, Amelia. You saw. He cheated.’

				Amelia bridled under Teddy’s beseeching gaze, the reluctant referee of these childish pleasures. Her dad was in charge of blind man’s buff in the lounge and Mum was organising pin the tail on the donkey.

				‘No, I never,’ insisted Billy. ‘I kept my hands behind my back. Tell him, sis.’

				‘He did,’ confirmed Amelia, unable to look at Teddy.

				Billy began to jump up and down, punching the air to celebrate his victory. Teddy ignored his friend’s goading and stared at Amelia, struck dumb by the decision.

				‘It’s not fair,’ he croaked, when he could finally speak.

				Billy threw the sopping towel at Teddy’s head. ‘It’s not fair,’ he mimicked. ‘Dry up and dry off, dumbo. It’s my birthday, after all.’ He marched off to the next game while Teddy pulled the towel limply across his hair, training his gaze on Amelia once more.

				Silently he handed her the wet towel and shook his head. ‘It’s not fair,’ he muttered, before turning to follow his crowing friend back into the house.

				A blindfolded Edna Hibbert steadied herself after three dizzying turns. Equilibrium restored, the spindly legged girl took a hesitant step then paused to brush a strand of blond hair away from an ear to listen for clues. The other children looked at each other, barely containing their glee. Some held their breath, trying not to give away their position but the more attention-seeking made little noises to spin Edna in their direction then became giddy with excitement at the prospect of the limelight. The rustle of a child’s clothing, a suppressed giggle, a chair moving – Edna’s sightless head jerked round at every sound. Finally she took a decisive pace, hands exploring ahead, and came to a halt virtually standing on top of Charlotte Dilkes, cowering behind a chair, her tears over Billy forgotten in the thrill of the chase.

				A second later, Edna pounced on the girl and pulled off her blindfold as Charlotte screamed. ‘Got you.’

				‘You’re it, Charlotte,’ chuckled the portly Bert Stanforth, snapping on the big light and fiddling with his unlit pipe. Edna handed him the knotted blindfold to untie.

				‘What’s that?’ said Charlotte, pointing through the window at thick grey smoke and the orange glow of flames. She ran to the back door and into the back garden for a better view.

				‘Bonfire,’ shrieked the diminutive Roger Rawlins, jumping up and down with delight. ‘Bonfire, bonfire.’

				Bert Stanforth ran out into the darkness, followed by Edna and the other blind man’s buffers, while children arrived from the conservatory with wet hair, squealing and pointing at the flames, breathless in their exhilaration.

				‘Mother, the shed’s on fire,’ Stanforth shouted at his wife above the noise of the inferno as she arrived with more excited children. ‘Ring the fire brigade.’

				‘It’s too late, Bert,’ retorted Ruth, the tea towel gripped tight around her hands.

				Stanforth turned back to the towering flames just yards away. She was right. The blaze was out of control. The paint thinners were kept in the shed, a jerry can of petrol too. Mentally Stanforth stood down, stepping back and stretching out his arms to keep the goggle-eyed pack of excited children at a safe distance. Luckily the old shed stood on its own in the middle of the garden, away from the house. ‘You’re right, Mother. At least it’s not likely to spread. Just keep everybody back.’

				‘I wonder how it started.’

				Amelia came running up unnoticed by all except Francesca who was holding on to her father’s trousers. Amelia’s face looked hot and streaked as though she’d been crying. But this time Francesca decided not to risk her wrath and said nothing.

				‘What happened?’ screeched Amelia over the roar and crackle of destruction.

				Stanforth shrugged. ‘I wish I knew, love.’ He turned back to his wife, a look of confusion on his face. ‘Have you left something in the oven, Mother?’

				‘No. Why?’

				‘I can smell roasting meat.’

				‘The oven’s off, Bert.’

				Stanforth processed the information before snapping his head back towards the flames, a look of horror on his face. ‘Oh, my God. . .’

				At the same time, Charlotte Dilkes looked away from the blaze, her eyes darting across the gallery of gleaming, excited faces, their eyes gorging, hypnotised by the flames as the shed hummed and spat.

				‘Where’s Billy?’ she wondered aloud.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Monday, 23 December 1963

				The sun was absent from the leaden sky when DCI Samuel Bannon reached Kirk Langley ten minutes after setting off from his Derby home. He turned off the A52 on to Moor Lane and had no difficulty finding the scene. He pulled across to the kerb in his smart Jaguar and parked behind the line of police vehicles.

				Before pulling the door handle, Bannon extracted a flask from his pocket and spun off the cap. With a furtive look round, he took a long swallow of the fiery liquid before returning the flask to his overcoat pocket. As a final act of courage, he kissed his fingers and then touched the grainy snap of his recently deceased wife taped to the dashboard.

				The acrid smell of wood smoke and burnt chemicals greeted his nostrils as he stepped from the car and walked along the path to the house. Resisting eye contact, he nodded briefly at various uniformed officers standing around looking for something to do, while the crowd they were there to control slept in their warm beds. A couple of interested dog walkers had briefly watched proceedings from the lane but with nothing to see, they’d soon lost interest and drifted away to alert their neighbours.

				Bannon walked round the house to the back garden, where there was more purposeful activity. He spotted Detective Constables Walter Laird and Graham Bell chatting to a fire brigade officer and automatically reached for his packet of Capstan Full Strength cigarettes, pausing to light one with a strong hand cupped around the match. DC Graham Bell nudged Laird who turned and, after muttering something unheard to his colleague, waved a greeting.

				Bannon didn’t need to hear the muttering to know the gist of what was said. You shouldn’t be here, boss. Not yet. Not until you’re over it. Instinctively he reached towards the flask of whisky in his overcoat but managed to stay his hand. Maybe they were right.

				He approximated a return smile, the packet of cigarettes still in his hand. As Laird and Bell approached, he glanced across at the smouldering heap of blackened ash barely peeping above ground level. ‘I hope you’ve not dragged me out of bed on a Sunday morning for an illegal bonfire, Wally.’

				Laird’s laugh was forced, a gesture of normality intended for every eye watching Bannon for signs of grief and turmoil. Laird could already smell the drink. His grieving boss hadn’t yet recovered from the death of his wife while giving birth to their first child a couple of months before. There’d been complications; Bannon’s wife had never made it out of theatre, never held her newborn daughter. To be honest, Laird wasn’t sure if Bannon had either.

				‘Didn’t expect you, boss,’ said Laird amiably. ‘Not with a new baby at home.’

				Bannon’s expression soured. ‘My sister. . .’ He waved a hand to explain away his neglect.

				‘How is little Rosie?’ asked DC Bell.

				As Bannon looked away, tight-lipped, Laird was able to fire a warning glance at Bell. Too soon, Graham.

				‘Oh, she’s fine,’ snapped Bannon.

				Laird’s eye drifted down towards the pack of cigarettes in Bannon’s hand, spotting a chance to move away from awkward subjects. ‘Can I borrow a gasper, boss? Mine are in my—’

				‘Other coat,’ finished Bannon, happy to accept the offer of well-grooved banter. He tossed the brown pack at him. ‘I don’t know how you can afford so many coats on your take-home.’

				A grinning Laird pulled out a cigarette and lit up. ‘Funny.’

				‘So,’ said Bannon, feeling the need to announce his participation. ‘What have we got?’ He struck out towards the blackened ground, Laird and Bell falling in step beside him and flicking open notebooks.

				‘William Stanforth burned to death in the garden shed. He was thirteen years old yesterday and they were throwing a birthday party for him.’

				‘Many happy returns,’ said DC Bell.

				Bannon flicked a contemptuous glance at Bell. ‘Keep it down, soldier. What happened, Wally?’

				‘It seems Stanforth went missing some time in the late afternoon/early evening and the alarm was raised when the shed caught fire,’ said Laird. ‘No one knew the lad was inside until it was too late.’

				‘No screaming?’

				‘Nobody heard it if there was.’

				‘How are the parents taking it?’ said Bannon.

				Laird shrugged his reply.

				‘Sorry, stupid question.’ They arrived at the mound of saturated ashes being carefully probed by a man wearing a white coat, white overalls and a face mask. ‘Where’s the body?’

				Laird’s expression betrayed a glimmer of the horror witnessed. ‘What’s left of him has gone to the mortuary. They’ll need to do tests. There were flammables stored in there – petrol, paint thinners. It was all over in minutes.’

				‘Tragic.’

				‘Tragic, yes,’ said Laird, leading his superior to a canvas sheet. Spots of rain tapped out a rhythm on the canvas. ‘Accidental? We don’t think so.’ The detective constable pointed at the mound of blackened, twisted metal on the ground. ‘That’s the hasp and the padlock.’

				Bannon narrowed his eyes, inverting his salt and pepper eyebrows into a wishbone. The padlock was closed through the ring of the hasp. ‘They’re intact.’

				‘Exactly.’

				‘The kid was locked in from outside?’

				‘With a key. No sign of the key,’ added Laird.

				‘So it was murder.’

				‘At least manslaughter, assuming the culprit is legally chargeable,’ confirmed Laird. ‘It was mostly kids at the party. Mr and Mrs Stanforth were the only adults. They were busy organising party games inside the house for the half-hour leading up to the fire. All the kids confirmed it.’

				‘You’ve already spoken to the children?’ inquired Bannon, impressed, if a little put out. ‘What did they say?’

				Laird hesitated. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to be at home with your daughter, boss? Graham and me can handle this.’

				Bannon glared at him. ‘What did they say?’

				Laird shook his head. ‘Nothing relevant. No fingers pointed. No confessions. They were enjoying the party and then they saw the flames. They thought it was a bonfire.’

				‘How many kids are we talking about?’

				‘Twenty.’

				‘And you’ve interviewed the lot?’

				‘We thought it best to speak to them all briefly while their memories were fresh.’

				‘And?’

				‘Like I said.’

				‘How hard did you go?’ asked Bannon.

				‘Hard enough, boss. They’re young. There were a lot of tears.’

				‘How young?’

				‘Apart from big sis, between eleven and thirteen. In fact, William and his twin, Francesca, were the oldest.’

				‘His twin?’ said Bannon. ‘So it was her party too.’

				Laird shrugged. ‘I guess so.’

				‘Where are they now?’

				‘I sent them all home,’ said Laird, producing a list. ‘They’re all local to Kirk Langley and they were all exhausted. I can re-interview if need be.’ Bannon caught his eye. ‘We can,’ Laird corrected.

				Bannon nodded. ‘So if we buy their collective testimony, the parents are in the clear.’ He pondered for a moment. ‘We’ll need to dig deeper on that. Parents do kill their children.’ He paused then added in barely a murmur, ‘And vice versa.’

				Laird flipped his notebook closed. ‘And if we clear the Stanforths?’

				Bannon shrugged. ‘The best we can hope for is some drifter wandered past, lured Billy into the shed and torched him after doing God knows what.’

				‘Let’s hope that’s it,’ said Laird. ‘Kids shouldn’t be killing kids.’

				‘Any of them seem wrong to you, Wally?’

				‘Wrong, boss?’

				‘Kids argue. Kids fight.’ Bannon shrugged as though the rest was obvious.

				‘No one stood out,’ answered Laird. ‘And they mostly alibi each other.’

				‘Mostly?’

				‘One lad, the deceased’s best friend, Edward Mullen, known as Teddy, was the only one alone when the fire started.’

				‘Where?’

				‘In the house. Or so he says.’

				‘Any reason to disbelieve him?’ asked Bannon.

				‘Not from the reaction to his friend’s death,’ said Laird. ‘He was beyond distraught, wailing and crying like a girl.’

				‘Guilty conscience maybe,’ ventured Bannon.

				‘There was talk of an argument between them but it was pretty minor,’ added Laird.

				‘It may seem minor to us,’ commented Bannon. ‘Look into it. Any other possibilities?’ He sensed Laird had more to say and was keen to get to it.

				‘William Stanforth’s older sister, Amelia. She’s nearly sixteen, though why she’d kill her little brother, God alone knows.’

				‘Forget motive, Wally,’ said Bannon. ‘And you can ask God later. What about her alibi?’

				‘Also unclear. No one saw her until the fire had started.’

				‘Then she’s a suspect.’

				‘She doesn’t seem the type, boss.’

				‘There’s a type now?’ snapped Bannon. His expression softened at once. ‘Sorry. It’s been. . .’ Bannon shook his head, unable to go on.

				‘Forget it, boss. You should go home.’

				‘I will,’ nodded Bannon. ‘But I want to be kept in the loop.’ He eyed his detective constable. ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

				Laird affected reluctance before grinning. ‘Amelia has a boyfriend,’ he answered. ‘Older.’

				‘Who?’

				Laird smiled suddenly, savouring Bannon’s coming reaction. ‘We’re in Kirk Langley, boss. And it’s a small place.’

				Bannon stared at his colleague for a moment before realisation started to work on his face. ‘Not young McCleary?’

				Laird grinned again. ‘The very same. And he was seen by neighbours standing in the lane before the fire. Apparently he was supposed to be meeting Amelia last evening but she was busy at the party and stood him up.’

				‘Which might make someone like him angry,’ reasoned Bannon.

				‘Maybe even vengeful,’ added Laird.

				Bannon smiled for the first time. ‘I suppose with a father like Malcolm, it was only a matter of time before young Brendan stepped up to the big leagues. Pick him up.’

				Malcolm McCleary staggered into the kitchen in his stained long johns, running a hand through his unkempt, greying hair. Barefoot, he was forced to avoid the discarded beer bottles on the sticky floor before slumping on to a chair at the flimsy dining table. The surface was covered in dirty plates and full ashtrays and McCleary poked through the remains of discarded butts for enough stray tobacco to fill a cigarette paper. While doing this he raised a bleary eye towards his son lying on the too-small couch, puffing away on his own roll-up.

				‘Give me a cigarette,’ ordered McCleary senior.

				‘I got mine where you’re getting yours,’ said Brendan, with barely concealed disdain.

				McCleary senior’s grizzled features were deformed by hate. ‘You cheap little bleeder. Can’t even buy some gaspers for your old man after all I’ve done for you? What about breakfast?’

				Brendan shook his head slowly, avoiding eye contact. ‘Parlour’s empty.’

				‘You ate those two eggs I was saving?’ replied an exasperated McCleary.

				‘You had them for your tea last night.’

				McCleary senior narrowed his eyes in disbelief. ‘I don’t remember that.’

				Brendan raised a sarcastic eyebrow. That’s not surprising.

				McCleary caught the scorn, adding quietly, ‘Not hungry anyway.’ He continued to root around amongst the dead cigarette butts, emptying singed, stale tobacco on to his rolling paper. ‘Get me a cup of tea.’

				‘There’s a fresh pot on the side,’ answered Brendan, concentrating on reviving his own dormant roll-up.

				McCleary’s weasel eyes flicked around the debris on the table, before alighting on a teaspoon. He flung it at his son, hitting him on the top of his head and producing a cry more of shock than pain. The spoon glanced off and plopped into the ash-filled grate of a dead coal fire. ‘Then get off your arse and pour me some, you ungrateful little sod.’

				Brendan hauled himself off the sofa and poured tea, ignoring the beady eye trained on him. He plonked it sullenly down on the Formica table and tried to withdraw but the old man grabbed him by the wrist with a powerful hand and stood up to swing his other fist at the side of Brendan’s head.

				Caught flush on the ear, Brendan staggered back against the gas cooker, dislodging several used pots and pans standing dirty on the hob. Trying his utmost to avoid showing the pain, he gathered himself, keeping his eyes glued to his father, and retreated to the safety of the couch.

				‘Of all the bloody nerve,’ muttered an aggrieved McCleary, sitting back down to take a noisy swig of tea. ‘Kids these days don’t know they’re born. No wonder that whore of a mother didn’t take you with her.’

				‘She’s not a whore!’ screamed Brendan, jumping to stand square on to his father.

				McCleary slammed his chair back with unexpected vigour, sloshing some of his tea on the table. He made no further move, instead raising an arm, his hand stiff and straight. ‘Talk back to me again and there’s more where that came from, my lad,’ he shouted, glancing at the back of his hand.

				Brendan glared with hate-filled eyes but said nothing, his chest heaving as he tried to control his rage.

				‘Didn’t think so.’ McCleary sat down again, a sneer contorting the stubble on his sagging, wrinkled face. He pulled open a drawer of the table and took out a half bottle of Navy rum. Removing the cork, he poured a large measure into his tea without taking his amused eyes from his son glaring back at him. ‘That’s right,’ he said quietly. ‘You keep thinking it, son. One day your old man will be too old and you’ll be too big and then. . .’ his laugh was more of a snarl. ‘That day’s a long way off, you little guttersnipe, and don’t you forget it while you’re under my roof.’

				‘Not as far off as you think,’ mumbled Brendan.

				‘What you say?’

				‘I said it’s not your roof unless you pay the rent.’

				‘And that’s my fault, is it? The Social can’t get their bleeding act together and I’m to blame.’ McCleary sneered again with unconcealed violence but then his expression softened into pleasure and he sought the right words. ‘You see that ripe little virgin last night then?’

				‘Don’t talk about her,’ muttered Brendan.

				‘Who? That stuck-up Stanforth girl with the juicy little knockers?’ McCleary chuckled.

				‘I said don’t talk about her.’

				‘When you bringing her round here to meet your old man?’ leered McCleary.

				‘Never. I threw her over, see.’

				‘You mean she ditched you ’cos you didn’t know what to do with it.’ McCleary grinned, and finally managed to ignite his patchwork cigarette. ‘Shame. I could have taught you a thing or two about how to handle those cock-teasing little whores. Maybe even break her in for you, you ask nicely.’ He stuck out his tongue at an invisible ice cream and laughed as Brendan jumped from the couch and ran to grip the other side of the table, his knuckles white with the effort, face red with anger.

				‘You disgusting old bastard,’ he screamed. ‘Teach me something? You couldn’t break wind without sleeping it off for half a day, never mind telling me what to do with a bird.’ He thrust a finger in McCleary’s face. ‘And that’s why Mum left.’

				‘You bleeding little. . .’

				McCleary made a grab for his son, but Brendan yanked his arm out of reach and headed for the front door, pulling his coat from a chair as he opened it.

				‘One day I’ll do for you, old man,’ he screamed then jumped back in shock at the burly figure filling the doorway.

				‘Going somewhere, Brendan?’ inquired a smiling DC Laird.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				31 October 2011 – Normanton, a suburb of Derby

				The two lightly built hooded figures pelted along the wet pavements for all they were worth, a free hand holding up their tracksuit bottoms, usually slung halfway down their hips. After rounding a bend, they slithered to a halt behind a privet hedge, and crouched down out of sight of imagined pursuers. Both boys flipped back their hoods and dropped their hands to their knees to suck in much needed oxygen.

				Scott Wheeler grinned from ear to ear, looking up at his friend, Joshua Stapleton, for approval. ‘Well sick, bruv.’ His grin tempered when he saw doubt on his friend’s face. He managed to pant another inquiry. ‘S’up, bruv?’

				‘What’s up,’ panted Josh in return, ‘is people could get hurt.’

				‘Naw,’ scoffed Scott. ‘It’s just a bit of fun. Anyway, what do we care? It’s not like we know ’em. They can die, far as I’m concerned,’ he continued, hardening his heart to emotions that would weaken him. ‘Shit, Josh. We’re under age, I told you. We can do what we want. Remember Boffo, from my brother’s crew? He reckons Five-0 can’t touch us ’cos we’re too young to know what we’re doing. All they can do is tell us off and let us go.’

				‘Is that why we’re wild? Proving you a G so you can hook up with Cal’s crew?’ said Josh. ‘DBI, bruv.’

				‘Don’t beg it?’ said Scott, affronted. ‘What you chattin’?’

				‘You said it, Scoot,’ panted Josh. ‘We’re just kids. Don’t try too hard. Let it come to you. Ain’t no good to your bro’s crew, ’cept they want someone to hold for ’em.’

				‘What’s wrong with that?’ argued Scott. ‘That’s how you start. The Gs can’t hold ’cos they’re too old. That’s what gets us in.’

				‘Mug’s game,’ said Josh. ‘All you get is a rap sheet and your ass RO-ed for a year.’

				‘They can stick their referral orders up their fucking arses,’ spat Scott. ‘When you got a crew that’s got your back, that’s respeck, man. Proper respeck.’

				‘You mean people we know shit bricks when they see us,’ retorted Josh. ‘That’s called fear, bruv.’

				‘Bring it on, yo,’ drawled Scott, throwing his arms in front of him like his best rapper, 50 Cent, two imaginary guns held across his chest.

				‘Yeah, great, but what if someone saw us tricking that guy up?’ said Josh, nodding back down the street. ‘And he died.’

				‘So what?’ snarled Scott. ‘Din’t you hear me? We get a free pass.’ He shrugged. ‘Sides, any stiff who clocks us gets a visit from our fam. They soon forget they seen us, you hear what I’m sayin’.’

				‘I hear,’ replied Josh, looking no happier. He glanced up at the steady drizzle falling from the gunmetal sky. ‘Look, Scoot. It’s freezing. . .’

				‘I fucking knew it,’ howled Scott. ‘Yer bailing on me.’

				‘Quit dekin’ me out.’

				‘It’s trick or treat, man,’ wailed Scott.

				‘Yeah, it is,’ agreed Josh. ‘And you know what? We’re only supposed to kick over bins and bang on windows. Give ’em a scare, is all.’

				‘A scare? What you chattin’, pussy?’ snarled Scott. ‘These fuckers get plenty of warning. If you don’t get us no sweets, there’s rules. Everyone knows. No treat means a trick, right?’

				‘There’s a limit.’

				‘A limit?’ snarled Scott. ‘Why you talking gay? No limits, remember. Like Cal.’

				‘Cal’s in Juvey for two years,’ pointed out Josh.

				‘So what? He’s a big man. He got his rep an’ he gets respeck.’

				Josh smiled. ‘Which big man you know gets told when to take a piss and hit the sack?’

				Scott’s expression darkened. ‘Well, no one tells me what I can and can’t do,’ he shouted. ‘Anyone gets up in my grille, got a serious beef comin’. That’s what No Limits means or have you blanked it?’

				Josh glanced briefly at Scott. No, he remembered all right – he still had the scar on his palm where the pair had cut themselves to allow their blood to mingle. He’d told his dad he’d cut it taking a header off his skateboard. Weren’t no biggie, Dad. And Scott was right. They’d both pledged. Blood brothers. No limits. Josh hadn’t known what it meant until tonight, until Scott had looked at him with those cold blue eyes and told him what they were gonna do, like it was stealing sweets from the Paki shop. But it weren’t. Somebody could die and then what? Is that what Scott wanted? Take a life then strut round Juvey with a gangsta’s rep?

				Josh looked down now at the scar on his cupped hand.

				‘You deaf as well as gay?’ shouted Scott.

				Josh decided against an answer. He kept his eyes to the ground and shrugged. Over the last few weeks, he’d realised his best mate had changed. Worse, his short fuse had got shorter since scoring that skunk. Now the flex was all wrong. They weren’t mates no more. Scott made the running and he didn’t expect no backchat.

				‘I said, are you deaf as well as gay?’ repeated Scott, bristling with aggression. Josh couldn’t meet his eye and Scott was pleased. Eyes down meant he was top dog and Josh knew it. ‘How many fags you got left?’ he demanded coldly.

				‘Couple,’ mumbled Josh.

				‘Gimme one,’ ordered Scott, waggling a hand as a hurry-up.

				Josh stared at his friend. Yeah, he was different. Taking it all too serious.

				‘You’re just kids, Joshua,’ his dad had always told him. ‘Have a childhood.’ Josh had feigned ignorance but the point had hit home. He would have reached it by himself anyway. All this gang stuff was for kids. Unless you wanted to be a criminal the rest of your life, getting out was part of growing up.

				He fumbled in the pocket of his hoodie and slapped the packet into Scott’s hand. ‘You have ’em both, bruv. I’m gettin’ back to my block.’

				He hunched himself against the cold and set off along Carlton Road towards Whitaker Road.

				‘You can’t,’ Scott shouted after him.

				‘Watch me,’ said Josh over his shoulder.

				‘It’s trick or treat,’ pleaded Scott.

				‘It’s also pissing down.’ Josh gave reason one last try. ‘There’s no one about, Scoot. What’s the point?’

				‘It’s me and you, bruv. That’s the point.’

				Josh walked away.

				‘Don’t turn your back on me,’ screamed Scott. ‘I’m connected.’ No response from the retreating Josh. Scott played his last card, his voice rising to a whine. ‘Your dad said we had to stick together, remember?’

				Josh turned, steam rising from him. ‘Then come with me. Let’s go mine, have a pizza and play MW3.’

				Scott hesitated. He was wet. Cold too. And pizza sounded good. But there was a principle involved. They had a pass to do whatever they wanted and his pussy mate wanted to go home to Mummy. Decision made, his young face deformed into a scowl. ‘You’re a faggot, Stapleton. We still got shit to do. Text your dad you’re staying mine or we never speak again.’ No response. ‘Fucking omerta, man.’

				Josh hesitated. Scott was his friend. They’d taken an oath. Omerta was right. He’d taught Scott the word. Found it on Wiki. He stood to attention and gave Scott their special salute, the one they’d copied off a game on Xbox. ‘Laters.’

				‘Pussy,’ spat Scott at Josh’s retreating frame. He looked up into the night sky at the rain now falling harder in the sulphurous glow of the street lights. ‘It’s always down to me,’ he shouted. ‘I’m the leader.’ He pulled out a cigarette and lit the end, pulling in such a long belt of smoke that it burned his throat. He wanted to shout something more cutting while Josh was in range but thought he might start coughing like a girl, so he settled for a V sign towards his friend, now splashing into the distance.

				Can’t count on nobody, even blood. ‘Always down to me.’

				The man watched the two boys from the cover of an overgrown garden. ‘Scoot,’ he repeated with soft relish, not sure he’d heard the name right in the din of the rain. He looked back to the pair. Scoot’s friend had given him an odd salute and was stomping away, shoulders hunched, hood yanked back over his head. The man raised his right arm to ape the salute, still watching.

				They’d argued, he was sure, because Scoot stayed behind, shouting something at the other boy which the man couldn’t pick up above the noise of the strengthening deluge rat-tat-tatting on his canvas poncho. He was tempted to lower his own hood to try and catch the gist but the dialogue was clearly over and the other boy was nearly invisible in the downpour.

				He watched as Scoot continued to shout insults which his disappearing friend ignored as he walked away without a backward glance. A smile began to broaden around the man’s mouth. Two boys – the right age, the right profile. They’d argued and now each was alone in the dark and deserted streets.

				‘Perfect,’ breathed the man. He kept his gaze on Scoot, taller and more powerful than his absent friend. He was smoking a cigarette like he’d been on sixty a day for years then started posing, arms crossed, fingers splayed into gun shapes. A fit of coughing curtailed the posturing.

				‘Didn’t your parents ever tell you smoking is bad for your health?’ The man smiled faintly in the darkness, not taking his eyes from the prize, almost sniffing the air like a wolf on the scent of a deer. ‘Course not. They only told you how special you were. And one day you actually started to believe it. Now no one can tell you what to do because you think you’re a man.’

				The man looked around for hurrying pedestrians or hardy dog walkers on the way to Normanton Park. There was no one. Cars were all dormant, curtains all drawn against the elements.

				‘Perfect.’

				Ahead of him, Scott threw his butt into the road and marched away in the same direction as his absent friend. The man heard the boy utter a single word, ‘Omerta,’ then stepped softly out of the shadows.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Five

				3 November 2011 – Normanton

				Detective Sergeant John Noble took another long look at the pale corpse of the boy, his shattered head at right angles to a torso that lay twisted on the rubble-strewn ground. The dust and grime of the concrete base had partially absorbed the black puddle of old blood lying like a halo around his head. For the first time, Noble managed to bypass the boy’s milky eyes that seemed to glare back at him, rebuking the voyeur in him.

				Getting down on his knees, Noble gazed at the jagged edge of another injury in the midriff where the boy had landed on something sharp. Without rolling the body on to its back, it was impossible to tell what had gouged the long gash across his stomach. But whatever had corrupted the integrity of the boy’s stomach had allowed the merest peep of viscera to push against the lips of the lesion.

				Noble couldn’t look directly at the youngster’s slim, smooth legs and bared buttocks, naked below the waist, his tracksuit bottoms pulled down to his ankles and bunched against his stockinged feet. God alone knows what the boy’s been through.

				Far from heaven though he was this night, Noble was confident he could fill in the blanks although he took temporary comfort from the lack of visible bruising around the anus.

				‘Where are your shoes, son?’ Noble mumbled, righting himself, hand twitching in his ache for a chemical friend. He took out a cigarette from beneath his protective layers and, without lighting up, jammed it behind his ear to let the virgin tobacco’s earthy aroma promise future comfort.

				Like lightning striking, the flash of the camera heightened the drama of the desolate tableau as scene of crime officers went about their grisly work. Noble stepped back for the bigger picture as DI Brook had taught him. It didn’t matter. Whichever way he faced, his eye returned to the boy.

				Some mother’s son. So young. So dead. And no balm to pour on parental wounds, no comfort to take from a quick and painless death. This poor kid had died in humiliation and distress over the course of many hours – maybe days – the story of his final moments evidenced by the tear tracks on the undamaged side of his face as the cries for help went unheeded. In this grim place the boy had died in agony, able to feel his young life ebbing away before it had really begun.

				Noble nuzzled the cigarette, shaking off an image of the young man pleading in vain for his mummy. He stared at the first-floor landing to plot the body’s trajectory, the handrail long since torn down and used for fuel by squatters and other indigents. Judging by the distance of the corpse from the top of the stairs, the boy hadn’t merely fallen or stumbled. He had been thrown, launched even, from the upper storey to where he still lay, immobilised by a broken neck and maybe a collarbone and pelvis too.

				Emerging from his detection bubble, Noble turned away, becoming aware of others waiting for him to finish.

				‘Let me know if you find the kid’s shoes,’ he said, gesturing to the nearest SOCO to commence the bagging and tagging before stepping outside on to Whitaker Road, fingering the cigarette with more urgency. He smiled briefly as he imagined Brook standing next to him, darting a glance first at the cigarette, then up at his face until he cracked and offered his DI the pack. But Brook’s comforting presence was missing and, until DI Ford managed to drag himself out of bed, Noble was on his own.

				Far enough from the scene, he lit up with a deep sigh as he watched uniformed officers setting up the crime scene tape around the large plot of scrubland, while others stood around their flashing vehicles, waiting in vain to control a non-existent crowd, not yet awake to the drama in their midst at three in the morning.

				A black Mercedes drew to a halt behind the line of emergency vehicles and Dr Higginbottom, the duty police surgeon, already decked head to toe in protective coveralls, stepped from the vehicle. After a brief reconnoitre he made for Noble at the front of the derelict building.

				‘Sergeant,’ said Higginbottom. The doctor’s eyes looked tired from lack of sleep despite the wind and rain trying to rouse him.

				‘Doc. Through the entrance then second door on the right,’ said Noble. ‘Follow the lights.’

				Higginbottom glanced at Noble’s cigarette. ‘Next time you see me in the mortuary, remind me to show you a smoker’s lungs.’

				‘Look forward to it.’

				‘Are you the lead?’ asked Higginbottom, with little semblance of interest in Noble’s reply.

				Noble shook his head. ‘DI Ford.’

				‘Brook still on leave, is he?’

				Noble’s smile made a reply unnecessary.

				‘Is DI Ford with the body?’ asked Higginbottom mischievously.

				‘No. He’s. . . been delayed,’ muttered Noble.

				Higginbottom affected surprise. ‘Really?’ With a sly grin, the doctor moved towards the building. ‘Must be traffic,’ he said, before taking his leave.

				Noble’s minute grunt of appreciation was barely audible. The doctor must know Ford lived less than half a mile away, barely across the ring road in upmarket Littleover. He’d been alerted two hours ago and could have walked to the scene in fifteen minutes.

				Noble pulled his coat tighter against the cold and drew on his cigarette again, his frozen hands struggling to obey. Then he walked a few paces back towards the house to check Higginbottom had found his way. Keith Pullin, an emergency worker wearing a bright orange bib, was coming in the opposite direction.

				‘Got a spare, John?’ he asked, sidling over to Noble.

				Noble inhaled and looked at him, wondering whether to unfurl the banter he’d imagined with Brook a moment ago. Instead he shook out a cigarette and soon Pullin was blowing his own smoke rings into the damp night air.

				‘Lucky break, eh?’ said Pullin. Noble raised an inquiring eyebrow. Pullin nodded over to the response car where two uniformed constables, Jacques and Penrose, had finally cajoled their near-comatose handcuffed prisoner into the back seat of the squad car. ‘Beavis and Butthead putting the collar on Rasputin over there,’ he added by way of explanation. ‘They found the boy’s underpants on the mattress where the perv was sleeping. Torn to shreds.’

				‘Torn or cut?’ asked Noble.

				‘Does it matter?’

				Noble pulled a face at Pullin. He could almost hear Brook pontificating. Everything matters until it doesn’t, John. ‘It matters.’

				‘Well, I wouldn’t put it in the report before the lab gets them but I’d say they were cut off,’ conceded Pullin.

				‘And did you find a blade?’

				‘Not yet,’ replied Pullin.

				Noble set off for the patrol car to talk to Jacques and Penrose. When the two PCs had closed the door on the wild-haired vagrant, he’d promptly lost consciousness, his head lolling against the steaming window, oblivious to his surroundings. Neither officer made to get in the front of the car, instead walking towards Noble, eyeing his cigarette.

				‘He say anything?’

				‘Nothing intelligible, Sarge,’ said Penrose. ‘He’s out of it.’

				‘There was gauze and blackened bottles all over his doss,’ continued Penrose. ‘Needles too.’

				‘Not surprising,’ added Jacques. ‘They’ll take whatever they can get their hands on, this lot.’

				‘Don’t generalise,’ said Noble to the surprise of all three of them. ‘We don’t know for sure it’s his gear,’ he added in an attempt to mollify.

				‘Well, he stinks of paraffin too,’ added Penrose, somewhat miffed to have his street smarts questioned.

				‘And we couldn’t see any mixers,’ chipped in Jacques, sniggering.

				‘At least it covers the stench of shit coming off him.’ Penrose and Jacques now sniggered in harmony.

				Beavis and Butthead was right. ‘What about a knife or a blade?’ asked Noble. ‘Is he carrying?’

				‘Don’t think so, Sarge.’

				‘Should we wait for the van?’ asked Penrose.

				Noble’s eyebrow headed north. ‘Why? You put a sheet down, didn’t you?’

				‘Yeah, but he stinks like a fresh cowpat,’ complained Jacques.

				‘Then get him to the station sharpish and get a tech to process him. We want clothes, fingernails, DNA, the lot. And assuming he’s not carrying a passport and credit cards, get him printed so we can get an ID. Do you two know the routine or do I need to write it down for you?’

				‘Yes, Sarge,’ said the pair in unison, dragging themselves back to their vehicle like naughty schoolboys.

				‘And do a thorough search for a blade,’ Noble shouted after them.

				A yell from the house and Pullin waved an evidence bag at Noble. Before the squad car could leave, Noble held up a hand to prevent departure. ‘Hang on.’ He jogged back to the gutted building.

				‘They found the boy’s trainers under a coat in an old shopping trolley,’ said Pullin. ‘Same room as Rasputin’s mattress,’ he added significantly.

				Noble took possession and darted back to the squad car. ‘Open the back door,’ he said to Penrose. When the locks clicked, Noble opened the door and, kneeling, leaned into the vehicle, to hold the trainers against the vagrant’s feet. Noble puckered up his nose at the smell coming off the virtually rotted boots on the suspect’s left foot. He could even see the blackened flesh of a heel visible where the sole hung off.

				A second later, Noble slammed the door on the bewildered prisoner, banging on the roof for the patrol car to pull away. He returned to Pullin, examining the smart trainers through the bag.

				‘Yeah, lucky break,’ muttered Noble.

				‘Not for the kid obviously, poor bastard,’ said Pullin. ‘Fancy having that hanging out of your backside. . .’

				‘We don’t know for certain he was raped, Keith.’ Noble took out another cigarette to avoid another conversation about making assumptions.

				‘You saw the body,’ said Pullin. ‘Time was,’ he continued, drawing closer as though imparting some great secret, ‘when a kiddie was raped and murdered, your lot took whoever done it on a little detour and kicked the living shit out of him. After he got sent down he’d have his card marked for the screws and his fellow inmates to keep up the good work.’

				‘Happy days, eh?’ replied Noble tersely.

				‘Not any more,’ bemoaned Pullin, missing the sarcasm. ‘Now these perverts get three squares a day, soft loo paper and a thirty-two-inch TV for their romper room. Where’s the justice?’

				Noble couldn’t think of a suitable answer so he gave voice to his own thoughts. ‘The training shoes were a size nine.’

				‘So?’

				‘The suspect’s feet looked the same, maybe slightly smaller,’ continued Noble. He shrugged as though the rest was obvious.

				‘Then he must have raped and killed the lad and nicked the shoes for himself – fucking obvious.’

				Unexpectedly, Noble found himself wincing at Pullin’s profanity. ‘You saw the state of his boots?’

				‘Yes,’ replied Pullin, as though spelling it out for a child. ‘That’s why he took the trainers.’

				‘Then why didn’t he put them on?’ demanded Noble, using the same patronising tone.

				Pullin was quiet for a moment. ‘Maybe he was too out of it.’

				‘But not too out of it to hide them,’ rejoined Noble.

				Pullin thought it through. ‘You got me there.’ After finishing his cigarette, he marched off to gather his team.

				A Volvo pulled up to the rear of the convoy and Detective Inspector Frank Ford hauled himself out. A tall man, with thinning grey hair, pinched mean features and a slight stoop, Ford ducked under the tape and ambled over to Noble, a sour expression distorting his face.

				‘Couldn’t this wait till morning, Johnny?’

				‘Sorry, sir,’ Noble replied. ‘But you’re on call.’

				‘Well, it better be worth it.’

				‘It’s a dead child, sir,’ Noble explained. ‘Didn’t I say?’

				Ford tried to look interested and made his way into the building, picking his way delicately around the detritus common to the floors of all derelict houses.
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