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Sweetie

Jenny Tomlin is happily married and lives in France.
With continuing support from her two children
Martine and LJ, she still loves to write and enjoys
family life to the full. She champions the causes of
those charities that fight to wipe out abuse in all its
forms, including Barnardo's, Refuge, Red Cross and
domestic violence units. Her other works have been
in non-fiction: Behind Closed Doors, Silent Sisters
and Not Alone.
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This book is dedicated to the little souls lost, gone
from us but never forgotten
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Introduction

Throughout my life, I have been told many stories –
some true, some not so true – and when I was given
the opportunity to extend my writing into the fields
of fiction, I decided to write what I knew about. I'm
not a world renowned expert, but over the years I feel
I have got to know real people, with real stories.
Most of these stories have touched my heart, moved
my spirit and shown me the true meaning of life, love
and survival. I feel humble and grateful to have the
opportunity to write about some of the memories I
have and to transpose them into fictional stories.

I've never been slow in coming forward, and I've
always believed that there is a right and a wrong. I
can be quite self opinionated and stubborn at times,
but I do have my own faiths and beliefs. I try never
to sway or compromise anyone though and all of this
is personal to me, but when asked what I think on
certain subjects, I do say it how I see it and I suppose
there may be times when I offend. I don't mean to
do this however; I find it hard to keep my mouth
shut. I believe in fairness and justice and I believe
it should be every person's fundamental right to
have it, providing you don't abuse it! Unfortunately,
children are not always lucky enough to be treated
in this way.

As a child I was abused, sexually, mentally and
physically, and no one seemed interested in the
scruffy little girl with a dirty face, no shoes, and a
pervert for a father. My rights were stripped from me
because of my age, and the choices made for me by
adults were often wrong and damaging. With the
love of siblings and a great aunt on my mother's side,
who truly loved me, I made it through, but I long to
see the day when you don't just survive, you strive,
achieve and fulfil.

My father lived on into his late seventies. After
abusing all of us throughout our childhood, he
continued to beat my mother senseless until the day
he died. I ask myself sometimes why he was never
punished. Instead he led a full life and gained
pleasure from other peoples misery. Never once did
he regret his actions or offer any pity or remorse. I
can still remember the voices of the authorities, "It's
a domestic. She's lying, making it all up! Don't speak
until I say you can." I grew up disbelieving most
adults, too scared to talk, too afraid to act.

It would be true to say that as a parent, I haven't
always got it right. When that baby pops out, it
doesn't come with a set of rules on how it all works,
but you don't need rules when you have an overpowering
instinct to love and protect, and generally
in most cases, its enough to get you started! Like an
empowered large wild cat, I protected, fed and cared
for my cubs, hoping that their lives would reach the
potential we all hope for in our offspring, and more
than anything, I wanted them to be safe.

What kind of world do we all live in when a child
is taken, snatched away, generally by someone
trusted and respected, then harmed, murdered even,
while we are left powerless, wondering what we did
wrong, and why we were not there when they needed
us? What gives someone the right to take away what
was not theirs? And what greater power gives them
their lives back without the justified punishment?

As parents what can we do to protect the young
and innocent? Protection and punishment comes in
many forms, and I know that retribution is not
always the answer, but ask me what I would do if
someone took my child, abused them and then
murdered them, I would, quite honestly reply that
I'd kill them myself. Why? you might ask. The
answer is simple. I am not brave enough to carry on
with life if my children were not in it. I would have
to try and stop anyone that hurt them ever hurting
another child again and I would do it myself for the
law does not dish out the punishment that fits the
crime committed in my view: a life for a life. I am
pro-capital punishment and always will be, but can
never see it being re-introduced into our society
until a referendum vote, on this law, is given back to
the people. I believe we need something to stop the
tidal wave of murder that's ever present in our lives
today. What deterrent is there to stop these terrible
crimes today? Life does not mean life and the only
thing that keeps someone behind bars is the outcry
and publicity surrounding the crime. While they are
taking educational exams, or painting or making
pottery, the parents, pay for their rehabilitation and
sit at home looking at the pictures of children lost
and dreaming of the day when justice will be served.

I can not, and will not, try and justify the way I
think and feel it's just me and the way I am, but of
one thing, I am sure. Whatever goes through a
parents mind once they know the horror that their
child suffered in their final moments, I don't know. I
don't know how they cope, and to me, they are
amazing! A life sentence is handed out to the victim
and their families, not the criminal.

The argument will rage on for a long time and I
don't expect a lot of people to agree with me, or the
way I think. A lot of the time the terrible things that
happen can only instigate change when it affects you
personally, then you may feel differently and want
things to change. I'm not a politician, and I'm not
looking to change the whole judicial system, but
something needs to be done. A premeditated crime of
sexual assault and murder ranks as one of the worst
possible offences, its total devastation can not be
measured in time, but for the families who need
justice; this is all that is offered. One child's loss of
life has unbearable consequences, and a loss that no
time can measure, give back or make right and the
suffering goes on through generations.

Surely all parents have the right to know if there is
a known, registered sex offender living in the flats
down the road, or even worse, working with children
in the community. They gave up their right to
anonymity when they first took away a child's
innocence, so why close ranks and protect them? A
register is the only way to raise awareness, and it
comes with the territory that if you have an
unhealthy view of children, you should be named and
shamed. The majority of parents are not out to break
the law or take the law into their own hands, but
surely they should be aware of possible danger. Its
prevention, not cure that parents need and I
personally believe that it's the least we can offer as a
way of protecting our children.

Children are our immortality and the future
society in years to come. If we let them down, what
kind of society are we? I champion all children's
charities in the tireless work they do, and their never
ending fight for the rights of all children everywhere,
but most of all, I champion those wonderful,
courageous parents, who fight on for the justice and
memory of their lost little ones. My heart aches for
them all, but I have to believe that one day, they will
win and real justice will be served. Let's hope for a
change in attitude and in the law: as parents, we may
live to see a time when the talking stops and the
action starts and all children can see a future where
they are protected, loved and most of all – safe!





Chapter One

Grace Ballantyne stood at the sink and wiped her
forehead with the back of her hand for the third time
in as many minutes. She stretched her long, graceful
neck and closed her eyes for a few moments, twisting
her head from side to side in a bid to release the
tension she felt throughout her whole aching body.
Nobody had managed to get a good night's sleep in
weeks and everyone was feeling tired and irritable as
a result, but Grace had never been a good sleeper.
Her nights were always filled with nightmares from
her childhood; she was always running and running,
and when in her dreams her parents asked her where
she had been, a strip of masking tape across her
mouth prevented the words from coming out.

The heat in the small kitchen was stifling; even
though the windows and doors were open no current
of air swayed the net curtains. Grace had woken that
morning and looked at the leaden skies with a sense
of foreboding. There had been no rain for weeks, it
had been the same all over the country, and now
Bethnal Green, her small corner of the East End, was
dusty and grimy, littered with fag ends and rotting
rubbish in the gutters, which filled the stagnant air
with the stench of decay. Flies and maggots made
their homes in the rubbish and everyone was being
bitten and driven insane by buzzing black swarms.
The day before, Sunday, she had taken her four-year-old
son Adam and his baby brother Luke for a walk
down Columbia Road, hoping that the smells from
the flower market would lift her spirits. Even before
she had had money, Grace had been in the habit of
spending what little she had on filling her home with
fresh blooms, believing it lent an air of elegance to
their modest surroundings; Grace by name, Grace by
nature.

She and her husband John had recently moved into
their own home from a flat on the Baroness Estate,
where they had both grown up – the first in their
close-knit circle of family and friends to buy their
own home – and now Grace liked to choose great
armfuls of flowers every Sunday to fill its freshly
painted rooms. John liked to tease her about it,
calling her the Duchess, but Grace took pride in
every thing she did, from her own stylish sense of
dress to the way her children were always kept
immaculately turned out on each and every occasion,
and her new home gleaming and dust-free.

But in recent weeks her energy had begun to seep
away, the unshakable confidence that was her
trademark fraying at the edges and her sense of her
own invincibility quickly eroding. It wasn't just
Grace who felt this way. The Devil had come to the
part of the East End where she lived, had claimed a
defenceless victim and set everybody on edge. People
who had known each other for years were beginning
to eye their friends and neighbours suspiciously, and
mothers were snapping at their children if they went
out of sight for more than a moment. The worst of it
was that the rape and murder of Chantal Robinson
was to be only the first in a series of sexual assaults
and murders during the long hot summer of 1976,
when the sun beat down relentlessly, the rain just
would not come, and the brash untouchable confidence
of this tight-knit community gave way to a
siege mentality.

No one had been prepared for the wave of misery
and fear that the events of the last week had brought
in their wake. Chantal Robinson had been a striking
child. Of mixed-race origin, the twelve-year-old girl
was tall and dark-skinned with long black curly hair.
As she had developed into a voluptuous baby-woman,
she'd become aware that boys were attracted
to her and would quickly remove her glasses whenever
they were around. But glasses on or off, Chantal
was a beauty. She liked to walk down Hackney Road
with her head in the air and her pleated grey kilt skirt
turned over at the waist to show off her long, slim,
legs. She loved the whistles of the boys as she strutted
her way to school. Chantal was very popular and
always in the middle of a crowd, so no one could
understand how she had become separated from her
usual group who went everywhere together, how she
had become the victim of a sex killer. The first victim.

Her body had been found in the narrow alley at
the back of the Bingo hall, near the rear gates of
Haggerston School. She was naked from the waist
down, laid on her stomach with her legs spread-eagled
and bent at the knees out to the side of her
body. Her throat was wrapped in wire which had
been pulled back tight and looped under the strap of
her very first bra. Her eyes, shorn of their lashes,
were starting almost out of her sockets and her
tongue swollen and blue. Semen was found in the
back of her throat.

A pool of blood had soaked into the pavement
around her, caused by the internal injuries she had
endured when a piece of arrow-pointed railing had
been inserted into her vagina. It had penetrated her
anus, causing internal rupture and bleeding. Consider
able force had been exerted, and the autopsy
revealed that the object had been used in a ghastly
travesty of sexual intercourse.

The stench of urine and faeces from the body had
swiftly attracted all manner of insects and vermin.
The once-beautiful child was reduced to a stinking
corpse. Even more baffling, though, was the lollipop.
Stuck to her cheek was a fruit lolly known as a
drumstick, a popular piece of confectionery that was
notoriously hard to chew.

Chantal was discovered by a road sweeper. Before
the police even had the chance to inform her waiting
parents that their worst nightmare had become
reality, the gossip spread like wildfire. Darren
Robinson, known as Robbo, Chantal's father, raced
to the scene. He was totally unprepared for the sight
that greeted him. As he leaned heavily against the
wall, Robbo felt his head jerk forward involuntarily.
Vomit oozed from his mouth and nose. He struggled
to see through eyes clouded over with a thick bile of
snot and tears. His first-born, his beautiful girl, was
dead in the vilest way. Some fucking lunatic had
raped and violated her.

A police constable came slowly towards him, his
own face white with shock at what he had found. Dry
thunder rolled in the skies and the sunlight was
blocked by rainless clouds. In his hand the policeman
carried a pair of glasses. He held them out to Robbo.

'Sir, I . . . her glasses, sir.'

Robbo cradled them in his hand and stared at the
policeman. 'What am I gonna tell her mum? What
can I . . .' And then the sickness overcame him again.

The local toddlers' group, or the One o'Clock Club
as they called themselves, met every Monday in the
main room of the Baroness Working Men's Club.
Here, mothers who had known each other all their
lives – had gone to school together and then to each
other's weddings – were now bringing up their own
children together. They'd had their differences and
squabbles, but the shared history and sense of
community was stronger than any minor fallings out.
There were petty jealousies and rivalries within the
group, but when trouble hit they pulled together and
worked for the common good.

Feeling out of sorts and unable to concentrate on
the talk and speculation this morning, Grace had left
the other mums in a conspiratorial huddle as they
endlessly picked over the details of Chantal's rape
and murder, searching for clues to the attacker's
identity. She was sick of hearing about it, sick of
thinking about it, and on the pretext of getting Adam
a drink had escaped to the kitchen. Grace didn't want
this in her life again.

Memories of her own childhood flooded back
unbidden, and the thought of what she had endured
as a young girl made her feel physically sick. Her
Uncle Gary had been the suave, smart dresser, the
man with money, the person everyone looked up to.
A real East End guy done good who liked to put on a
show whenever he turned up to visit. Uncle Gary who
bought all the kids cream soda and crisps. Uncle
Gary, the ladies' man, who was loved by one and all.
Uncle Gary, the man who robbed Grace of her
innocence and made her do things she didn't under -
stand, terrorising her into silence and fear. Uncle
Gary who had finally died at the wheel of his new
sports car, and Grace hadn't cared, she'd been glad!

She steeled herself not to keep checking on Adam
as he played in his little red and yellow bubble car in
the small enclosed garden, telling herself not to be
paranoid. While all the other mums and children
were seeking the shade indoors, little Adam seemed
unperturbed by the blazing sun and continued on his
circuits of the garden.

'Adam, come in and get a drink, love,' called
Grace from the doorway.

'Brmm, brmm, Mummy!'

'Yeah, I know, brmm, brmm, but come and get a
drink.'

'In a minute, Mummy.'

Grace stood in the doorway and watched him;
looked at the wire-mesh fence which enclosed the
garden, and the shut gate, and told herself to get a
grip.

'For crying out loud, Grace! Come and sit down
and stop hovering over that kid, he's all right,' Sue
Williams, self-appointed leader of the One o'Clock
Club and ringleader of the women in the neighbourhood,
shouted over to her. 'None of us would let him
play outside if we thought there was any problem.
Besides, it's the girls who need to watch out . . .'

Grace gave Adam one last glance over her
shoulder and went back to the other women, still
huddled in their group. She was well aware that she
wasn't universally popular with all the mums in the
group – something to do with the Ballantynes'
success. Her John worked all the hours God sent in
his small building firm and they'd been able to buy
their own house. John drove a Jag when he didn't use
the van for work, and Grace had that effortless sort
of beauty that stood out in any crowd. But she didn't
care if they didn't all like her; she smiled widely,
revealing her beautiful white teeth, and held her head
up. This was where she was born, where she
belonged and where she would stay. Not even Uncle
Gary had changed that.

Although Sue was the most verbal in her criticism,
Grace knew that she could trust the other woman
with her life. Sue was the solid core of this neighbourhood,
she knew everything and everyone, and
although she could be domineering and opinionated,
she had the best interests of the community at heart
and respected Grace for not moving away to some
nice leafy suburb, even though she could have
afforded to. Now Sue was busy regaling the group
with an account of what had happened to her the
night before.

'So my Terry comes in last night, knows he's in
the shit from the night before because he got drunk,
and I'm just about to give him a proper tongue-lashing
when he gives me this little box – he's only
gone and got me another belcher chain! Well, I'm
stumped then, I don't know whether to slap him or
kiss him.'

Sue laughed and they all laughed with her, and
then she proudly showed off the newest addition to
the mass of chunky gold chains which adorned her
neck. Grace smiled weakly and gazed towards the
doorway; not a gold chain girl herself, she wore only
a pair of pearl drops in her ears and the diamond encrusted
eternity ring on her wedding finger. She
didn't need anything else. Grace turned away from
the group and walked towards the doorway.

'Where are you going now?' bellowed Sue.

'I'm hot,' said Grace.

'Well, you won't cool down out there. It's like a
bloody oven in that garden.'

'I know, I want Adam to have his drink.' Her son
meanwhile was still busily brmm-brmming around
the garden when a second little boy went to join him,
banging on the door of the bubble car for Adam to
come out, 'Me go, me go!' Adam shook his cousin
Benny Jr off roughly, slammed the door of the bubble
car and moved away, leaving the other child to
dissolve in a pool of tears.

Grace checked over her shoulder to make sure that
neither Sue nor his mum Gill had seen. There had
been problems with this sort of thing before. Adam
did not like to share and Sue had had words with
Grace, telling her she needed to sort it out. Grace, in
her usual laid back way, hoped it would sort itself out
come September when he started school. He'd soon
learn then, he'd have to. The teachers would make
him. Anyway, Grace didn't see it as the big problem
Sue liked to make out. His baby brother Luke had
only just arrived on the scene after Adam had had
four years of his mum all to himself, never having to
share before. No wonder he was asserting himself
now.

But Sue had very pronounced views on every
aspect of motherhood and childcare, and would
vehemently scold any child who refused to share its
toys or let others join in their play. A mother of four,
she was brisk and tough but a loving parent.
Everybody knew where they were with Sue, including
her husband Terry. His job was to bring in a wage.
She liked to deal with the rest. Grace was more
passive at home, preferring to let John take the lead,
make all the decisions.

The beaker of squash she had poured for Adam
and left by the doorway had turned warm and so she
went to fetch another.

'For crying out loud, Grace, will you just settle?
You got St Vitus' Dance or something?' Sue joined
her in the kitchen, putting the kettle on to make
another round of teas.

'I dunno, Sue, I just don't feel right. I woke up this
morning feeling sick, like something really bad was
going to happen, do you know what I mean?'

'Yeah, I do, love. You ain't up the spout again,
mate, are ya?' Sue started to laugh; Grace had to
giggle too.

'No, course not. You're such a tease, Sue.'

'Anyway we're all feeling a bit dodgy with what's
been going on, and this bloody weather doesn't help,
but the men are gonna sort it.'

'What do you mean, Sue?'

'They're gonna go and pay a little visit to that
Steven Archer.' Sue had a triumphant gleam in her
eyes.

'What, that backward boy?' asked Grace, alarmed.

'Well, it's obvious, isn't it? None of this happened
before he came back from that boarding school for
nutty kids,' Sue said decisively.

Grace laughed nervously then muttered, 'Christ,
even the cold water is bloody warm,' as she ran the
tap. 'But how can you say that, Sue, when your TJ
has cerebral palsy? And anyway, how do you know
it's Steven?' she continued. 'He's only fourteen and
seems a gentle enough soul. I've seen him waiting to
be asked to play with the other kids, and helping
some of the old dears with their bags and stuff.'

'Because he's always hanging around, just staring.
He gives me the creeps.'

'But what proof have you got?'

'I don't need proof, I know.' Sue tapped the side of
her nose.

Grace knew better than to argue with her when
she got an idea into her head. Then they were
interrupted by the familiar sound of baby Luke
waking up from his nap and crying for his bottle. The
thought of a brutish attack on a simple young lad left
Grace's thoughts for a little while.

She put the beaker down on the draining board
and walked out of the kitchen and over to the pushchair
where she pulled her hot clammy baby out of
his resting place. His nappy was wet through and the
damp had travelled up his babygro. Grace removed
the towelling suit and nappy expertly with him
balanced on her lap, the large pin held in her mouth
while she fixed a dry terry nappy on to her four-month-old.
She pulled a lukewarm bottle of milk out
of her bag and placed it in the baby's wailing mouth,
immediately silencing him.

As she fed Luke she walked back over to the open
door and called for Adam to come inside. 'Come on,
love, you'll get sunstroke out there. Come in and
have a drink.'

Adam ignored her. Grace tutted to herself and
decided to finish feeding the baby before physically
dragging her other son back inside to pour the juice
down his throat. He was a tough one, her Adam, and
seemed able to withstand incredible physical hardship.
She still remembered the time she and John took
him over to the park when he was tiny, only about
eighteen months old. He had been walking since he
was about eleven months and already they had to run
to keep up with him. It was a freezing cold day in
January and all the muddy puddles had frozen over,
but that didn't stop their Adam from lying down in
each and every one of them and giving himself an ice-mud
bath. They had both laughed with a mixture of
horror and pride as he delightedly got himself soaked
to the skin, his thick nappy soaking up the dirty
water and becoming so heavy that his trousers sank
halfway down his legs, revealing his frozen bum.

In the heat, too, he never showed any sign of
wilting, his stocky little figure just kept on going. He
had a bullish head of dark curls and a perpetual look
of sheer determination on his face. Adam just pushed
on regardless of any obstacle in his path. Grace and
John adored their little first-born and felt sure that he
had some special destiny in store for him.

Life with John and her boys was more than Grace
had ever hoped for. When she first met John, she was
timid, tense, unsure what she felt, but he showed her
love and tenderness, and that its physical expression
could be a pleasurable thing. It had been a while since
Uncle Gary had left her bedroom, but having sex
with a man brought back the memories of his brute
strength and rough penetration of her.

She had been only twelve when she was first raped
by Gary, and could still remember every little detail.
His roughness, his overwhelming smell of Brut
aftershave, and the way he'd torn her knickers,
yanking them off. Also that dreadful song had been
playing over and over again on her small portable
record player. Gary would leave the seven-inch single
on repeat to cover the noises he made. It had played
four times before he had finished with her. How she
hated that song! Tommy James and the Shondells,
singing 'Mony Mony' over and over again, and each
time the chorus came to the 'yeah, yeah' sequence,
Uncle Gary would sing with them as he thrust ever
harder into her frail body, cupping his hard hand
over her mouth to stifle her screams.

Bruised, battered and tear-stained, Grace was held
by the throat until she thought she would die from
suffocation. On Uncle Gary's handsome face above
her was a grimace of gratification and triumph. As he
held her slender neck in one hand he snarled at her,
'You're mine now, little Gracie girl, and we're gonna
'ave lots of fun, you and me. I'm gonna teach you
things you never even imagined, and you will never
say nuffink to no one about it 'cause it's all your fault.
They'll lock yer mum away because of you, if ya tell.'

Grace had been rigid with fear throughout the
ordeal. When he finally released her, she slumped
back on the bed and buried her face in the covers
until she heard the door shut and realised he had
gone. She put one hand to her vulva in an attempt to
ease the soreness and bleeding. Blood mixed with a
creamy, sticky fluid that seeped through her fingers.
Quietly she left her room and made her way to the
bathroom. She could hear Uncle Gary talking to
Mum downstairs as normal as she slipped into the
bathroom and washed herself, over and over again.

Still reluctantly reliving the events of the past, something
suddenly compelled Grace to hand the baby
over to Sue. 'Hold on to him for a minute, will you?'
The other mums were putting away the puzzles and
building bricks and emptying the water trays. Grace
wiped her damp hands on the back of her shorts and
strode out into the garden where she saw that the
little bubble car was parked perfectly parallel to the
wire-mesh fence. Adam was not inside it and Benny
Jr who had also been playing in the garden was not
visible either.

Telling herself they were around the corner of the
building playing together, Grace stifled her rising
sense of panic and called her son's name: 'Adam, time
to go, love. Come on.' Silence. 'Adam? Come on,
love, where are you?' She checked under the little
climbing frame, wondering if he was playing silly
buggers and hiding from her. Not there either. 'Oh,
please God,' she said quietly then ran back into the
hall and called, 'Has anyone seen Adam?'

The other mums looked at each other, waiting for
someone to reveal his whereabouts, but nobody
spoke up except for Sue who finally said, 'He must be
around somewhere. There's no way he could have
got out. Go and check the toilets.'

Grace ran into the loos, opening each stall and
calling louder each time, 'Adam, come on! Stop
mucking about, we have to go now.' And finally, in
anger, 'I mean it, Adam, I'm going without you if you
don't come out – right now.' But she already knew he
wouldn't answer. She went back outside to check the
garden one last time. The other mums had gathered
there. A horrible silence hung in the still air as they
realised that it had happened again.

Then Grace's nephew, little Benny Hoare Jr,
crawled out from under a large shrub at the back of
the garden. 'Benny, have you seen Adam?' cried Sue,
gripping him by the collar in frustration. 'Benny,
where's Adam?'

'Man, Sue, man!' he cried, pointing to the wire mesh
fence behind him. They could all see that it had
been pulled or sheared away for several feet next to
one of the metal uprights and bent back. The space
was large enough for an adult to crouch down and
get into the garden. Or for a small boy to scramble
through and out on to the road.

Grace's sister Gillian, Benny's mother, ran over to
him then and held him so tight he couldn't breathe.
'It could have been my Benny!' she screamed.

The other women just stared at her. Shamefaced
after her outburst, she released him and joined the
others who had huddled around Grace and were
attempting to place steadying arms around her waist
and shoulders. But despite their efforts to hold her up
she sank to her knees and cried heavenward like a
wounded animal, 'Oh, God, help me, please! Please
. . . my baby, my baby.'





Chapter Two

Adam was found alive but unconscious at 6.30 p.m.
that same day, in the alley behind the bookmaker's
on Hackney Road. The bookie, Harold Kowitz, or
Harry the Horse as he was known locally, only
discovered the boy by chance when he went out to
the bins looking for a betting slip carbon he thought
he might have inadvertently chucked out. He would
normally have shut up shop and left by 5.30 but that
night could not get his books to balance. Beset by his
perpetual fear that his staff were robbing him blind,
he had determined not to leave until he had located
the missing carbon. As he rifled through the bins the
smell of rotting rubbish made him gag and he cursed
the heat, not for the first time that summer.

A small sound, part-whimper, part-gurgle, stopped
him in his tracks and he listened for it again. He
thought at first it must be a cat, but as he rolled a
dustbin away from the wall, he saw a little boy, pale
and still as a marble cherub, looking for all the world
like he was just taking a nap rather than lying
unconscious from shock and pain.

At first Harry assumed this was just a kid who had
wandered off from home, plenty of local children
roamed in feral packs in the neighbourhood, but this
child was too young to be out alone and he was
beautifully dressed. He gently nudged the boy and
said softly, 'Come on, little 'un, what you doing
down there? Get up.'

But the little boy did not respond and a cold, sick,
sinking sensation in his gut told Harry that something
was badly wrong. He saw the grass and blood
stains on his expensive clothing, the leaves and twigs
stuck in the child's hair, and most peculiarly of all, a
drumstick lolly stuck to his head in a sticky, soggy
mess above his right ear. There was a cut just beneath
the inside corner of his right eye, with a patch of dry
blood on it. That was when he noticed that this child
had no eyelashes, just a stumpy line where his long,
silky, small child's lashes should have been.

Harry carried him into the shop where he cradled
him in his arms until the police and ambulance
arrived and they were able to match the boy's
description to that of a child reported missing that
morning.

The grass stains led the police to believe that after
the boy had been snatched from the toddlers' group,
he must have been taken to Haggerston Park a
quarter of a mile away and wandered away after the
assault, looking for his mummy. How nobody
spotted a small child walking alone on a busy East
End street was a question no one could answer.

*

After the relief of their child being found, Grace and
John were distressed that they weren't able to take
Adam home. Although he had been roused from his
unconscious state by the nurses at the Queen
Elizabeth Children's Hospital before Grace and John
arrived, he still would not speak except to whimper,
tugging at the lolly still stuck to his hair and skin
above his ear, 'It hurts, Mummy.'

They sat in a hospital side ward with a young
police officer, PC Ian Watson, and a nurse in attendance.
John was leaning against the windowsill,
staring out at the grey skyline, his hands clenched and
knuckles white. He was breathing heavily to stop the
shaking inside him. The room was close and muggy,
and sweat rolled down his back. Grace rocked Adam
back and forth on her lap, her eyes gazing into the
middle distance but seeing nothing. He cried as his
mother held his hand down to stop him pulling at the
sweet, sticky mass above his ear.

Suddenly she burst out, 'Can't we just cut this
bloody lolly out of his hair?'

PC Watson had his orders that nothing should be
done until the medical officers arrived, but after a few
meaningful glances from the nurse who silently
backed up Grace's request, he said softly, 'I don't see
why not, we can keep it in a sterile bag.'

The nurse left the room briefly and returned with
a stainless steel kidney bowl, scissors, swabs and antiseptic.
She pulled up a chair next to Grace and in a
whisper said, 'If you just hold him still for me for a
minute, we'll get that out of his hair and then he'll be
more comfortable, won't you, sweetheart?'

Adam eyed the nurse with glowering suspicion and
fear but her soothing tone and deft handiwork had
the sweet removed in less than a minute. He cried out
only once when she had to dislodge the sticky mess at
the point it had become stuck to the skin above his
ear, but she was quick and soon he was being rocked
and soothed again by Grace, who mouthed her
thanks. The nurse, feeling utterly at a loss for the
right thing to say or do, stood up and declared
briskly, 'Right, I'll get us all a cup of tea then.'

The police insisted that they should stay at the
hospital until a medical officer was able to give the
child a thorough examination and take tests and
swabs. They were very kind to Grace and John, but
things became tense between PC Watson and a
casualty registrar when hospital staff insisted Adam
be taken to surgery. Having just got him back, Grace
did not want to let him go, and the police wanted to
get what information they could from Adam as to
who might have done this to him, but the hospital
doctor was adamant that the wounds to his genital
area and anus needed immediate attention. They
could not risk delaying any longer.

PC Watson, on uncertain ground, tried to reason
with the doctor: 'I have strict orders, sir.' To
which the doctor immediately replied, 'No doubt,
Constable, but I have a child in urgent need of
medical attention.' There was a slight pause and the
doctor continued in a no-nonsense manner, 'Prepare
him for surgery . . . immediately, Nurse.'

PC Watson stayed with Grace and John in the
small ward, drinking tea and wondering aloud what
kind of animal could do this to a child, but couldn't
get a word out of either of them. Shock, he supposed.
This was only his third year with the force, and
though he had seen a couple of murder victims and
some pretty horrific battery cases, this was his first
experience of a sexual assault on a child, and such a
young one at that.

He spoke of his own small children and his determination
to catch the attacker: 'We'll get him, don't
you worry. There'll be clues everywhere; it's just a
matter of time. DCI Woodhouse is a top-drawer
bastard – there's no way he'll let a pervert like this
one roam loose for too long.'

John's resolve was beginning to weaken, the odd
strangulated sob breaking from him, but Grace just
sat there in silent agony, memories of her own
shattered childhood running through her mind,
numb with disbelief that this could be happening
again.

Meanwhile Detective Chief Inspector Albert Woodhouse
was waiting for feedback from his officers in
Dalston. They were searching the Haggerston Park
area, looking for anything that could confirm that the
child had been taken there to be assaulted and for any
suspicious sightings in the area. Five officers were
conducting door-to-door enquiries and he expected
news to filter back soon. This was a neighbourhood
where not much went unnoticed. Most of the
residents knew each other by sight if not by name.
Cases in these two square miles of densely populated
East London terraced housing and tower blocks were
notoriously difficult to close down unless you could
get the right people to talk. A lot of covering up went
on, but in a case like this, Woodhouse thought he
could rely on local help.

He had worked at Bethnal Green for the last
fifteen of his twenty-five years in the force and was a
known figure in the area, respected if not liked. The
gangs of organised criminals locally preferred their
coppers bent, but nobody could ever accuse
Woodhouse of that. A humourless man, he was a tall,
lugubrious-looking individual whose suits and shoes
were worn but well-kept.

Twenty-five years on the force exposed a man to
the worst in human nature but there was something
especially sickening about this case. A second sexual
assault, the first resulting in murder, in a small area
in the same week was suspicious despite the differences.
Chantal Robinson was a young woman, hers
could be a straightforward rape case that had turned
nasty if the girl had put up a fight, and Adam
Ballantyne was so much younger. Woodhouse had
yet to hear back from the medical officer, but it
seemed clear from initial reports that the child had
been anally penetrated. What kind of man got his
kicks from buggering a four-year-old boy? However,
although Woodhouse was uncertain, at this stage he
suspected that the attacks had to be linked.

Woodhouse knew that a PC was holding the
parents for him at the hospital while he scoured the
area for any positive evidence he could present them
with. Families of victims always bayed for immediate
blood and Woodhouse knew from long experience
that you had to be able to give them some proof that
the case was progressing. Besides, he lacked the
sympathetic touch necessary in these cases. Although
he thought PC Watson was a bit too much of a soft
touch to make a really good copper, he was just the
ticket for work like this and could be relied on to
make all the right noises. It wasn't that the DCI
didn't care or have feelings; he just preferred to keep
them to himself. In his job it was better not to give
way to emotion.

Down at one of the local pubs, the Birdcage, the
unofficial investigation was proceeding less dispassionately.
'It's gotta be that spastic kid Steven
Archer, my Sue's convinced.' Terry Williams, father
of four and husband to Sue, was standing at the bar
with his close friend and workmate Paul Foster, stepfather
to the recently murdered Chantal.

Privately, Paul had been rocked to his foundations
by her murder, but for the sake of his wife Michelle,
and for his own sanity, he was maintaining a calm
approach. Beneath seethed anger and a fierce determination
to find the bloke who'd done this before the
police did. A life sentence would be too good for him.
All the same, Paul wasn't going to batter somebody
on the say-so of a busybody housewife and know-it-all.
He thought the world of Terry but kept his
feelings about Sue to himself.

It was talent night and the pub was packed, the
stage with its mirrored backdrop reflecting the
crowded bar and beyond to the pool table and
darts board. Paul checked his watch to see if there
was time for another drink before the first act
came on. He usually liked to duck out before the
show got going, not being a particular fan of
middle-aged men crooning Frank Sinatra and Elvis
favourites. The women tended to favour Shirley
Bassey and Peggy Lee numbers, and liked to dress
up for it.

'Who's she then, bloody Columbo? Same again.'
Paul tilted his pint glass at the barmaid.

'No, but it's funny how none of this happened
before he came home for the summer holidays. Sue
says he gives her and the other women the creeps, the
way he's always just standing around staring at the
kids.'

'Might be because no bugger wants to play with
him, poor little sod.' Paul handed a pound note over
the bar and waited for his change.

'Yeah, but he's fourteen and wants to join in with
little kids? Cheers, love.' Terry winked at the
barmaid.

'That's because he's got a mental age of about
five.'

'What are you sticking up for him for?' Terry grew
instantly confrontational. 'I thought you'd be the last
person, what with . . .' he paused here, unable to
speak about Chantal '. . . well, you know.' Paul
didn't reply, just stared into the mirror behind the bar
reflecting back the sea of bodies in the pub behind
him. It could be any one of these blokes in here, he
thought to himself. Or none of them. The police had
told him that in the vast majority of rapes and
murders, the assailant was known to the victim. But
who could it be?

Terry shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot,
sensing he had gone too far and at a loss for what to
say next. Finally he managed a feeble, 'Fancy a quick
game of pool?' Paul knew that in his way Terry was
trying to apologise. He turned and touched his
friend's shoulder. 'Nah, you're all right, mate. I'm
just gonna finish this then shoot off. Don't like to
leave Michelle on her own too much, 'specially not
with the funeral tomorrow.'

'Yeah, yeah. Course, mate. I'd better be getting
home myself or Sue'll have my bollocks on the
chopping block again like she did last night. But,
listen, we'll see you there, mate. Christ Church, isn't
it?'

'Yeah, eleven o'clock, then we've got the wake in
here after. Maggie and John are closing the pub
'specially for us. Michelle wanted to do it at home
but our place isn't big enough and I don't want a load
of people in the house anyway. The other kids are
upset enough as it is.'

'Are you bringing them?' Terry was fishing on
instructions from Sue who wanted to bring all four of
hers including the baby in a show of family solidarity.
Terry didn't think it was right but wasn't going to go
up against her.

'I dunno, mate. Aisha's definitely coming, but I
think Trinity's too young. Still, it's Michelle's call.'
Aisha was Chantal's younger sister, Paul's second
step-daughter, a beauty like her. At nine she was old
enough to understand what had happened to Chantal.
Instead of forever riding around the estate with her
mates on the Chopper she'd got last Christmas as she
used to do, Aisha had refused to leave her room since
Chantal's murder. Michelle wanted her to see a
friend, do anything, just be normal for a while. But it
was early days, they supposed.

Trinity, Paul's daughter by Michelle, was four and
too young to understand what was really going on.
Her mum had tried to explain but Trinity just kept
asking, 'When's Chantal coming back from heaven?'

Thinking of the kids suddenly caught Paul by the
throat. He felt he might choke on the lump in it. He
finished his pint with one long swallow, banged the
glass on the bar harder than he'd meant to and,
without saying a word, touched Terry's arm by way
of goodbye. His friend started to say something but
his mouth just opened and closed again. What could
he say? Paul opened the door, ignoring the sympathetic
glances of well-wishers, and walked quickly
out on to Gosset Road where he cried all the way
home.

Grace was having the opposite problem. She
couldn't cry. She couldn't feel. John was doing
enough of that for both of them. She had never seen
her husband sob like this before and could only gaze
at him in curious detachment as he crumbled before
her eyes. She didn't even try to comfort him but
spent her time instead just staring at her little boy as
he lay sleeping in a hospital bed with metal bars at
the sides. It reminded her of seeing him in his cot as
a baby.

When John left, Grace spent the long watches of
the night alone in the side ward with her boy,
listening to the faint hum of the hospital incinerator
somewhere in the distance. The night nurse popped
in from time to time to check his temperature and
make sure no infection was taking hold. Adam had
needed eight internal stitches and three around the
opening to his anus to repair the damage there. The
doctors had warned Grace that they'd need to be very
careful about what he ate in the next few weeks while
the stitches healed, as going to the toilet was going to
be exceptionally painful although he would be given
medication for that. His penis had been badly bruised
and was painfully swollen. There was no tearing to
the skin, but puncture holes had been made in it
deliberately, though hopefully surgery had corrected
these.

John had finally gone home around 2 a.m. to
relieve Lizzie Foster who had been looking after
baby Luke. Lizzie was Paul Foster's mother, a tough
old bird with a tight perm and flinty eyes. In their
panic to find a sitter for Luke when the call came
that Adam had been found, Grace and John had
forgotten that Lizzie, as Chantal's step-grand-mother,
would be at the funeral the following day
and would probably want to rest up beforehand. It
was only after Adam came out of surgery and was
left sedated and in a sound sleep that the thought
occurred to them.

John didn't want to leave Grace and Adam, but
she was insistent. 'No, you go, see to the baby. I'm all
right.' She was too, or so it seemed to John who had
to suppress a flicker of anger at his wife for staying so
composed – not thinking for a moment that what she
was displaying was not composure at all but the
numbness that comes by way of grace when feelings
would be too hard to bear.
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