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				Prologue

				 

				I remember the look on Robert’s face as he fell, his arms flailing helplessly in the air hopelessly trying to grasp something to stop his fall. It was a look of total fear. A look of sheer panic. Perhaps even, a look of regret. I think he knew that I had meant to push him. He knew that I had finally reached the end of my tether. But it was too late. It was too late for any apologies and too late for any remorse. It was too late for anything. I think he knew that he was going to die. I think he also knew that I had meant him to die.

				He hit the dry bedrock with a dull thud. I was surprised how easily his skull cracked open and how little blood there was when the jelly-like cranial contents spilt out onto the surrounding stone. He had obviously broken his left leg too. It was splayed at a grotesque angle beneath the knee-joint and his jeans were stained with red, the jagged end of splintered shin bone poking through a small rent in the denim. I stared down at him lying there, motionless. I knew he was dead straight away.

				And how did I feel? Not scared. Not upset. Not sick. I don’t know what I felt, really. Numb I suppose. I had expected to feel relieved, free, and perhaps even happy. But I didn’t. I didn’t feel anything.

				So, it was done. Robert was dead. I had killed my brother. Of course, nobody ever suspected that it was anything other than just an accident, an awful tragedy - why should they? He slipped on the wet stones. He just fell. I tried to help him. Honest, I tried.

				Poor Robert.

				It was a shame he had to die.

				But he knew. Robert knew. That’s why he had to die.

				That’s why I killed him.

				I had not intentionally set out to kill him on that day, not on that particular day at least. It just happened. Of course, I had known for some time that I would probably have to kill him one day - because he deserved to die. I did not know when it would be or how I would carry it out. And then on the actual day that I did kill him there had been no plan, no preparation, no carefully rehearsed alibi, and yet I still killed him. I killed him and nobody knew.

				Poor Robert. Only twelve years old. What a tragedy. His whole life in front of him. Such a nice boy..…and so much potential. What a waste. What a terrible accident.

				And then there’s his brother. Poor Jonathan. Poor little Jonathan. He couldn’t do anything about it, you know. He was actually there. He saw it happen and couldn’t help. To see his brother die like that. To be there when it happened – can you imagine? Poor little soul. He’ll never get over it. Dear little Jonathan.

				Ha! Poor Jonathan. Poor me. Poor little soul indeed. But they didn’t know did they? They didn’t realise. I had killed Robert. I had wanted him to die. I wasn’t upset. I was glad. Yes, it was I, Jonathan, barely ten years old and a murderer, and no one even suspected. Yet it was so easy, so obvious, but they didn’t even ask the question.

				How could I have killed him? What? Don’t be ridiculous. Kill my own brother? Me? I was only ten years old. Ten! Of course it was an accident. A tragic accident. What else could it have been?

				I enjoyed the weeks after Robert’s death. I enjoyed all the fuss and the attention. There were lots of visitors and condolences and flowers and cards and letters and tea and tears and hugs and sympathy. I particularly enjoyed the funeral. It was a grand occasion with gleaming black limousines, (three big Mercedes, I seem to remember), hundreds of mourners packing the church and the vicar extolling the virtues of my poor departed brother and doing his best to justify his death as part of their God’s master plan. I remember I particularly enjoyed a hearty sing to a couple of my favourite hymns. The burial was a bit of a let down, no pun intended, because it rained and everyone got cold as they stood at the graveside, staring solemnly, tears stinging their eyes as the coffin was gently lowered into its eternal resting place. At least there were some nice cakes and ham and pickle sandwiches back at Auntie Barbara’s house afterwards. That made up for it, to a certain extent at least.

				

				Mother sobbed inconsolably, clutching a tattered photo of Robert in one hand and dabbing her reddened eyes with a small lace-edged handkerchief grasped tightly in the other. I suppose that was to be expected, really. My dad went through the motions as if his feelings were frozen, as if he wasn’t really there, detached and distant. Robert had been the favourite son, you see.

				I played the game, of course, shedding the occasional tear, looking mournful, not eating my food - because that’s what everyone expected. I accepted the gentle pats on the back, the sympathetic ruffling of my hair and the hugs from people I didn’t know with convincing solemnity.

				And then there were the words, all the well-meaning words of comfort. Don’t blame yourself. You couldn’t have done anything. How awful for you. Time is a good healer. All the usual clichés. Such empty platitudes.

				I wondered what they would say if they really knew, all those sympathetic well-wishers? If they knew that their poor little Jonathan had killed - no - had murdered (that sounds much better) their precious Robert. What would the think then?

				I remember the day I did it vividly. It was Tuesday August 25th, late in the school summer holidays. Robert and I were doing The Chase up in the ravine on the moors. We didn’t do The Chase very often. Robert thought that he was getting too mature for such puerile pursuits – but we still did it occasionally, when he had nothing better to do. But then we usually did what Robert wanted because he was the oldest and bigger than me. And it was also because he knew and threatened to tell. So when Robert wanted to climb the rocks on the top of the moors, we climbed the rocks. When Robert wanted to build a dam across one of the streams that coursed down the hillside, we built a dam. Just occasionally, when he was in a good mood, he would let me choose, but that wasn’t very often.

				It was Robert who decided we would do The Chase on the day that I killed him. It was a dull, grey day when we set off, just after breakfast. The heather was wet from rain which had fallen during the previous night and my shoes, socks and bare legs were sodden by the time we had scrambled across the quarter mile of rough heathland to the unmade road which led up the hill to the start of The Chase. The track was steep, the remains of an ancient road leading to the old quarry, long time disused and now in ruins at the other side of the moor. The rough moorland fell away steeply to our right, its contours broken by jagged outcrops of rock jutting through the bracken. Our house was still visible, its dark walls and grey slate roof tiles cast in the gloomy shadow of the hillside rising behind it. Further beyond, the compact centre of Adley town nestled comfortably in the bottom of the valley. I picked out the familiar landmarks: my school, the playing fields, the parish church with its squat square tower, Tescos, the railway station and Mason’s timber yard. My gaze followed the road out of the village up the hill on the other side of the valley, past the old TB hospital, Gregg’s farm and the deserted chapel, until the winding lane faded out of sight over Heber’s Brow in the distance.

				Robert led the way, as usual, his long gangly legs making easy work of the gradient as he strode confidently ahead up the incline. I lagged some fifty yards behind, scuffing my feet through the loose wet shale of the track surface and cursing at Robert for setting such an unreasonable pace. I stopped periodically to catch my breath and to toss a larger stone down the slope like a hand grenade, scattering the clusters of grazing sheep as if they were surprised enemy soldiers.

				‘Hang on a minute Robert!’ I called after him, pleadingly.

				‘Come on you pansy. We haven’t got all day,’ Robert snarled back as impatient as ever.

				‘Don’t call me that. I’m not a pansy and I’m coming as fast as I can! Just wait for me.’

				Robert turned and stared at me disparagingly. He mopped the sweat from his brow with the cuff of his sleeve and ran his hand through his hair to push the long blond fringe out of his eyes. Then he removed his glasses and meticulously polished the lenses with his shirt-tail. He always did that when he was irritated. He put them back on and shouted again for me to hurry up.

				I glared at him. He just smirked and turned, ready to set off again. Cocky git. That was the trouble with Robert. He always had to be the first - the best – at everything. He never let me forget that he was the older and the bigger and the stronger and the cleverer and the faster and that he wore long trousers and had a new ten-speed racer and a girlfriend and smoked Embassy with Tommy at the back of the scout hut. I know he was my brother and all that but I had never really liked him. I didn’t look up to him or want to be like him, like most kids do with their big brothers. I felt nothing for Robert. He was just there. He was always there, putting me down, teasing; making me feel like something you scraped off your shoe.

				The track climbed steadily for a good half mile. Robert and I trudged on without speaking. On the crest of a ridge the track was crossed by a well-worn footpath, which wound its way, from the tarn at the bottom of the moor, some three miles and two thousand feet below to the very summit of the hill. We bore to the left, heading further into the increasingly bleak and desolate landscape of the moor. The land began to flatten off and we made quicker progress across the rough ground, still in single file and still in silence. By now the sun had broken through and the bursts of August heat created wisps of steam as the moisture evaporated from the heather.

				The nature around me bombarded my senses - the shrill call of the curlew in the distance, the trembling song of the skylarks above, the raucous noise of the grouse hidden in the undergrowth, perhaps enjoying their last few days of life before the falling prey to the guns of the next shooting party. Grasshoppers chirped a rapid clicking noise as they jumped amongst the mauves and purples of the heathers and ripening bilberry bushes. I often went onto the moor. It provided me with solitude and peace. Space. Time for me to be me. Time away from everyone and everything.

				The ravine came into sight, a steep-sided gorge that cut its way through the hillside for a mile from the peak down towards the main road which traversed the moors below. We quickened our pace in anticipation - another five minutes and we would be there.

				

				‘I’m going first,’ Robert announced, suddenly breaking the silence.

				‘No you’re not. I am. You went first last time,’ I argued defiantly.

				‘So what? I’m going first again this time. Aren’t I, Mary? What are you going to do about it….Mary?’ Robert continued, sneering and poking me painfully in my chest with a stiff index finger.

				‘Get stuffed! Don’t keep calling me Mary, either…..arse face!’

				Robert turned and in the same movement let fly with a piece of rock, the size of a half-brick that whistled past my ear, missing by an inch before thudding into the sandy path behind.

				‘Watch it, Mary, or you’ll pay for it,’ he threatened.

				I realised it was time to back off. Robert was right. What could I do about it? If he wanted to go first how could I stop him? I dropped back a few yards to cool off before I provoked another, perhaps more successful and violent assault.

				The footpath descended gradually to a narrow footbridge made out of old railway sleepers which crossed the ravine about twenty feet above the stream running below. I caught up with Robert and we leaned wearily on the frail handrail on the side of the bridge and stared thoughtfully at the water burbling under our feet. There was not a great deal of water, in spite of the recent rains. Several weeks of dry weather previously had dried up many of the streams on the moor, but the ravine never completely dried, even in the longest of droughts. In winter, at its height, the stream would be a raging torrent of white spume, but on this day in late August, it was reduced to a mere trickle in some places and many areas of its bed were almost dry and exposed to the drying heat of the sun.

				Robert stared downwards and leaned over. He snorted and slowly let a large gob of frothy spit fall from his lips. He watched as it was caught in the wind and swirled onto a rock at the side of the steam.

				‘Which way then? Up or down?’ I asked.

				‘There’ll be more water if we go up. We could head for The Chair, Robert suggested, stepping back from the railing and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

				So it was decided. We would go upstream.

				The Chase was our form of follow-your-leader, a game we had devised when we were much younger. The idea was to set a course up the stream, criss-crossing the water from bank to bank, in the hope that the follower would be unable to meet the challenge and would fall into the stream. Robert usually won. His longer stride enabled him to make moves which I could not possibly copy, so I nearly always ended up in the water and losing the game. This, of course, gave Robert much delight and further opportunities to gloat and sneer at my ineptitude and to revel in his superiority.

				I remember thinking that the course would be easier that day, with so little water in the stream. The first few hundred yards were straightforward. The stream was narrow, less than three feet wide and slow moving. In most places I could straddle the water without too much difficulty. Large rocks regularly pierced the surface of the stream to provide convenient stepping stones across the wider parts. Robert did his utmost to choose a course I could not follow. He leapt from bank to bank, sometimes pausing briefly on the small islets in the middle of the flowing waters, but much to his irritation all his attempts failed to outdo me. My confidence grew as I was able to match Robert’s tracks and keep up with him but I could sense his increasing frustration and annoyance.

				He quickened the pace and his leaps became more ambitious and daring. Doggedly, I stuck closely behind him. The fall of the stream became steeper and the flow of water increased. There was little flat ground to provide banks as the ravine became narrower and deeper and our course took us scrambling over boulders to suitable crossing points. We were both wet from the spray and our feet, hands and knees plastered in mud and grit from our scrambling. Sweat trickled down our foreheads and we panted for breath in the burning heat of the sun. We rested for a short while, taking drinks from the crystal clear stream, its water cold and sweet and refreshing. For five minutes we laid flat on our backs watching the rooks circling menacingly overhead, until Robert announced that it was time to resume The Chase and head up the final stage of the ascent to The Chair.

				This was the point at which I knew Robert would pull ahead. It was only about one hundred and fifty yards up to The Chair but a steep climb of nearly two hundred feet. Most of the climb had to take place up one side of the stream, the left-hand bank being a virtually vertical cliff of loose sandstone and shale and totally impassable. I grazed my knees hauling myself over the large boulders, smoothed by the flow of water over thousands of years. My arms ached from the stretching and heaving and my fingers bled, scraped raw by being forced into the smallest of cracks and crevices in the search for grip. But I would not be beaten. My heart pounded from the exertion and I panted for breath. Nearly there. The Chair loomed ahead of us, beckoning.

				Robert stood high on a rock above me, peering down and sneering. ‘Getting tired then are you? Wimp! You’ll never catch up with me. Do you want a hand up then, Mary? Come on!’

				I glared but resisted futile verbal retaliation. His taunts only succeeded in spurring me on further, increasing my resolve and determination to complete The Chase. I’d show him, smug pillock. I traced Robert’s tracks up the side of the rock, using the foot-holes hewn out of the gorge side by the erosive effects of cascading water and hauling myself up by the tussocks of coarse heather. The ground levelled off. Two more bounds across the stream, narrowly avoiding the ignominy of a fall on the second leap and a short scramble up dangerously steep scree finally brought us, tired and breathless, to the base of The Chair.

				It was an inspiring geological feature, The Chair. Two waterfalls carved out of dark grey millstone grit, some twenty feet high and thirty feet wide -huge tables of stone dominating the head of the ravine, looking down the valley like some giant Buddha or ancient mythical statue. Water tumbled gently over a central portion of the lower fall, much less than usual but sufficient to create a fine mist of spray glistening with a vivid spectrum of rainbows in the bright sunlight. It cascaded onto a bare table of parched rock beneath, normally fully covered by a pool some two feet deep, but in that year yet another victim of the long dry summer. A tricky vertical climb took us up the green algae-covered face of the fall and onto its rim. I stood proudly on the edge of The Chair, looking down the gorge with a sense of triumph and self-satisfaction. I had stood up to Robert’s challenge.

				‘See, I told you I could make it!’ I said, provocatively. Robert came over to me, grabbing me by the shoulders.

				‘Well, what do you want? A bloody medal? What’s so good about it, anyway? It’s only a game, for God’s sake. That’s typical of you. Anyhow, I still got here first, didn’t I? Didn’t I?’

				I didn’t answer.

				‘Well?’

				Still I didn’t answer.

				‘I’m talking to you!’ Robert bawled, clearly getting angrier. He shook me vigorously. Why did he have to be like that? So aggressive and so spiteful? So arrogant? It was because he knew and the knowledge gave him power. Power over me.

				‘What’s the matter with you? Lost your tongue? Pansy. Poof. You big girl’s blouse. What’s the matter, Mary? Shall I tell everyone, Mary?’

				That’s when I did it. I don’t know why – why that particular moment - but I did it. Ten years of resentment and bitterness and inferiority welled up inside me and I did it. One push. That was all it took. That was all it took to rid myself of the taunts and the sneers and the insults. Just one hard push and it was done. It was as easy as that.

				So that is how it happened.

				That is how I committed my first murder.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				 

				‘Brandy?’

				Denise Black carefully placed her fork and spoon next to the remaining crumbs of Black Forest gateau on her plate and pushed it to one side.

				‘No thanks,’ she replied, leaning back in her chair with a contented sigh, ‘Just a coffee for me, I think. Thanks anyway, that was a lovely meal.’ She dabbed a speck of cream from the corner of her mouth then folded her crisp white napkin neatly and placed it neatly onto the table in front of her.

				Her husband smiled across the table and reached out to take her hand. He held it gently, stroking her long fingers and gazing intently into her dark eyes. He stared, entranced by her beauty, the thick, shiny brunette hair that cascaded to her waist, her high cheekbones, the refined features of her nose and mouth, the delicate curve of her neck and the smoothness of her bare shoulders. God, you’re a lucky man, Dave Black, he thought to himself proudly. ‘Happy anniversary, love. I still love you, you know. As much as ever.’

				‘And I love you, too. I always will. You know that, don’t you?’

				‘Yes, of course. You don’t need to ask.’

				‘No, I know I don’t, really. It’s just that things change. Things happen. The usual feminine insecurities. You know.’

				‘Nothing will change. I love you. The past five years have been the happiest of my life. I can’t imagine being without you.’

				Denise tightened the grip on her husband’s hand. ‘You won’t have to be,’ she said reassuringly, ‘ever.’

				Dave smiled and looked up to catch the eye of the passing waiter to order the cognac and coffee. He leant forward to whisper softly into Denise’s ear, ‘Let’s not hang about with these. I can’t wait to get you home, Mrs. Black.’

				‘Really? I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Black,’ Denise replied coyly, but with a knowing glint in her eyes. The couple kissed gently before Dave sat back in his seat, straightening his tie and smoothing his Jacket, feeling slightly self-conscious having displayed such affection in the public view of the other diners.

				The waiter soon returned, placed the drinks carefully on the table and removed the used crockery. Dave asked for the bill as the waiter turned stiffly to leave.

				A slight frown appeared on Denise’s brow. ‘Dave,’ she began, hesitantly, ‘Wait a minute. There is something I need to tell you. I’m not sure how you’ll take it.’

				Dave returned a serious look. ‘What do you mean? Don’t tell me that the test match is abandoned!’ he joked patronisingly.

				‘No, I’m serious, Dave,’ Denise snapped. She fidgeted, twirling the engagement ring on her finger.

				‘I’m sorry, love. Tell me.’ Dave reached out to her.

				‘It’s just that it’s a bit out of the blue, that’s all.’

				‘Come on then, you’ve got me intrigued now!’

				Denise paused, thoughtfully. She took a deep breath and looked Dave squarely in the eyes, her face solemn

				‘I’m pregnant. I had it confirmed this morning. I’m about eight weeks.’

				Dave’s expression froze. He stared, not knowing how to respond.

				Denise grew impatient, ‘Say something, Dave, please.’ she urged, ‘You’re not cross are you?’

				‘No,’ Dave stuttered, ‘no…it’s…. it’s fantastic!’

				‘Are you sure?’

				‘I think so. Yes. Yes!’ Dave exclaimed, hardly able to contain himself. ‘I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.’

				‘I know. Me neither! Of course, it means that there will only be fifteen months between Robert and the baby, you realise. You don’t think it is too soon do you?’

				Dave smiled mischievously, ‘No, of course not. It’ll be great. It will be nice for Robert to have a younger brother near his age to play cricket with. I’ll have two sons playing for Yorkshire!’

				Denise rose to the bait unwittingly, ‘Hey, enough of that!’ she chastised.

				‘We could call him Len,’ Dave continued, ‘after Len Hutton.’

				‘No we won’t!’ Denise retorted sharply. ‘Anyway, I would really like a girl this time. We could always name her after your mother, if you liked,’ she said with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

				‘I’m not having a daughter called Doris!’ Dave spluttered, ‘But what about your mother’s name?’

				‘I hadn’t thought of that particularly. Mum would have been ever so pleased, though. It would be quite nice. Yes, I like that idea. A girl though, definitely. Then we will have a complete family. You are pleased, aren’t you Dave?’

				‘Yes, of course, darling. It’s brilliant. And what a way to celebrate an anniversary! Let’s go home.’

				Dave swallowed his brandy in one mouthful and rose from the table. He led Denise by the arm through the grand marbled foyer of the hotel, its walls adorned with classical oils depicting traditional country hunting scenes and the ceiling gloriously decorated with gilded plasterwork. He settled the bill with a cheque, drumming his fingers impatiently on the oak reception desk whilst Denise collected her coat from the cloakroom. He looked around for Denise. Still no sign of her. He paced excitedly around the lobby, trying to allow the bombshell news to sink in to his brain, still reeling from the shock.

				‘Is everything all right, sir?’ enquired the headwaiter with a look of concern.

				‘Oh, yes. Fine. Thanks. Everything is fine. Absolutely fine!’

				Denise finally appeared from the cloakroom, much to Dave’s relief. ‘Well, we’ll head for home then,’ he stammered, somewhat embarrassed.

				‘Yes, thanks very much. It has been a wonderful evening,’ added Denise, smiling gratefully to the headwaiter.

				‘Good. I’m glad you have both enjoyed yourselves. We hope to see you again. Have a safe journey home. Goodnight sir… madam.’ He held the door and bowed slightly as he showed Dave and Denise out into the night air. Fine drizzle was falling, driven by a strong cold northerly wind blowing down the valley. Dark clouds were heaped ominously above the distant skyline, blotting out all moonlight.

				‘It’s not a very nice night,’ Denise panted as they dashed for the car, their feet scrunching in unison across the gravel of the car park.

				‘But it’s not over yet,’ Dave said with a boyish wink, fumbling for the keys in his jacket pocket. Finally, he managed to open the doors of the Vauxhall Viva and the bedraggled couple fell into the car, breathless. They kissed passionately for several minutes before Denise suggested that they headed back. Reluctantly, Dave agreed and gunned the engine into life, engaged first gear and pulled out of the car park onto the long tree-lined drive of the exclusive country hotel. He pulled up at the gateway with its ornate wrought ironwork flanked by two majestic stones lions sitting proudly on huge granite pillars.

				‘Which way, love? The main road or the scenic route over the moor?’

				Denise paused thoughtfully for a moment. ‘There won’t be much of a view I suppose, but let’s go over the top. If we can see anything it will be so pretty looking down on the lights of Adley. So romantic.’

				Dave nodded in agreement. ‘What if we run out of petrol?’ he teased. ‘Wouldn’t that be terrible?’

				Denise gave a heavy nudge into her partner’s ribs with her elbow. ‘Just drive, Dave,’ she ordered.

				Dave swung the car to the right and began to accelerate up the long straight road that led to the top of the moor. The land fell sharply, unfenced, to the left and rose ruggedly upwards on the right. The car vibrated vigorously and rattled loudly as Dave sped over a cattle grid without slowing, conscious of the need to maintain momentum in the under-powered Viva. ‘Well, I hope there aren’t any sheep on the road!’ he quipped, dropping into third gear and flooring the accelerator. The small engine of the Viva screamed in protest at the demands being placed upon it by the increasing gradient of the hill. Fortunately, after a final sweeping bend to the right, the summit was reached, the road levelled and Dave was able to back off on the power, lowering the revs to a pitch less demanding on their ears.

				There was no view. The town down below was shrouded mysteriously in low cloud. The drizzle had increased into a downpour, the car’s wipers struggling in vain to keep the windscreen clear. Dave reached forward to wipe condensation off the inside of the screen. ‘I’m not finding this very romantic,’ he said sardonically, glancing across to Denise.

				‘Never mind. Let’s just get home,’ she sighed, reaching out and grasping Dave’s knee, giving it a comforting squeeze, ‘It’s only a couple of miles now.’

				Dave cursed at the weather under his breath; his eyes fixed firmly ahead striving to follow the winding road through the deluge. No kerbs, no white lines, no lighting and high dry-stone walls on either side gave a narrowing effect to the road, demanding absolute concentration. At least there was no other traffic, he thought to himself thankfully. He braked hard to slow the car for the sharp hairpin to the left that suddenly seemed to be upon him from nowhere out of the gloom. The rear end of the Viva gave a slight twitch as the tyres fought for grip on the greasy tarmac. Rain, now torrential, continued to lash the car, bouncing off the bonnet and roof with a sound like rapid gunfire as the deluge battered the metalwork. Water streamed from the moors, the small tributaries unable to cope with the sudden quantity of rainfall, flooding the hollows in the road and washing debris of grit and soil onto its surface. A dazzling flash of brilliant blue-white lightning illuminated the sky, followed within a fraction of a second by the crack and then rolling, echoing boom of thunder. Flash. Flash. Crack. Dave drove steadily on, through the power of the storm that raged around him and assaulted his senses.

				The blaze of the Land Rover’s full-beam headlights met Dave head on as he broached the brow of the narrow hump-backed bridge at Garth’s Corner. Momentarily blinded, he automatically swung the car to the left to try and avoid the on-coming vehicle. Denise let out a terrifying scream, jolting violently under the heavy impact of the Land Rover ploughing into the right-hand front wing of the Viva, forcing the steering column hard into Dave’s chest, the dashboard back onto his knees and twisting the foot controls around his lower legs. The terrifying sound of metal upon metal was immediately followed by a deafening metallic crunch as the car hit the stonework of the bridge side. The ancient masonry seemed to explode under the power of the collision, throwing fragments of stone and a cloud of dust into the air. The car crashed through the wall, the pitch of the engine rising to a scream as the car plunged fifteen feet onto the rocky bank of the stream below, landing nose first in a cacophonous noise of tearing metal, shattering glass, hissing steam and human cries. Then silence.

				Dave groaned as he fought for consciousness, drifting between the black depths of sleep and a drowsy state of wakefulness. He was dimly aware of a searing pain in his right elbow, the joint having been shattered in the impact. His legs were numb, trapped in the mangled foot-well of the car, both ankles fractured. Blood oozed from an ugly gash on his forehead, blurring his vision as his left eye filled with the warm crimson liquid that then trickled further onto his cheek. He stirred, agony in every part of his battered body. A feeling of intense fear swept through his body, as he gradually became aware of his surroundings. The coloured lights of the dashboard illuminated the interior of the car with a dim, eerie glow. The only sound to pierce the silence was that of flowing water as it lapped against the side of the distorted passenger door.

				Dave turned carefully towards Denise, gritting his teeth against the pain. She lay motionless next to him, slumped forward against the remains of the dashboard. A wave of dread surged through him as he reached out to touch her and gently ease her limp body back into her seat. Not a mark on her, but so still. So quiet. He leant further across, ignoring the sharp pains stabbing through his chest, found her wrist and gave a sigh of relief to detect a faint, uncertain pulse. Thank God, she was alive. Tentatively, he felt along her arms, up to her neck, around her head and then down her chest and abdomen. No obvious signs of serious injury. It was then that he found the blood, seeping through her dress, trickling down the top of her thigh and collecting in a sticky pool on the car seat. Dave gasped in horror, unable to stifle a distraught cry.

				‘Oh my God! No! Please God. No! Denise!’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				 

				The mother carefully pushed the strap through the shining brass buckle on the child’s red sandal and straightened the pristine knee-length white socks.

				‘There you are, love. Don’t your new shoes look lovely? Do you like them?’ The child nodded, hesitantly. ‘Come over here, now. Let’s get your party dress on.’

				She slipped the pink satin dress over the child’s head and nimbly fastened the six mother-of-pearl buttons at the neck. A bright red ribbon was gathered in the dress at the child’s waist and secured with a large bow at the back. She smoothed the creases from the dress with the backs of her hands and admired the delicate floral embroidery on the bodice and the intricate lace around the hem and the short puffed sleeves. She smiled to herself, pleased with the outcome of her many hours toil. She took the child gently by the shoulders, leading the way across the bedroom towards the full-length tilting mirror that stood near the door. She turned the child to face the glass.

				‘Now, don’t you look pretty? So pretty. So grown up.’ The child stared at the reflection but didn’t reply. ‘Over to the dressing table dear. Now, let’s do your hair,’ the mother said softly, taking the solemn five-year-old by the hand towards the large Edwardian dresser near the window. She sat the child on the stool and stood behind, stroking the fine blond locks of hair with slow, gentle movements. Taking an ornate silver-backed hairbrush from the table she began to draw it through the child’s hair with short, deliberate strokes.

				‘There now, nearly done. Such lovely hair. So soft and shiny. When it grows longer, as long as mummy’s, we’ll be able to put a ribbon in it, just like I had when I was a little girl. You’d like that wouldn’t you, Mary?’ The mother was so engrossed that she did not notice the tears which moistened the child’s eyes. Nor did she notice her eldest son standing silently in the bedroom doorway, curiously watching the proceedings and smiling cruelly at the child through the reflection of the mirror.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				 

				Memory is a peculiar thing.

				There are certain images in my mind - memories of particular incidents, events and conversations - that have been stored away as if on a videotape. They are very vivid and clear, accurate and unambiguous. I can recall the colours and the sounds and the smells and the moods and emotions and every minutiae of detail so clearly that I am able to relive the moment as if it was happening anew. Just like replaying a video. These memories never fade, no matter how many times I recall them. They never change. They are always there. Permanent.

				Yet there are other memories that have become foggy, distorted and vague. Have I deliberately manipulated them? Changed them even? Or have they merely dimmed through time? These memories are more like embroideries, that have started with basic designs but have had pieces added to them, so that they have grown elaborately and developed beyond the constraints of the original plan. How accurate are they now? Why does this happen? Is it a means of self-protection? A way of disguising my past, perhaps? Who knows?

				To my mind, memory is both selective and unreliable. There are, no doubt, innumerable things that I have forgotten and there are many others that I would most certainly like to forget. Unfortunately, I do not seem to be able to control those functions within my brain, as much as I have tried.

				I hear most people saying that they only remember the good times. I suppose there have been a few good things in my life but, mostly, it is the unhappy, dark times that are most vivid in my memory. For example, most of my memories of the six years I spent at Adley County Primary School are a complete blur. I can only bring to mind recollections of two incidents with any great clarity.

				One is of my very first day at the school. It was September 1971. I was just turned five. Mother was in hospital and so it was dad who walked Robert and I to school on that first morning. I remember how my feeling of trepidation grew as we got nearer and by the time the school buildings came in to sight as we passed the library, my stomach was churning violently. Of course, my nerves had not been helped by the cruel teasing of Robert, who had spent the previous two weeks filling my head with horror stories about what the teachers did and what would happen to the first year kids. He continued all the way to school, in spite of dad’s instructions to stop. But that was typical. That was Robert.

				Although I had been in the school previously to attend Robert’s sports days and Christmas concerts, the building still filled me with a sense of foreboding. It was an ugly, old, grey stone building, fronted by two barren tarmac playgrounds, divided by a low fence. They were separated from the road by a wall with pointed iron railings, painted black, on the top and with only one small wrought iron gated entry.

				The end of the main hall faced onto the road, with tall, narrow windows under a high gable. At either side, above the doors, there were entrances with painted signs that were peeling and faded. I remember - boys on the left and girls on the right.

				I stared anxiously through the railings into the boys’ playground. A large group of perhaps thirty of the older children were playing football with a tennis ball across the top end of the playground. Several other small groups of boys were gathered under the classroom windows at the side of the main building. One group was crouched on the floor playing marbles, shouting excitedly as each game was won. Another group stood quietly, attentively studying and exchanging the latest set of collectible football stickers. Others just stood there idly, hands in pockets, scuffing their feet and chatting cheerily about their summer holidays. Half a dozen younger children chased each other, frantically dodging between the other pupils in an energetic game of tig.

				The main thing that struck me was the noise - the incessant shouting and screaming and laughing and shrieking. Everyone else seemed so full of life and so happy to be there. Why did I not feel like that?

				Dad kissed Robert goodbye and I saw my older brother run off to meet up with a gang of friends who welcomed him with slaps on the back and playful thumps on the shoulder. He turned momentarily to give a quick wave to dad before returning to his clique of classmates.

				‘Now then, Jonathan,’ dad said reassuringly, stooping down to straighten my yellow and blue striped tie, ‘it’s time for you to go in. I’ve got to get off for work, now. I mustn’t be late. I’ve got to go all the way to Manchester.’

				I noticed that all the other new boys were being taken in by their mothers. They all seemed to know each other and the children already had playmates. I knew no one. I struggled to hold back the tears as the terror swelled inside me.

				‘It’ll be all right. You will soon make friends. Don’t worry,’ he said, recognising my distress and trying his best to comfort me. I was not convinced. ‘Robert will keep an eye on you as well,’ he added as an afterthought. I certainly knew that that wasn’t true.

				Dad ushered me gently by the shoulder through the small gate and I shuffled reluctantly and nervously into the schoolyard. Suddenly, I felt very small, lost and alone. It seemed like all the children in the playground were staring at me. I was the new boy, the stranger. I was particularly conscious of the gaze of some of the mothers. They stared and pointed, whispering to each other between glances towards dad and myself. I didn’t understand why. It was as if they knew something, as if they disapproved of me, of dad. I am sure my dad felt it too. He turned and hurried away, without a further word or a wave.

				I stood forlornly, clutching my empty new satchel, not knowing what to do or where to go. I could feel myself getting hotter, my limbs beginning to tremble, my eyes starting to water. I bit my lip. Don’t cry. Don’t give the other kids anything to taunt you with. Be strong. I was relieved when a tall boy rushed out of the school entrance with a large brass bell in his hand. He tore around the playground swinging the heavy bell vigorously, the ringing resonating off the surrounding walls. There was an immediate stampede towards the door as one hundred and sixty boys raced each other to try and get to the head of the queue at the entrance. Gradually, an ordered long double line formed, running from the doorway, alongside the building and around the corner. Slowly, I made my way to the back and joined the other small boys at the end of the queue. After a few minutes the line began to move forward and I slowly followed the procession into school for the first time.

				Memories of the remainder of that unhappy first day have been erased from my mind, but the strength of the unpleasant emotions of that morning remains crystal clear.

				My second abiding recollection of the primary school, which I have often tried to force out of my memory, occurred just a few weeks later in that very first term.

				It was playtime, break in the morning. As usual, we were all sent outside into the playground, in spite of the soft fine drizzle that was falling on that grey October day. Being autumn, it was conker season. Marbles and footballs and other playthings were put away for the month as the annual craze for conker fighting took over the playground. Many of the children were clustered in small groups sheltering in the lee of the building, pairs of excited boys squaring up to each other in the centre with their baked and vinegar-soaked champion conkers threaded onto shoelaces and oddments of string. I watched from a distance, still without any particular friends, struggling to be accepted into any of the established cliques. The competitiveness and the seriousness with which the games were played perturbed me. Many of the contests degenerated into hostile arguments and, on occasions, into fights. How could anyone get so upset over a broken conker in a game?

				I was particularly engrossed in one match between a little boy called Daniel, who was in the same class as me, and a year five boy whom I did not know. He was much bigger, a ten-year-old, with flaming red close-cropped hair and lots of freckles on his face. He was loud and boastful, bragging arrogantly how he would easily defeat young Daniel. As they faced each other to begin the game, chanting began from around the circle of the older boy’s supporters. Daniel looked apprehensive as the chanting grew to a crescendo, bringing more boys running across the playground to join the throng watching the contest. The older year fives pushed their way to the front to stand behind their champion.

				‘Fraser! Fraser! Fraser!’ the mob chanted in unison.

				‘Smash his crummy conker to bits, Fraser!’

				‘Come on Fraser, you can do it!

				‘Murder the little squirt!’

				‘Fraser! Fraser! Fraser!’

				Daniel stood there as if frozen, intimidated by his brash opponent and the menace of Fraser’s supporters. He held his arm out horizontally, trying to keep it straight and to contain his trembling, the small brown chestnut twirling underneath on its length of dirty yellow sisal. Fraser concentrated intently as he lined up to take the first shot. The crowd went silent. Fraser swung his conker at Daniel’s and missed by a hair’s breadth. The audience gasped. Fraser glared. The boys switched positions and Daniel took careful aim. He held the conker back, stretching the string until it was taut and then closed one eye to line up his left thumb in front of Fraser’s conker. With a sharp snap of the wrist Daniel flicked his conker so that it shot forward to make full-bodied contact with it’s target. Fraser’s conker flew backwards and rapped his knuckles painfully. He pulled his hand away, wincing at the pain. He rubbed his fingers and inspected his conker. He cursed when he saw the hairline crack that Daniel’s hit had created in the shell. His band of supporters burst into cries of encouragement.

				Begrudgingly, Fraser held out his arm, ready for Daniel to take a second shot at his conker. Again, Daniel took his time in taking sight before letting loose with another accurately directed shot. Fraser’s conker shattered. Pieces of the soft pale green kernel and glossy brown casing flew in all directions, leaving just one small fragment spinning hopelessly on the string. Silence fell on the crowd. Daniel stood motionless, not daring to express any joy in beating the older boy. Fraser scowled, seething with anger and humiliation.

				

				My solitary cheer broke the silence. As one, the group of children turned to stare at me in disbelief. Fraser strode forward, grabbed me by the lapels and pushed me against the wall.

				‘What the hell are you cheering at, Black?’ he snarled. He gave me another sharp shove. ‘Well? I’m talking to you! What are you cheering at, I said?’

				‘N-nothing,’ I stammered.

				‘N-nothing,’ Fraser mimicked pathetically. I turned, trying to pull away.

				‘Where are you going, wimp?’ Fraser barked, dragging me back by the sleeve of my anorak.

				‘Bash him Fraser!’ one of the onlookers shouted out.

				‘That’s right, do him in!’ echoed another.

				A chant erupted from the crowd, ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’

				‘Get him Fraser! Bash the loony’s kid!’

				‘Yeh, that’s right, his mum’s in the loony bin, do him in!’

				‘Your mother’s in the loony bin! Your mother’s in the loony bin!’

				The cruel chant echoed around the playground. I wrestled and twisted in vain attempts to break free.

				‘Your mother’s in the loony bin! Your mother’s in the loony bin!’

				Fraser cuffed me painfully on the side of my head with the back of his hand, making my eyes water embarrassingly. I scanned the watching crowd in the hope that someone would come to my aid. Out of the corner of my eye I saw my brother, Robert, standing silently amongst the others, smirking.

				I pulled and tugged against the stronger boy’s hold. Fraser punched me on the back. The chant continued to ring out. Another sharp thump on the shoulder. I tried to hold them back, but couldn’t stop the tears that welled up in my eyes.

				‘Your mother’s in the loony bin!’

				I was relieved when a loud ringing cut through the noise of the taunting crowd as the bell monitor raced past to signal the end of playtime. Fraser immediately released his grip on me and ran off laughing with the other boys into the school building.

				

				I remember standing there to straighten my clothing and wipe away the tears that stung my eyes whilst I gathered my composure. I waited until all the other boys had entered the school before I too followed.

				It was then that I realised that everyone knew.

				Everyone knew about mother and about her being in hospital. But not just an ordinary hospital, a special hospital – a hospital for loonies.

				My mother was a loony. That’s what they called her.

				Not that they would understand, how could I expect them to? They had not seen her anguish and her sorrow and her pain. They had not seen her crying for hours on end or doped into a stupor by tranquillisers. They did not know about the weeks she had spent locked away or the electric shock treatments in Hill Royd. They had not experienced her moods and her outbursts and her strange behaviours. They had not lived what I had lived.

				All they saw was a loony, a nut case, someone not quite right, a crazy woman, someone put away in the loony bin. Jonathan’s mad mother.

				I wanted to tell them.

				I wanted them to understand. To understand that mother was ill. That it was not her fault. That it was not my fault.
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