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Dedication

To Amber & Eden With Love




Epigraph

‘No one ever keeps a secret so well as a child’

Victor Hugo, Les Miserables Volume One
 (Wordsworth Editions, 1994)




Chapter 1

The Day Of

Down the grassy bank, under the shadow of the Humber Bridge, a teenager walks on her hands in the shallows, blonde hair hanging into the water so the tips are soaked dark. Flipping back up, she sees black specks of grit on her palms from the water’s bed, and tries to wipe them off along her upper thighs, newly fleshed out. Her swimsuit digs in at the tops of her legs; it’s too small now but she hasn’t got any other, and it’s a warm day and she longs to be in the water. Too warm, there must be a storm coming.

Yards away, her father is cocooned in his canvas chair, one hand resting lightly on the shaft of his fishing rod. Beside him in a shuddering black bucket a grey fish gasps in its death throes. Her father’s face sags; his downturned mouth makes him look as though he’s bored, but she sees him wipe first one eye, then the other. His posture is his prison but also a shield, the best way he knows to keep the feelings inside. She knows why he’s upset, but she blames him too, so she offers no comfort.

The girl punches her arms up towards the mottled sky, where grey patches mar the perfect blue. She wades to a deeper place and twists backwards, her spine arched as her palms land and she freezes in a wobbly crab pose, her legs shaking with the effort. She has been going to gymnastics since she could walk, but just recently the positions have become harder for her to achieve. Her body is finding new ways to move, and no longer wants to be twisted into unnatural shapes, made to split or bend, but she’s forcing it now, demanding it to stay still.

‘Dad! Watch me.’

The girl lifts one hand, touches her thigh, and quickly returns it to the sand for support. She used to be able to hold this pose for minutes; he used to time her, but the water is lapping at her shaking wrists and he barely glances her way. She releases herself down into the water.

Roger Palmer sees his daughter for just a moment and then turns his attention back to the brown murky waters of the Humber, the bucket by his side now still. He thinks again of the conversation that has been replaying in his head since it happened, keeping him in a fitful state of wakefulness through the night, so now he is so tired his very bones ache. When he thinks of yesterday’s argument he can recall Jessica’s sad but determined face as clearly as if she were with him now. He should have said he loved her, that they could work it out, forced her to change her mind. But he hadn’t seen the end coming. He hadn’t been prepared to fight for it.

‘You never watch me,’ Cheryl complains. ‘I might as well be invisible.’

She slaps the water in irritation and turns her back. Gravel and mud are stuck to her shoulders in the shape of angel wings. A surprising gust of fresh air makes her shiver and look up to where a dark cloud hangs, so close to the bridge it looks as though it is tethered there, as if the weather belongs to this part of Hull alone.

‘I want to go home; this is boring. And it’s going to rain.’ The father rummages in his rucksack for their raincoats, tosses Cheryl hers and pulls on his own, a black kagoul that goes over his head like a plastic jumper. He huddles into it, his shoulders closing into his chest as he gazes at the end of his rod.

‘A summer shower won’t kill us. Why not read your school books? Surely you have some homework to do.’

Cheryl scowls. Why should she do homework on a day off? No one else would be; he’s only suggesting it because he’s a teacher. She tosses the raincoat aside – it’s too small for her now anyway – throws herself on the bank and gazes up at the beautifully monstrous Humber Bridge as she feels the first spit of rain.

A scream, an animal in pain or a human in terror, sounds from high above.

The noise makes them both start, the father is immediately alert, knocks his rod from its stand as he gets up. It is the worst sound of all: a child in distress. To his horror, Roger Palmer sees, high above, near the gathering thunder clouds, a small body hanging from the bridge.

‘Oh God, no …’

‘Dad!’ Cheryl points; her eyes are sharper than his. ‘It’s the gang from earlier, the boys who took your fish.’

She doesn’t say that she gave one to them, or anything of what followed. She washes her hands in the water but there are no remaining signs of what took place, just the evidence of the boy, on the wrong side of the safety barrier.

Roger panics, looks about him desperately, his brain grabbing then discarding ideas. Run around and up, get onto the bridge. Is there time? There are two other boys on the bridge, so much closer to the hanging child than him. There must be other people on the bridge too. Why hasn’t a car stopped? Why is no one doing anything?

One of the boys, too small to be strong enough, leans far over the bridge towards the child. Roger squints to see what’s happening. A blur in the sky, a brick – no, a trainer, red – falls to the water, lands with a sorrowful splash. There seems to be a scuffle, quick movement from the boy reaching down, a hand grabbing at the dangling child. Then, with the awfulness of inevitability, the hanging child drops, gravity takes him.

His body is like a starfish as it falls, limbs curling in then stretching wide. Roger recognises him and the thought cramps him in two. It is Jessica’s son, Noah. How is this possible? The boy, whom they argued about just last night, is now falling from the sky.

Noah drops under the cold, grey water leaving a ripple like a halo.

Roger doesn’t wait to remove his sturdy shoes or kagoul; he jumps into the water, despite his daughter’s screams. He dives, comes up for air, dives again, in and out of the circle in the centre of the tidal river, though soon the only ripples are caused by his own movement.

Noah and his red trainer are long gone; the sun is hiding.

Rain is absolute.

But still he continues to search for the boy, heavy with wet clothes meant for a day fishing at the water’s edge, his feet awkwardly encased in walking shoes, water becoming heavier as he refuses, again and again, to be too late. It is Roger Palmer who is hauled from the water by Humber Rescue, he who sits on the bank swaddled in a red blanket.

‘I wasn’t fit enough; I couldn’t dive again. I have to live with that.’

Roger Palmer says this many times, first to the rescue team, then to paramedics and finally to the police. Also, in a quiet moment just before Noah’s funeral, to Jessica. She touched his hand for a fleeting second then pulled it from him, nursing it to her chest like she was wounded. He watched her husband, whom he knew she didn’t love, lead her back to the pew. He knew in that moment that their lives were changed forever, and so was his.

And always, always, that reproach: I should never have stopped trying. I will never forgive myself.





Two brothers watch from the railing of the bridge. They know the diving man; he’s a teacher at the primary school. His daughter is in high school, one of the popular girls in year ten. The older boy’s lips are still sore from her rough kisses. He grabs his brother by a shivering arm and urges him to move.

Together they run from the bridge as if the Devil himself is at their heels.




Chapter 2

Now

FACEBOOK: FIND BOY B

Please help me find my son’s killer.

Noah’s mum: It’s been eight years but it could have happened yesterday, I’m so raw. It’s hard to think that time moves on, even without my boy. For other people, that is. Time stopped for me.

The parole board sent a letter; that’s all I got, just a single sheet of paper. He’s out. Just eight years after he murdered my son and he’s free to do it again. The parole board say he’s served his sentence, but I’ll be living this hell forever.

Boy B should be locked up. It’s a sin that he’s been set free.

So I’m starting this page because I need help. He’s out there, somewhere. Will you help me find him?




Chapter 3

Cate

Cate Austin finished reading Roger Palmer’s witness statement, the first in the Crown Prosecution dossier, and closed her eyes. For a moment she was there, in the Humber, feeling the water lap above her head, the numbing exhaustion of diving again and again for the boy whose bloated body resurfaced days later, six miles further down the river. The poor man didn’t get out of the frigid water until the emergency services arrived, and by then he was suffering from shock and exhaustion, his teenage daughter Cheryl hysterical by the riverbank.

When she was finally able to string a sentence together, Cheryl said that she knew the boys; she recognised them from school and she’d spoken with them earlier. The older one was in her year. He was wearing a Hull Kingston Rovers rugby strip and this helped narrow down the search, along with CCTV footage. Just two hours later Boys A and B were in police custody.

At age ten, Boy B was surely too young to understand the finality of death. After fifteen months on remand, a six-week trial under the media spotlight and eight years in prison, he did now. And it was Cate’s job to make sure.







‘I can’t believe this weather,’ Cate said. ‘September never used to be hot. Must be global warming.’

‘I know, I thought I’d put these sandals away for the year.’ Penny Rickman rubbed her heel as she spoke, adding, ‘Which would be a relief to the world with my bunions.’

Cate looked at Penny’s feet, noticing not bunions but glittery painted toenails, then at her own, hidden in sensible flats. She half-shrugged off her jacket and then gazed over Penny’s shoulder into the conference room where three men were taking their seats, pouring glasses of water and leafing through paperwork. She pulled her jacket back on.

‘There’s coffee if you want it?’ Penny pointed to the machine in the hallway.

‘I’m all right with water, thanks. Day like today.’

‘I’d still drink coffee in the desert,’ Penny said, going to the machine and swiping her card, pressing buttons so the machine gurgled into action. ‘Especially considering what we’re about to discuss.’

Cate checked her watch. ‘He’ll be leaving the prison now. He’s expected at the probation office at one.’

‘Then we’d best get a move on.’ Penny opened the door to the conference room and the three men, all seated around the head of the table, looked up.

‘Gentlemen, I’m Penny Rickman, victim liaison and witness protection. And this is Cate Austin from probation, Boy B’s supervising officer.’

‘Hi, Cate.’ Stephen Flynn, Detective Sergeant, welcomed Cate with an expression she interpreted as, ‘You always get the strange ones’, and offered her his hand, which she took, glad of the warm welcome.

‘Good to see you, Steve. How’s life?’ 

‘Weird and wonderful, just how we like it.’

It was a standing joke between them since they’d first worked together on the case of Alice Mariani.

Cate’s attention was seized by the man to his right, whom she could immediately tell wasn’t your average British bobby; his face was too refined, his clothes well cut. He was neatly handsome in a way that you would associate with public relations or shaving foam adverts, not catching criminals. When she offered her hand in greeting, his was soft and moisturised.

‘Cate Austin. Probation.’

‘Olivier Massard.’ His voice was accented; his watch sparkled at the wrist.

Steve paused for a moment, until Cate had retrieved her hand, then explained, ‘Detective Massard is on secondment to Suffolk constabulary for six months. All part of the admiral effort to keep Europol functioning despite us having more than enough to deal within our own backyard.’ Steve looked down at his paperwork to hide his expression, but she could tell from his voice that he was pissed off. ‘Still, we’re always happy to accommodate our colleagues from across the Channel, isn’t that right, Ollie?’

Cate saw the European detective wince at the abbreviation.

‘I’ve had a very warm welcome,’ he replied, in perfect English. ‘And because of the sterling police work you do here in Suffolk, and the county’s low crime rate, it’s considered a model of excellence so I’m here to observe and learn. I’m grateful for the opportunity.’

He said this all with a very straight face but Cate detected a wry humour.

‘You’re seconded from France?’ Cate asked.

‘From Luxembourg, actually. Though we speak French in the city, so good guess.’ 

Mystified, Cate turned her attention to the third man, who to her relief she could more easily classify by his worn jacket and pale pudgy face as a civil servant.

‘I’m Ged; we spoke on the phone. From Ipswich borough housing.’

‘Oh, great, good to put a face to the voice. So, do you have an address for Ben?’

‘I do.’ Ged picked up his pen and started to toy with it. ‘Though I’d prefer it was out of my area.’

Cate didn’t care where it was, so long as it was an address. She’d been envisioning last-minute calls to local B&Bs, which would be scandalous given the nature of Ben’s crime. If the papers ever got wind of something like that … well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

‘He has to live somewhere, Ged.’

Ged sniffed. ‘Since there’s no death penalty in this country.’

Cate said, as calmly as she was able, ‘He was only ten when he was convicted. He hasn’t had a breath of free air in eight years.’

She became aware of the Luxembourgish detective listening closely and felt her colour rising. When she met his eye she saw a look of amusement on his fine features; apparently he was enjoying this minor clash of values.

Ged delivered the coup de grâce: ‘Unlike his victim, who’ll never breathe again.’

Steve tapped the desk. ‘All right, folks, so now we’re all on friendly terms shall we get to work? Sit down, Cate, you’re blocking the sun.’

The police conference room was on the top floor of the squat building so its windows showed the tops of trees and a blue Suffolk skyline. It was the view that Cate tried to paint when she had time. In another life she would have liked to have been an artist, spending her days with images rather than words, with beauty rather than the ugliness of human behaviour. But she had never made it to art school and there were bills to pay. Canvas stacked against canvas in the laundry room, all the same blues with shots of white and grey, all not quite right somehow but the activity filled weekends when Amelia was with Tim and Sally. Looking out on the blue there wasn’t a cloud in sight; the sky was bleached clean.

‘Okay, so, this is us,’ Steve said, rotating his pen in a circle around the table. ‘Buck stops here. Penny and I will be managing the police end, making sure Ben’s registered on the Schedule 1 list. And checking that only those who need to know are in the loop, and everyone who doesn’t stays in the dark. Thanks to Ged, his housing is sorted.’

Cate picked up a pen to make a note. ‘So since the gallows weren’t an option, Ged, what’s the address?’

‘We’ve allocated him a flat in the new affordable housing section of the block overlooking the docks. The new waterfront, Ipswich’s pride and joy.’

Steve whistled. ‘Whatever would the neighbours say?’

Ged looked panicked, but Penny swiftly answered for him, giving her superior a warning glare.

‘Nothing. Because they won’t know.’ Penny made a bridge with her hands and rested her chin. ‘He’s got a whole new identity; he hasn’t used his given name in eight years. And even though there are photos out there, he was just a kid when he got sent down, so there’s no way people will recognise him.’

‘What photos?’ Cate asked.

‘Pictures of them messing around under a sprinkler in the garden, playing football in the street. Regular family snaps, taken by Jessica Watts – that’s Noah’s mum. She’s started up a Facebook page and since the victim and Ben were friends, she’s got a lot of pictures of our guy from just before the murder. All in the public domain.’

Ged sniffed. ‘A kid who murdered a kid. And we’re giving him a prime flat in the marina.’ He pushed a piece of paper across the desk. ‘Here’s the address.’

Cate made a note and handed it to Penny who continued to update them. ‘Jessica is posting on Facebook, “Please help me find Boy B” et cetera, but she’s just fishing, she has no idea where he is. If we can just keep this from the press, and vigilantes, we’ll be fine. Things will die down after a few weeks. He needs to live like a hermit, one on a vow of silence.’

‘I’d like to think we can do more than that, and give him a chance at a normal life,’ Cate said quietly but with feeling. ‘He was only ten when it happened. Barely formed.’

‘Still ten in here,’ said Steve, tapping his temple. ‘Don’t go thinking you can make a silk purse from a sow’s ear, Cate. Keep his identity secret and he can rot in his flat for all I care. At least he’s got a view.’

Beyond the conference room window the blueness of the sky now seemed oppressive in its constancy. ‘Have you met him yet, Cate?’ asked Penny. 

‘Our first meeting is today.’

‘He’s strange. Of course, he’s been locked up since he was a child. But he’s not our usual sort.’

‘What’s our usual sort?’ Cate was genuinely interested, having lost the notion years ago that such a person existed. Working in the prison with Rose Wilks, then supervising the Suffolk Cannibal, Alice Mariani, Cate didn’t make assumptions anymore.

‘You know how it usually is, young man, just out of prison. How they blag, how pale they are, and cocky, fluent in Hackney slang and bullshit. Ben’s different. Looks like a choir boy. But evil.’

An evil choir boy sounded like something from a tacky horror film.

‘What he did was horrific,’ Cate said, thinking of Roger Palmer’s witness statement, the boy in the single red trainer hitting the water with the weight of death. ‘But he was just a child. There’s got to be some reason, some sort of explanation.’

‘There is. He’s evil. End of story,’ said Ged, now standing. ‘Are we done here?’




Chapter 4

Ben

Something’s wrong.

At first I think it’s the sun; it’s too bright and making me blink. There was a storm yesterday, grumbling thunder then cracks of lightning, but today the sky is as blue as … as …

I haven’t seen blue in very many different ways since I was ten, so all I can think of is blue as a prison shirt that’s just come out of its plastic. I only had that happen once, a prison shirt that hadn’t been worn by fifteen other sweaty bodies. As blue as the water after that shirt’s first washed, when the dye seeps into the milky bucket. I saw that a lot when I was working in the laundry, last prison but one. It was a good job, a privileged one for cons close to release, but my fingers wrinkled and cracked and then got itchy. Turns out I have eczema. 

So when I was moved to Suffolk, my final prison stay in open conditions, I asked for a different job. My personal officer said I should be working in the community anyway, get some experience of the outside world after being locked away for so long, so I got placed down the road with the Suffolk Punch horses. I’d never touched a horse before, not even a normal-sized one, and a Punch is a giant. When I was told I’d be grooming Axel, the stud, I was scared. I had to learn how to move around the horse, not behind its back, and slowly, so it could see what I was doing.

That horse was just like me. It just wanted to see what was going on and not be taken by surprise; no one could be blamed for that. An animal only kicks out because it’s scared, but the kick will be vicious and a bone is easily broken.

And then I realise it isn’t the sun that’s the problem, it’s that I can’t see all that’s going on and there are people behind me, moving and talking. I want to kick out because I’m afraid.

For the first time in my life I’m on my own. I haven’t been alone in eight years. Our home was a narrow terrace. Upstairs was only Mum’s bedroom and a smaller room that I shared with my brother, Adam. Half-brother, technically, and his dad Stuart lived with us too, when he wasn’t on an Icelandic trawler out in the Arctic somewhere. Sometimes, Mum would get tired of waiting for him to show up with the brass so other men would come and go, and we’d eat for a few days. Stuart would always return eventually, with a pocket of cash and enough fish so we’d be sick of it after a fortnight, telling us about waves as high as buildings and fish as tall as a man. Cuffing me round the head every chance he got, giving Adam treats, then disappearing again for weeks on end, sending Mum into a spiral of sadness that meant she slept lots and there would be no food again, not even fish. We knew it wouldn’t be long before we’d hear strange noises coming from her bedroom. It was Adam who got me up for school, who made me wash, who stole milk from the neighbours early each morning. Whoever came or went, whatever was going on with Stuart and Mum, Adam stayed the same. And, always, it was Adam and me against the world. Until the bridge.

After that, we got separated.





First, I was with a police officer who looked at me like I was rotten, then a social worker who looked at me like I was ill. Later it was secure unit staff, psychiatrists, prison officers, teachers and other inmates. But I was never alone and now what’s behind me is the closed prison gate and what’s ahead is a place I don’t know – how can you know anywhere if you’re in a locked room all your adult life? – and a new home and maybe work and even a new name. The name I used to have, the one Mum gave me, is gone now, thrown into the Humber with everything else that died.

I keep walking, down the gravel path that leads to the train station, checking again that the train warrant is in my pocket. It’s all I have: a train warrant to take me to Ipswich, the address of the probation office and a duffel bag with my drawings and some letters, along with the handful of birthday and Christmas cards that Mum remembered to send. On some she’d signed Stuart’s name, though we all knew what he really thought about me; he’d told a whole courtroom.

Letters and cards, not worth much, and I shouldn’t keep them. Not with my new life, new name and everything. But if I destroy them, then what have I got to show for the ten years I lived before that one moment on the Humber Bridge?

Melton train station is small, a village outpost that happens to be just a few miles from the prison. It must be obvious where I’ve come from; the prison stench hangs on me, even in my new T-shirt and jeans. My shoes came from a catalogue. I saw a picture of some I really liked, red canvas they were, but Kevin, my personal officer, just laughed at that and instead he picked out a cheap white pair. He said they wouldn’t last but they were all my allowance would stretch to. My jeans came from a proper shop. I picked them myself while Kevin waited a few steps away, trying not to look obvious about the fact that he was watching me. My T-shirt I hesitated over. I kept thinking, But would Ben like it? I’m still new at being Ben and maybe he likes different things to the old me. So I chose a blue T-shirt with a cartoon of Superman on it because I thought it was tacky and babyish and so surely something my old self would hate. Also, because Superman takes off his glasses and he’s a better person, a hero, and I’d like to transform like that.

Only I wouldn’t go from ordinary to hero but from villain to ordinary.

The station is a platform and a track. That’s it. I need to wait for a train to take me to Ipswich and I can see the timetable on the wall. I couldn’t have read that eight years ago, but now I can see the times and work out that the train will be here soon.

I used to be into trains, Adam and me both were, back when we watched Thomas the Tank Engine while Mum slept off the booze or blues and Stuart was gone to sea again, with no notice of when he might return. Adam would take me to the toilet and fetch me water from the tap when I complained of hunger. The cartoon made me forget any of the bad things and we both liked that the programme was repeated, again and again, over weeks and months when he should have been at school and I should have been at nursery, but at least we could both say the lines of the Fat Controller, so we were learning something. We learned not to answer the door, too, after the social worker found us eating out-of-date Smash from the box, the only food we could find, and surrounded by empty milk bottles. She asked us how long it was that Mum had been in bed, and when Adam had last gone to school, and we told her the truth. 

When Stuart came back from sea he had to go to a meeting and he hated those. His muscly frame squeezed into a shirt, his bald head that looked tough on the dockside but thuggish in an office. When he came home he was in a foul temper and I got the worst of it. He said that if we ever, ever, told the truth to anyone again then we’d both be taken away and put into care. And even though I didn’t think I’d miss Mum too badly, and I’d be glad to get away from Stuart, I couldn’t let them separate me from Adam so I kept my mouth shut. I thought if I always kept my mouth shut then Adam and me would always be together. But it didn’t work out that way.

Watching Thomas on TV wasn’t preparation for this. I haven’t been on a train, not ever, and I feel the warrant in my pocket again.

The train arrives so fast I have to jump back from the edge. When the doors open I step inside, look around and take a seat next to a window. There’s no one else on the train, just a man bursting out of a blue shirt and navy jacket walking towards me, brandishing a machine, something to check that I’m legal. Fat Controller comes to mind but I know that’s not right; that’s from years ago when I wasn’t Boy B.

I show him my warrant and he slides it into the machine, which spits it back out. Fat Controller looks down at me. He knows I’m from the prison. This must happen a lot, maybe it’s why they keep the train stopping at that station when all the locals must have cars and the village is tiny. He can’t see it, where my badness is hidden, can’t do anything but hand my warrant back and walk back down the train, a futile search for other people to check.

The train rumbles along the track, rocking me. I feel a bit sick, then I remember I’ve felt sick since I woke so it’s not the train causing it, but still I worry about vomiting. What would Fat Controller say if I puked on the floor? Would he throw me off onto the next platform? Then how would I get to Ipswich? Stuart had no patience with illness. ‘You think you feel sick, you wanna try being on a boat in a storm,’ he’d say. ‘That’d stop your mithering.’

The train pulls into Ipswich. The platform is busy with businessmen, women in dresses, kids in blazers and ties, all stood chatting and reading papers and drinking coffee. It’s early, before nine, and they’re going to work or school. I hitch my duffel bag over my shoulder and start to walk towards the town centre, to the probation office. My first task in my new life as Ben.

I try not to think about my old life because it hurts. Since I got found guilty the nearest I got to Hull was Swinfen Hall Prison in the Midlands, though that hardly counts as north.

Anyway, a prison is a prison and I never saw the outside world. I was near the Scottish border for two years but I never saw a loch or a mountain. The local news was my only way of knowing what the closest town looked like and I’d crane my neck to see beyond the newsreader for a glimpse of green or blue in the picture behind. But then they moved me to a Suffolk prison and the parole board thought it would be safest for me to be released here too. I’d like to be farther north, near my family, my mum and especially Adam, even if I can’t see them, but that isn’t possible. And Suffolk looks good to me so far.

How often do you look up into a tree? Sitting down below, leaning on the tree trunk, do you ever look up to where the massive boughs hang above your head? You’d never expect it to fall and hurt you, though things happen like that. Things happen. The thing on the bridge happened when I was just ten. Only two weeks before, I’d had a cake with candles and a football from Mum. It needed air, and we didn’t have a pump so I never got to use it. It was the last thing she ever gave me. The present from Adam was the best though.

It was a bow and arrow, not from a shop, but one he’d made with a perfectly bent piece of wood and some twine he’d nicked from somewhere. He made the arrows from doweling, sharpened the tips with his penknife and scored the butts for the best bit: real feathers. He must have searched for ages to find such perfect feathers, large and grey. I didn’t know what bird had gifted these, which tree gave the wood, I just loved it. He always knew what I wanted, even before I knew myself.

On my tenth birthday, playing with my bow and arrow, I had no idea that in just two weeks I wouldn’t have a brother anymore or a mum or even myself. I had no idea what was coming.







Mum wasn’t so good at birthdays, but for my tenth, apart from forgetting a pump for the football, she got it about right. On Hull’s waterfront there’s an aquarium called The Deep, and we’d go past it if we were out Hessle way trying to kill a few hours. I’d always whine a bit, trying to pull her towards the long line of lucky kids. ‘Think I’ve got the brass for that?’ she’d say. ‘Not meant for the likes of us. You want to see fish? You watch that Nemo DVD I got you. Or look in our freezer.’ Who knows where she got the money or what changed her mind but on my birthday we went. ‘It’s special, being ten,’ she said. ‘Double digits. Besides, they take Tesco vouchers.’

The aquarium had promised so much during those forlorn walks past the outside – posters of squid squirting black ink and fluorescent jellyfish with tentacles like something from outer space. As I pushed through the turnstile I wondered if I should just keep pushing, going round and round, forever trapped in that wheel of perfect anticipation, so I didn’t get let down. Like when Dad sent a postcard to say he’d soon be docked in England and he’d be sure to visit, but he never showed up, or when I had a parcel to open at Christmas and it was a hand-me-down jumper from my mum’s cousin who lived in Goole.

But I needn’t have worried – the aquarium was magical, walking through tunnels of glass as sturgeons and horseshoe crabs and wide-mouthed sharks swam above and around. Even Mum was impressed.

There was a section called Under the Humber. I remember two bicycles, covered in clams, the wheels all wonky. There was a play area built like a boat that the lady from the aquarium told us was an exact replica of a herring boat wrecked at the bottom of the river. I climbed into the bottom of the play-ship, amazed by the boxes of rope and rigging, replicas of things that rest at the bottom in a watery grave.

Still rest.

I can’t think about what else is under the water now, along with the broken boat and the abandoned bikes. A lost shoe, a boy’s scuffed red trainer. The Rolo wrapper from his pocket.

No. I can’t think about that. It is lost to the Humber.

My life isn’t really divided into two, it’s in three. Before I was ten. My time in prison. And now. A new start.

Ipswich. My new home. I hitch my bag up again and follow the bulk of the walkers towards town, following the flow of the buses and traffic, and hoping I’m not late for my first appointment at the probation office. My new life has begun.




Chapter 5

The Day Of

Roger Palmer woke, not feeling like Mr Palmer, sir, form tutor of 4P and deputy head of year, but feeling like himself. This was because school was closed.

Not a political man, Roger had hedged and ducked months of staffroom conversations and debates, but he had still put his name on the sign-up sheet for the coach to London to march on parliament with the NUT.

‘The bus leaves at eight, so make sure you frame,’ announced Jessica Watts, head of year, organiser of Christmas plays, summer fetes and now strike action. And his lover for the past fourteen months.

Jessica was the reason why he’d put his name down for the coach, hoping to sit beside her on the journey, to maybe go for coffee in Covent Garden after the main event and talk some more about when she was going to move in with him and Cheryl.

He woke knowing none of this would happen now; last night she had ruined everything.

He peered at the alarm clock – eight-forty. The coach would be long gone. He couldn’t go and let her see him like this. He was angry that she’d ended things, just when they had started to plan for her to tell Dave about the affair. She’d been with her husband since they were seventeen, but that marriage had run its course. Once Noah started school, Jess had decided to turn her life around. She had completed an access course, then a degree and trained as a teacher, caught up on everything she’d given up when she fell pregnant. Now she was moving forward and leaving Dave behind. Her affair with Roger was part of that, her new life. She’d told him so, hadn’t she?

But now she’d gone and changed her mind.

‘I can’t, Roger. I want to be with you, God knows I do, but I can’t take Noah away from his dad.’

She’d rubbed the salt in a bit, saying how she couldn’t expose Noah to the pain of parental divorce, playing on Roger’s own experience when Rachel left. All the times he’d told Jess how damaged Cheryl had been by the split, how she sometimes acted out to get attention. He’d been called to the high school on a few occasions because they said she was bullying younger girls, locking them in the loos and making them cry, but he’d soon sorted it out and made sure she didn’t misbehave again. ‘I’m doing my best with her, but her mother walked out on us,’ he told the school counsellor, who was starting to interfere. The woman had changed her tone then, a look of pity on her face, saying it can’t be easy, a man raising a teenage girl alone. Jess had said the same thing, and he wasn’t above taking advantage of such sympathy. It was true, after all, that they had both been damaged by Rachel’s selfish behaviour. But his own words were now being used against him as a reason for Jess to stay with a man she didn’t love. Jess, the feminist, having to concede that Noah needed his dad, needed the convention of two parents under the same roof, even if those parents didn’t love each other. It was utter bullshit.

‘Noah will be happy, he’ll adjust,’ he had tried to reassure Jess. ‘Children are so resilient. Look at Cheryl, she’s much better now, hardly ever has tantrums and that silly bullying phase has totally stopped. And she never even mentions her mum. And we’ll make sure Noah understands, won’t we? We’ll be a new family for him.’

Roger wondered why he wasn’t enough for these women, not just for Jess but for Rachel too. Since his divorce he’d been the sole carer for his daughter, one of the few men who worked at Bramsholme Primary and not even faculty leader because each evening, each holiday, he rushed home to look after his daughter. He’d told Rachel, in no uncertain terms, that if she left, she was never to come back. She’d be walking out on both of them.

He had thought that with Jess there would be a fresh start, a chance to try again. Seemed he was wrong. She was just like the rest. If there was one thing he promised himself it was that Cheryl wouldn’t turn out that way. Not if he had anything to do with it.

On the first day of his heartbreak the sun was shining and his daughter was unusually quiet, though he could hear the cheery tones of presenters on CBBC – he could only guess they took drugs to stay so perky, to allow themselves to be dressed so garishly, as if wearing red jeans and yellow T-shirts would make children feel comfortable around them. Neutered adults, with clown smiles.

‘Switch that rubbish off, Cheryl.’ She wasn’t even watching the screen, but concentrating on the iPad on her lap. ‘No more Facebook or Instagram or whatever it is you’re doing. We’re going to get some fresh air.’

‘I thought you were going to London?’

Dull voice, the tone that meant she’d been hooked up to her electronic babysitter for hours whilst he’d overslept.

‘Change of plan.’

Father and daughter looked at each other, Roger wondering if he would get away with saying as little as this.

‘You said it was important to stand up for your rights,’ said Cheryl, sulkily. ‘So why aren’t you there?’ She jabbed a finger at the iPad, which was showing a scene in London, teachers with placards.

‘Because I’m here with you. And we are not going to waste today. We are going to do something interesting and healthy. And educational.’

‘What’s that, then?’ Cheryl asked without enthusiasm. 

‘Get dressed. We’re going fishing.’




Chapter 6

Now

FACEBOOK: FIND BOY B

Nicky: Did BB have a birthmark on his chest? We went swimming yesterday (Manchester city pool) and there was a skinhead thug giving another boy a hard time. The thug had a large birthmark that looked like Brazil over his right nipple. Could it be him?

Noah’s mum: I’m publishing this photo of him playing in our garden with Noah. They were having a water fight so both boys are topless and as you see, no birthmark. But please keep looking, he could be anywhere. 

Nicky: Sorry I couldn’t help.

Noah’s mum: You’re trying. Every day is a struggle, knowing he is free, but this site gives me hope that one day I’ll get the answer I need. You can see in the photo how both the boys are happy. This was just a week before the murder. So why did it go wrong? Why did my boy have to die? The only person who can answer me is out there, somewhere. Please help me find him.

Silent Friend: I’ll do my best. I promise.




Chapter 7

Cate

The trial notes sat on Cate’s desk in a fat tower. She had never seen a dossier like it.

‘Fuck. It’s going to take me a month to wade through that lot. I’ve only read one statement so far and that took me an hour it was so long.’

‘So don’t,’ Paul said, grabbing a handful of crisps from the open packet on her desk.

‘Hey! Buy your own lunch,’ she said.

‘I’ll buy you lunch too, Cate, if only to stop you wasting time with that pile of paperwork. That was all written eight years ago and you have the real live boy coming in any minute. Just talk to him; that’s the magic formula. You won’t find the answer in that stack of legalese.’

Cate’s stomach growled. Breakfast had been hours ago. ‘Okay. But it better be quick. He’s expected at one.’

She reached for her jacket and followed Paul out, tempted by the thought of a proper lunch but still unconvinced that he was right about the paperwork. Every case she had worked, every single one, she had read the Crown Prosecution papers in full. To not do so now, simply because of the size of this task, felt not just lazy but negligent. She knew that she would work her way through those papers, because she owed it to the boy who died, and to his family, to work this case right.

She also owed it to Ben.

When he was first interviewed, Ben didn’t have any explanation, no insight into why he had thrown Noah from the bridge, but maybe someone who’d submitted a witness statement did. The top one had been from Roger Palmer, a teacher at their school, the man who’d witnessed the attack from the riverbank below and tried to rescue Noah. Other statements, other views on what had taken place, would be deeper in that pile.

‘Come on, Cate! Let’s talk catwalk fashion and latest hairstyles and forget about crime, even if only for half an hour.’

‘That could be a very short conversation,’ Cate said, considering her reliable but boring navy suit. ‘But I’ll give it my best shot.’

She was back at her desk forty minutes later when she got the call from Dot on reception to say Ben was in the waiting room.

‘Better come get him,’ Dot said, always quick to assess the individuals in her waiting area. ‘He’s looking at the door like he could bolt at any second.’

When Cate first saw Ben he was sitting on the edge of the chair nearest the exit and she could see what Dot meant. He looked terrified.

‘Ben? Come this way, please.’

She led him to her office and let him settle, arranging himself awkwardly in the chair, his bag precariously propped against the wall. As he bit his thumb and looked around, Cate considered the boy in front of her. Penny had described him as looking like a choir boy, and Cate knew exactly what she meant by that. He was small with fine blond hair cropped close to his head and, unlike most teenagers who swaggered into the probation office, he had clear skin. He had neat ears, a small nose, as if being locked away had stunted his growth, and the way he curled his hands and slouched didn’t help. His Superman T-shirt and jeans made him look even younger. Why hadn’t the prison staff given him some advice on clothes? Eighteen-year-olds don’t wear cartoon T-shirts and they don’t wear jeans that dark and neat.

Ben rolled his shoulders and Cate could see all the trapped tension in his body, bunched up inside. She saw that being in an interview situation was torture for him. The paperwork could wait.

‘Okay, let’s get out of here,’ she said. He frowned. ‘Where are we going?’

‘To see your new flat,’ Cate said, picking up the key from her desk.

The docklands area had climbed many social rungs from what it had once been, and Cate noticed all the changes as she passed the new dance academy and the Italian delicatessen. Even the sweet shop looked expensive with jars of aniseed balls and pineapple chunks lined along the window, sweet enough for the middle class’s insatiable appetite for retro. Other shops were empty, with To Let signs in their windows instead of the anticipated goodies. Most of the flats hadn’t been snapped up by young professionals, so they had been converted to affordable housing, the only way to stop it becoming a ghost town. How much longer the deli and the sweet shop would last was anyone’s guess.

‘Don’t be tempted to buy food in these places,’ she told Ben. ‘It’ll cost you an arm and a leg.’

‘Okay.’

‘Did you do any shopping as part of your pre-release? Learn about prices or anything like that?’

Ben shook his head, looking down.

‘Well stick to supermarkets for the moment. We can do a budgeting plan, help you work out how to eke out your benefits as best you can. And I’ve arranged for you to meet your work coach at ten.’

‘What’s that?’

Cate was so shocked she stopped. ‘Really? They didn’t even teach you about the welfare system?’

Ben shrugged. ‘Maybe. It all felt a bit unreal when I was inside. I didn’t really believe they’d ever let me out.’

Cate nodded, looked at the nearest flat to check its name. ‘Come on, let’s keep walking. The planners obviously decided against numbers when they built these apartments, too helpful. Your block is called Wolsey.’

They walked along the waterfront. Beside them, tethered boats knocked hollow sides and seagulls were screaming at each other over scraps. Ben seemed lost, his eyes darting from this place to that. He flinched occasionally and looked over his shoulder. Cate thought how this client would be a change from the others on her caseload. She would need to work in a way probation officers used to, before everything became about offending behaviour. Ben would need to learn life skills: budgeting, cooking. Surviving. She’d have to be teacher and social worker and maybe counsellor all rolled into one. The poor kid didn’t seem to have a clue.

‘Here it is. Your block.’

They went to the pristine main entrance, and with the key made their way into the lobby. Here, everything changed. Junk mail was piled up on the filthy carpet and the paintwork was scored with black marks at the exact height of buggy tyres. From the lower-ground flat, rap music was blaring, and the door had a dent from where someone had kicked it. However much the local area was attempting to deftly climb social rungs, here the ambition had stumbled, landing in a heap at the bottom of the ladder.

She pressed the button for the lift and it opened its doors crankily, but when Cate stepped in, Ben remained rooted to the spot. The door began to close and she had to keep it open with her foot.

‘Come on then.’

He didn’t move and his eyes darted towards the stairwell. ‘You’re on the top floor, Ben.’

‘I’ll meet you there,’ he said, and in a split second he was gone.

Cate let the door close and the lift take her
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