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CAME THE YEAR OF THE millennium, July 4, and the view from Step Green’s window didn’t vary. Mount Eden at 637 feet above sea level was doing its utmost to shake off low-lying cloud, but to no avail. The mountain with its backdrop of grey sky was too close to miss. July in New Zealand means rain and more rain with icy temperatures. Roll on August and September  which would mean more of the same, but to a lesser degree. There was rain in the air now and rain in Step’s heart; he could feel it. It was there most times. The mountain again claimed his attention with its out-of-reach freedom  framed in concrete with vertical iron bars as soft furnishings. The razor wire adorning the perimeter walls gleamed with moisture, repeating the story it told each time he allowed his inner self to weaken and pine for release; ‘you ain’t going nowhere, Steppie, but keep the memory alive. One day you’ll get lucky; maybe.’

Step didn’t resent his eleven years in prison. It was part of the price he’d been prepared to pay for something someone other than himself had done that needed doing, but something he should have done himself; and it was Step who had set the price. There were no regrets there, but in retrospect he’d done himself no favours by not expressing remorse. He acknowledged it was a bitter seed that grew within him and there was nothing he could do about it and nothing he wanted to do about it. The words of the sentencing judge had been well recorded in the media of the day.

‘Mr Green, the fact that you are completely void of remorse for your actions gives me no option other than to impose the full sentence of the court. Are you seriously telling me you have no regrets?’

Step had been controlled and accepting of the situation. He was fully resigned to what was happening. This was the murder trial that had sensationalised the headlines for the past year; a top New Zealand dignitary had burned to death in his own home and was, as decided by twelve good persons and true, a victim of arson and murder.

‘May I address the court, your honour?’

‘You may.’

‘You ask if I am sorry. Of course I’m sorry. I’m sorry some other bastard got to him before I did. I’ve been looking for the swine for years, a lifetime, but I’m telling you again I didn’t kill him. I had forgiven him. What I can say is he had it coming and it was only a matter of time before someone caught up with him. I can’t be sorry for something I didn’t do, but if you went out and found the one responsible I’d be the first one to buy him a drink.’

Step took it on the chin; life imprisonment: fifteen years with a non parole period of ten years. Eleven of those years were behind him now, almost twelve. Time passes quickly when you’re having fun. Today Step was wondering why he’d been transferred from his maximum security abode in Northland after being domiciled in Block D of Paremoremo for most of those years. Nobody was telling him. Common sense said it was related to his latest parole application which was due for consideration by the review panel, but common sense didn’t apply in this environment; not when review board members had historic connections to the person Step was said to have killed. Steppie’s third time up to bat for parole wasn’t expected to deliver a result different to the two previous appeals. Denied, denied! The chief administrator probably had his rubber stamp poised ready to cancel any hopes and dreams Step may have fostered; then a grim smile from the governor, a nod of the head and, ‘on your way, Green.’

Mt Eden and a fresh cell meant a drastic break in routine for Steppie. It deprived him of the few privileges and surreptitious benefits cultivated under the blind eyes of flexible correction officers in his maximum detention premises. Ten years of familiarity had done much to dissolve the contempt directed at him on his initiation into the hard school of lifers. Over the years it had gradually become accepted by the turnkeys that Step Green wasn’t a bad sort who on face value wasn’t the type to commit the type of crime of which he had been convicted. His attitude, though fiery, was reflected in his macabre and satirical sense of humour. Whereas it was generally agreed among his carers he wasn’t deserving of the three prison officers appointed to be responsible for his welfare, the harsh reputation of D Block aspired from the restrictive conditions developed to accommodate offenders of the ilk of Step Green. Murderers, rapists and child sex offenders were all members of this exclusive club where the focus of the sentencing plan was to reduce the potential of reoffending.

Yes, today Step was wondering and he was annoyed. In his new cell with just the basics they had taken his toys away and he was out of his comfort zone. Just the one bunk meant non share accommodation and that was the bonus. He would be alone. There were worse things. Through these years of internment his behaviour pattern had discouraged all cell sharing situations. His heavy actions towards any potential share-twin had brought grief for one and quantities of solitary for the other; that other being Steppie, but that suited him. Eventually it was appreciated he was better suited to one bedroom facilities which settled his temperament and made life better for everyone concerned, but mainly for him. Time was his friend and the courts had given him plenty of that and that time was better spent alone. His fingers itched for his laptop computer and his guitar. It was hard for him to get through a day without playing, without writing something; without recording each inspirational thought as it flashed into his mind. Step had never lacked inspiration despite his situation, but his PC and his Long Gone Guitar were back there in Pare along with the promise of being reunited with them if he behaved. As a result he was edgy, impatient and frustrated. He didn’t want to be here and he didn’t want to be separated from his best friends; his guitar and keyboard. His survey of his new quarters confirmed one out of reach light socket screened by a protective veil of mesh lined security glass. Protecting who from what, he had long thought? Protecting that someone who could reach the required height to hang himself, from changing his mind and ramming his fingers into a 240 volt system with the hope he would electrocute himself instead?

Step’s ‘Pare-dise’ cell wasn’t recommended by the AA. It had no power point; no under-floor heating, no phone, no internet, no Sky TV. The upside to that was there was no mind numbing television commercials to dominate seventeen minutes of each hour with egotistical big brother type subliminal messages structured to influence those who can’t think for themselves and are prepared to let others do it for them. In Pare, his laptop batteries were charged regularly by his cell guards. He had three of these, guards and batteries. This allowed him to indulge in his one fetish, the written word and record for whatever reason, his thoughts, his illusions, his philosophies, but most of all his autobiography; his memories, first and last from the moment they had occurred. The memories of his PC were clogged with work. He wrote as a third person, as though he’d been observing rather than experiencing; as though it were a story that had been told to him; much of which he wouldn’t want to believe and more of which would be better left unsaid. It was a tale which covered six decades, more years than Step had expected and accepted; all written for who knows whom to read; but it was written and it was true.
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LONDON, ENGLAND.

It was 10th October 1940 when the irony began for Steppie. In the face of Adolph Hitler’s fury Reichsmarschall Herman Wilhelm Goring had redirected his incessant bombing attacks from the supply lines and airfields of Southern England to concentrate on the Royal Group of Docks on the River Thames and the City of London. Step was to learn later, when the war was done and talk was the cheapest commodity around and not rationed, bombs fell on defenceless civilians for 76 consecutive nights during the Blitzkrieg. Because of this it became a habit for Londoners to seek the sanctuary of the London Transport Underground when the air-raids threatened with not as much as a platform ticket required for admittance. Step was introduced to a gathering of those vulnerable beings when he arrived feet first in the hollow surrounds of Platform 1 of Stepney Green tube station, defying a breech birth, at 2:47 am. It was there during a regular night of terror below ground Step and his mother became two and the rightful owners of a grey ration book.

Throughout his lifetime Step often thanked his stars, not the lucky ones, that this repetitive habit of his mother hadn’t occurred at another London Transport delivery ward, such as Shoreditch High Street, or Whitechapel. He baulked at the thought of going through life being called Pudding Mill Lane, although he thought Bethnal had a nice ring to it, Pudding Mill Lane Green! Green was the family name. Could life have been more humiliating for him? The cockney sense of humour had prevailed when Brendan and Bertha Green had christened their 7th daughter Theresa, before the idea of tube station names had struck home. It had been a charitable act on his father’s part to leave young Step as a going away present for his wife when he went soldiering in France in January 1940. Seven sisters and three brothers were cheaper by the dozen for street trader Brendan Green, barrow-boy by day. It was obvious what he did at night; but he failed in his efforts to make the round dozen. It wasn’t to be. Army number 1043548 Corporal Brendan Lorne Green never returned from the beaches of Dunkirk. He, along with many of his comrades in arms, was wiped from the face of the earth in that savage retreat labelled Operation Dynamo. Being separated from her husband caused Bertha Green’s pregnancies to stop and gave her some indication of what caused them. The bombs fell and the city crumbled, but the people of London stood strong, except for the 40,000 who died in the 1,000,000 homes destroyed in that year of terror when the vulnerability of Southern England was exposed to Goring’s might. Well done, Adolph.

Step was destined to grow up hard and that first bust in the mouth he received on platform 1 of Stepney Green underground would not be his last. After ten days in a bomb ravaged maternity hospital Bertha Green took her son home to her brick terraced house at 28 Liddon Road in Canning Town. Three up, three down, outside lavatory and a tin bath hanging on the back fence had spelled home to Bertha for the twelve years of her marriage to Brendan. They were hard, working class conditions to which she was more than accustomed. Six sisters shared two bedrooms, sleeping top to toe and Step’s three brothers were bedded in the front room down; a three foot single bed with a paper thin mattress on a wire spring in the same configuration, one’s feet in the other’s face. Theresa’s cot was at the foot of her mother’s double bed which mum shared with Step. His entry into the world had never been on the agenda and during the early days of that pregnancy he had been seriously tested to survive the premeditated rituals of an unwanted pregnancy.

Step never knew a mother’s love, although he thought he did. He knew love, but it wasn’t his mother’s, it came from his Aunt who doted over him and his sister for the first ten years of his life. Step was just twelve weeks old when Bertha’s mother, Nell Parsons, recognised her daughter wasn’t coping and relieved her of her fourth son and seventh daughter and whisked them both away to the mother-hen-ship of Dorothy Agnew, Bertha’s elder spinster sister. Auntie Dot lived in the Suffolk township of Gosbeck where she owned Poplar Farm, the land of which she leased to a neighbour having retained possession of the farmhouse in which she lived.

As the war in Europe advanced the faces of children grew scarce on the streets of London under the continual threat of enemy invasion. Where did all the young ones go? The German army had been expected on British soil for a year, but it hadn’t materialised and this delay allowed time for desperate parents to make ultimate decisions, one being the evacuation of their children. In droves the unsuspecting young of London areas were sent on holidays of lifetimes to alternative homes in all four corners of the British Isles; and in many cases further afield. One of the saddest happenings of that cruel war was the sight of children of all ages lined up at railway and coach stations, herded like sheep, looking lost, but always hopeful. This was adventure. At the mercy of a cruel war they stood with their names pencilled on luggage labels attached to their collars, their scant possessions in cardboard boxes and suitcases; gas masks on string were draped around their shoulders.  Helpless kids  in the process of losing their homes and in many cases their identities being  dispatched in search of safety and hope.

Step’s infancy was spent in the countryside of Suffolk where he was protected from the fact he was part of the disintegrated Green family. He was never told of the three brothers and six sisters who were deported like cattle to remote colonies, such as Australia and Canada, never to return. He would learn only what he was told as he grew through infancy with his sister as his only anchor. The war continued, ended and eventually faded from the headlines as in 1945 Winston Churchill, the saviour of the British was given the soldiers’ farewell by those he had saved. London was still a ruin with the thumbprint of Adolph Hitler on every neighbourhood, but recovery from almost six years of conflict now seemed a strong possibility. It was regularly stated life was returning to normal, but there were many who had no idea of what normal was. Nightly bombing was normal for them. The drone of the buzz-bomb and the flash of the V2 rocket, that was normal, but thankfully all that was behind them.  Food rationing with its time consuming necessity to queue for food and essential items, that was normal and that continued. What did a young child growing up in the green fields of East Anglia know of such things? Step was to know nothing until his tenth year when Bertha Green became rehabilitated and was released from Oakwood Mental Institution in Maidstone having been deemed fit to resume her obligations as a mother.

But before that Step was to know ten oblivious years. As he grew on the tether of his surrogate mother’s apron strings his was a life far removed from the cobblestones and smoke of London’s East End. He knew only the serenity of rural living, of orchards and harvests. He had learned to savour the serenity of winding streams and ponds dense with mud-feeding tench and sticklebacks and the mischief of pockets filled with frogs. His playgrounds were hayricks, cow sheds and barns where at night bats flew and owls hooted. Poplar Farm was the home he came to cherish, where his dawns were heralded by the crow of the rooster and spring days were haunted by the rattle of a Clydesdale’s harness and  the distant call of the cuckoo.

As Step grew his days were mostly shared with his sister Theresa whom he adored. As she matured she tired of her name that reminded each person she met of the colour of trees and forsook it to answer only to Tessie, or the much preferred Tess. Together the siblings approached adolescence, becoming inseparable in daily activities. With the fifteen months of age difference counting for little in the small community they shared the same classroom and the same teacher at the small village school. Tess was always the leader who cared for her small brother no matter what, but Step became her self appointed protector who bloodied his first nose on her behalf when only nine years old. Respect grew for the Greens in the circle of their peers. You don’t tease, you don’t taunt, but you can like; and they were a likeable pair.

Step’s tussle of blonde hair and freckled cheeks were a match for those of Tess whose locks were allowed to grow long, though sometimes tangled. There came signs she would grow from a Tom-boy into a pretty young woman and the attraction started early with a few young boys of the neighbourhood buzzing around Poplar Farm as though it were a working hive. Jeremy Hood was the vicar’s son. He was a year older than Tess and he was a bundle of trouble with his practical jokes and cheeky grin. He and Step became strong friends. Jeremy had no siblings, but his cousin Daniel, two years older from south East London was billeted at the vicarage for the duration of the war. Daniel French was a quiet, sullen individual who hovered on the fringe of their group with little comment. He didn’t have a country boy’s heart and he missed London badly and wanted to return having been labelled as a mummy’s boy by his peers. He could find no way to enjoy country life in the way Step did and he was devastated when Gosbeck vicarage became his permanent home with the death of his parents in the London bombing.  

Came April 1950 and sudden disaster for Step with no warning, no expectation. For the rest of his life he would remember the details of his last day in the world of Poplar Farm. He, Tess and Jeremy with Daniel along for the ride had enjoyed a picnic in the fields; an idyllic day spent fishing and exploring the hedgerows, identifying new birds’ nests and gathering the emergence of spring in primroses and violets. Step’s last memory of Tess was of her sitting on a style with a tangle of blue and yellow spring flows woven into her hair that cascaded to her waist. This day, April 14th was the day they unknowingly said goodbye to each other forever. It was a date well recorded in history as a disaster day. The death of Abraham Lincoln’s and the disastrous voyage of RMS Titanic he learned about later and he bitterly added his name to the list. He had been sure it was going to be a good day. The new glossy comic, The ‘Eagle’ had hit the paper shops that morning and Dan Dare was his new hero. What could go wrong?  

It began as a routine day for this gang of young adventurers, at the end of which the four of them clambered over the gate in front of the farmhouse and tumbled into the yard. It was early evening. They were weary and the bats were flying. Tess had flowers for her mum; Step carried a clutch of eggs he had gathered  for the larder, but alarm bells rang in his head. There was something immediately wrong; a car was there and too many people. His mother, Aunt Dot, stood at the house door, anxious. The expression on her face was fraught as she struggled to subdue her anger. Her hands twisted in a knot in the folds of her pinafore. There was another woman, two women, one not unlike his mother and the other much older and grey. The younger woman fidgeted with nervousness. Not so the elder whose stern gaze chilled the meeting. For Step the innocence of youth disappeared in that frozen moment of bewilderment, realisation and disbelief; in those savage moments of truth. A fourth person, a grumpy man in a suit and a trilby, moved forward and spoke directly to Step with no hint of a smile, or compassion.

‘I’m your new father. You’ve kept us waiting. Get your coat. You’re going to London.’

It was April 14th.
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THE LIE CONTINUED. Tess struggled in protest against the restraining pull of her mother’s hand as the Morris 10 jerked through the gears and crunched across the loose gravel of the driveway towards the road. Her last image of Step was his tear-drained face pressed against a rear window before the car was engulfed by the shadow of the double line of poplars that gave the farm its name.

‘He’s not your brother. He’s your cousin. He’s going home, where he belongs.’

Dorothy Agnew realised it would be hard to console Tess, but it was the first lie that came to her lips and she bit her tongue as the words rolled out. She was as shocked as Tess was at the appearance of her mother and sister Bertha with her new husband in tow. They had given no warning of their visit and it was all over in the two hours spent waiting for the children to return from their day out.

‘Who were those people? Why did you let them take Step?’

‘They’re not people. That was your grandma and your Aunt Bertha, my sister and her husband. Step is her boy. I guess I just borrowed him for a while.’ She was crying as she had been since they’d left. She hadn’t been told Bertha had been released from care and had married again! What next?

The weeks passed and the lie grew as Dot Agnew struggled to come to terms with a situation that had taken her by surprise. The relationship between her and Tess became strained as all semblance of trust dissolved between them. Any explanatory words offered by Dot were treated with disdain by the young girl who withdrew into a shell of sadness. The spark vanished from her once vibrant personality and much of her time was now spent alone in her room. She wrote letters to Step, but had no address to send them to and from Dot Agnew no address was forthcoming. Tess Agnew was grieving and it wasn’t healthy. Dot Agnew knew this and she too was feeling the same pain. As well as losing a fine son she was unable to come to terms with the way her family had treated her, almost with contempt. They had appeared from the blue and wrenched Step away from her with no consideration, or appreciation of the ten years rescue upbringing she had provided. They had come for the boy. No, they didn’t want Tess.

‘Keep her. She’s yours. We want the boy,’ had said Bertha. She had deviously promised her new husband a son when they married, an obligation she knew she was unable to fulfil. Her term in Oakwood Hospital had involved a hysterectomy which gave no substance to any such promise and once the anger and outrage had subsided Step became the only solution to the problem. Step Agnew was wrenched away from his idyllic world in the green countryside of Gosbeck to become Step Green in the concrete jungle of London’s East End.

As time passed Tess became the subject of change and on the surface the tall young girl seemed to heal. She was thirteen and the signs were there; she was maturing into a woman. Dot Agnew chose the right moment to discuss with her the unfamiliar visits of Mother Nature, due each month, and they went together to Ipswich Co-op to spend the last of the month’s clothing coupons on two junior brassieres. Tess was going to be a big girl and the boys had already noticed.

Jeremy Hood and Daniel French were as much bewildered by Step’s departure as anyone. Jeremy and Step were self avowed blood brothers having committed themselves to each other in a solemn ceremony early in their relationship and the separation had a strong effect on them both. It had been Step’s eighth birthday, a day to remember with the corn cut and the harvest about done. They’d been helping in the fields as the huge steam threshers went about their business transforming waving fields of corn into regimentally stacked ricks and bags of wheat. In a secret thicket the two boys had sat and bravely endured a private ritual of blood letting and mixing. Step was first. He’d held his upraised palm locked against Jerry’s knee as his best friend used the barb of an ugly thorn from the brambles around them to puncture the pad at the base of his thumb, six times, a line of deep incisions, a quarter of an inch apart; and the blood flowed.

‘You’re a brave soldier,’ said Jerry, ‘now me.’

He had sat tense, but unmoved as Step carried out the same procedure on him; and the blood flowed. The deed was almost complete and the two boys watched and waited transfixed, as the blood pooled in the palms of two left hands. At the right time Step laid his bloodied palm in Jerry’s. Their fingers clenched and two right hands sealed the union.

‘Brothers in blood until death,’ they vowed in determined tones. ‘Blood brothers.’

With Step no longer around the gap had been too big for Jerry to handle alone. Daniel was no company and seemed insensitive to the fact Step was gone. It was a natural progression for Jerry and Tess to seek solace in each other, but two often became three as Daniel hung around making an awkward crowd. Daniel had begun to develop physically. He was no longer a pimply kid, but a larger, self conscious youth with surprisingly good muscle tone and a physical strength beyond his years. He had eyes for Tess, but was the odd man out. When together Tess and Jerry would endeavour to avoid Daniel’s company, but he was prone to appear at the wrong time in the wrong place. On the rare occasion when Jerry wasn’t around, when it was just Tess and Daniel together, Daniel’s personality changed and he became submissive, shy and awkward with an over show of attention toward her. He brought her gifts that she shunned and chocolate having told her he’d spent all of his sweet coupons on her. Tess loved chocolate. There came a day when they were alone in the orchard by the house when in a blustering, bashful mood he tried awkwardly to kiss her and he touched her breast. Tess openly rebelled, she screamed and scratched and struck out. Daniel ran off and wasn’t seen around the farm for days.

In that time Tess told Jerry what had happened. His reaction was explosive outrage, before dashing away to confront his cousin. When next she saw Jerry on the second day following the incident it had been almost forgotten by her, but the boy had a bruised eye and a swollen lip. Explanations were slow coming, but eventually Jerry admitted he had confronted Daniel on the matter and had been battered for his trouble. There followed a lecture from Jerry’s father, the vicar, on the Ten Commandments, the weakness of the flesh and the turning of cheeks. This was  followed by a family conference during which Daniel explained how he was overcome by an uncontrollable inner force. This was diagnosed by the Reverend Hood as the deadly sin of lust.

This all happened in 1952, a leap year when the country was mourning the death of King George V1 and celebrating the arrival of a new queen, but had little effect on the township of Gosbeck with its population of less than one hundred. Things were no longer the same at Poplar Farm. Dot Agnew received the news of the incident between the children with trepidation and read between the lines. She easily recalled her youth and her introduction to adulthood with her sisters in an environment dominated by men. She  had long accepted it was just a matter of time before happenings of this nature presented themselves. Sensing danger on the near horizon she cracked the whip and laid down the law to her Tess good and proper.

‘I’m telling you now, young Tess, stay away from them boys. They’re nothing but trouble as you’ll find out if you go on the way you are. There’re things a man wants that only a woman can give him and I’m telling you to be careful.’

Strong words, but how do you stop a girl growing into a woman; especially when the young girl wants to be a woman? The simple answer is you don’t. In retrospect Dot Agnew conceded what was about to happen would probably never have happened had Step not been dragged away to London. He had always professed nothing would happen to Tess while he was around.   It was late May. Step had been gone two years too long it seemed, and though missing him badly Tess felt the gap closing in her heart as she and Jerry spent more time together. Their relationship had developed an introverted aspect, each missing Step in their own way and both unwilling to talk about it. Neither could understand the circumstances that had taken him away. Daniel remained unaffected and while accepting he wasn’t part of their scene he appeared at odd times and made blundering attempts to become involved with them with little effect. They now referred to him openly as Dumb Daniel which made him angry, but it had the desired result of moving him on. The talk between Tess and Jerry was serious. Their plan was to run away, to go to London sometime soon and find Step. After that, what? They weren’t sure. Daniel got wind of this and wanted to be involved which led to more argument. No way. It was just the two of them.

‘This is between me and Tess, Daniel,’ said Jerry. ‘Stay out of it. We don’t want you around, and if you tell anyone, you’ll get it.’

Daniel slunk away in a sulk. The circus was in town, the town being Stowmarket which was a distance from Poplar Farm. As was the custom a local farmer had made available his roadside meadow as venue for the Greatest Show on Earth. Now the tranquillity of the countryside, road and pasture was broken by the rumble of trucks and trailers that brought an air of excitement to the area. From behind a roadside boundary line of  trees the inspiring dome of the big-top with pennants flying, rose to dominate the landscape. For miles there was scarcely a child not magnetised by the magic of the atmosphere, the colour, the bunting, the roar of caged animals and the merry jingle of the hurdy-gurdy. There remained one child who showed no interest,  no circus for him. Daniel chose to stay in his room and play with his trains whereas Jerry wagged two days off school just to be around the smell of the sawdust and the inhumanity of caged creation, as it was described by his father, the Reverend James Hood. The vicar didn’t approve of the circus, nor the zoo. He made it clear and not just from his pulpit that no creature should be confined in that way to be deprived of its freedom. His Adam and Eve view on cruelty to God’s creatures was an opinion not shared by son Jerry. He loved the thrill of the circus. His presence on the fringe of the activity at the showground earned him days of odd jobs running errands for the roustabouts. This earned him five shillings and two free tickets for the main Saturday performance.

‘One for you, one for me, Tess,’ he beamed as he passed them to her for safekeeping. ‘Tomorrow night at 6 o'clock.’

May 24th was a balmy Saturday at the height of summer. It was early afternoon when Dot Agnew gave the two kids a shilling each for candy floss and ice cream and packed them off on their bikes. They headed for the circus with hours to spare. Stowmarket was an hour away for them, but they had all day and it was arranged that Tess would sleep over at the vicarage that night. It would be a weekend never to be forgotten. Sunday morning the rain came. Dot Agnew looked at the clock on the kitchen mantle and issued a vexed verbal expression; it was an hour before noon and Tess wasn’t home. That was a nuisance and a worry. There had been a strong understanding between mother and daughter that if she stayed the night at the vicarage she had to be home by 9.30am. Dot understood the rain could change things a bit, but it had eased now, so where was she? Dot had to gather her own eggs and feed the fowls. Both were Tessie’s jobs.

‘Where the blazes is she?’ she asked her reflection in the kitchen window. ‘As big and ugly as she is, she’ll get her backside slapped when she appears.’

The umbrellas were out as the congregation of thirty three left St Mary’s in its wake. It was 11am on Pentecostal Sunday and most of them were thinking more about the Sunday dinner than the sermon of Rev James Hood. His theme of the spirit of Jesus descending on the apostles this fifth Sunday after Easter was not an unfamiliar one to the more dedicated of those churchgoers, but roasts were in ovens and the pubs opened in an hour. The Reverend stood at the door and bade farewell to the last of the worshipers and returned to the front pews where his wife of fifteen years was packing up her organ music. Jerry Hood had remained seated where he had been the entire hour of the service. He had been unusually quiet the whole time and didn’t fidget as he normally did. He nursed a fat lip and a scratched cheek and stood only when spoken to by his father, who showed annoyance and agitation.

‘I’m very angry, Jerry. Again I say, tell me why Daniel isn’t here.’

‘I can’t tell you. I promised.’

‘What did you promise, and to whom?’

‘I can’t tell you. He said he’d beat me up if I told.’

James Hood was tolerant. ‘Daniel threatened you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And he did that to you? He damaged your face?’

‘Yes.’

‘So tell me.’

‘I can’t do that.’

The reverend made his decision instantly.

‘Jerry, let me explain what is about to happen. It will be your choice, a limited choice. You are familiar with the cane that hangs on the hat rack in my study. You will leave here now and return with that item. In the time that takes you will have decided to tell me what you know as opposed to receiving a lashing from me.’ Jerry cringed internally. He was more than familiar with his father’s cane. ‘Tell me, my son. Is that journey really necessary?’

Jerry’s response took but a moment of thought.

‘He said he’ll kill me if I tell. He’s gone to London to look for Step Agnew.’

‘Why would he do that? Did he tell you why?’James Hood didn’t control his surprise.

‘He wants to please Tess. He likes her. He wanted to find Step. He said it would make her happy.’

‘But that’s ridiculous. The boy is miles away. Did he think he would bring him back? That couldn’t happen.’

‘He said it could. Now I’m in trouble.’

In the vicarage adjacent to St Mary’s Church the phone was ringing unanswered. Dot Agnew had taken her bicycle and ridden the three miles in the rain to the nearest phone box with her anger turning to worry. She replaced the receiver and pushed button B, contemplating her actions as the two penny coins rattled in the tray. It was 11:30 and the tones of the church clock, muted by the rain, drifted across the fields. She tried again. Wet, desperate fingers pressed the coins into the slot and she dialled. The connection was instant and she recognised Martha Hood’s voice. They knew each other well. Dot pressed button A.

‘Martha, where’s Tess? I need to speak to her. She should be here.’

‘Tess isn’t here. I haven’t seen her.’ Martha was taken aback, hesitant.

‘But she stayed the night.’

‘She did no such thing. We haven’t seen her. She was supposed to, but she went home.’

A flood of dread seeped into Dot Agnew’s being.

‘The circus, she went to the circus with Jerry. On their bikes. She stayed the night at your place. It was arranged. We arranged it. You. Me.’

‘That’s right. They went to the circus, but Jerry said she went home after. She changed her mind, he said and wanted to go home.’

‘Is Jerry there now?’

‘He is. He’s in the church with his father.’

‘I’m coming over. I want to talk to him.’

A half hour later Dot Agnew, drenched by the rain stood in the church hall confronting James and Martha Hood with their subdued son Jerry. The talk had been fierce. Tess was missing and Jerry was saying very little, but he had said enough earlier to kindle more rage within his father. James Hood stood squarely in front of his son, his disciplinary cane gripped firmly in his clenched left fist which was held straight down the line of his trouser leg.

‘You are not telling all, Jeremy. What is going on here? Do you know where Tessie is?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jerry was sobbing out of control as he pleaded, ‘I don’t know, but I think I know where she might be.’

‘And where is that?’

‘We went to the circus. Afterwards, when we came out, she went looking for Daniel. He’d told Tess he’d take her to London. He knows London. He said he would find Step. She left me at the crossroads after the circus. She said she was going to find him.’

‘What time was that?’

‘I’m not sure, but sometime before nine.’
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Chapter 3
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STEP HAD GROWN TO HATE London more every day. He climbed the fence at the bottom of the garden of his home in Farnham Road and sat on the grass bank and looked down on the main train line in the gully. For him one of the few good things about London was the streamlined trains that sped by belching their smoke and soot over everything. His real home and his heart were an hour away in Gosbeck and a train would be his ticket out of the place.  He didn’t intend to stick around any longer and if his plans worked out this Monday night would be the last he spent in this rotten hole. Two years had passed since he was wrenched away from Poplar Farm and nothing had happened to endear him to life in London with his new mother and father. Bertha Sanders, her begotten married name, had produced a birth certificate that laid claim to Step having been born to her in the suburb of Stepney in 1940. The document said he was christened Stepney Green and young as he was the biting satire added to the torment he had experienced since coming to London. He remembered that first week in his new home with bitterness.

‘Wake up, boy. You’re my son and now, this is your home. You are living here with me and your new dad, my husband, George Sanders, like it or lump it.’ No mention was ever made of his brothers and sisters who had suffered transportation to the colonies, but Bertha did endorse the lie that Tess was his cousin, not his sister. ‘You’d better get used to it, child.’

There was no way Step could like his new dad and he had secretly rejoiced when the car, the Morris 10, had blown a head gasket on the trip down from Gosbeck. They were five miles short of their destination and had finished the trip on two buses, not getting home until 11pm. Everyone was in a bad mood because of it and that suited Step. If he had to be miserable, let them be miserable too. There was little love around that day, nor had there been in the two years since.  It was generally known George Sanders had a few bob. He had a big house in the better part of the East End that had survived the bombing, good furniture and a flash car. This placed him a cut above the average working man in the district. He was a bookmaker, lived well and spent well making his money from the betting shop he owned in the High Street. He had most things he wanted in life, but he didn’t have a son, the one thing he couldn’t own; not by this marriage. But now he thought he owned Step. House rules were strict and Step’s time in London had been disciplined under an order and obey regime which was not restricted to him alone. It became clear from the outset Bertha Sanders was subjected to the same Victorian demands. It was a strict household, a harsh place to be and from day one Step had vowed he was ‘out of here’, no matter what.   

It had yet to happen and there was so much to miss when he compared the green freedom of his upbringing to what he had now. He’d had no contact with Tess, nor with Jerry, nor Poplar Farm. For him they ceased to exist. It had been two years, two years that seemed forever. Step missed the countryside and around him there was none. The garden of Farnham Road was long and narrow and the only touches of country were the cherry tree, a few scrambling tomato plants that clawed at a wall and the green mound of the railway bank on the other side of the fence. Step longed  for the country and yearned more for Tess. She would always be his sister no matter what anyone said. He wanted to be with her, to roam with her through the fields, to laugh and play, gather wild flowers, cut sticks, catch fish, scrump apples. Why couldn’t it be the way it used to be? There hadn’t been a lot of laughter for Step these past two years. To laugh would be good.

His best times were at school, filled with character building moments. His introduction to the closely knit ranks of East End primary schooling was not without incident. The school playground was where the pecking order for the bumpkin from the country with the funny name was established. Surprise, surprise; a few scuffles later and the odd bleeding nose and Step Green was inaugurated as a worthy member of Dagenham Park School where it was accepted he was not one to be messed with. He’d attended that school ever since returning to London, making few friends, but he was due to join a fresh school at the close of the term. Today had been another day of wagging off lessons when he’d cut classes after the dinner break. To him it didn’t matter for he was determined to leave anyway. His plan was to escape this miserable existence. The Royal Group of Docks was close by and he envisaged stowing away on a freighter bound for a distant land, anywhere, but he couldn’t do that until he found Tess.

Alone on the railway bank Step was alerted by the wail of a steam engine chime whistle, distant, but getting nearer, coming fast. The Silver Jubilee went through this time each night on the dot and he was always here to see it. When it passed it told him many things. It told him it was 6pm, it told him tea would be on the table in fifteen minutes and it said George Sanders, his stepfather, would be home in ten. Step straddled the fence and waited as the engine and its rolling stock rumbled by in a cloud of cindery smoke and steam. His frantic waving went unheeded by faceless travellers with heads buried in books and newspapers. How he wished he could have been one of those, all aboard, one of them. He vowed one day it would happen. He jumped down from the fence and retraced his steps, hurrying along the footpath to the house. Being late at the table was a recipe for trouble and his new father was the trouble. Step turned the corner and surely enough there was trouble at the front gate. George Sanders was engaged in frantic conversation with two men, one in a suit and trilby, middle aged, dark and slim. The other wore a dark blue uniform with three white stripes on the arm. A police car was parked at the curb with a third man at the wheel. Step couldn’t hear the conversation, but the indignation in George Sanders’ body language was clear as he gesticulated wildly with his arms. Everything stopped as they set eyes on Step and Sanders led the gentle charge as all three men came towards him. The boy was transfixed, unable to move as his father descended on him and fetched him a wallop around the head.

‘You’ve not been to school,’ he snarled, emphasising each word with continued cuffs about the ears. He repeated the words in anger. ‘You’ve not been to school. Where is she? What have you done with her?’

Step protested, having no idea what was happening.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ He had always refused to call the man dad. ‘Done with who? What?’

‘Your sister, you brat. You’re hiding her. Where is she?’

The police sergeant physically hauled Sanders off Step with firm persuasive action.

‘They’ll be no need for that, sir. I suggest you leave this matter with us. That sort of stuff will get us nowhere.’

Step wasn’t fazed by the assault. It was normal, depending on the amount of drink the man had consumed, but the boy’s brain was racing. He’d said it. ‘Your sister!.’ So it was true. This whole thing was a lie.

‘He’s my son.’ Sanders was objectionable. ‘Don’t tell me what to do. I’ll beat it out of him.’

‘You’ll do no such thing, Mr Sanders. This is a police matter and you won’t be told again. Stay out of it.’

The man in the suit directed his attention to Step. His manner was gentle as he introduced himself.

‘Stepney, is it? My name is Ralph Bridgens. I’m an inspector of detectives. You can relax. I know you have done nothing wrong, but we need you to help us.’

Step was cautious, but felt protected by the man.

‘Step, my name’s Step.’

George Sanders interjected once more, shouting to the world.

‘Are we going to do this in the front yard for everyone in the street to see and hear? Come in the house. I don’t want the whole bloody world knowing my business.’

Strong eye contact between the inspector and his sergeant induced a decision. 

They needed to get the boy away from his father.

‘This inquiry will be continued at the station, sir,’ said the inspector. He gave Step his best smile as he continued. ‘Do you fancy a ride in a police car, Step? We’ve got a few questions and some pictures for you to look at. It won’t take long. We’ll bring you home.’

Steps answer was without words. He took two tentative paces forward and was at the inspector’s side before the reaching hands of George Sanders could grasp him.

‘I want to know where you’ve been today,’ blurted Sanders. ‘You didn’t go to school,’

‘I did go to school,’ said Step.

‘You weren’t there,’ yelled the man. ‘The police, they’ve been there. You weren’t there. Where were you?’

The truth was too good to waste on this man called father.

‘I went to school this morning, had dinner and left. I’ve been hanging around the park ever since and watching the trains.’ He wasn’t about to tell him he’d been, where he always goes when he wagged school. He’d spent the afternoon at North Woolwich on the ferry boat Jack London..

Bridgens opened the car door and ushered Step into the back seat and sat beside him.

‘I’m picking you’ve had no tea. We’ll fix that when we get downtown.’ Step said nothing. ‘Are you hungry?’

Step felt more comfortable in this man’s presence than he had for a long while.

‘Some,’ he replied.

The inspector reached into a pocket and produced a Mars chocolate bar and then another. He stripped the wrapper from one and passed the other to Step.

‘I keep these for moments like this. I’m starving. Fill your boots.’

Step was aware the car had moved away from the curb into a stream of traffic thick with the late rush hour.  The image of livid George Sanders standing at his front gate became fixed in his mind. Step knew what to expect when he returned home that night, but that was later, this was now. He finished his Mars bar and filled Bridgens’ extended palm with the wrapper.

‘School no good, Step?’ asked the man.

‘It’s alright, but no, no good.’

‘I didn’t like school. I got the strap once for wagging.’

‘You did! What happened?’ Step was surprised.

‘Our science teacher was Mr Hart. I’ll never forget him, he was a pig. He used to whip us with a Bunsen burner hose. He was a cruel sod. I can feel it now. He scared the crap out of me.’

Step was alive and totally relaxed now.

‘We’ve got a Mrs Hart. She teaches French.’

There was no more talk for two sets of lights then Bridgens spoke.

‘Where did you go today?’

Step didn’t hesitate. He felt he could tell this man anything; the truth, even.

‘North Woolwich. The ferry. I go there a lot.’

‘The Jack London?’

‘That’s right.’ Step was surprised by the name. Things seemed right for him. He was starting to like this policeman bloke.

‘I grew up on the Jack London,’ said Bridgens. ‘My father was chief engineer aboard. I spent more time riding that ferryboat than I did at school.’ He closed his eyes and sighed. ‘I just love the smell of the river.’ For the inspector this was the moment. ‘So when did you last see Theresa?’

Step was puzzled.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Theresa, your sister, when did you last see her?’

‘You mean Tess, Tessie. Then you know she’s my sister? They told me she’s my cousin.’

‘I know about that. Theresa is your sister. Now please tell me, when?’

Step took a moment, getting things right in his mind.

‘What do you want with Tess? She’s not here.’

‘When, Step?’

‘April 14th, two years ago. A really bad day.’

The car stopped. They were in the parking lot at Forest Gate Police Station on the Romford Road. In a matter of minutes they were in Bridgens’ office; ground floor.  The inspector closed the door on the three of them: Step, the sergeant and himself and another Mars bar appeared from somewhere.

‘What’s with April 14th?’ asked Bridgens.

‘That’s a bad day,’ repeated Step. ‘An American president was killed that day. The Titanic hit an iceberg that day. They took me from my sister that day.’

Bridgens was quiet for a while then produced a 6 x 10 black and white photo which he suspended between thumb and forefinger directly in Step’s vision.

‘Tell me who this person is, Step.’

Step didn’t hesitate. It was a picture taken outside the vicarage in Gosbeck; one person, a young man, glasses, pimply face.

‘That’s Daniel, Daniel French. Why do you want to know?’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘See Daniel? The same day, April 14th. Why don’t you tell me what’s happening? Something’s wrong, isn’t it? What’s wrong? Where’s Daniel?’

Bridgens took his time and kept it simple for the boy. ‘The police in Ipswich have asked us to help them with their search for Daniel. He hasn’t been seen since Saturday night, almost forty eight hours.’

‘You mean he’s run away? Where did he go? Why would he do that?’

‘It has been stated he was coming to London, to look for you?’

‘For me? Why would he do that? I’ve never seen him.’

‘Without doubt I believe you,’ said the inspector, ‘but there’s something else Step. Theresa, Tessie, your sister has been reported missing for the same length of time. We at Forest Gate station have been asked to assist. It is possible the two are together, looking for you. It has been two days now. You haven’t seen either of them in that time?’

‘Of course not. I haven’t seen Tess since I left, or Daniel. I told you that.’

Bridgens could see Step was upset.

‘I believe you, now we need to take you home.’

Step was deep in thought and seemed in no hurry to go and was very sure when he said, ‘Tess didn’t like Daniel. She wouldn’t be with him.’

The journey back to Farnham Road could have been quicker, but a stop off at the pie shop satisfied two hungry people where Step displayed his ability to dispose of food at a fast rate when clearing a full plate of pie, mash and liquor. It was after 8pm when Ralph Bridgens stopped his car outside number 33. The lights were on and the front door open. Bertha Sanders emerged. She recognised the car and was down the path to meet them. Man and boy had talked freely on the way back. Talk of school and ferryboats; boys’ talk, men’s talk.

‘Dads can sometimes get a bit grumpy,’ said Bridgens.

‘He’s not my dad,’ snapped Step. ‘He married her. He just wants to be my dad.'

Bridgens was aware of the family situation in the Sanders household, making him concerned about Step’s welfare and he was reluctant to leave him. He was about to express his feelings to Bertha Sanders, but he could see the woman’s attitude had changed. She was distraught, in tears, and she smothered her son in her arms and sobbed her heart out. Ten paces behind her, her husband stood on the porch, deflated, in a subservient stance with nothing to say. His wife had spent a half hour on the phone to her sister in Gosbeck and both women were out of their minds with worry over Tessie’s disappearance. Worse than that, in a moment of hysteria Bertha had accused her sister of neglect in allowing Tess, whom she loved dearly, to go missing. The family group went inside and Bridgens waited for the front door to close before turning the key in the ignition and driving away.
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Chapter 4
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RALPH BRIDGENS SAT at his desk at 9:30 Tuesday morning intrigued by the intricacies and contrasts of his job. His last assignment had been a four month investigation of a murder-robbery involving the death of a celebrity. The case had culminated less than a week ago in a successful result. He’d tidied all the loose ends on that one and was clapping his hands with time off high on the agenda. This was not to be, however, and a round of golf scheduled for this morning had been cancelled by him when his bacon and eggs had been interrupted by a vital phone call. This was an issue that would normally never have reached his desk, a small matter to be delegated, but he had half expected it and had put the word out that he was to be involved should it happen. It happened.

The Green boy had gone missing. He hadn’t fronted for breakfast. The old pillow down the bedclothes trick had worked well for the lad and those concerned didn’t know how long he had been gone, but thought probably all night. Bridgens had feared this would happen and hoped it wouldn’t. He’d had strong concerns for the lad’s welfare when he’d dropped him off home, but his suspicions were not enough for him to interfere between parent and child. The look in the boy’s eyes had suggested many things. He had been wary, apprehensive and careful, but certainly not scared; and now he was gone and Bridgens felt partly responsible knowing he could have and should have done more.

The inspector believed he could solve this little matter without getting off his backside almost and considered again the possibilities he had scrawled on his desk pad. First up were the two reasons the boy would have run off with the prime reason being parental pressure. Bridgens was eighty per cent sure Step had cut and run because of George Sanders; the question being, why had he left it until now and where would he run? This led to the suggestion Step Green had left to join the boy from Gosbeck, and the girl if they were together; or just the girl. Of all things Bridgens was sure, utterly convinced Step had not lied to him the night before and hadn’t known the whereabouts of his sister, nor of Daniel French, but that was then. What had happened overnight was yet to be determined and if Daniel and Tess were in town it would be logical to suggest Step had joined them. Ralph Bridgens was happy to forsake his lunch in the 19th hole to contribute to the continued safety of these kids. Right, or wrong, he had his own ideas where they might be. He was headed for the door  when the phone rang and much changed.

Mike Lewis was Bridgens’ counterpart south of the river at Shooters Hill Station. They were mates and always had a lot to say to each other. Lewis had been Bridgens’ sergeant for the few years it took for him to be promoted to inspector. He had  been  good at what he did to remain a sergeant for long and Lewis had a bit to say this morning.

‘You’re looking for the boy. I have him,’ said Lewis down the phone.

Bridgens was surprised. Step Green had been reported missing at 8:15, a little more than an hour earlier.

‘Good work. I haven’t even started to look. Where did you nab him?’

‘One of our lads on routine patrol on Woolwich Common, 7:15 this morning. The boy was sleeping rough. Hang about. I’ll bring him over.’

Bridgens was puzzled. He hadn’t expected the boy to get as far in the short time he’d been gone. North Woolwich, yes, but it would seem he would have had been gone all night for him to get as far as he did; and why Woolwich Common? The answer was soon coming and it was a turnaround for the inspector; a lesson in the basics of his job. He had taken too much for granted when talking to Mike and had not asked enough questions. Not that it would have made too much difference in this case, other than preventing him from feeling a complete idiot when an hour later Mike Lewis appeared with the boy, a boy, Daniel French in tow.

Daniel was a picture of dejection. His energy level was low and his spirit dull, as he was ushered into the room and directed to sit. He sat opposite Bridgens with the desk between them, head down, eyes unmoving. His clothes were dirty, soiled with grass stains and mud and there was blood on his shirt front; no jacket. His body gave off a stale odour and his clothes smelled. It had been a while since he had made contact with soap and water; three days Bridgens was guessing. A wealth of questions waited for answers. Mike Lewis had already detoured for coffee and he re-entered the room as Bridgens made his approach.

‘When did you last eat, Daniel?’

The boy hardly stirred, but raised his head slightly as he replied.

‘Yesterday, yesterday morning.’

Bridgens mimed a knife and fork eating action to Lewis who left the room again.

‘And how much of your uncle’s money have you gone through? All of it I would think, by the look of you.’

Nine pounds had gone astray from the vicarage. This was discovered the Saturday night before Daniel and Tess had been reported missing.

Daniel raised his head more, bit his lip and surprisingly gave Bridgens strong eye contact.

‘I spent some, lost the rest. Some kids took it from me last night.’

‘Kids? What kids are they? Where was this?’

Daniel was becoming more relaxed and answered more freely.

‘Shooters Hill. A gang of them. Five. I was looking for Step Agnew and thought they might know where he is.’
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