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Prologue

London, October 2004

It had been a long day. Remarkable too, in its dark, disturbing way. And for the two policemen heading this particular investigation it was still far from over.

‘Do you believe it?’ asked Tony Webb.

Nigel Bullen, tired but knowing that bed was hours away, gave a noncommittal shrug.

‘This is twisted. I mean seriously sick.’

‘Tell me something I don’t know.’

They faced each other in the corridor, both clutching plastic cups of lukewarm coffee. Tony was smoking while Nigel, who had recently quit and was suffering appalling cravings tried to ignore the smell of tobacco. ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘Do you believe it.’

Tony blew smoke into the air. ‘I’m reserving judgement. For now at least.’

‘I bet the media won’t. Two more hacks have been on the phone trying to ferret out information. They’re going to turn this mess into a bloody circus.’

‘Can’t blame them though, can you? It’s a big story and they’ve got their jobs to do.’

‘Just as we have.’ Nigel gestured towards the room at the end of the corridor. ‘Better get back in there. I’ll keep leading. You jump in as and when.’

Tony stubbed out his cigarette. ‘OK.’

They entered the interview room. It was spartan: white walls, a harsh overhead light and a table with recording equipment. Nigel had always found it a depressing place. ‘Like a cell in a loony bin with the padding taken out,’ he had once observed to a colleague. Now, as he considered the darkness of the story unfolding before him, the comparison seemed chillingly apt.

The suspect and a lawyer sat behind the table. They had been whispering to each other but now fell silent. A sign of guilt, perhaps, though Nigel had been in his profession long enough to know that simply being in the presence of a policeman could make even the most innocent of people feel they had something to hide. It was just one of the pitfalls of the job.

But it was his job. And he meant to do it.

Five minutes later and the interview was underway. ‘It wasn’t like that,’ the suspect said for the third time. ‘I swear it wasn’t.’

‘Wasn’t it? That’s how it looks to me and that’s how it’ll look to a jury. You see that, don’t you?’

Silence. The suspect stared at the ground, looking pale, frightened and suddenly much younger. More like a child than an adult. The way suspects so often did when confronted with the enormity of what faced them. For a moment Nigel felt sympathy. Then he remembered the details of the case and the feeling vanished as quickly as it had come.

‘Let’s start again. Go right back to the beginning. And remember, I want to know everything …’

But he never would. Just as he would never know the true beginning of it all. A crime is like a carpet of emotion. A thousand different feelings weaved by a thousand different hands on a thousand different days.

And this one had been started many years earlier, involving people who, in the first acts of creation, could have had no clue as to the monster their crude handiwork would finally produce.
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Part 1
Reinvention

Havelock: Essex Coast

September 1987

‘Here comes another one, Tina. Are you ready?’

The little girl in the life jacket felt the dinghy rock as the wave rushed towards them. When it hit she let out a scream of excitement as cold water sprayed her face and filled her mouth with salt.

‘Were you scared?’ her father asked.

She shook her head. Nothing could scare her when she was with him. He would always keep her safe.

He grinned at her while around them other boats turned back into the shelter of the estuary. The wind was building and the water growing turbulent but she didn’t mind. She wished they could sail out further into the North Sea towards Denmark and Russia and all the other places in the world her father had sailed to when he was younger. One day they would sail to them together, just as he had promised her they would.

The sky was filling with clouds. He stared up at them, looking completely happy. In the perfect world she had created inside her head that was how he always looked. Though only eight she already knew that things were rarely perfect. But if there were enough moments like this then she would be happy too.

A man on a nearby boat called out for them to turn back. ‘Shall we do what he says?’ her father asked.

She shook her head, watching as another wave raced towards them. Even bigger than the last and threatening to drench them completely. Not that it mattered. The waves could have been as big as houses and she wouldn’t have cared.

But her father was steering the dinghy around. ‘Suppose we should,’ he said. ‘You know what your Uncle Neil’s like about his precious boat. The slightest breeze and he starts to panic.’ Momentarily his face darkened, then it broke into a smile. ‘Not to worry. We’ll come out again soon. On a better day than this.’

She masked her disappointment with a smile as bright as his. ‘Yes, Dad.’

‘That’s my girl.’

An hour later they walked along the harbour path. Boats bobbed on the river beside them but soon the tide would be turning, sucking all the water away and leaving them marooned on the mud flats beneath.

They passed Hodgsons Boat Yard where her father had once worked and the Sailors’ Rest pub on the corner where he liked to drink. An elderly man sat at an outside table eating an early supper of fish and chips and watching her father with disapproving eyes. Having him beside her made her feel brave so she stuck out her tongue, causing the man to look away. She looked up at him, wanting approval but finding his attention focused on the water they had just left. She tugged his hand and he turned and gazed down at her. A tall, heavyset man with unruly dark hair and strong, hard features. Once she had heard a neighbour describe him as looking like a ruffian, but with her he was always gentle.

‘Was I getting the evil eye?’ he asked.

‘Yes. But I gave it back for you.’

He bent down and kissed the top of her head. ‘That’s my girl.’

They followed the path as it turned and led into the town. One long, shabby central street dotted with shops and dozens of smaller roads running off it. They walked up the right hand side, passing Kendall Street, where her Uncle Neil and Aunty Karen lived, before turning into Ansell Street: two rows of drab red brick terraces built in the nineteen-thirties. Cars lined each side, occasionally double parked. The neighbours were always complaining about the lack of parking space.

They lived at number 19: a small house with a living room, kitchen and cloakroom downstairs and a bathroom and two bedrooms above. Her mother, a slim, pretty woman with dark blonde hair and a good figure was waiting for them in the living room.

‘Hi, Mum,’ she called out cheerfully.

‘You’re soaking, Tina. I told you not to get wet.’

‘Don’t be angry with her, Liz,’ said her father. ‘It’s my fault, not hers.’

‘Supper’s probably burnt. You said you’d be back earlier.’

‘Well, we’re here now. We’re not that late and we like burnt food, don’t we, Tina?’

‘Yes!’

Her mother looked tense. ‘Tina, go and get changed. Quickly!’

Leaving her parents together she headed for her bedroom. It was at the front of the house with walls covered in posters of pop stars. A tiny desk stood by the window. Above it were two maps; one of the world, the other of Ireland. Her father had been born in a village in Connemara where he said the countryside was full of shades of green the like of which she had never seen. But she would see them one day. When she was older he was going to take her there, just as he was going to take her to all the other places he had ever visited.

In the centre of the desk was the diary Aunty Karen had given her for her birthday back in February. ‘I used to keep a diary when I was your age,’ Aunty Karen had told her. ‘I wrote in it all the time. Things that had happened, poems and stories and anything else I felt like. I found my old diaries recently and had fun remembering what I’d done and felt when I was your age. Perhaps, when you’re my age you’ll look back and do the same.’

The diary was blue with her name, Christina Ryan, painted on it in white letters. Impulsively she picked up her pen and began to write.

I’m going to be a sailor when I grow up. I’ll have a boat of my own and I’ll paint it red and call it Firehorse and Dad and I will sail in it wherever we want and never turn back, not even if there are the worst storms in the world.



Someone was shouting outside. Old Mr Jones from across the road was angry because his car was blocked in. As he waited for the offending vehicle to be moved he saw her in the window and waved.

Her mother was calling. Closing her diary she began to change her clothes.

Dinner was burnt, just as her mother had feared. Charred sausages, rock-hard potatoes and blackened peas. She covered them in ketchup to improve the taste.

‘Don’t use so much,’ her mother told her.

‘Leave her alone,’ said her father while doing the same.

‘I’m just saying …’

‘Well don’t. It’s only ketchup.’ He went to fetch a beer from the fridge.

‘A bit early for that,’ her mother observed.

‘It’s just one for Christ’s sake.’ As he spoke Tina heard the Irish lilt in his voice. He had come to England when only ten but traces of the accent still remained. As he sat down again he took a swig of beer while staring at her mother as if defying her to say something. Instead, she pushed food round her plate, her expression thoughtful.

‘I saw Irene Clark today,’ she said eventually.

He nodded.

‘She works in the supermarket and was saying they’re looking for more people.’ A pause. ‘So I was thinking …’

‘I can guess.’

‘It’s a job, Pete.’

‘Sure it is. Putting tins on shelves. Who wouldn’t want to do that all day?’

‘We need the money. I’ve asked Mr Rennie if I can work more but it’s not possible at the moment.’

Mr Rennie was a local solicitor for whom her mother did part-time secretarial work. He wore shiny black suits and walked with his toes pointing outwards. Her father used to do impressions of him, likening him to a penguin. They made her laugh, though sometimes she felt guilty because the previous year, when her father had been in trouble, Mr Rennie had been the one to sort things out.

‘Irene’s boss will be in the shop tomorrow morning. You could go and talk to him.’

He gulped down more beer. ‘Excited about school, Tina?’

‘No. I wish the holidays weren’t over.’

‘You have to go to school,’ said her mother.

‘But it’s boring.’

‘You still have to do it. Sometimes we all have to do things we don’t want to do.’ As she spoke her mother watched her father continue to sip beer while a motorcycle raced past the house, the rider revving the engine and whooping with excitement.

‘Will you see him, Pete?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Please. We really need …’

‘I said maybe. Don’t nag.’

‘I don’t mean to.’ Her mother reached across the table and touched her father’s arm. ‘I’ll get pudding. Ice cream and peaches.’ A nervous laugh. ‘Even I can’t burn that.’

As her mother stood at the sink Tina caught her father’s eye. ‘Don’t argue,’ she mouthed. ‘Please, Dad.’

He picked up a ketchup-covered potato and tapped her on the nose with it. ‘Don’t worry,’ he mouthed back. ‘Everything’s fine.’

Her mother returned to the table. ‘Tina, what have you got on your nose?’

‘Ketchup.’

‘Well, wipe it off.’

‘Yes, funny face,’ joined in her father. ‘Wipe it off this instant.’ He winked at her. She winked back and did as she was told.

*

The following morning she walked to school with her cousins, Adam and Sue.

All three attended the primary school at the top of the high street. Ten-year-old Adam was two classes ahead of her and seven-year-old Sue was one class behind. Both were small and dark and resembled their mother, Aunty Karen, who was going to the Post Office and walking part of the way with them.

They were making slow progress. Sue was trying to avoid stepping on a single crack in the pavement. ‘Can’t you walk a bit faster?’ Aunty Karen asked.

‘No, Mum. It’s bad luck. Everyone knows that.’

Adam pointed to a sweet shop across the road. ‘Mark Fletcher nicks stuff from there.’

‘No, he doesn’t, Adam. He’s just trying to impress you.’

‘He does. He nicks loads of stuff. Last week he nicked two singles from Rocking Sounds. He says it’s easy ‘cos the punk girl who works there is too stoned to notice.’

‘Adam!’

‘Well, she is. He also nicks condoms from Boots to make water balloons.’

‘What are condoms, Mum?’

‘Nothing, Sue. Just keep avoiding the cracks.’ Aunty Karen looked at the traffic. ‘There was an accident on the Melchott road first thing,’ she told Tina. ‘Uncle Neil heard about it on the radio. I hope he’s not held up. He’s got a meeting at ten.’

Uncle Neil was Tina’s mother’s brother. He worked in a bank in Melchott; the nearest town of any size and home to the comprehensive school all three of them would one day attend. He had recently been promoted and talked about it all the time. Her father told her that if Uncle Neil’s head grew any bigger it would explode. He did wonderful impressions of Uncle Neil, though she had never told anyone else in the family for fear they would be upset.

‘You’re quiet this morning,’ observed Aunty Karen. ‘Not looking forward to school?’

‘Not really.’

‘Mrs Abbott, your new form teacher, is very nice. You liked her, didn’t you, Adam?’

‘No. She was a real bitch.’

‘What’s a bitch, Mum?’

‘Watch out, Sue. There’s a crack.’ Aunty Karen glared at Adam. ‘And a certain person will get a crack himself if he doesn’t watch his language.’

They approached the supermarket. ‘Dad’s going to work there,’ Tina told them.

Aunty Karen looked surprised. ‘Really?’

‘He’s going to see them about a job today. Well, Mum said he should see them.’ As they passed by she looked through the windows at the staff in their dreary blue uniforms. She tried to picture her father wearing one but couldn’t. Perhaps Aunty Karen couldn’t either.

But if he didn’t get a job there would be arguments. Bad ones.

Suddenly she felt scared; remembering what had happened the last time the arguments had been bad. She didn’t want that to ever happen again.

Aunty Karen smiled reassuringly. ‘I’m sure he will see them, Tina. It’s just a job, after all. If he doesn’t like it he’ll find one he does soon enough.’

‘And if he does work there,’ added Adam, ‘we can nick stuff.’

‘Adam!’

Sue stepped on a crack and howled. ‘Now I’m going to have bad luck.’

‘You certainly are. I’m about to beat your brother to death.’

‘That’s good luck, Mum.’

Aunty Karen burst out laughing. The sound was infectious and soon Tina was laughing too and telling herself that everything would be all right.

*

 And it was.

Her father saw the people at the supermarket and got a job starting the following Monday. He told them about it at supper that evening. Her mother was pleased, talking about how useful the money would be. Tina too but when she tried to describe her day her mother didn’t seem interested. She told herself it didn’t matter. Her father’s job was the important thing. New timetables and seating arrangements were nothing compared to that.

The week passed quickly. She settled back into the school routine and decided that she liked her new teacher. Philippa Hanson, the prettiest girl in the class, had modelled dresses for a catalogue and brought in a copy to show them. ‘I’m going to be a proper model when I grow up,’ she boasted. ‘The photographer said I was a real stunner.’ Tina said she’d like to be a model and Philippa said that ugly people with red hair couldn’t be models. One of the boys told her she was pretty and then asked to copy her answers in the maths test which she let him do in return for some sweets.

She spent Friday night at Uncle Neil’s who was away on a course so Aunty Karen let them stay up late and watch a ghost story on television. ‘On condition you don’t have nightmares,’ Aunty Karen told them before watching the whole thing through her fingers. ‘You’re a real wimp, Mum,’ observed Adam. ‘I’ve seen much scarier stuff than this at Mark Fletcher’s. We saw one film where a man had knives instead of arms and went round killing people snogging in cars.’ He was just describing a particularly gory scene when the ghost burst onto the screen making Aunty Karen scream and the rest of them shriek with laughter.

On Sunday afternoon, after reading a book in her bedroom, she came downstairs to find her mother cleaning in the living room.

‘Where’s Dad?’

‘Gone for a walk.’

‘Why didn’t he take me?’

‘Probably didn’t want to.’ Her mother was dusting a set of china figurines that stood on the mantelpiece. They had been a wedding present from her father. Her mother was very proud of them and cleaned them constantly.

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not a mind-reader.’ Her mother’s tone was irritable, just as it always seemed to be.

‘I’ve finished my book. Mrs Abbott thought it would be too difficult for me ‘cos it’s meant for eleven year olds but I read it all.’

Silence. She was hoping for praise but her mother kept dusting.

‘Mrs Abbott says my English is really good. We had to write stories and she said mine was the best. Do you want to read it?’

‘Later.’

‘I could read it to you.’

‘Not now, Tina.’

‘It’s not very long. Only two pages. It’s about …’

‘Tina, I’m busy and the last thing I need is you under my feet.’

‘Sorry, Mum.’

She left the house and made for the waterfront, hoping to find her father. It wasn’t difficult. He was sitting in his favourite place; the bench at the end of the harbour path, smoking a cigarette and staring down the estuary towards the sea.

‘Hi, Dad.’

He didn’t answer. Seemingly too wrapped up in thought to notice her. She tapped his arm. He turned, saw her and smiled.

‘Hi, you.’

She sat down beside him. ‘Mum’s cross with me.’

‘Why?’

‘She was cleaning and didn’t want to hear my story.’

‘You know what she’s like about cleaning. Woe betide the person who disturbs her when she’s holding a duster.’ He took a drag on his cigarette and blew smoke into the air. His hands were big and powerful. Sometimes he got into fights and his knuckles would be bruised but he always gave better than he received.

‘Dad?’

‘What is it, funny face?’

‘Are you cross with me?’

‘Why, should I be?’

‘Because when you went for a walk you didn’t take me.’

He put his arm around her. ‘That doesn’t mean I’m cross with you. Sometimes grown-ups like to be on their own. That’s all.’

‘Do you want to be on your own now?’

‘No, not now.’

She leant against him, feeling the warmth of his chest. A wind blew off the water. It was growing colder and though the tide was in there were few boats on the estuary. The sailing season was coming to an end. But there would be other summers to enjoy.

She thought back to the previous summer. The arguments had been bad then. So bad that one evening her father had stormed out of the house and stayed away for a week without a single phone call. She had begun to believe that he would never come back until one day he had met her at the school gates with a smile on his face and presents in his arms. That had been a good day. The best of days.

But she didn’t want to live through another like it again.

‘Are you scared about your job?’ she asked him.

‘Why should I be scared?’

‘Because it’s new. I was scared last week about being in a new class and having a new teacher but now I like it. And we can walk there together ‘cos it’s on the way to school. Maybe Mum will let me wait for you so we can walk home together too.’

He stroked her hair. It was cut short, like a boy. ‘You want to look after me, do you?’

‘Of course. I love you, Dad.’

For a moment a troubled look came into his eyes. Then it was gone and his smile was as bright as ever. ‘I love you too, funny face.’

‘I’ve got an ugly face and horrid hair. Monkey face ginger nut. That’s what the girls at school say.’

‘They’re just jealous.’

‘No they’re not.’

‘They will be one day. Your hair’s auburn like my mother’s was. You’ve got her face and her green eyes too. When she was your age people told her she was ugly but when she grew up she left broken hearts wherever she went.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘Just like you will.’

She remained pressed against him, listening to his heartbeat and the soft rustle of chest hair against the fabric of his shirt. He smelled of tobacco, strength and the sea. Her dad. The person who loved her best in the world. The only one who could banish all her fears and make her feel totally safe.

‘Everything’s all right, isn’t it, Dad? It is, isn’t it?’

‘Everything’s fine, funny face. Don’t worry anymore. Everything’s fine, I promise.’

They stayed like that for some time, him stroking her hair as they watched the last boats of summer bobbing in the breeze.

The next morning she woke to see the sun creeping through the curtains and filling her room with light. Stretching, she turned to look at the clock on the bedside table. She had to be up at half past seven and hoped it was earlier so she could carry on lying there, preparing herself for the day ahead.

But it was ten to eight.

She felt confused. Her mother always knocked on her door to check she was up. Why hadn’t that happened today? What was going on?

Rising from her bed she walked out onto the landing. ‘Mum? Dad?’

Silence. The house was still. Perhaps her parents had had to go out. Perhaps her mother was expecting her to prepare herself for school and would be angry if she hadn’t done so on their return.

She washed her face and hands and put on her school uniform. Then she made her way downstairs, only to realize that the house wasn’t silent after all. From the living room came the sound of sobbing.

Alarmed, she hurried in. Her mother was sitting on the sofa, wrapped in a dressing gown, her hair uncombed and her eyes red from crying.

‘Mum, what’s wrong?’

No answer. Her mother just carried on crying as if she were not there.

‘Mum!’

Still nothing. Her eyes scanned the room and came to rest on the coffee table. A note lay in the centre. She picked it up and recognized her father’s handwriting.

Three short lines. That was all he had left them.

I’ve tried but it’s no good.

I’m suffocating here and I can’t stay.

I’m sorry.



She read them once then tried to read them again. But suddenly she was unable to make sense of their meaning; her brain refusing to process the information they contained.

‘He’s gone, Tina.’ Her mother’s voice. Thick with tears and raw emotion.

She shook her head.

‘You’ve read it. You see what he says.’

‘It’s just words.’

‘It’s goodbye.’

‘He’ll come back.’

‘No, he won’t.’

‘He will. He did last time.’ She swallowed. ‘He has to.’

Her mother wiped her eyes. ‘Go to school.’

‘But he will come back. He will, Mum. I know he will.’

‘Go to school.’

‘But Mum …’

‘Go to school! I don’t want you here! Get out and leave me alone!’

As she hurried up the street she told herself that everything would be all right. That he would be waiting for her at the end of the day with a smile on his face and presents in his arms, just as he had the last time.

But he wasn’t.

The days that followed passed in a blur. She sat through her lessons, trying to concentrate but hearing nothing. Her evenings were spent at Uncle Neil’s. Aunty Karen made a fuss of her, cooking all her favourite meals. Uncle Neil was rarely there. ‘He’s keeping your Mum company,’ Aunty Karen explained. She tried to argue that she could do that but Aunty Karen said it wasn’t necessary. ‘Sometimes grown-ups need to be with other grown-ups, Tina. It’s only for a little while and then you can go home again.’

‘Will Dad be back by then?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘He will.’ She spoke decisively, then looked to Aunty Karen for reassurance.

But none came. Just a gentle smile. ‘Eat your tea, Tina. Don’t let it get cold.’

The week ended. She returned to her mother but her father stayed away. She tried not to be afraid. He had gone away before but he had returned, just as he would this time. All she had to do was be patient.

And so time passed; days growing into weeks and on into months. Still she waited and still he did not come.

A wet evening in November. She sat with her mother in the kitchen, eating stew that had been reheated from the previous day. She didn’t like stew but ate it anyway, wanting to make her mother happy.

Not that her mother seemed to like it either. She just picked at it, looking tired and drawn. She was working full time for Mr Rennie now they no longer had her father’s earnings to rely on. But they would do soon. When he came back to them.

Tina tried to make conversation; talking about a school project on the history of sailing. ‘We have to make ships. There’s going to be an exhibition at the end of term and I’m making a Viking longboat.’

Her mother lit a cigarette. ‘That sounds fun,’ she said half-heartedly.

‘It is. I told Mrs Abbott how Dad likes the Vikings and that it’s going to be a present for him when he comes back.’

‘Tina …’

‘He is coming back.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I know he wouldn’t go away and not come back.’

‘Then you don’t know him at all.’

‘He promised me …’

‘What did he promise?’ Her mother’s tone was harsh. ‘That everything would be all right? That there was no need to worry? I’ve heard those promises too, more times than I can remember, and the one thing they taught me is that his promises don’t mean anything.’

‘They do! He wouldn’t just say them. Not to me.’

‘You think you know him better than me, do you? Even though you’re just a child and I’m an adult who knew him long before you were even born?’

Her mother’s voice was growing shrill. She didn’t want to be shouted at. Not when she was starting to feel scared. ‘No, Mum. Sorry.’

‘Have you finished your food?’

‘Yes.’

As her mother gathered up the plates Tina remained at the table, staring into the living room and the window that looked out onto the street. The curtains were drawn but she could hear the footsteps of people passing by outside. At school she had learned that no one in the world had the same fingerprints. The same was true of footsteps. She could have identified her father’s in a crowd of thousands. She listened now but could not hear them.

But she would do soon. She was sure of it.

Or at least she wanted to be. But the fear wouldn’t go away.

Her mother washed dishes at the sink. She walked towards her. ‘Can I help?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘I could dry.’

‘They can drain. Haven’t you got homework?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then go and do it.’

She knew she should. She didn’t want to make her mother angry. But she didn’t want to be alone either. Not when fear clung to her like a leech, trying to suck away all her hope.

Impulsively she put her arms around her mother’s waist, hugging her. Aching to be hugged back. To feel loved. To feel safe.

For a moment her mother responded. Then she felt herself being pushed away.

‘Go and do your homework, Tina.’ The tone of voice did not allow for protest.

‘Yes, Mum.’ Meekly she did as she was told.

*

‘I know where your dad is,’ said Philippa Hanson.

‘Where?’

‘In jail.’

It was a cold, dark December afternoon. She sat with the rest of her class, working on their ships for the school project. Mrs Abbott had left them alone after making them promise to work in silence.

‘He’s not! You shut up.’

‘Or what? Going to hit me with your ugly stick?’

‘I’m not ugly.’

‘Yes you are.’ Philippa began to laugh. ‘Look everyone. She’s going to cry.’

‘I’m not!’

‘Crybaby. Just because your dad’s in jail.’

‘He’s not!’

‘Where is he then?’ asked someone else.

‘He’s …’ She struggled to think. ‘He’s on his ship.’

‘They don’t have ships in jail,’ sneered Philippa, ‘and that’s where he is. Best place for him, that’s what my mum says. She says he’s a waste of space. So does my dad. They both hate him. Everyone hates him just like everyone hates you.’

‘They don’t. Shut up!’

‘My dad says he’s a thug,’ added Stuart Scott. ‘He hopes he never comes back.’

‘Well he will and then you’ll be sorry.’

‘No he won’t. They’re not going to let him out of jail just because you start crying.’ Philippa began to clap her hands. ‘Cry! Cry! Cry!’

She shook her head, sticking out her chin, trying to be brave. But others joined in the chant and her lip was starting to tremble.

The classroom door burst open. Mrs Abbott marched in, looking angry. ‘What’s all this noise? I told you to keep quiet.’

Silence descended like a blanket. Mrs Abbott folded her arms. ‘Well?’

Still silence, except for a nervous giggle from someone at the back. Mrs Abbott continued to look angry. ‘Philippa, have you been picking on Tina again?’

‘No, Mrs Abbott.’

‘No she hasn’t, Mrs Abbott,’ chorused two of Philippa’s friends.

‘Has she, Tina?’

Tina stared down at her desk, not trusting herself to speak.

‘Tina?’

She looked up. Everyone was watching her. Philippa’s gaze was challenging, as if to say ‘tell tales on me and see what happens.’

‘No, Mrs Abbott.’

‘Carry on with your work, all of you. In silence!’

She focused her attention on the longboat she was building. It was going to be good. The best in the class. Her dad would be proud of her when he saw it. When he came back.

A tear trickled down her cheek. Sensing others still watching she wiped it away and smothered those that threatened to follow.

Christmas Day. She sat with her mother in the living room of Uncle Neil’s house, watching Adam and Sue open their presents.

The floor was covered in brightly coloured paper. Aunty Karen was gathering it up, checking for tears. ‘Don’t rip it off like that,’ she told Adam.

‘Why not? It’s just paper.’

‘Expensive paper that could be used again.’

‘It’s not expensive, Mum. You got it from the market where it’s only a quid for twenty sheets. Mark Fletcher says you have to go to the posh card shops to buy expensive stuff.’

‘Or steal it in his case, no doubt. Who wants more Christmas cake?’

‘I do,’ Adam told her.

‘Please would help,’ said Uncle Neil who was sitting in a chair by the corner, reading the autobiography of an eminent businessman and wearing a blue sweater, both of which had been presents from Aunty Karen. He was slim like his sister and had the same dark blond hair that was now starting to recede.

‘I’d like some, please, Mum,’ said Sue smugly while examining the contents of a ‘Glamorous Miss Make-Up Kit’.

‘What about you, Tina?’ asked Aunty Karen. ‘Go on. I made it myself.’

‘OK. Thanks.’

Aunty Karen went to the kitchen. Tina looked at the small pile of her own presents that lay on the floor beneath her feet. A skirt from Aunty Karen and Uncle Neil, a game from Adam and Sue and a book of fairy tales from her mother. It was a book she had already read but she hadn’t liked to tell her mother that.

‘Look, Tina,’ cried Sue, holding out a bright pink purse. ‘This was in my stocking.’

She nodded, trying to look pleased. There had been no stocking for her this year. Her mother had been too busy to prepare one. She told herself it didn’t matter. That there were more important things than presents to think about.

Her eyes kept darting towards the hallway, waiting for the knock that would signal her father’s return. She knew he would come. He would not miss Christmas. Not when she was waiting for him.

What if he goes to our house instead? What if he doesn’t think to come here? What if he doesn’t come at all?

But she wouldn’t allow herself to consider that even for a moment. Not when she had a present wrapped and waiting for him. Not when she had a million things to tell him. Not when she thought about him every second of every day.

Does he think about me? Does he miss me like I miss him?

Aunty Karen reappeared with the cake. Adam examined an electronic game and complained because it didn’t contain batteries. ‘How am I supposed to play it without them?’

‘They told me the batteries were in there,’ Aunty Karen told him.

‘Well they’re not. What a waste of time.’

‘A bit more gratitude young man,’ said Uncle Neil sternly. ‘When I was your age I didn’t get half as many presents but still managed to be twice as grateful.’

‘You did, Dad. You told me you got your train set the same year you got a new bike and they must have cost at least twice as much as this lot.’

Aunty Karen burst out laughing. Uncle Neil frowned. ‘Whose side are you on?’

‘Yours, and stop fussing, Adam. I’ll get you batteries next week. Try opening the present with red paper. You won’t need batteries for what’s in there.’ She turned to Tina. ‘You’re not eating your cake. Is it too dry?’

‘No, it’s lovely.’ She took a bite to show willing. The icing was sweet and the filling moist. It was a good cake. A very good cake. But she didn’t want cake. She wanted her dad. She tried to swallow but couldn’t. A lump had formed in her throat. Choking, she dropped her plate, spraying cake everywhere.

‘Tina!’ shouted her mother. ‘What are you doing?’

She rose to her feet, ready to tidy up.

‘Stay where you are. Leave things alone. You’ll just make a mess like you always do.’

She sat down again. Aunty Karen came to sit beside her. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said soothingly. ‘If you can’t make a mess at Christmas then when can you?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It doesn’t matter, Tina. Really it doesn’t.’ Aunty Karen gave her a hug. She tried to respond but she didn’t want a hug from Aunty Karen. She wanted one from her mother.

Or her father. She wanted a hug from him more than all the presents in the world.

Sue was showing Uncle Neil the different colours of eye shadow in her make-up set while Adam continued to tear open presents and leave paper scattered across the floor. Both of them looked happy, as did Uncle Neil and Aunty Karen, while her mother sat beside her on the sofa acting as if she would rather be somewhere else.

She hates it here. She hates being here without Dad. And she hates me too.

She picked up the book of fairy tales and pretended to read, hoping her mother would notice and be pleased. But her mother just stared into space and noticed nothing.

Don’t let her see you’re upset. Don’t make her angry. Not today.

She swallowed a mouthful of cake and prepared to eat another, smiling as brightly as the others, masking all the darker emotions that raged beneath.

Come back, Dad. Please come back. I’m trying to be brave but it’s hard and I can’t wait much longer.

*

January 1988.

‘I’m worried about Tina,’ Karen told her husband.

‘She’s all right. She’s got her mother.’

‘Has she?’

Neil put down his newspaper. The two of them were in the same living room where three weeks earlier they had celebrated Christmas. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘You know what I mean.’

‘If Tina’s upset it’s not Liz’s fault. She’s not the one who walked out on a child.’

‘Not physically, no.’

‘She’s having a bad enough time without you making digs.’

‘Tina’s having a bad time too, or haven’t you noticed?’

‘Of course I have but Tina’s a child. Children are resilient, they get over things quicker than grown-ups do.’

‘A lost toy, perhaps. Not a lost father.’

‘Some father.’

‘I’m just saying …’

‘He’s no loss. He should have stayed at sea where he belonged. Getting drunk, having fights and not messing up other people’s lives.’

‘And just how did he mess up Liz’s life?’

‘He was the one that got her pregnant.’

‘Oh, wake up, Neil!’ Karen’s exasperation boiled over. ‘She wanted him to get her pregnant. He was the love of her life and she knew he didn’t want to stick around. Getting pregnant was her last throw of the dice. Get a bun in the oven and hope the man feels guilty enough to walk you up the aisle. It’s the oldest trick in the book.’

‘My sister doesn’t play tricks.’

‘Yes she does. Only this one backfired. Pete may have stuck around but it was Tina he was close to, not her. And she hated that. She still does.’

‘That’s rubbish.’

‘She’s jealous of her own daughter. Always has been.’

Neil’s face darkened. ‘What do you know about it?’

‘More than you think.’

He picked up his paper again. ‘You don’t know anything.’

‘I know what it’s like to feel jealous of my own child.’

Slowly he put it down again. ‘Do you?’

She managed a smile. A small, shamefaced gesture. ‘Yes. I’m human after all. When Sue was born I remember you coming to hospital to see her. I remember the way you fussed over her, going on and on about how beautiful she was. How perfect. Your perfect little girl. I was jealous then. For years I’d been the most important female in your life and suddenly I wasn’t any more. She was.’

His own expression softened. ‘But you can’t think I love her more than you. You must know that I don’t.’

She held up her hand. ‘You don’t have to say that.’

‘But it’s true.’

‘But even if it wasn’t it wouldn’t matter. Sue is our child. Our responsibility, just as Adam is. If we did love them more than we love each other that would be fine because they need us more than we need each other. Being a parent is the most important role either of us will ever play. More important even …’ she hesitated, then decided to risk a joke, ‘than being projects manager at the bank.’

It was his turn to smile. ‘Nothing could be that important.’

They both laughed. The tension eased. But only for a moment.

‘That’s what I’m trying to say, Neil. I was jealous but I threw the feeling in the rubbish where it belonged. Liz never has.’

The anger returned to his face. ‘She’s a good mother.’

‘Do you really believe that?’

‘Yes.’ His tone was firm. ‘And I don’t want to talk about this any more.’

‘But …’

‘Subject closed. Talk about something else or keep quiet. I don’t care which.’

For the second time he picked up his paper. This time she let him read.

February. In the crowded playground, Tina pushed through a group of younger children, trying to escape the older group who were chasing her.

‘People get killed in prison,’ shouted Philippa Hanson. ‘I reckon your dad’s dead.’

‘He’s not. He’s not!’

‘Yes he is. Your dad’s dead!’

She kept trying to escape but reached the far wall of the playground and had nowhere else to go. She kept her back to them, trying to keep her head up and her back straight while they surrounded her and began to chant.

‘Dead Daddy! Dead Daddy! Dead Daddy!’

The bell rang, signalling the end of playtime. For a moment they still surrounded her. One of them kicked her leg. Another punched her arm. Then they ran back inside.

She remained where she was, staring at the wall, breathing slowly, trying to compose herself. Not wanting them to see they’d upset her. Not wanting them to have something else to hate her for.

Her dad wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. If he was she would know it in her heart. She would. She was sure of it. They were wrong. They didn’t know anything. He was alive and well and would soon be coming back to her. That weekend to be precise. Her birthday. He had let her down at Christmas but she had forgiven him that. Christmas was special for everyone but her birthday was only special for her. And he wouldn’t let her down again.

He wouldn’t. Not again. Oh please, God, don’t let him let me down again.

She took a deep breath, rubbing her arm, waiting for the pain to subside. Her leg hurt too but they wouldn’t know that. Not if she kept her head up. Not if she kept being brave.

Not much longer. Only until the weekend. Then he’ll be home again.

So the week passed. Her birthday came and went. But still he stayed away.

A Friday afternoon in May. The last lesson before the half-term holiday. Mrs Abbott, knowing the class would be restless, had decided to let them pass the time drawing pictures.

The bell rang. A cheer echoed around the room. ‘Off you go then,’ she told them. ‘But quietly!’

‘Yes, Mrs Abbott. Bye, Mrs Abbott.’ With all the stealth of rampaging elephants they charged for the door.

All except one. Tina Ryan walked slowly towards her desk, a picture clutched in her hand and a thoughtful expression on her face.

Mrs Abbott smiled. ‘And what can I do for you, Tina?’

Tina handed her the picture. A boat on the water with a man and a girl sitting together at the tiller. The boat was red and had the name Firehorse painted on the side. It was a drawing full of colour and joy but still the sight of it made her sad.

‘That’s lovely,’ she said softly.

‘Would you like it?’

She was taken aback. ‘Me? But what about your mother?’

‘She won’t want it.’

‘Yes she will. You give it to her and I’ll bet she’ll be thrilled.’

Tina shook her head.

‘But it’s ever so good. Your pictures are the best in the class. You take it home and tell her that.’

‘It won’t make any difference. She’ll still throw it in the bin.’

‘Your mother throws your pictures in the bin?’

The thoughtful expression became troubled. ‘It’s only because they’d make a mess if we put them on the wall. Mum has to work hard in her job and she has to clean too and it would just make more mess. That’s what she says.’ A pause. ‘And she’s right.’

Mrs Abbott sat back in her chair and studied the girl who faced her; taking in the close-cropped hair, the hunched shoulders and wary eyes. The girl whom the others had made their scapegoat. The girl who waited faithfully for a father who was never going to come back.

And as she did so she felt an ache in her heart.

This isn’t right. It shouldn’t be like this. Not for her. Not for any child.

But she wasn’t a social worker. Just a teacher. Her responsibility was to teach young minds the three Rs and that was all. She couldn’t wave a magic wand and transform young lives, much as she often wished that she could.

‘It’s a lovely picture, Tina. I’ll have it gladly.’

At last a smile. ‘Thank you.’

She rose to her feet. ‘No. Thank you. It’ll brighten my kitchen no end.’ Impulsively she bent down and kissed Tina’s cheek.

And Tina hugged her back. Hard. Urgently. As if her life depended on it.

Then she stepped away. The troubled look back again. “Bye, Mrs Abbott. See you in a week.’ Quickly she turned and was gone from the room.

Seven o’clock on a Saturday morning in June. Tina dusted the mantelpiece in the living room.

She had been up for an hour, determined to clean the house from top to bottom. Her mother always spent Saturday mornings cleaning and she wanted to save her a job. When she had finished downstairs she would take her breakfast in bed. Tea with a slice of lemon, cereal with creamy milk and toast with raspberry jam. All her favourite things. Anything to please her. Anything to make her happy.

She reached for one of the china figurines. A milkmaid with buckets hanging from her shoulders: her mother’s favourite because her father had said that it reminded him of her. As she dusted it she heard the sound of a motorcycle engine being revved. Colin Hart from down the street was up early too. The sound set her teeth on edge. He had removed the silencer and the neighbours were always complaining about the noise. She hoped it wouldn’t wake her mother. She didn’t want her surprise to be spoiled.

The bike came roaring down the road. As it passed the house the engine spluttered and let out a small explosion. It made her jump.

And she dropped the figurine. It fell to the ground, smashing into a dozen pieces.

She stared down at it, feeling sick.

‘What have you done?’

Again she jumped. Her mother stood in the doorway, wrapped in a dressing gown. She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. ‘Mum …’ she began.

‘What have you done!’

‘I’m sorry, Mum. I was just cleaning.’

Her mother moved across the room, crouching down beside the broken figurine, trying to push the pieces together.

‘I’m sorry!’ She burst into tears. ‘I didn’t mean to! I was just trying to help.’

‘It’s ruined.’

‘No it’s not. We can stick it back together again. I’ll get the glue. We can …’

‘It’s ruined!’ Her mother stood up, her eyes blazing. ‘And it’s your fault.’

‘Mum …’

‘It was all I had. All he left me. Now you’ve ruined it like you ruin everything.’

She wiped her eyes, trying to control her tears. ‘I’m sorry …’

‘It was all I had! Now I have nothing. Nothing!’

‘You’ve got me.’

‘You?’ Her mother’s expression became savage. ‘You?’

‘I love you, Mum. I didn’t mean to do it. I promise I didn’t. I’ll get you another. I’ll get you anything you want just please don’t be angry with me. Please!’

Her mother grabbed her by the arm and dragged her across the room. She cried out in pain but her mother ignored her, marching her up the stairs, into the bathroom and thrusting her face up against the mirror.

‘Look at yourself, Tina. Just look at yourself! Stupid, ugly and useless. That’s all you are and all you’ll ever be. No wonder your father left you. No wonder he couldn’t wait to get away and leave you behind!’

‘He didn’t leave me! He loved me!’

‘So where is he then if he loved you so much? Where?’ Her mother began to shake her. ‘He didn’t love you. He was embarrassed by you just like I am. We were doing fine until you came along and ruined it. He’d still be here now if it wasn’t for you. It’s your fault. Everything is your fault! I wish you’d never been born!’

By now she was howling. Unable to bear it any more. She tried to wrap her arms around her mother, desperate to be held. To feel loved and wanted. But her mother just pushed her away and marched from the room.

She sat on the floor, still sobbing.

He did love me. He did! He did!

And it was true. It had to be true. Because to think anything else was unbearable.

Then why did he go? Why did he leave you if he loved you so much? If he really loved you how could he hurt you like this?

Slowly she rose to her feet. Again she stood in front of the mirror; staring at her face. As ugly as her mother had said. She was everything her mother said. Stupid, ugly and useless. She hated her face. She hated herself.

Did Dad hate me too? Is that why he went? Is that why he stays away?

She wiped her eyes, then wrapped her arms around herself, searching for the comfort that no one else was there to provide.

Sunday morning. One week later. Alan Jones, enjoying a brief easing of his arthritis, walked his dog, Spider, along the harbour path.

It was early. Not yet eight. He always liked to walk when there were few other people about. The tide was out and the estuary was nothing
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