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  Prologue


  Ive always loved to watch the damselflies skimming the water, like low-flying helicopters just above the ocean. Today was no exception as I sat on the banks of the
  river, watching the warm summer sun glint off their sparkling turquoise bodies. There was barely any noise apart from the chirping of the grasshoppers in the reeds and the occasional cyclist who
  would draw my attention for a few seconds before I returned to watch my fishing rod, waiting for that all-important bite. It couldnt have been a more peaceful or tranquil setting, but it was
  a stark contrast to the turbulence in my head.


  I couldnt help but think how my young son would have loved this day out with his dad, trying to spot the grasshoppers and sharing ham sandwiches and crisps with me. I had always planned
  to teach James to fish when he was a bit older, to buy him his own little rod and tackle box, but I never got the chance. Now, my fishing trips were the times when I would try to make sense of
  everything, a small slice of peace in an otherwise messed-up world. As I perched on my camp stool, alone at the side of the river, watching the odd bubble float to the surface from a fish chancing
  its luck to feed on the flies that danced there, I began one of my many conversations with my dead child.


  My darling James, I hope you are keeping well and that you are safe and warm and happy. I hope you have made lots of new friends and that you are all playing games and having fun. I wish
  you were with me now, son, by my side so that I could put my arm around you and tell you how deeply sorry I am. Your dad is fishing today and I wish with all my heart I could magic you up beside
  me. You would love it and I looked forward so much to teaching you how to fish.


  You were such a loving and kind little boy, and I wanted to say thank you for being the most fantastic little lad ever. Not a day goes by that I dont think about you. From the
  moment I wake up in the morning to the time I shut my eyes at night, you are with me, and I hope you can still feel me with you. I try not to think about all the horrible things that happened to
  you that day and try to concentrate on your lovely smile and the glorious sound of your laughter. That was the best music I ever heard and I want to be able to hear it for the rest of my life. You
  were a joy to be with, James, and I miss you every single day. Whatever happens now, I want you to know that I have tried with all my heart to fight for you. I will keep on with the battle just so
  that you know how much you meant to me.


  Your dad is so sad without you, lad. And thats because you were so very special to everyone who was lucky enough to meet you. You made me the happiest man alive and the proudest
  father on earth. I sometimes thought my heart would burst with joy when I watched you play or held your hand as you were sleeping. I hope you knew how much we all loved you and that you were happy
  for the few short years you spent with us. You will always travel with me in my heart.


  Love, your Ralph.


  



  1


  My Beautiful Baby Boy


  From the moment I laid eyes on my son, he stole my heart completely. He was the most lovely baby I had ever seen, and as I held him close for the very first time, moments after
  he was born, I felt like the luckiest man in the world. This tiny little child in my arms meant everything to me and, as I wrapped myself around him, I couldnt stop staring at him. His big
  blue eyes peeped up at me as he wriggled around and tried to adjust to his new world. He began blinking rapidly under the bright lights of the hospital delivery room and I held him even tighter to
  comfort him. I rocked him gently, back and forth, and tried to take in everything about him  his wet blond locks of hair, his wrinkled pink baby skin and his little button nose. He felt so
  light and delicate, and I knew instinctively that I would always want to cherish and protect him. It was an incredible feeling and words could barely describe the happiness I felt inside. To me he
  was just perfect.


  Hello, my beautiful baby boy, I whispered to James as I kissed him gently on the forehead. Im your daddy.


  My wife Denise gave birth to our son James Patrick Bulger on Friday, 16 March 1990, at the maternity unit at Liverpools Fazakerley Hospital. I was by her side throughout. Despite our
  obvious joy, the moment was tinged with sadness because we had lost our first baby. In June 1988, Denise gave birth to our daughter Kirsty, but tragically she was stillborn. We had no idea that
  this was going to happen and so the shock and pain were huge. I was there with Denise when she delivered Kirsty, and we were both distraught at the loss and overwhelmed with grief. Instinctively, I
  asked Denise to marry me that day, and she accepted. I just wanted to look after her and help her through our shared suffering. I am not a sophisticated or intelligent man, but I loved her, and
  that was my way of showing how much she meant to me.


  We buried our daughter in a small wooden coffin on a day I will never forget. It was a simple but heartbreaking funeral service that gave us both a chance to say goodbye to the little girl we
  would never get to know, never see grow up. We didnt want a big funeral, and so it was just our immediate families who attended the service. It was unbelievably sad. Both Denise and I were
  in a bad way over the loss of Kirsty. In some respects, I think it hit Denise harder because she had carried our baby for so long inside her. We had no choice other than to get on with life, but
  the sadness never left us. We talked a lot together about Kirsty and we tried to imagine what sort of daughter she would have grown up to be. It was important to us never to forget her, but we were
  both determined that we would have another baby. We really wanted a family together even though we knew we would never be able to replace Kirsty. Denise was full of grief, but she was also very
  strong. Despite the sadness, she showed fantastic courage by refusing to fall apart. We dealt with our loss together and, in some ways, it made us closer as a team.


  Denise and I married at Knowsley Register Office in Prescot on 16 September 1989, the day Denise turned twenty-two. I was twenty-three at the time. It was a quiet, small wedding, just the way we
  wanted it, and we held a family party at home to celebrate. Denise was by now already pregnant again, with James, and I did my very best to look after and care for her, as we were both terrified of
  losing another baby and having to go through the same grief again. Thankfully, we were spared another loss at that time, and James was born a healthy and happy baby who cemented our marriage and
  created our own loving family unit.


  We lived in a small, pokey bedsit in the Southdene area of Kirkby, an industrial town on the outskirts of Liverpool that was an overspill to the main city. Money was tight, but where hard cash
  was lacking, love most certainly was not. Twenty years earlier, things had been very different because there was more work around, which made peoples lives easier. Kirkby was a historic area
  of Merseyside that had been developed as a new town in the late 1950s, to house people who were being forced to move out from homes that were falling down and being bulldozed to make way for new
  developments in the city centre.


  My mum and dad, Helen and James senior, had moved there from the Scotland Road area of Liverpool. Scottie Road, as it is known, was near to the busy docks and was once home to
  thousands of people. But the area had been badly damaged by bombs during the Second World War and many of the houses still standing were in poor condition and considered to be slums. At the time,
  people were delighted to move out of the city. The old houses they lived in were often damp and, in many cases, still had outside loos and small backyards. By contrast, Kirkby was brand new. The
  houses were purpose built by the council and had neat front and back gardens with all mod cons inside. And the town had local parks and open green spaces where children could play out safely. Mum
  and Dad saw it as a new start, a great place to bring up a family.


  Opportunities for work were good in Kirkbys heyday, as the town had plenty of factories. At its height in the early 1970s, Kirkby Industrial Estate provided jobs for 26,000 people and was
  known to be one of the biggest of its kind in Europe. One of the main employers in the town was the giant Birds Eye frozen-food company, which provided thousands of jobs over the years, as
  well as the Kraft food company and plenty of small car firms. But when the economic recession hit in the early 1980s, a lot of companies shut down or moved out because it was cheaper to manufacture
  abroad or elsewhere in the UK. This hit Kirkby hard and unemployment began to rise. As in many other urban areas of England, this brought social problems, in particular when heroin became widely
  available and many saw it as a way of escaping lifes difficulties. Thats not to say that everyone took to drugs and crime  they didnt. The majority of people were good,
  hard-working folk who were doing the best they could to get through, but the town was affected by the same inner-city problems that surfaced in a lot of places during the recession. Once it had
  been a sought-after area; now it had become rougher, and you needed to be pretty tough to survive there. Kirkby attracted a lot of unwanted press attention, even earning itself the dubious nickname
  Baby Beirut.


  It remains a tough town today, though there has been some recent regeneration with the building of new sports facilities, and there are major plans to overhaul the town centre. The industrial
  park still provides some work, even if it doesnt compare to how Kirkby thrived in its early days. But its harsh history didnt just bring problems; Kirkby became an area where the
  sense of community was strong and people were always willing to help each other out where they could. It is still like that today  it is a tight-knit place, and the town always protects its
  own. Even though life was difficult, most of the families there were good, honest people who did their best in life to survive, and everyone pulled together.


  I have lived in Kirkby all my life and it has always been home to me, despite its reputation and lack of work opportunities. It is in Kirkby that I have a sense of belonging in my own community.
  Its not pretty or gentle, but it is very real. It is where I feel most comfortable and I remain proud of the great people of this community. When you really need support, I cant
  imagine where you would find a warmer, more generous and loving group.


  I was the baby of our family, born on 24 June 1966, and had three older brothers, Jimmy, Philip and John, and two sisters, Lorraine and Carol. I was pretty spoilt as the
  youngest child but, even so, life wasnt always a bowl of cherries. Money was scarce, but at a very early age my parents instilled in me an understanding of right and wrong.


  There were three bedrooms in our house, one for my mum and dad, one for my sisters and one for us lads, and as a kid I shared a double bed with all three of my brothers. It was crowded but it
  was great fun too. My brothers and I were lively, and even though we were always scrapping, we were also very close. We would hang out together when we were not in school and I was always looked
  after because I was the youngest. And it was at the heart of this environment that I learned to have a sharp sense of humour. Everyone was in the same boat, and so I didnt really know any
  different. People were always telling jokes, often at their own expense  it was a very Scouse way of dealing with the hard things in life.


  I was taught to have a good work ethic by my parents, but the problem was that there was no work to be had. By the time I was a young man in the 1980s, unemployment in Kirkby was terrible. The
  town had never really recovered after the recession. I didnt have any qualifications from school, but I could use my hands. I was constantly looking for work, with no luck, and as a result I
  was sent on countless Government schemes and courses to learn skills. I learned bricklaying, plastering, reupholstering, truck driving, joinery and how to be an electrician. You name it, where
  manual labouring skills were concerned, I had a certificate with my name on it. And at the end of it all, as hard as I tried, all I was left with was a bag of tools and no job. It was pretty
  soul-destroying, but I was certainly not alone. Many men from the area were forced to move away from their homes and families and travel to London or the south of England to get work to provide for
  their loved ones, because the north-west was on its knees at the time.


  Like the rest of my family, I chose to stay at home and continue the search for work. I didnt sit around moping about the fact that there were no jobs, I just got on with things. It makes
  you fairly hardy to the knocks that life throws at you, but I got through it by taking up running and training in the gym.


  It was in 1987 that I met my future wife, Denise. I was on a night out at Kirkby Town Football Club when I spotted this young, pretty girl dancing away and I liked her immediately. Denise was
  only small but she had a big personality. She laughed a lot and I liked that. She looked carefree and happy, and with the Dutch courage of a few glasses of ale inside me, I went and asked her to
  dance. I was made up when she said yes. She was even prettier close up, with lovely blue eyes and wavy brown hair to her shoulders, but it was her big smile that I liked the best. I have always
  been a quiet, shy person and it takes quite a lot for me to open up to people, but I felt very comfortable and relaxed with Denise. In particular, she had a wicked sense of humour and a great
  laugh. We began going out together and in a way it was very old-fashioned. At first we just enjoyed having a few drinks until we got to know each other better, and then we really clicked and became
  a permanent item. Like me, Denise also had very strong family ties and we both wanted the same simple things in life.


  When we moved into our own little bedsit we were over the moon; you would think we had been handed the keys to a palace. Denise was ultra house-proud and turned the flat into a warm and
  comfortable home for us. Even though that first year had brought us the tragedy of losing Kirsty, we were thrilled when Denise fell pregnant again in 1990. Of course, we were also scared that we
  might lose another baby in the same way we had lost our daughter. All we could do was hope everything would be fine, and I supported Denise and looked after her as best I could. Everyone was
  anxious, including our extended families, but they were there for us both throughout. When James was born healthy we felt as if we had been given a second chance in life and, naturally, we were so
  protective of him from the moment he was born.


  We took James home and he became the centre of our world. It was one of the happiest periods of my life. James was a small baby with a smattering of blond hair and bright blue eyes. He was named
  after my dad, who had died of cancer not long before his arrival. At first he cried a lot, as many newborns do, but after a while we began to get him into a routine and he settled down, becoming a
  lively and happy young baby. We both noticed that he was as bright as a button from a very early age. He was so nosy, and even when he was just a few months old he started mumbling his words,
  trying his hardest to speak to us. It was wonderful to watch, especially when he started to walk even before his first birthday. They were fantastic days for us as a family. I loved my wife and my
  son and, despite the lack of money, James never went without. He was showered with love and affection not just from us, but from all his relatives on both sides. That was the way it was. The
  children were always put first and life revolved around them. If the kids were happy, then so were the grown-ups.


  We led a very simple, traditional life. The grim unemployment in the region meant that nearly everyone we knew was skint, but we all chipped in and helped each other out. When we moved into our
  flat, family members rallied round to get us furniture, and if you needed to borrow a few quid to get by then help was always there. Likewise, if we could help others in any way, we would. I would
  always do odd jobs for people, fixing things or making shelves in relatives homes. It was the least I could do. The women in the family all took it in turn to mind the kids, giving each
  other a break from time to time and, of course, we were never short on babysitters. Not that we were out a lot, as we couldnt afford it, but on Saturday nights it was a chance for Denise and
  me to go out locally and share a few drinks, have some laughs with each other and meet up with others from the family. As hard as it sometimes was, life was good in the most important ways. I had a
  fantastic family of my own with Denise and James; we had fun together and I was really happy. I loved being a dad and Denise was a great mum.


  As James began to grow up, we were able to move to a bigger one-bedroom flat in the Northwood area of Kirkby. The town is divided up into different districts, but most areas of Kirkby are
  similar to each other, with fairly large housing estates and local shops for basics, all within walking distance of the main town centre. With James already toddling, we needed eyes in the back of
  our heads to keep up with him! He was the most boisterous, outgoing baby you could meet and he was into just about everything he could get his hands on. He loved to climb onto furniture and roar
  with laughter all the time. His giggle was totally infectious and everyone just adored him. He would play with anyone and didnt have an ounce of shyness in him.


  Our days were spent looking after James, watching him grow into the most amazing little boy. He loved to play rough and tumble. Mischief was never far away from James, but he didnt have a
  bad bone in his body. After his breakfast, I would often take him to the park. One of his favourite toys was a red go-kart but, as James was short for his age, he couldnt even reach the
  pedals. It was so comical and cute. He had got into the habit of calling me Ralph instead of Dad because he had heard other people calling me by my name. I can still hear his little voice shouting
  out to me in the park as he played in his red car.


  Ralph, Ralph, come and push me, come and push me! he cried.


  No, James, Im your dad, not Ralph. You have to call me Daddy.


  OK, Ralph, now come and push me, he replied.


  I couldnt help laughing. James was a little imp and got away with so much, but he was also kind and loving. I couldnt have wished for a better son. He really was the light in my
  life and I cherished every moment I spent with him.


  Other days we would have a gentle knockabout with a football, his little legs running as fast as he could to get the ball. It was a sight to warm your heart. When he managed to push the ball
  into the net he would cry out, Ralph, Ralph, I scored a goal! Look at me!


  Each time he scored I would run over and fetch him up in my arms, throw him in the air and catch him before running around the park in celebration as James giggled at the top of his voice. Money
  can never buy moments like these and I will always remember them.


  Those early days with James remain my most precious memories. You never imagine they will be all you have left of your child, but while they are my sacred, private memories, in many ways it
  helps to share them publicly, because so few people got to know James as a little boy. To the rest of the world he became a photo in the newspaper or on the news at the centre of a tragedy, a
  grainy image on a CCTV camera as he was being led away by his killers. But he was so much more than that. He was a living, breathing bundle of energy who was idolized by his family. He had his own
  giant, cheeky personality wrapped up in his short, stocky body. I want people to know more about this special little boy who was denied the chance to grow up.


  It was as natural as breathing for James to smile and giggle, and as a result he would have everyone around him laughing too. His joy was completely infectious. Even though he was little, he was
  very strong and lively. He was often described as being like a human tornado or a Tasmanian devil, tearing around at full pelt until he just dropped with exhaustion at the end of each day. He would
  literally launch himself onto chairs or unsuspecting laps for loads of cuddles. It would wear us all out just watching him, especially when he started dancing to his beloved Michael Jackson tunes.
  He had followed in the footsteps of his mum, who was a huge fan of the singer. As soon as any of his records came on the radio or television, he would be up doing the funniest dances as he tried to
  impersonate the superstars moves, flinging his little arms in and out, giggling all the way.


  James loved life; he lived it to the full, and wanted to learn everything. Denise was great at teaching him and encouraging his sharp young brain. He kept us all entertained and busy for hours
  on end, day after day. Like most kids, he had his favourites among his toys, and Thomas the Tank Engine was definitely at the top of his list. He would ring the bell inside the tiny train and at
  night he couldnt wait to climb into bed under his Thomas the Tank Engine duvet.


  Another firm favourite was The Smurfs. He was mesmerized by the sight of the little blue people and played his Smurfs video so much he almost wore it out. He had a Smurfs ball and a
  Smurfs cereal bowl. And then he developed a thing for chairs! Mainly, I think, because he was so short he wanted to stand taller. There was one particular white chair that he would drag around the
  place and climb on.


  Im the king of the castle, he would sing at the top of his voice as he stood up on it.


  Other times he would climb on a chair and belt out his favourite nursery rhymes, Baa, Baa, Black Sheep or Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. Some chairs were just too big
  for him to clamber onto, and so in the end I decided I would make him his very own little throne, using the skills I had learned on my joinery and upholstery courses. I was never academic but I was
  good with my hands and at making things. I spent three days crafting this piece of furniture for my son.


  What you doing today, Ralph? James asked me as he cocked his head to one side.


  Daddys making you your own special chair, I told him.


  Wow! Im gonna have my own chair, he gushed as he threw himself on me for a big cuddle.


  I measured the dimensions of the chair precisely so that it would be exactly the right size for James, and I carefully and lovingly constructed it in Denises dads large garden shed, which
  doubled as his workshop. Huey was happy for me to work away in there until the chair was done, and I have to say it was pretty good at the end. I used old bits of wood and leather, finally
  upholstering it in bright red. When I eventually took it home and showed it to James, all I heard was a huge roar of excitement before he was off like a rocket, climbing all over it and jumping up
  and down on his very own seat. From that day on you couldnt part my little boy from his chair. Every day he would pull it up to watch his favourite television shows and be the happiest kid
  ever. I loved to do things that made him happy, as did everyone else in the family.


  A lot of time was spent with our extended family, and so James had plenty of other kids to mix with, as there were loads of cousins as well as aunts and uncles. They all showered him with
  affection and love, and in return he adored making people laugh. He was a huge part of our family and rarely was he without that sparkling smile on his face. The only time he was quiet was
  when he was sleeping! Sometimes he was so exhausted he would fall asleep in my arms at night on the couch and I would gently carry him to his bed and tuck him in. Other times I would put him to bed
  and hold his hand while he dropped off. He always took a little torch with him, and if he woke in the middle of the night, I would hear him sneaking across the room to get into bed with us.


  We would often spend time at my brother Jimmys house, which was also in Kirkby and a short walk from our flat. He and his wife Karen already had two daughters, aged five and three, and
  James loved to play with them. Jimmy kept pigeons in a loft in his back garden and it was a huge treat for James to go and visit. He was completely mesmerized by them and the noises they made.


  Cor, look at the birds, Ralph, he would gasp aloud, as I lifted him up to see them. When I grow up I want to have birds like that too.


  You can do whatever you want when you get older, son, I promised him.


  He loved his Uncle Jimmy and his Aunt Karen, who were always happy to see us at their house. Karen kept her home immaculate, like a lot of Liverpudlian women. They lived in an end-of-terrace
  red-brick house with three bedrooms. Everything was beautifully decorated and yet you didnt feel like it was somewhere you couldnt relax; it was so inviting and friendly, you felt
  totally at ease and able to enjoy yourself.


  Their house had the added bonus of a small but child-friendly garden, which was Jimmys pride and joy. At the far end were his pigeon sheds, but elsewhere there was a well-kept lawn and
  plenty of plants and flowers. This meant that when the weather was good enough, the kids could run out the back patio doors and play outside, which they loved. We didnt have the sort of
  lives where you had to book appointments to tell people you were coming to see them. It was the norm just to turn up and stick the kettle on, day or night. It was an open-house
  policy.


  Both Jimmy and Karen were tall and slender, but while Karen had dark brown, almost black hair, Jimmy was the blond one in the family. Neither of them was quiet! Jimmy loved to be around people,
  cracking jokes and having a laugh. Karen was the same and they were rarely without smiles on their faces. They were both larger than life, and it was me who was the quieter one, but I always loved
  being in their company. When everyone got together, their house was filled with laughter and the kids were as content as anything to tear around and enjoy themselves. It was here that many of the
  kids birthday parties would be held  there was never a dull moment in that house. Jimmy was working on the taxis at the time, and life seemed very good for him and his wife. They were
  happily married, enjoyed a great social life and had a brilliant family. That happiness rubbed off on anyone who walked through the front door.


  James was no exception, and I will always remember the day he climbed onto Jimmys lap and declared, Youve got the same name as me.


  No, son, youve got the same name as me and your granddad, because we were here before you, Jimmy replied.


  With that James let out peals of laughter before rushing off to entertain someone else. Everyone remembers his antics during a kids Halloween party Jimmy and Karen held in October 1992,
  when he was two and a half. He was the centre of attention among all the other kids because he was the youngest, and totally lovable! Karen and Jimmys girls doted on him and wanted to play
  with him like he was a little cute doll and, of course, James lapped it all up. There must have been about eight kids at the party that day, some family as well as others from the street, and just
  as many adults. That was quite a lot of people, and noise, in an ordinary-sized house, especially as the children were all screaming at the top of their lungs and having the time of their lives.
  Karen always threw great parties and sometimes I think the adults enjoyed them just as much as the kids!


  As ever, James was the life and soul, loving every minute of showing off in the bin-liner costume that the kids had dressed him in for the occasion. But that wasnt enough for our James.
  He wanted to go the whole hog, and so Jimmys eldest daughter led him upstairs with about four other kids and they set to work on his look, raiding whatever makeup and costumes they could lay
  their hands on! About half an hour later, they all pounded down the stairs and there was James with the biggest grin across his face. He was plastered in Rocky Horror Show-style make-up.
  Gone were his bright chubby cheeks and the angel face. Instead he was covered in white face cream with red devil streaks painted down from his eyes and he now had green hair under a witchs
  hat!


  Look at me, everyone, he shrieked. Im coming to get you on my broomstick!


  The more everyone laughed at his antics, the more excited James became. He was completely in his element, running under tables and chairs and jumping out on the grownups, trying to scare us in
  his Halloween costume.


  But the favourite part of everyones day was playing duck apple in a large bowl of water. Even the adults had a go, pushing their faces into the bowl to fetch an apple with their teeth.
  This proved a lot harder for the mums and dads after downing a few beers during the afternoon, but it was very funny, and the children especially liked to see the adults making complete fools of
  themselves. When it came to Jamess turn to try and grab an apple, he did it with as much energy as he did everything else in his life, and launched his head into the bowl as the kids around
  him squealed away. There was water and mess everywhere but no one was in trouble. This was a fun day and the kids could let off some steam and play together.


  By the time James had finished with the apples, his makeup had run all down his face, and so off he went upstairs with the rest of his gang to have it reapplied all over again. There were loads
  of goodies that day for the kids  bags of sweets and plenty of cakes, mainly made by Karen, who was a great cook. All the adults kept an eye on the children to make sure they were all safe.
  If things got out of hand, any one of the mums or dads would step in and have a quiet word. There was no time limit on this party or any other. The kids were taken home when they were tired or had
  had enough, and I can remember carrying our son home that night as he slept in my arms, totally exhausted by all the fun.


  James was always up to something. He had a habit of hiding food and sweets in anything that had a lid on it. We would have to go and hunt down biscuits and cakes in pots all over the house to
  make sure they didnt rot and smell, but you could never be cross with James. At one family party he tried to put a whole piece of gateau in his mouth at once and ended up smearing it right
  across his face. It was a sight to be seen.


  Despite his boisterous nature, James was also very kind and caring. He loved all types of animals and, even though he was naturally curious, he never wanted to harm them. I would take him over
  the nearby hills and he would run around with excitement.


  Lets go and find some grasshoppers, Ralph, hed shout.


  OK, son, Ill race you to see who finds one first.


  I always let him win, and when he found the grasshoppers he would sit for ages listening to the noises they made. Then he would carefully put them on his hands and look on in fascination as they
  jumped away. He would collect all the caterpillars from the fuchsia plants and carnations growing in Jimmy and Karens garden before gently letting them go again. Similarly with frogs: he
  would put them on his palm and stroke them before they hopped away, never hurting them. But his favourite animals were the fish in the tank at our house. He was so short that someone would always
  have to pick him up so he could see. He loved to gaze at the angelfish, guppies, mollies and tetras, but most of all he liked the neons that shone so brightly in the water as they swished about.
  You could see Jamess eyes darting as he tried to keep up with the pace of the fish. He was fascinated by them.


  Can I feed the fish, Ralph? he would ask without fail.


  Of course you can, son. Lets get the food for you.


  Then he would gently drop the fish flakes into the tank and watch with wide-eyed astonishment as the food glided through the water and the fish swam to gobble it all up. Every time he left the
  house he would have to kiss the glass bowl and wave goodbye to the fish.


  Bye-bye, fishes, see you soon, he chirped, waving all the way to the front door in my arms.


  No one will ever know just how much James meant to me. He brought so much to all who knew him in such a short space of time. Never in a million years could anyone have imagined what was going to
  happen to this most special and treasured little boy.


  I sometimes sat him on my shoulders and he used to try to pull my ears off in fun. I would be covered in bruises because he was so boisterous, and on one occasion he accidentally snapped the
  gristle at the top of one of my ears. Its an injury that has never healed. But its odd to think that when I now touch that damaged ear it can evoke such tender memories of my little
  boy.


  I used to tell him all the time how much I loved him, and he would reply, I love you too, Daddy. Or Ralph, depending on how the mood took him!


  The night before he vanished from our lives for ever, I put him to bed as normal after another exhausting day. It was one of the jobs I loved as a parent because even when James closed his eyes,
  he looked content and happy. Denise and I would always take it in turns to put him to bed. That evening when he was finally sleepy, I tucked him under his duvet and kissed him on the forehead
  before watching him fall asleep. He was holding my hand as he often did, and I waited until his fingers relaxed, slipping away from mine, before I dared to move away.


  Goodnight, my beautiful son, I gently whispered in his ear.
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  The Day Everything Changed


  Friday, 12 February 1993 was a bitterly cold day and, as ever, James was sitting on his special chair in his jim-jams eating his breakfast in front of the fire.
  He was as lively as could be, even though he had just got out of bed. He was like that every day, full of beans, until it was time for him to go to sleep at night. To be honest, I cant say
  that the details of that morning stood out to me more than any other. But I do know that as soon as James was up and about, it meant that everyone else had to be full of energy too, because he was
  such a live wire. James always had cereal for his breakfast and I started my day with a cup of coffee and some toast. When I think back, it is almost unreal just how ordinary the day was and how
  happy and untroubled we all were as a family. And yet in a few short hours nothing would ever be the same again. No, we didnt have a lot of money, but we had a warm and clean home, Denise
  and I had each other, and together we had the most amazing little boy. It is easy to take your blessings for granted until they are stolen from you.


  I had agreed to go out that morning to help Denises brother Paul fit some wardrobes at his new home, which was only a short distance from where we lived. Denise asked if I would take James with
  me because she was heading up to her mums to see family, and it would give her a break and the chance to catch up on her own chores. Denise usually went and did some shopping on a Friday,
  but as far as I can remember she hadnt planned to go out of Kirkby when we parted that morning. I was normally happy to have James around me, but on this occasion I was concerned that he
  might get hurt if we werent keeping an eye on him at all times. The doors to the wardrobes were heavy and there would be lots of electric tools and nails lying around that might pose a
  danger to an incredibly nosy child like James. I couldnt bear the thought of him being injured because I wasnt able to keep an eye on him properly. Both Denise and I were very
  protective of James, and we were both constantly checking on him because he had the potential to get into mischief in the blink of an eye.


  Not taking James with me that morning is the biggest single regret of my life. It was the worst decision I have ever made, and to think that I made it trying to protect James is the most bitter
  irony of all.


  Denise and I agreed that she would take James with her. He was dressed warmly, bundled into his long blue hooded anorak. We all left the flat together and walked to Denises mum Eileens
  house. I said goodbye to them both from there. The last I saw of James was as he waved to me from the front door. My last words to him were a simple, Ta-ra.


  When I arrived at Pauls house, I didnt have a care in the world. We set to work for the day fitting the wardrobes and it wasnt until late in the afternoon that I finished
  and called in to see my mum. I didnt stop long, and after having a chat with her I walked back to Eileens house to meet Denise and James. I cant remember exactly what time it
  was, but it was already dark and approaching teatime. I had no idea until that point that my son had gone missing. We were not yet in an age where everyone had a mobile phone and people were
  ringing or texting each other every few minutes.


  I remember that when I walked through the door I immediately sensed a strange atmosphere. I couldnt see Denise or James and I wondered if they had already gone back to our flat.


  Whats up, Eileen? I asked. I knew from her face that something was wrong.


  Ralph, the police have been on and your James is missing. I dont know much more than that, but theres a message on the answerphone for you to get to the station. Ive
  been out shopping myself, so I dont know what time this all happened, but Ive been ringing round as many people as I can and no one seems to know anything. You need to get to Marsh
  Lane Police Station.


  What do you mean? How can he be missing, for Gods sake?


  I felt sick to my stomach. It hit me so hard, as if someone had just punched the living daylights out of me. It was just coming up to six oclock, and I looked out of the window only to
  see how dark and cold it was.


  Wheres my baby boy, Eileen? I need to find him, I choked.


  I ran out of the house as fast as I could to rally relatives to start a search for James. The first person I went to was Denises brother, Ray Matthews, who was at home with his wife Delia eating
  their tea when I arrived.


  James has gone missing. They cant find him anywhere. We need to get to the police station and find out whats happened to him. I need to get out there and find him but I
  dont know whats gone on. I havent even spoken to Denise. Have you heard from her?


  How has he gone missing? What do you mean?


  Ray automatically assumed I meant that something had happened to my brother Jimmy, and then it dawned on him that I meant my son. I still knew so little. The police had told Eileen that James
  had gone missing during a shopping trip earlier in the afternoon, but not where they had been.


  I dont even know where he went missing, Ray. I just know they cant find him and I need to speak to the police and Denise as soon as possible. Denise is at the police
  station. Can you take me there?


  Without hesitation, Ray grabbed his car keys and we both raced to the front door together. Marsh Lane Police Station is in Bootle, which is a dockside Liverpool town nearly eight miles from
  Kirkby. Ray was driving as fast as he could and my head was racing.


  The next few minutes were a bit of a blur. I was beside myself with worry and all I wanted to do was open the car door and throw up because I felt so sick at the thought of my lovely son being
  out there all alone. Ray kept trying to reassure me that all would be well and that James had probably wandered off to make mischief as he always did. I hoped with all my heart he was right, and
  that by the time I arrived at the police station I would be greeted by my sons gorgeous face, grinning from ear to ear.


  Its not until something like this happens that you realize how physical your emotions can be. Every parent in the land must surely know what it feels like to lose sight of your precious
  child, even for a few seconds. I felt violently ill from head to toe and was in a blind panic over the thought of James being in danger. It seemed like an eternity before we arrived at Marsh Lane,
  but when we did I jumped from the passenger seat of the car and legged it into the police station.


  My names Ralph Bulger and my son has gone missing, I blurted out to the first officer I saw. Please tell me you have found him . . . please, I begged.


  Im sorry, sir, we have no news about your son yet, the duty officer replied. Come through and Ill find someone who can speak to you and bring you up to
  speed.


  It was obvious that everyone in the police station was on high alert and was aware that a child was missing. I was desperate to speak to Denise, because I needed to know what had happened. I
  also knew that I had to get out into the cold night and search for my son. Every minute I stayed at the police station was another minute not spent looking for the most precious little boy
  in my life.


  I was led into an interview room where two policemen said they would need me to give a statement and as much information as possible to help them in their search for James. My fear and
  frustration spilled over.


  For fucks sake, what am I doing in here answering questions when I should be out there finding my James?


  Im sorry, Ralph, one of the officers replied calmly. Its vital we get as much information as we can to assist us in our search. I understand how you must be
  feeling but we are going to do everything we can to get James back to you. We just need you to tell us as much as you can.


  I realized that the police were doing their jobs, but there was no doubt about it, they were taking statements from me and Denise to establish if we may have been behind Jamess
  disappearance. They couldnt rule us out until they had spoken to us in detail. It took a long time as they tried to piece together where I had been and if I could have been with James at any
  time that afternoon. They asked me about Denise and where she had been that day, but I couldnt answer many of their questions because I hadnt spoken to her. I know this would be
  standard practice in a police investigation of this nature, to rule out immediate family and friends, but I found the line of questioning very harsh and unsettling. Perhaps I was just sensitive to
  their questions because I was desperate to get out and look for my son. In any case, I didnt have a choice. I wasnt going to be let out of the police station until I had completed my
  statement. I hadnt even seen Denise at this point, as she was being held elsewhere, answering more questions.


  I felt bad about my initial outburst, but I was lashing out because I was so terrified about the safety of my son, and it was never meant as a criticism of the police. Even after I had made my
  statement, I still couldnt get out and join the search. Instead, the police drove me back to our flat in Kirkby because they desperately needed some up-to-date photos of James. I understood
  why this was important, but as a parent, as Jamess father, the delay was agony.


  Finally, after what must have been about three hours, the police took me to see Denise in another interview room. She looked up at me and her face just crumpled. She was in bits as she got up to
  hug me.


  What the hell happened? I asked as I put my arms around her.


  Denise filled me in on the details as best she could, but she kept breaking down in tears and it was hard for her to get the words out. She was in the interview room with her brother
  Pauls fiance, Nicola Bailey, and it turned out that the pair of them had gone shopping earlier that day in the Strand in Bootle, a large, popular indoor mall. Denise had taken James
  with her and Nicola was also minding a little girl for the afternoon, the three-year-old daughter of Denises brother John. It was the first I knew that Denise had gone to Bootle, as her shopping
  trip had been arranged on the spur of the moment when Nicola had also turned up at Eileens earlier that day. Nicola was heading to the Strand and had asked Denise if she wanted to go along
  with her.


  Nicola drove the four of them to the retail centre where they arrived just before 2 p.m. As ever, James was thrilled to be riding in a car, which was always one of his favourite pastimes. Since
  he had been very young he had loved cars, bikes, planes, trains  hed always been mad about anything that moved.


  It was a typical Friday afternoon in the shopping mall, ram packed with people spending their wages on food for the weekend or clothes for a night out on the town. It was also bitterly cold
  outside, and so that brought even more people into the mall because it was warm and sheltered from the wintry weather. Usually Denise would never take James out without his pushchair, but as the
  girls didnt plan to stay long at the Strand, she decided to leave it behind. She told me that James was overexcited, being his normal bubbly self, but because he was not in his pushchair, he
  kept trying to break free from her hand to go off exploring the shops. I had always worried when we took him to the Strand because I knew how busy it was in there and how easy it would have been
  for James to get lost if he went off on his own.


  He was naturally nosy and friendly, and he would have been in seventh heaven looking around at all the shops and all the people there that day. Denise said they bought the kids sausage rolls and
  some sweets and then set off to get their grocery shopping for the weekend, calling in at Tesco and Marks & Spencer. She said the kids were getting restless and playing up a bit, running up and
  down the aisles and making a nuisance of themselves, as young children do. She was having trouble keeping hold of James as he kept trying to get loose from her grip and tear around the shops like a
  maniac. Both she and Nicola agreed it was time to get the kids back home, but they wanted to stop at a butchers on the way out.


  They called into A. R. Tyms, where Denise usually bought her meat. She was buying chops for our tea that night.


  I cant believe it, Denise sobbed. I swear I only let go of him for a second and he just vanished. I went into the butchers and got my purse out to pay, and
  when I looked down our James was gone. One minute he was there, the next he disappeared. I saw him by my side and then by the door and that was it. I ran out to find him, but I never saw him again.
  Im so sorry, Ralph.


  She told me she just panicked and ran out of the shop. Wheres James, wheres James? she yelled. James, James, where are you?


  She said the rest was a bit of a blur and that she was running about everywhere, bumping into people and shouting his name out as loud as she could. She ran in and out of shops and checked the
  corridors and aisles of every place she could think he may have gone to. Her shouts for James became screams of panic, begging passers-by to let her know if they had seen her lost son. Nicola was
  searching different shops as the two girls tried their hardest to find him, but they both said it was as if he had disappeared into thin air.


  A few minutes later Denise found the security office for the mall and reported James missing. They made several announcements over the public address system, appealing to anyone who had seen a
  lost little boy. After that Denise went back and forth to the security office, getting more and more desperate with every visit. She said it was mayhem and that she was just running around
  everywhere, crying and screaming for her son. She wanted them to shut the precinct doors to prevent James from leaving the mall, but the security officers kept reassuring her that hed turn
  up.


  Im so sorry, Ralph, she sobbed, as I held her close to me. I tried everything to find him but he just went. I want my little boy back, Ralph. Where has he gone?
  Please find him for us.


  Dont worry, love, we will find him. I promise.


  It was all I could do to reassure her, but inside I had this huge knot in my stomach. The sick feeling of dread and frantic worry wouldnt leave me. But I had to try to look after Denise
  as well as find James. It was now several hours since he had gone missing and all I could think was how my son was alone and cold and scared in the dark somewhere.


  Denise told me that she and Nicola had carried on searching in the mall, and it was at 4.22 p.m. that the security office called the police, forty minutes after James had disappeared. Police
  Constable Mandy Waller arrived at the mall to meet Denise and Nicola.


  Some time later, Mandy described to me how she had been the first police officer on the scene  she was on a routine patrol in her car when that initial call was made to say that a little
  boy had been lost.


  According to Mandy, this was a regular thing and not in the slightest bit unusual. Routine police work often involves missing children who wander off, and in most cases parents and kids are
  happily reunited within about fifteen minutes. What had alarmed her, though, was that by the time she arrived at the mall, James had already been missing for a lot longer than that. She could see
  Denise was frantic with worry and together
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