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      They came across the body exactly where the note said it would be. Across the surface of the canal, the sun played with dappled beauty on the water, whilst moorhens and coots bobbed in and out of the banks, many would say this was a beautiful, idyllic scene, especially with the late summer sky streaked with bands of purple and orange producing an enchanting backdrop. But they would be wrong. This was far from idyllic. If only a casual observer knew what had brought anyone to this hellish place.

      In a garage some hours before, they found a corpse. The smell alerted the man as he finished putting his car away after returning home from work. He closed the doors and was about to turn the key when he caught the whiff and gagged. Similar to the smell of the dead rat his wife discovered behind the pantry door some months ago, but a hundred times stronger. A thousand times perhaps. Jim Barnes fumbled for his pocket handkerchief and clamped it over his nose and mouth. He knew for sure the smell hadn’t been there when he’d left for his job at the news distribution centre early that morning, but then he had been late and was rushing. He might have missed it, but the day had been warm, the final burst of heat from a summer that had, as usual, promised much but delivered nothing more than a few miserable days of weak sunshine laced with dribbling rain here and there.

      No doubt whatever heat there was speeded up the decomposition and exacerbated the stench. It came from the garage next to his. He rattled the door and found it locked. Cursing, he didn’t know who rented the garage. Certainly not his neighbour Wilf, who didn’t own a car. So he took to pounding on the peeling, flimsy woodwork, intent on forcing a kind of gap, the beginning of an entrance or even, the possibility of glimpsing what it was that caused the smell.

      “What on earth are you doing, Jim?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he saw his wife, Sheila, approaching. Before he could warn her, within half a dozen paces, she reeled backwards. “Oh my sweet God,” she groaned, hand over her nose. “What in the name of Saint Francis is that stink?”

      “Something has died in there,” Jim said, bending down and squinting through the crack he’d fashioned between the double doors. “Get me a torch, will you.”

      With eyes squeezed shut, he waited until she returned, battling down the overwhelming urge to turn away and vomit. At last, Sheila returned, but not so close to catch the worst of the stench. Slapping the torch into his hand, she hung back as Jim pressed on the light and trained its feeble beam into the dark interior.

      At first, he could see nothing, the blackness almost total. Slowly, as he trailed the beam across the back wall, from right to left, he picked out details. Tarpaulin sheets bundled together in great clumps, rusted jerry cans, an old, rotting bicycle frame. And when he centred on the far corner, he saw something wrapped up in a filthy blanket. A white, blue-veined arm, with all the appearance of having been fashioned from marble. But clearly not; thick slug trails of dried blood stained the flesh. Blood from a trussed-up corpse.

      Jim whirled away and vomited. Sheila screamed as their neighbour, Wilf together with his wife Alison, appeared through their back garden door. They stood gaping, shocked at Sheila’s reaction to whatever Jim had found. Gasping, he looked up, met her startled expression and managed to say, “Call the police.”

      

      A little under thirty minutes later. the young police officer, who introduced himself as Constable Cresswell, took a look inside, retched and turned his strained expression to Jim Barnes, whose ghastly pallor reflected the police officer’s own.

      “We’ll need that metal cutter,” Cresswell mumbled to his companion, Constable Shaw. Without a word, she ran to the boot of the Panda, parked a few paces away, and brought them out.

      Jim, sitting on the camping chair Sheila had provided from the garden shed, said, “Hadn’t you better check who the owner is? I’ve watched Softly, Softly, and I know for sure that you’d need a warrant.”

      “Not in this instance, sir,” said Shaw, matter-of-factly. “In the certainty of a crime having been committed, we can circumnavigate the need for a warrant, sir, don’t you worry.”

      “A crime? Dear Christ.”

      “There is a serious concern of one having been committed here, sir. Any evidence we uncover will be admissible.”

      “That smell,” gagged Cresswell, taking the cutters and testing the jaws once or twice before he positioned them around the padlock. Face muscles bunched, he applied pressure and the metal jaws did their work with alarming ease, the bisected padlock dropping to the ground.

      “I’ll go in,” said Shaw.

      “All right,” said Cresswell, unable to keep the relief from his voice. He stepped back and stood next to Barnes and both waited, mouths open, terrified.

      Taking a breath, Shaw steadied herself and heaved, yanking open one of the garage doors. The bottom snagged on the many stones littering the ground, but she persevered, grunting with the effort, gradually forcing enough of a gap for her to squeeze through.

      The stench inside was almost unbearable. Mixed with the oppressive heat, it was as if she were entering a furnace from Hell.

      Which indeed it was.

      Turning on her torch, she trained the beam on the swaddled body in the corner. Together with the arm, tufts of hair spouted from the top of the blanket and naked feet poked out from the bottom, feet green with decomposition. She screamed and staggered backwards.

      Cresswell, putting his shoulder into the gap, did his utmost to lever the door open, but already the ancient hinges were buckling, about to pop out from the rotten door frame.

      “Leave it,” whispered Shaw, recovering herself. Returning to the outside, she looked from Cresswell to Jim, saw the strained looks, and did her best to shake her head. “Whoever it is in there is long dead.” She dragged in a breath. “And it’s a child.”

      

      Later, with the rear entry running behind the terraced houses sealed off, and police and forensic people swarming over every inch, Jim and his wife sat at their kitchen table with a new policeman, plainclothes this time. A very serious, dishevelled man, who liked to smoke, which was fine as so did Sheila.

      “There was a map with some notes,” he said. “They arrived at the station this morning, almost as if the perpetrator knew the body had been found. The first note told us of this location, the second where we could find further answers.”

      “Answers? To the next victim?” Sheila’s voice was barely a croaked whisper.

      The policeman stared but remained silent for a moment.

      “That’s insane,” said Jim, who hadn’t said very much since the discovery of the body. “Why would anyone signpost a victim’s whereabouts like that?”

      “Because he’s a psychopath,” said Sheila.

      “Whatever he is,” the policeman said, stubbing out his cigarette, “we’re sending a team over there right now. Wasteland. The old railway sidings down by Manganese Bronze.”

      “That’s an awful place,” said Jim.

      “It’s even more awful now, I shouldn’t wonder.”
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      I was thirteen years old when it first happened. And now it’s happening again, only this time I’m older. My name is Benjamin Cready. Everyone called me Benji when I was a little boy. Nobody calls me that anymore unless they knew me back then. Some of those still do, occasionally, if they remember or are still alive.

      You would think, wouldn’t you, that a grown man could handle it? The fear. But you’d be wrong because you can never handle anything so dark and cold that grips you so tight you cannot move. That’s the thing about fear. It takes control of you, throws common sense out of the window. Even the will to survive is often overshadowed by its power. On top of that, there are the memories to deal with, the ones that come flooding back every time you see or hear something that even remotely reminds you of it and suddenly you are that lonely, frightened little boy again whom nobody believes.

      “He tried to kill me!” I remember saying to my mum, my voice breaking with the terror of it.

      She gave me that mum look, tilting her head, putting her hands on her hips. “Tried to kill you?” Then that little scoffing laugh. I wanted to cry, the rage, the fear, all of it mashing up in a kind of red congealed lump that I just had to throw up. So I did, and that’s when she really got mad.

      Despite the passage of the years, nothing much has changed, except perhaps the throwing up, which I don’t do now. The point is, age, getting older, the wisdom of years doesn’t give you a suit of armour to protect you from the demons, because the demons are older too and they have grown stronger. Bigger and so much cleverer.

      Explaining how it began is difficult. Difficult for me that is. I’ve never been the sort of person to share stuff, but I’m going to give this my best shot.

      You’re told things when you’re a kid, things designed to keep you safe. So that when mum and dad aren’t there to protect you, you have the equipment, the necessary weapons to defend yourself with. Weapons were something I learned to use a little later, but I grew up with an unerring sense – an actual sixth sense – that alerted me to danger. I remember reading ‘Shane’, how the gunfighter always sat with his back to a wall, facing the door. That struck a chord because I was like that. My bed had to be in the corner, facing the door and I’d lie there, staring at the light in the landing, squinting at it, making strange shapes from the glow, beams like fingers spreading out in all directions and in different colours. Years later, I’d avoid crowded places and I was never good in mixed company. Bars, clubs, even restaurants. But that was after. When I was young there was one golden rule I always followed – never talk to strangers- That was what they said so I never did. At least, I didn’t after it happened.

      Strange, at school one day we had to come up with a play, or a reading, poem, letter, something to do with ‘stranger danger’. I chose puppets. I made mine from socks, mouth and eyes fashioned with cotton thread pulled through tight with darning needles. I even wrote a script. I based it on Z-Cars, P.C. ‘Fancy’ Smith being the voice of reason. Miss Shelby gave me a merit for it. She died not long afterwards, perhaps the shock of me actually doing something of worth brought on her early demise.

      Thing is, I was sensible. I hardly ever took risks, which made what happened so much more surprising.

      I remember the girl who lived around the corner from me in those days. She was beautiful – the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen and I thought about her all the time. In bed, with all the lights out, I’d imagine lying beside her. I was thirteen, hormones going through the roof. Can you imagine? Already obsessed with girls. No, more accurately – one girl. Her name was Ann Armstrong and she drove me crazy.

      There was that night, the night, the one that made me realise there is so much more to existence than we ever give credit for. My parents were out, Gran downstairs watching television, me in my bedroom, tucked up in my bed. Thinking. Thinking of Ann. I started conjuring up an image of her stepping through the front door and moving up the stairs to be alone with me. Every fibre of my being centred on that desire, that need. I heard nothing else, thought of nothing else. I wished for it so hard that my body trembled. Squeezing my eyes shut, I imagined her lying next to me, believing it totally. Pushing aside all doubt, all questions, focusing on coming into my bedroom and walking towards me. Nothing existed at that moment. No sounds, no aromas, other than those belonging to Ann.

      Then, like a bolt of electricity zapping through me, I could hear her – or someone, something, coming up the stairs. One step at a time, each a deep, resonant thump of a body unimaginable big and heavy. Something not at all like Ann.

      I shot up in bed, my heart hammering against my chest before it came up into my throat, I managed to blurt out, “No, no, go away!”

      For one, prolonged gaping pause, everything stilled. Did I sense a hesitation? The air, so chill at that moment, returned to normality as it, whatever it was, retreated to where it had originated, the sound of its footsteps fading until, at last, they disappeared. Giving up a silent prayer of thanks, I sat in my bed, sweat rolling down my face, not daring to believe what had happened, the relief exhilarating.

      Needless to say, I didn’t sleep that night. Seeing Ann the following day, I averted my eyes, certain she knew. If she did, she never said anything. In fact, she never once so much as gave me a single word during those years. No acknowledgement, not even the merest flutter of a smile. I was in love with her and she never even knew I existed.

      What has all of that got to do with my story? Well, that thing I conjured up, I’ve never been able to explain it. I truly believed it was real and I still do. I’d unlocked something and, together with my sixth sense, it places what was going to happen into a chilling perspective.

      Back to the sock-puppets, we had ‘strangers’ where I lived. Creepy ones. All of them men, or older teenage boys. I did not engage with them. Truth is, I didn’t befriend anyone at all, not until Diane that is, but Diane was different, and not just because she was a girl. She wasn’t a distant dream like Ann was. Diane was the first person I trusted and confided in. She had a remarkable knack of sifting through all my bullshit and getting to the truth, the soul of what concerned me. Every time.

      Where I came from, living on the banks of the River Mersey, it was drilled into you from an early age that you didn’t tell. Not to anyone, least of all your parents. You had to develop the so-called ‘thick skin’, and rely on your own strengths, never reveal your fears, never admit you might be scared about anything. I was eight years old when Stubbs, the deputy head of my junior school, told me one lunchtime he was going to ‘deal with me later’ after he caught me kicking an empty can across the playground. Why he took such exception to that, I’ll never know, but he did and his threat made me quake. My insides turned to liquid, my legs becoming rubber, barely able to support me as I lurched home. Opening the door, Mum saw my face and blurted, “What’s happened now you little brat?” So I told her and it was the only time I ever confided anything to her. And the reason for that was because I was terrified. Terrified of Stubbs and what he was going to do. Cane me. I was certain of it. The thought of it made me feel sick. I’d seen bigger, much harder boys reduced to blubbering wrecks after a strike from Stubbs’ cane, so I was understandably terrified. Mum surprised me with the way she dealt with it all. She was magnificent on the phone, calling him for everything, haranguing him for frightening me the way he had. He assured her it was only to make me ‘think’, and there would be no caning. Beaming at me in triumph, Mum expected me to be relieved, exultant even. But no. I knew Stubbs and I knew what was going to happen.

      Returning to school that afternoon after lunch, there he was at the gates, a great bull of a man, arms folded, his face red with rage. He marched me inside to his office and made me stand in front of his desk and suffer his wrath, warning me, threatening me once more that if I ever told my mother anything ever again, I wouldn’t know ‘what had hit’ me. Petrified is an understatement.

      So, I stayed silent and took it all. The abuse, the name-calling, the constant, daily reminders that I was stupid and worthless. He enjoyed that last word did Stubbs, said it often, making me squirm. Worthless. I remember reading in the local press years later about his death from cancer and how I went to my local and downed a double brandy in celebration. I felt good, a ghost from my past laid to rest at last.

      But not all of them were.
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      Blocking the exits, the police moved inexorably forward in a long, strung-out line, alert, ready to pounce. To the rear stood Rosen, the detective inspector in charge of the case, the unnoticed wind playing around with the bottom of his raincoat, all of his attention on the abandoned, forlorn-looking signal box to which the note had led them.

      He watched as two uniformed officers scaled the rickety steps to the entrance. There, they paused and exchanged a look. One of them shrugged and dipped inside. The other one followed. There came a muffled cry. Within moments they were outside again, gesticulating wildly for Rosen to join them.

      Taking the steps two at a time, he squeezed past the two officers and saw him, in the corner, staring into space.

      No, not staring.

      He couldn’t, not with any focus certainly… he was dead.

      

      “I’m waiting for pathology and forensic reports, sir,” said Rosen, standing in front of his superintendent’s desk.

      Studying the letter, Superintendent Lawson read it aloud, formulating each word with precise care:

      “‘You can find me if you look carefully enough, but maybe you won’t. For a try, why not go to the signal box by Manganese? I’ll be waiting.’”

      “We found him right enough,” said Rosen, feeling a tightness developing in his guts. Lawson’s expression hadn’t changed as he continued to study the wording. Screwed up mouth, deep frown, he appeared to struggle with something. “Is there anything wrong, sir?”

      “This corpse you found in the signal box, Rosen. Another victim?”

      “Perhaps, but not a child this time, which is curious. I suspect it could be the actual perpetrator.”

      “Are you sure? Sounds bizarre if you ask me.”

      “I believe it is bizarre, sir. I don’t quite know what to make of it.”

      “No niggling doubts about the corpse? Who it could be?”

      If he were honest, Rosen had many doubts. Doubts about the way the girl’s corpse was discovered in the garage, the note, the body in the signal box. Were they connected? Did the corpse write the note? Preliminary reports suggested the girl had not been murdered in the garage. So, whoever had done it, killed her somewhere else before wrapping her in that stinking blanket and placing the body in the garage without being seen. Perhaps the night before? But why… “Some doubts, yes, if I’m honest, sir.”

      “This note,” Lawson waved it around. It was a copy, the original undergoing tests before being safely stored away. “‘I’ll be waiting’. I don’t like that bit.”

      “‘If you look carefully enough’ was the bit that got me. Why would we need to ‘look carefully’ if he’d already sent us there?”

      “Precisely.”

      Rosen looked at his superior for a few moments. “So, if I read you correctly, sir, you think⁠—”

      “The corpse is not him. He sent you on a wild goose chase, that’s what he did.”

      Blowing out his cheeks, Rosen stared at the ceiling. “We should wait for the initial pathology report, get some idea of what the cause of death was. And who he was.”

      “I agree. Keep me informed.”

      “Of course,” Rosen made a grim smile, stood up and left. As soon as he entered the squad room again, he lit himself a cigarette and flopped down behind his desk.

      The report did come in, eventually. Death most likely by strangulation but something else. He gazed in growing horror at the wording of the report. ‘Extended fingers of both hands, coupled with bulging eyes and carotid arteries are in line with possible strangulation, but there are no signs of bruising or lesions around the neck.” Then what could it have been? The last sentence chilled him to the marrow.

      ‘Alternatively and, perhaps more realistically due to the absence of physical force, it would appear the victim was frightened to death.’

      

      Several weeks later the body of Trevor Mews was found leaving no doubt in Rosen’s mind that the killer was still alive and, more alarmingly, still active.
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      Mum called me in from the kitchen the morning something else happened. Few fourteen-year-olds watch or listen to the news. Such things as the Cuban Missile Crisis, the assassination of President Kennedy, they were things that happened far, far away in the distance. I recall people talking about these events, even some of my schoolmates, but nothing registered with me. Except for what happened to Mickey, of course. Up until then, I tried to live my life in my own little bubble until the morning Mum told me to watch the TV.

      “You see,” she said, wagging her finger at the screen. “Do you see it, Benji?”

      Still half munching down my Weetabix, I managed a confused nod and looked.

      The body of a young boy had been found on the sandhills down Moreton way. The reporter, a wind-blasted woman with enormous eyes, was jabbering away, half-hysterical with horror.

      It was horror true enough. Not the Hammer movie kind, but real.

      The young boy – he was a little younger than me – had been dumped amongst the dunes in a hastily dug grave. A man out walking his dog had found the body, the little dog scrambling away at the sand to unearth the corpse. The murdered boy’s name was Trevor Mews. Mum’s voice trembled with terror and apprehension when she asked, “Do you know him?” I shook my head, mesmerised, because only last summer we had gone there, me and my parents, and spent a day at the beach, playing cricket and having a really good time, despite it being Sunday.

      But I didn’t know Trevor Mews. A black and white photograph of him came up on the screen and he looked just like me. Blond hair, big eyes, open smile. He looked like the sort of boy I’d like to be friends with. Nobody I knew looked like him except for myself. He could have been my brother.

      “Oh my God,” gasped Mum, clamping her hands around her mouth. She saw it too, the resemblance. This, more than the horrific brutality of the attack, caused her more anguish than anything else and, as if by some unspoken command, she threw her arms around me protectively, hugging me close.

      Although they didn’t give out many details, the reporter’s choice words, “This was a senseless act of extreme violence on a defenceless little boy, who must have suffered greatly after having been first sexually assaulted …” had their desired effect.

      “This is awful,” muttered Mum, her voice full of shock and tears, “to think such a thing is happening here, where we live. That poor little boy. Why would anyone do such a thing?”

      I didn’t have an answer to that. I simply gazed at the screen as a map of the area came up, showing exactly where the body lay. I felt my mum slip away from me, but my attention was fully on the TV and the map. There was a track leading from the nearby campsite to the beach below. To the left, a little trail ran across the top of the dunes and it was here, a hundred yards or so further along, that the dog-walker found Trevor.

      The film cut to a man, small but wide across the shoulders, balding, dressed in a blue anorak. He was barely in control, his lips quivering, eyes wet.

      “We always follow this route,” he was saying, “usually in the evening, but at weekends we tend to come down here early before the crowds get too much.”

      “And you were first alerted to the body because of your dog?” asked the same female reporter, although this time she had her back to us as she pushed the microphone into the dog-walker’s face.

      “Yes, that’s right.” Cut to said little dog sitting good-as-gold, tail wagging. “He always likes to sniff around, as all dogs do. Only this time …” His voice drifted away and he turned his head to the side and coughed. But I knew it wasn’t real coughing. The poor man was about to break down and fortunately, the television crew did the decent thing and snapped back to the reporter, whose eyes were now wet-rimmed also.

      Soon there followed a photograph of the dead girl they’d found in a garage. The newscaster told us she had been dead for ‘quite some time’, a neighbour alerted by the stench of her rotting flesh. This was weeks before Trevor’s discovery. I thought to myself that they’d found the culprit for that killing, wasn’t that what the news said? So, if my mind was fitting the pieces together correctly, there were two child murderers out there? Were they trying to make out that the killings were linked in some way? What did they call such things? Copycat? Such an ordinary word for something so insane. A word that made it all seem so respectable somehow.

      “Here it is,” said Mum, returning with an old copy of the Wallasey News. She flopped down on the sofa and beckoned me to join her.

      I snuggled in beside her, something I still loved to do although I’d never admit it because fourteen-year-olds are not supposed to love their mum!

      She turned the newspaper pages. Inside was a story of a missing boy. Trevor Mews who disappeared last Thursday evening after visiting the local youth club. “Police are appealing for witnesses,” she said, carefully reading the story. They linked it to the girl’s death. Angela Caudle. To remind us, they printed her photograph too. I was struck by how fresh and pretty she looked, but also how all of this must have been putting her parents through hell once again.

      Putting down the paper, Mum looked at me, a tiny frown on her face, an intensity about her now, so serious, so stern. “You must promise me, Benji, that you will never talk to any strangers. If anything happened to you—” She grabbed me again, crushing me against her body, the newspaper between us creasing into a crumpled mess.

      She was crying and I didn’t understand why. I allowed my head to nuzzle into her, enjoying the warmth, that feeling of being safe, of being loved. I closed my eyes and wished for that moment to never end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      This idea of never talking to strangers, or accepting sweets, for example, always confused me when I was younger, despite what happened to poor Trevor Mews. And who was to say this was what had happened to him? Some random stranger luring him into the back of his car, the promise of sweeties, the genuine smile? It might not have been that at all but it’s what they told us to be aware of when they came to school, the nice, big, smiling policeman and the accompanying lady. She was very lovely and I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who fell a little bit in love with her. They spoke in front of the entire school. Gorsedale wasn’t big, maybe six hundred pupils, but all of us crammed into the upper hall proved a tight squeeze. We stared goggle-eyed as they spoke. They signalled for some of the teachers to pull down the blinds. Lights dimmed and a beam of light from a small projector hit the screen at the far end of the hall as they used a slide show to underline their words. I remember the picture of a man, car door open, reaching out with a bag of sweets. It looked staged and perhaps that’s what made me doubt almost everything they said from that point on. I couldn’t get my head around the idea that taking an offered sweet was wrong. A paper bag bulging with pear drops, who wouldn’t be tempted? But no, they emphasised, that was the big taboo, the no-no, so when I first saw him for real, that image came leaping into my head.

      I’m guessing, looking back, it all got mixed up with the Moors Murderers, which dominated our television screens back then. Grainy black and white images of a white-haired woman with black eyes gazing back at you. She terrified me, far more than the man, Ian Brady, did. He had the look of a weasel about him, a slightly built, weedy, grimy little man. I was not consciously aware of that when the news first broke about Trevor, but I knew I had seen those photographs, or heard the story. A blurred memory, mingling with other bits and pieces of a childhood half a century ago. Fuzzy, but sometimes becoming clearer. Like seeing things through an unfocused lens before you bring it all into sharp relief.

      I forced myself to go back, to before the murders. To before I’d seen him on the television. So that Saturday morning, after me and some others had been to the ‘ABC Minors’, a cinema club where we’d all go and watch serials like Hopalong Cassidy and Buck Rogers, we went along to the local swings. The cinema characters had struggled against the cacophony of boos, cheers, hisses, and screams to make their voices heard, but that was nothing compared to the mayhem of the swings. Saturday morning, the sun out, everyone having a really good time.

      And that was when I saw him.

      Tall, stooped shoulders with a head, which seemed far too small for his wiry frame, he slouched along, his great hands hanging heavy from the sleeves of his oatmeal-coloured tweed jacket. His head would scan the surroundings, reminding me of other films I’d seen of U-boat periscopes searching for merchants’ ships to sink. Children to beckon closer.

      They thronged to him and I saw him handing out sweets from a paper bag. The moment went into freeze-frame. This was what they had warned us about, the stranger offering sweets. And here it was, happening before my eyes. I could barely believe it.

      I jumped when Diane planted herself down next to me on the park bench where I sat. Her voice was ice-cold as she spoke, “That’s him. Mickey Mechanic. My mum told me about him, and there he is. In the flesh.”

      “Mickey Mechanic?” Turning, I studied him again. Mesmerised, I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he circled the various pieces of play equipment, stopping at the foot of the big slide, studying the little ones as they came roaring down from the top, whooping with joy and him, standing, watching them, forever grinning.

      “That’s what he’s known as. He works in one of the garages down Rowson Street. A mechanic. Fixes cars. If you look at his hands, you can see how black his fingernails and skin are. “

      “You’ve got that close?”

      She frowned at me. “What?”

      “To notice his fingernails.”

      She bristled, jawline reddening slightly. “Are you being serious?”

      I couldn’t understand why she was mad. I gave a slight shrug, trying to make myself look innocent, confused. “I’m just wondering how you⁠—”

      “Mum told me, dickhead. He comes into the shop to buy his ciggies and his newspaper. She told me he makes her skin crawl.”

      Nodding, I looked again towards Mickey. I’d forgotten Diane’s mum worked in the corner shop, but it left me wondering why a grown man wouldn’t clean his nails, no matter what his job. My brother Toby always cleaned his hands, scrubbing them until the skin around the fingertips turned bright pink. “Got to keep yourself fresh for the birds,” he’d explain to me with an outrageous wink. I laughed, not understanding anything he was talking about. “You think he likes little boys?”

      “Huh?”

      I turned to her, trying not to react too much at her look of total astonishment. “The way he hangs around the slide, looking at them, almost like he’s … you know.”

      “Undressing them.”

      Yes, that was it, not that I said so. I didn’t need to. Diane stared, nodding her head. She was sixteen and the most sophisticated person I knew. In many ways, I was in awe of her. If she realised, she never said anything.

      A sudden squeal caused me to snap my head around to see him – Mickey. In the act of catching a little boy of no more than six from the bottom edge of the slide, he lifted him and, in a sort of whirly dance, swung him around in his arms. A bunch of small kids circled them, clapping, laughing and dancing as if part of a ritual. Maybe it was. I could clearly see there was no fear in anything they did, no attempts to escape. No need. It was as if they were innocently playing with their favourite uncle. Nevertheless, there was something about the whole scene that disturbed me and when I turned my head, I saw the expression on Diane’s face and it was one of utter disgust.

      

      I kept away from that tiny park as best I could after that. There was something about Mickey Mechanic that seemed surreal, terrifyingly unnatural. It was as if he didn’t belong. For a start, as a grown man, he looked out of place amongst all those kids. And his clothes. Sports jacket, that’s what my dad called them. Exactly what type of ‘sports’ you’d wear such a thing, I never quite understood. Not football, that was for sure. Tweed. Oatmeal brown. I thought to myself, who actually wears stuff like that … except somebody strange, of course, somebody not quite right? Not right in the head.

      His eyes were the part that really frightened me. The way they would become all bleary and wet when he gazed at those little kids. I knew he gazed like that, see because I was going to Uncle Harold’s to tidy up his front garden the day I saw Mickey Mechanic again, upfront in my face this time.

      I loved Uncle Harold and loved his home, especially the smell. The comforting waft of pipe tobacco made me feel instantly at ease. I’d sit in the front room, a darkly furnished retreat from the world, and gaze dreamily at the bookshelf, scanning the titles, wishing for a time when I could sit and read every single volume in a room just like this. So much knowledge in those pages, waiting to be discovered. I was sure Uncle Harold was clever, cleverer than he let on. There was something of the actor or joker about him, with those quick, darting eyes, the mischievous smile, like a little boy trapped inside a grown-up’s body. He didn’t seem to take anything seriously. The original eccentric, he was undeniably accident-prone. That morning as I started assembling all the tools I’d need for the garden from the shed, I heard a strangled cry for help coming from the bathroom. Rushing upstairs I found he’d somehow found the need to stand on the toilet bowl to fix the ball-cock in the overhead tank. He’d slipped, of course, and his foot got stuck in the U-bend. Trapped, he gave me a pained smile. Seeing him like that, in such a ridiculous predicament I burst into laughter. I thought I might have overdone it but then, in the space of a blink, he joined in, both of us in hysterics.

      “Fire brigade,” he said between guffaws, wiping the tears from his eyes. “They’ll get me out.”

      They did, eventually. They arrived about thirty minutes or so later. I decided not to hang around and watch and went into the garden with a rake and Dutch hoe to start clearing up the flower beds.

      I spotted him then.

      He stood on the other side of the front garden wall, about one or two paces away, wearing the same jacket and trousers I’d seen him in at the park. It was as if he’d been instantly transported from there for everything about him was the same. Except this time he was smiling at me.

      He came closer, leaned on the wall and looked down at me. “You’re a nice boy,” he said.

      That was the first time I’d heard his voice. Low. Smooth as velvet, almost hypnotic, such a contrast to his sallow complexion, those watery eyes, that painfully thin frame which barely filled clothing which seemed to be meant for someone else. Hair, thick with grease, plastered to his head. I shuddered with revulsion but for some reason, like being hypnotised, I couldn’t turn away.

      Leaning right over the wall, he studied my initial efforts at gardening. His face came up so slowly and his eyes locked on mine, freezing my insides, making movement impossible. “Has there been a fire?”

      I blinked at his question, tried to shake my head, even managed to open my mouth a fraction to speak. Then I realised why he’d asked it. The fire engine sat massively a few yards away, so big it dominated the street. Every neighbour must have been pressed against their living room windows wondering what was going on. “Can’t smell anything,” he said and, as if to emphasise the point, he sniffed loudly and I could hear the mucous and the snot trapped inside his large nostrils. I almost heaved.

      For a moment it seemed that time became suspended. There was just me and him in the whole world, his eyes, that voice holding me in their hypnotic grip. My raging heart, thumping against my chest, guts churning, combined to make me feel nauseous, dizzy. And terrified. I wondered how he’d found me, or was it by some random chance he’d seen me? Did he live close by? Was he strolling along, making his way to his favourite haunt, the swings, and spotted me, felt compelled to cross over and talk to me? But why? What was it about me that caused him to do that?

      Before I could make sense of any of it, from the corner of my eye, I spotted Auntie Norma returning from her shopping trip. In all my young life, I don’t think I’d ever felt so relieved to see that friendly face as I was at that moment. She came bounding down the street, that lovely broad smile of hers, the pink-rimmed glasses with the funny curly bits on the end – what were they called? Finials? Well, that will do because whatever they were they made her spectacles appear huge as if she could use them as wings and take off in flight whenever she wished. Right now, thankfully, she didn’t. Instead, her voice crackled with indignation when she said, with more force than I’d ever heard, “What on earth is going on here, Benji?”

      Without replying, I turned to see what Mickey Mechanic’s reaction might be, but he wasn’t there, he’d strode off.

      “Benji, did you hear me?”

      Snapping out my dazed state, I shrugged. “He was just asking if there was a fire.”

      “Fire, what fire? Who was asking, Benji?”

      She whirled in a panic, saw the engine as if for the first time and she ran yelping, overtaken by panic, into the house before I could explain and calm her down.

      The rest of the afternoon was spent with Uncle Harold in the dining room, ankle heavily bandaged, Auntie Norma fussing all over him, and me sitting thinking about how lucky I was to have two such wonderful people in my life.

      I asked Auntie Norma if she could telephone Diane, ask her to come and see me. I needed to speak with her but I didn’t feel much like walking down to her house, not with Mickey being so close. I never stopped to think that she too might be in the same danger as me! My relief at seeing her unharmed when she finally arrived almost forty-five minutes later, exploded in a massive outpouring of emotion and I hugged her, squeezing her so tightly she squealed. Standing watching, Uncle Harold, who had not yet met Diana, gave me an exaggerated wink and a thumbs up. I could have thumped him.

      In the garden, as I did the last of that day’s tidying up, I told Diane about Mickey. She listened, her face so serious. Later, in my small bedroom, I sat on the floor gazing at the carpet, trying to cobble together my thoughts, find some answers. On our way home Diane told me the story she had heard. Mickey had once been arrested and questioned by the police for two days. She didn’t know what for, but she could guess. My mind went back to what she told me.

      “Interfering,” she said, her voice distant, tinged with anger and loathing.

      “Interfering? What does that mean?”

      “Playing with boys. Their bits.”

      I daren’t ask her anything more. I certainly knew what she meant, but I was confused as to why anyone would allow themselves to be touched in that way. Mickey wasn’t a huge brute. He was stick-thin and sick-looking. I reckoned if I punched him he’d break in two. But, as I thought, I remembered his voice, silky smooth, floating on a soft, quilted cloud. I saw then how he could do what he did without anyone resisting. Maybe that was what Liam Brady had. A power to lure little kids to … to whatever it was that those hideous monsters did. Something not quite magical, maybe more witchlike. “What’s the word for a male witch?” I said.

      “A warlock.”

      “That’s a funny name,” I said.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Because that’s what I think Mickey is. He’s a male witch. A warlock, with dark powers. Spells. He hypnotises children.”

      She looked at me but offered no words of rebuttal. It was almost like she was in silent agreement with me. And when she said, “You could be right, he hypnotises them,” I felt a trickle of ice-cold sweat run down my back.

      That was exactly what he’d done to me.
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      We took the long way home, wandering through Liscard High Street, pausing at the roundabout to gaze at the ABC cinema and the latest offering. A double-bill of ‘One Million Years BC’ and ‘She’. A billboard triumphantly barked, ‘See two of the world’s most beautiful women in the greatest adventures ever made!’ I couldn’t help but drool at the prospect of seeing Raquel Welch in a fur-trimmed bikini.

      I jumped as one of Diane’s sharp nails dug into my shoulder. I yelped as she demanded, “Are you listening to me?”

      “Yes,” I said, rubbing at the area she’d stabbed. “That bloody hurt!”

      “It was meant to. You’re more interested in drooling over those film stars than you are listening to me.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, none too convincingly. Her eyes blazed, forcing me to surrender and admit that Raquel Welch’s midriff had stolen my heart. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “It’s true – Raquel Welch took my attention. Can I tell you something? A secret.” I raised my eyes to hers. They were wide with curiosity. “Well, not really a secret, more like … a confession.”

      “A confession? That doesn’t sound … Where did you learn to use words like that anyway?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been looking through Dad’s bookshelf, reading a lot of the novels he has. I counted them. Over five hundred books. Funny thing is, I’ve never actually seen him read.”

      “What? I don’t see what … You’re so annoying. You do nothing but ramble you do. I’m trying to tell you something then you suddenly go off into your own little world. What has Raquel Welch got to do with your dad’s bookshelf?”

      “Everything. Everything and nothing.”

      “There, you see? Ramblings. With no interest in anything I’ve got to say!” She spewed out a loud sigh and fixed me with those eyes of hers. “What confession?”

      “I wonder what you think of Ann Armstrong?”

      Diane held me in a darkening glare. “I hate her. Why?”

      “You hate her?”

      “That’s what I said. The way she struts around, tossing he head, knowing full-well every single boy fancies her like crazy.”

      “They do?”

      “Of course they do. No doubt you do as well.”

      I gaped at her.

      “So, what’s your confession? Is that it, that you fancy her like mad, play with yourself at night thinking of her?” She shook her head. “Pathetic.” She pushed past me and strode on down the street, moving along Wallasey Road, ignoring Bookland and the Army Stores until she stopped outside Strother’s and waited for me to catch up.

      “Diane, please. It’s not like what you said.”

      She stopped, hardly out of breath. “So tell me what it really is like.”

      Was she jealous? Is that what her anger was all about? She was jealous of me liking someone else?

      “I am interested in what you say, Diane,” I blurted out quickly, out of breath. She
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