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			Dedication

			For my mother,

			my daughter and my wife.

		

		
			Epigraph

			Tilbury Docks … are very modern, but their remoteness and isolation upon the Essex marsh, the days of failure attending their creation, invested them with a romantic air. Nothing in those days could have been more striking than the vast, empty basins, surrounded by miles of bare quays and the ranges of cargo-sheds, where two or three ships seemed lost like bewitched children in a forest of gaunt, hydraulic cranes. One received a wonderful impression of utter abandonment, of wasted efficiency.

			Joseph Conrad, The Mirror of the Sea (1906)

		

		
			Prologue: My Last Prison Letter, Part One

			Dear Stuart,

			Almost 20 years have passed since we last met, on a muggy afternoon in August 2001. Shortly afterwards you were arrested for Danielle’s abduction and murder, and remanded in custody to await trial. Ever since your conviction in December 2002, you have been serving a life sentence behind the watchtowers, razor wire, steel doors and three-foot brick walls of a Victorian prison in West Yorkshire. I assume that’s where you are now, as you read these words.

			Despite never having visited, I’ve read that HMP Wakefield is Western Europe’s largest maximum-security prison, housing over 700 of the UK’s most dangerous offenders: serial killers and rapists, child murderers, psychopaths and paedophiles. Apparently, even the guards call it Monster Mansion.

			I guess by now it must feel like home.

			In your absence the world has changed drastically. Smartphones and tablets, video streaming, Google Maps, YouTube, Skype, WhatsApp, surveillance drones – none of these things existed when you were last a free man.

			What else has changed? My attitude.

			In my previous letters – sent during your first few years in prison – you must have noticed my soothing tone, the way I avoided any hint of accusation, any suggestion that you might be guilty. I was trying to start a conversation in the hope you might one day tell me what you’d done with Danielle’s body.

			This time, I won’t mince my words.

			You know how I know you’re guilty, Stuart?

			I mean, leaving aside all the overwhelming evidence? Circumstantial, perhaps, but strong enough for a jury to convict you in under eight hours. But all that aside?

			Your silence.

			Imagine if we swapped places. If I were innocent and unjustly convicted – as you once claimed to be – while you were walking around free as the breeze? My screams for help would have deafened you. My letters of outrage would have swamped you. I would have begged, hounded, shamed and harassed you until you secured my release.

			Likewise, if you were innocent, I would never have heard the end of it.

			For the first few months after your conviction I waited, giving you the benefit of the doubt. I thought, Maybe he’s still angry with me because I suspected him. But if he’s truly innocent, as he claims, and this is all some terrible mistake, then sooner or later he’ll explain his side of things. Eventually he’ll ask for my help.

			You never reached out. Not a peep.

			That’s how I know you’re guilty.

			So why kick this hornet’s nest? In many ways it would be easier to let you continue your charade and eke out your days, slunk in your corner, cut off from the world. And certainly, for a long time, my best course of action seemed to be denial, pretending not to know or care about you. I felt ashamed to be your brother, a nauseating fear of being associated with your crimes, of being judged along with you. That fear turned in on itself, until I began to wonder if we shared the same genetic predisposition, the same pathological tendencies. Even after I managed to quell those doubts, there was still the lingering fear that maybe I couldn’t access the darkest parts of my psyche. Perhaps my deepest nature was inaccessible, hidden even from myself?

			I tried to run away. And for a while at least I managed to escape. After I moved to America, I sometimes forgot that I had a brother serving life for killing his teenage niece. And you made that easy, because you never reached out to me. Perhaps you wanted to be forgotten, in the hope that your crime would be forgotten, too.

			Trouble is, I can’t go on pretending that I don’t remember, or that this is out of my hands, or all in the past, or nothing to do with me. Maybe you’ve found a way to compartmentalise or trivialise your crime, but I won’t be able to look myself in the mirror unless I try one more time to put this right.

			The impetus for this book was anger. I was enraged when I realised you might be released without ever telling Danielle’s parents what you did with her body. Then I got angry with myself. I’d left it far too long to speak out. And many times during the writing of this book, I became furious whenever I thought about you. But though I despise you for what you did, I’m no longer angry with you. And even though the law has now changed, making it far less likely that you will walk free without giving up Danielle’s body, I still feel a responsibility to challenge you.

			And so I’m hoping that if I tell the truth, maybe you can, too. Not only would that be the right thing to do, but I suspect deep down you want to make amends and ask forgiveness. To give closure to Danielle’s parents, Tony and Linda, who welcomed you into their home as part of their family.

			Equally, I have come to rescue our mother from an ugly legacy. I’m not going to let her life story be defined by your imprisonment for the murder of a little girl who trusted you. I want people to know that she tried her best, even if her naive attempts to protect you sometimes enabled your depravity. Despite those failings, she was and still is the best thing about our family, and if there is anything honest or kind or brave or noble in any of us, we learned it from her.

			Naturally, she still loves you, and has never abandoned you.

			My feelings towards you are a little more complex.

			But Stuart, I do not hate you. I have no hatred for anyone. True, I cannot love you as I once did. Your cruelty makes that all but impossible. Yet I still feel something, some kind of brotherly affection – or at least, attachment. Some desire to save you from yourself, to prevent you from wasting the few years that remain to you.

			Over the last three decades I have moved often, from London to Paris, Miami, New York and Los Angeles. Along the way I have discarded piles of ephemera, including photographs, artworks and numbered editions, sketchbooks, notepads and scads of personal documents. Yet when I set out to write this book and went searching through the small trove of personal papers I had always clung to, I found your prison letters, many dating back to the late 70s. Across tens of thousands of miles, over continents and oceans, for almost five decades those letters came with me.

			And I’m still trying to understand: why?

			Anyway, here we are again.

			This is my last prison letter to you, an attempt to reconcile your brutal crime with the memory of a beautiful young boy, my little brother Stuart.

			I want to believe that kid still exists.

			I want to believe I can still find him and rescue him.

			Maybe after I lay out the story of how we got here, we’ll have a better idea of what comes next. So let’s pick this up at the end of the book.

			See you on the other side.

			Alix

		

		
			1

			Thursday 2 August 2001

			45 days since Danielle’s disappearance

			It’s a mild Thursday afternoon and the sky is the colour of gunmetal, a typical British summer day. Having left Paris on the 10.15 Eurostar, I arrive at London Waterloo around lunchtime. Running early, I buy six newspapers at WHSmith and settle into a corner of Costa Coffee with my sandwich and Americano. I really don’t need the caffeine because my pulse is already racing as I leaf through the British press, dreading the moment when I turn the page to find a photo of myself, and learn they’ve finally linked me to the missing girl.

			But today there’s no news about the case.

			Which is good news, and not just for me: there is still hope.

			I take the tube to Tower Hill and walk to Fenchurch Street. Around 2 p.m. the Southend train lumbers out of the station on an elevated track through the City of London towards Essex, a journey back to my roots. The first few miles overlook a warren of bustling East End streets, but gradually the train descends to ground level and dense terraced housing gives way to suburban sprawl. By the time we pull out of Rainham I’m scanning a flat green landscape, dotted with cows and straddled by electricity pylons. Beyond this, the tugs and barges on the river. This strip of Thames Estuary, a mix of reclaimed marshland and light industrial hangars, always stirs an uneasy nostalgia. Even under normal circumstances I would rather not make this trip.

			Today is anything but normal.

			The journey to Grays takes around 25 minutes but carries a lifetime of memories, starting with family trips to London tourist attractions: the Tower, the Zoo, the British Museum. At 15, I would change at Barking and jump the fence at South Tottenham to join the thousands swaggering up the High Road to White Hart Lane. Soon I was riding into the West End and lying about my age to nightclub doormen. Escape velocity was attained in 1976. After bluffing my way into East Ham College, I teamed up with fellow art student Rob Brown and broke into a condemned council flat in Whitechapel. We changed the locks, jerry-rigged the electricity and became punk rock squatters.

			I was finally a Londoner.

			Since then, any return to Essex would alter my mood. I never again felt fully at home, not even visiting my family, who – at least on my mother’s side – are warm, loving and generous people, quick to see the funny side of things. Despite my best efforts, friends and relatives could sense this reluctance to visit more often, stay longer than necessary. Whatever they suspected, the problem had nothing to do with any sense of superiority. I respected the community I’d left behind but couldn’t be part of it. Lurking at the back of my mind was always the fear that I was only ever a couple of poor decisions from being sucked back into the bleak, violent haze of childhood.

			Perhaps that is why, almost a quarter of a century later, I look out across these haunted fields at the barges on the Thames with the feeling that I never truly left.

			And maybe never will.

			I try to picture the man I’m about to meet – my little brother Stuart. Little as in younger, but no longer smaller. Physically, much bigger. That’s always my first thought, how much bigger he became. And then? Not much else, really. Despite having shared an intensely violent childhood and adolescence in Tilbury, separated by only 14 months, we have long since grown apart. These days he is almost a stranger.

			Of course, I can list a handful of facts. He’s a 44-year-old self-employed builder, a one-man firm called Right Price Builders, doing odd jobs around the local area, erecting walls and fences, replacing doors and windows, fixing broken paving. I think he told me a couple of years ago that he’d built an extension on someone’s house. But his personality? Hard to say. Quiet, I suppose. Private. Doesn’t drink alcohol. Years ago, he would spend hours in the gym, weightlifting and bodybuilding, but he no longer pumps iron. At one point he rode a powerful motorcycle – a Kawasaki. But again, not for years. Same with Shotokan karate. In his thirties he was a keen practitioner and trained regularly, but he dropped martial arts long ago. I heard recently that he likes taking photographs. Otherwise, not much to talk about. He lives a tranquil, respectable life with his wife Debbie, who is expecting their first child in about a month. They’ve worked hard and bought a semi-detached, three-bedroom house in a pleasant residential street.

			Apart from that I know little about him. I tell myself this is only natural. After all, I moved away from the area decades ago, while he has always lived here – at least during those years when he was not in prison. We grew even more distant after I first moved to Paris in 1996, and since then we’ve rarely seen each other, let alone socialised.

			Still, we’ve never lost touch. Always a call on birthdays and at Christmas, a bland chat for 10 minutes – never more, just a check-in – but enough to maintain brotherly bonds. In February 2000 I even called from Nepal to wish him happy birthday, which seems quite conscientious.

			Or maybe I was just showing off.

			The last time I saw him – and Essex – was in 1996. It was the last Friday in August when I took this same train, the day before the wedding. Stuart and Debbie were waiting in the car park outside Grays station, waiting to drive me to the hotel where their guests would be staying. I remember thinking how precisely everything was planned. How they liked to have everything under control and leave nothing to chance.

			And here I am, five years later, riding the same train, back into my past.

			Our past.

			I get off at Grays and walk out to the car park, where a grey Vauxhall is parked facing the perimeter wall. As I climb into the back seat, both occupants turn to face me. Two plain-clothes officers from the Major Investigation Team of Essex Police.

			You made it, says DS Keith Davies with a tight smile.

			He’s glad I kept my word. He wasn’t sure I would.

			He introduces his colleague, a female detective called Jo Antcliffe, and then runs me through the drill once more, repeating almost word for word what he’d said on the phone a few days earlier.

			This isn’t about accusing anyone, he says. In fact, it’s best if you keep an open mind, a cool head. Don’t judge him. Forget what you’ve learned from us about the case. Yes, we have strong suspicions, but we could still be wrong. So it’s important that you remain detached, unemotional. Accusations or aggressive questions, any kind of confrontation would almost certainly be counterproductive, and perhaps even fatal.

			Does that mean – ?

			He shrugs.

			If Stuart has abducted Danielle, he says, there’s still a chance – even now – that she might be alive, locked away somewhere with food and water. That’s the only reason he’s out on bail. If he decides to go check on her, we’ll be following, right behind him, so let’s not alert him to the fact that he’s being watched.

			My task is simple: get Stuart to talk about his life, his thoughts and feelings. Listen carefully to his answers and observe his behaviour, develop my own impressions. Be sure not to mention any facts about his past that could only have been learned from the police. Afterwards, we’ll regroup and go over everything, and they’ll ask for my gut feeling.

			You know him as well as anyone, maybe better, says Keith Davies. You’re his brother. If anyone can tell whether or not he’s lying, it’s probably you.

			We all look at each other and nod. Nobody in the car wants to speak the words that hang in the air: it is now over six weeks since Danielle vanished and at this point her odds are virtually nil. But we cannot give voice to the unthinkable, not yet. Until she is found, one way or another, there is still hope.

			I ask where we should meet up when I’m finished.

			Head back here, says DS Davies, indicating the train station.

			Okay, I’ll call you when I’m on my way.

			Don’t bother, he says. You won’t see us, but we’ll be watching.

			***

			We drive to Long Lane, not far from Stuart and Debbie’s house, and I get out to walk the last hundred yards or so. As I approach, a few minutes early, I notice the curtains drawn at every window, an oddly mournful look for late summer. I’m about 20 yards away when the front door opens. Stuart emerges, swiftly locks and deadlocks the front door, and strides out to meet me before I can reach the front gate. It feels like a magic trick. He must have been watching, peering through a tiny gap in the curtains as I walked up to his house. He nods and grunts at the neighbour in the next garden but doesn’t introduce me.

			We shake hands and greet each other in our curt, masculine way. The way we’ve grown accustomed to down the years.

			Good to see you, I say.

			Yeah, he says. How’d you get down here, take the train?

			Of course.

			You didn’t walk from the station? You should have called me to come and get you.

			No, got a cab, but had him drop me off at the corner. You know, more discreet.

			Oh, right, he says, eyeing me suspiciously.

			Ten seconds in and I’m already lying. I suspect he knows, and wonder if I’ve already failed in my mission.

			Let’s walk, he says.

			We’re not going inside?

			No, he says. Got to buy a pump filter from the hardware store around the corner. It’ll only take five minutes, then we can get something to eat.

			At three o’clock in the afternoon?

			Maybe just a coffee then.

			On our way to the hardware store I sneak sideways glances, trying to size him up, while we stumble through his generic questions – about my health, work, life in Paris – and my equally generic answers. I ask how he has been doing himself.

			The street is empty but he glances around before replying.

			We’ll talk about that later, he says. I don’t like to discuss anything in public.

			This strikes me as paranoid, but then again I’m not the one suspected of abducting and maybe killing a 15-year-old girl. I’m not sure how I would react under those circumstances.

			What about Debbie? How is she?

			She’s gone to stay with her mum and dad while all this is going on. Too much stress with the baby on the way.

			He is unshaven and out of shape, his muscular torso running to flab. His face looks puffy, like someone who slept on the couch. His deep brown eyes, once gleaming and full of mischief, are smaller than I remember, as if shrunken into his head. He wears a black T-shirt and battered dark blue jogging pants with a small hole in one thigh, a pair of scuffed trainers. Work clothes. Or maybe that’s what happens when your wife goes home to her parents, you end up looking dishevelled and exhausted. I wouldn’t know – at this point, I have never been married.

			So I suppose the police have been to see you, he ventures in an airy, no-big-deal tone, not so much a question as a statement.

			Yes.

			And what did they have to say then?

			Well, they said they had followed several leads but none of them had amounted to anything so far. And they said that so far, you are their main suspect.

			Their only suspect, he mouths, with a look of exasperation, as we enter the hardware store.

			When we get back to the house I’m expecting to be invited in, but instead he suggests we go for a drive and get a bit of grub. We climb into the blue Transit van parked in his driveway.

			Blue van, I mutter.

			Of course, like everyone else who has been following the case, I know that one of the last witnesses to see Danielle alive, a fellow pupil at her school, had seen her climb into a blue van the morning she went missing. That sighting has been widely reported in the national news, so Stuart must understand why I mentioned it. He doesn’t respond.

			Once we get on the main road, I’m expecting him to open up – there are no prying neighbours now. But he volunteers nothing about Danielle, her disappearance, the investigation, his arrest and brief incarceration, his feelings on the matter. I find this odd. I know that he was close to Danielle and often spent time at her home. Still, recalling Keith Davies’s words and avoiding any rush to judgement, I ask how he has been coping. You know, with constantly being in the news, with being accused of this terrible crime. He sighs and shrugs.

			I just want to get back to my life, he says. To make sure Debbie is alright.

			He repeats a phrase he’d used when we spoke on the phone back in June, after he’d been arrested on suspicion of Danielle’s abduction, questioned and released on bail.

			This should be our time, he says. We should be together getting ready for the baby’s birth and what d’you call it, going to antenatal classes.

			But he says nothing about injustice or media persecution, expresses none of the outrage I’d expect from someone wrongly accused. Instead, he stares straight ahead and talks almost nonstop about the flat Essex countryside, and how some company is developing that piece of land over there, and how that factory over there belongs to another company, and how that land on the right is where the new Eurostar train line will run, and how the traffic is usually much busier along this road at this time of day, and how you have to be on the lookout for hidden turns and cars that can pull out in front of you without warning.

			I sit and say nothing. I want him to fill the silence.

			Somehow our conversation turns to my childhood friend Andy Hollington, who at this point is living in Southend-on-Sea, the eastern terminus of the Fenchurch Street line.

			So how is Andy?

			Good, I say. He’s a student now. He enrolled at Southend Tech.

			Oh yeah? says Stuart, with the hint of a smirk. When we were kids, student was a synonym for dosser among local lads, who generally left school at 16 to work on building sites, or in the local asbestos factory, or maybe Ford Works in Dagenham if they were lucky.

			Yeah, I say, studying photography.

			I wait. No response.

			Yeah, I add. He’s got a Nikon, really nice camera.

			He glances over at me, tight-lipped, but says nothing.

			Stuart is a keen amateur photographer. Normally I’d expect him to engage in conversation about cameras and photography. Instead, he turns his face to the side window as we take the roundabout. I tell him that Andy says he has his eye on an even better camera, one with a fancy zoom lens. Still nothing. Odd, because the police told me all about the cameras and photographic prints they found when they searched Stuart’s house. The images on his computer. The white business cards he’d had printed, advertising himself as a photographer.

			CINDERELLA’S

			Photography: Beauty, Glamour, Fashion, Portrait.

			Portfolios for new & established models.

			Beneath that, just STUART and his mobile phone number. No office or home number.

			No email or home address.

			No last name.

			The silence between us hums like an electromagnetic field. His mind is churning, trying to calculate how much I know.

			And then he begins to list our fast food options.

			By now his attempts to normalise this situation are verging on the surreal. Here is a man accused of abducting a teenage girl – his niece, a girl he has known for years and who may still be locked in a basement somewhere – and he’s asking what kind of grub I like. As we pull into the car park behind a Harvester restaurant, I can barely conceal my contempt. What does he think we’re doing?

			He jumps out and lifts the van’s hood to fiddle with the engine, then heads inside. I find myself following him, almost in a daze. He picks up a menu from a table, offers it to me.

			What d’you fancy? You could have a burger and chips, or they do a decent ploughman’s if you’re just peckish.

			He’s pointing at tables, asking where I want to sit, maybe by the window? I turn in search of the strange whirring and tinkling noises. Perched on wooden stools in front of an electronic bingo machine are two sallow middle-aged men in T-shirts, cigarettes clamped in brown fingers. They don’t even look our way.

			I feel like saying, What the fuck is wrong with you? Do I look like I want to sit in a Harvester and eat chips while you talk about the fucking wallpaper?

			Instead I say, I’m not really that hungry. Why don’t we go to Lakeside instead, maybe get a sandwich?

			Later, I’ll wonder. Is this how we get ourselves gaslighted, too polite to confront rank absurdity? Too timid to look madness in the eye and shout it down?

			Out in the car park he lifts the hood again, flips the engine kill switch back on, and we climb into the van and drive off.

			Sensing my mood, he says, Sorry, I thought the Harvester would be a nice place to go.

			Really?

			Well, me and Deb had a really nice evening there not so long back, just about the last good evening we had together. You know, before all this … this whole saga blew up.

			Saga.

			As in a long, tedious and often pointless series of events.

			I remember my instructions from DS Keith Davies: No accusations. No provocations. Just listen, watch and pay attention.

			We head west towards Lakeside, a cavernous shopping centre just a mile or so up the road. As we sit in silence I recall DS Davies saying that Stuart would sometimes run Danielle to school or pick her up in this van. A dark thought occurs: am I the first person to sit in this passenger seat since Danielle last occupied it?

			I look at Stuart and wonder: is he thinking the same thing?

			I doubt it. Right now, his mind is scuttling like a rat in a barrel, desperate to find a way out. I know, because once again he starts pointing to factories and roadworks, this piece of land up here, that church over there, the turn-off back that way. Always toward the horizon, always away from himself. It’s the same with his time references. Later, tomorrow, next week, next year. Any place and any time, except right here and now. There’s no way he will inhabit this moment, acknowledge what’s actually happening in this van.

			I turn to him and ask what he thinks about everything.

			Eh?

			Y’know, I say, with Danielle’s disappearance. What’s your take on it? What do you think happened to her? What’s your theory?

			Oh mate, he says wearily, I wish I knew. I’ve gone over it a million times, but it could be anything. The place where she disappeared, it was a really busy street and it was rush hour, so you would have thought that someone would have seen something. But so far there’s nothing. We’ve just got to wait for something to come up.

			How do you feel about it?

			Well I could do with a few days away from it all.

			All what?

			All this pressure. I’m the main suspect, so the police are just playing mind games, hoping I’ll crack.

			What do you mean?

			You know, coming round the house again and again, putting pressure on Mum, trying to frighten Debbie, telling tales to my neighbours and Debbie’s family …

			But how do you mean, playing mind games?

			Well, they’re just trying to wear me down, get me to crack …

			Yeah, but why would you crack? What’s to wear down?

			Eh?

			He seems genuinely confused.

			If you haven’t done anything, I say, then you don’t have to worry about mind games – cos you’ve got nothing to hide, right?

			There’s a glimmer of something like recognition in his eyes and then it’s gone. Does he understand my argument? If so, he’s pretending otherwise. Again, I stop myself from stating the obvious: only someone with a false narrative to maintain would perceive this situation as a battle of wits, between two parties playing mind games. Again the silence swells, the air charged with unspoken meaning. He can’t even look at me.

			At Lakeside we get out smack in the middle of a vast car park.

			This is the safest spot, he says, because it’s properly covered by CCTV.

			He points up at the cameras and explains that some areas are blind spots. I ask myself how he worked this out and why. He lifts the hood and incapacitates the van again. He seems obsessed with surveillance and security systems, and terrified someone will steal his vehicle. Or maybe impound it.

			We enter the mall under the Warner Bros sign and walk through the Disney Store, its floor littered with candy-coloured T-shirts that have slipped from their hangers and now lie waiting for the teenage staff to gather them up. I tell him I need to piss. He walks me over to the men’s room, but doesn’t stop there. Instead, he actually ushers me inside and pushes open a cubicle door, points to the bowl and says, There you are.

			I want to ask if I look incapable of finding a toilet bowl in a public lavatory. Instead, I glare at him for a long beat and say, Yeah, I know how this works.

			Once again he seems puzzled by my reaction, as if I’m the one acting strangely. But now it’s all starting to make sense to me.

			Thinking back to the way I have seen him behave with his wife, I realise that Stuart has been doing this for so long that he doesn’t even realise how odd it is. For two decades, ever since he started dating her as a teenager, he has pointed Debbie in the direction he wanted her to look, preventing her from stumbling across awkward truths, ushering her through certain doors and away from others, telling her what to do and where and when. And eventually this weird dance came to seem normal to them. No wonder she performed her role so well. Twenty years of meaningless babble about curtains and wallpaper, tiles and taps, gardens and fences, jeans and trainers, a nice bit of grub and God knows what else. Twenty years of his constantly pointing to the horizon, deflecting her attention away from the present – and most of all, his past.

			Since this is my first visit to Lakeside I tell him I want to take a look around. After all, just a couple of years earlier the BBC had put this place on the map with a docusoap TV series called Lakesiders. For a while we wander through this echoing mall – two million square feet of white shopping space rich with the smell of cleaning products and cooking oil – while he provides a running commentary on the obvious, as if I’m Prince Charles or something.

			Ratners, jewellery, not bad for watches … JD Sports, good for tops and trainers … that Chinese place, decent rice and spring rolls there … or the Italian, they do pizzas and pasta, that kind of thing, not bad … or you can get a baguette, like a long French bread roll … Of course, you know about those …

			We sit and eat sandwiches together, which he insists on paying for. He eats in a dainty manner, little finger pointed out as he nibbles his sandwich. I notice his fingernails are still chewed down to the quick, a habit he has had since the age of four or five.

			I remind him that I’m taking my 13-year-old daughter Fiona on holiday in a couple of weeks, so I should buy myself some trainers, maybe some shorts, perhaps some insect repellent.

			Right, he says. Where you going?

			I pause before answering, because he already knows. He stops chewing and looks up.

			Malaysia, I say. We want to see the rainforest.

			Oh, very nice. Can’t sneak me into one of your suitcases, can you?

			This is so weird that for a second I suspect he’s toying with me, but no.

			He notices that I’m staring at him, head tilted.

			What?

			Nothing, I say.

			Three weeks ago I’d told him on the phone that we were going to Malaysia and he’d said exactly the same words about sneaking him into a suitcase. Yet while I recall that exchange, he clearly doesn’t. Maybe the stress is affecting his memory. Or maybe there’s some part of his mind actively trying to forget. Or maybe it’s not a joke at all. Maybe he’s genuinely asking for my help, but framing it as a jokey throwaway line to test the waters. After all, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d conspired with Stuart to help him evade justice.

			As we continue strolling through the mall I tell him how shocked I’d been on learning he was a suspect in Danielle’s disappearance.

			It seemed unreal, I say. I really couldn’t believe it.

			He doesn’t query my use of the past tense, but instead points to a boarded-up shop.

			Yeah, he says, the rents here are pretty high. And of course, you can’t tell them you’re having problems paying the rent, because all the tills are centrally linked so the landlords can see exactly how much everybody is taking.

			This latest mention of surveillance reminds me that we are being watched and recorded, and I look up at the CCTV cameras. An image comes to mind: seen from above on a grainy monitor screen, two middle-aged men amble through a mall, pausing to look in shop windows. One of them keeps looking around to see if they’re being followed, while also guiding the other, pointing the way. When we were kids, a few miles down the road in Tilbury, two men loitering in a shopping district with no discernible purpose would have been stopped and questioned by the police. These days it’s just normal consumer activity.

			Then I notice something and say, Oh, look.

			Barely 10 yards ahead, taped to a pillar, is an Essex Police poster with the word MISSING and the now-familiar colour photo of a pale teenage girl in school blazer, white shirt and striped tie. Blonde ringlets tucked behind one ear, her face tilted up and gazing doe-eyed into the camera, she smiles in a bashful way, revealing a gap between her front teeth.

			Stuart acts as if he hasn’t heard me, and then as if he doesn’t understand me.

			There, I say.

			By now we are almost in front of it, but he’s still turning his head side to side, supposedly unable to see what I mean.

			Danielle, I say, pointing.

			Oh yeah, he says, with another weary sigh. Yeah, they’re all over the place. Not a very good photo of her, actually.

			He mumbles something about a much better picture they could have used. I glare at him, astonished. I know he can see the sardonic edge in my gaze, defying him to tell me that he’s innocent, that this is all some terrible mistake, that the police have the wrong man.

			We walk back out to the car park and he lifts the hood and flicks the switch then we get in the van and he says he’ll drop me off at Grays station. He can’t wait to get rid of me, it seems. We barely speak during the 10-minute drive.

			We get out and shake hands. I lean in, embrace him and kiss his cheek. I want him to feel something, because maybe that will allow him to open up, let the tears fall and tell the truth. He smells sweeter than I imagined and the scent of his skin brings back memories of the beautiful little boy I once knew, of his childhood laughter. And that, of course, makes me think about the beautiful little girl who is now missing, presumed dead.

			Take care, I say, and stay in touch. Don’t forget you can always talk to me.

			He smiles, but there’s a dark glint in his eye, as if some unspeakable secret has just passed between us. Almost daring me to recognise and accept it.

			Don’t worry, he says. I’m not dead and buried yet.

		

		
			2

			Tilbury, 1961

			I am five or six, lying on the living-room floor with my head resting on one arm, drawing a picture. I hear the familiar sound of the Old Man slamming the front door and grunting at my mother in the hallway, so I don’t look up as he enters, don’t turn to greet him. I go on drawing my picture. I don’t want to talk to him or pretend I love him, which is what he wants, and why he always asks: Y’happy to see me?

			I can smell his stockinged feet before they appear on the carpet beside my face, and I’m vaguely aware of his arm above me when something strikes the back of my head and something else knocks the pencil out of my hand. There’s a black splash on my drawing. He has dropped his dirty wet shoes on me. Confused, holding my head, I turn to look up at him, squeezing out a thin smile.

			Oh Al, says my mother. Why’d you do that …?

			Her meek protest confirms what I’d suspected – that it was wrong, nasty and spiteful to drop dirty shoes on your child’s head – and tears spill down my cheeks. He scowls at me, then turns to her with that rattling in his throat, the sound that means he’s about to strike.

			Aaach, look what you done now, made him bawl like a fucking baby. He was fine until you opened your fucking trap.

			He cocks a backhander. She flinches, but doesn’t back down.

			He snarls again, Get tae fuck out of my sight.

			But she doesn’t. Instead, she kneels and dabs at my eyes with a crumpled tissue and wipes the dirt off my hair and tells me it’s alright.

			Daddy didn’t mean to hurt you, he was only playing.

			We both know better. He needs to inflict pain and humiliation on his wife and children every time he enters the room. Nothing less can put him at ease.

			My little brother glares up at him with undisguised malice, but the Old Man ignores him. Sometime I wonder if he’s frightened of Stuart, sensing that one day his younger son’s white-hot rage will explode. If anyone is ever going to avenge our mother, we know it will be Stuart. He says as much whenever the Old Man’s not around.

			When I grow up, I’m going to kill him.

			No, she says. You mustn’t say that, Stuart. That’s wrong.

			I am, I’m going to kill him.

			Then you won’t go to heaven, will you?

			Don’t care.

			Don’t say that, Stuart.

			As small children, Stuart and I live the tensions of sameness and difference. We share the usual things: surname, address, school, favourite television programmes. But we don’t look alike at all, and perhaps for this reason our mother dresses us near-identically, in matching shirts and trousers and shoes. Only our hand-knitted cardigans and elasticated bow ties are in different colours: scarlet for me, baby blue for him.

			Our temperaments differ, too. He is headstrong and daring, I am more cautious. I tend to think before I react, while he doesn’t give a damn, displaying a self-assurance I can only envy. But we cannot remember a time when we didn’t both exist, and for now we are deeply bonded. We play out violent fantasies with our toy guns, as secret agents or spacemen or Tommies fighting Germans. Soon we’ll discover Marvel and DC Comics and become violent superheroes.

			Even the discipline at St Mary’s Roman Catholic Primary school is enforced with violence. The nuns are free to smack or cane us, and Father Byrne is even more ferocious. On overhearing some blasphemy he once slapped a boy’s face so hard it left a red welt. But playtime is free and energetic, the girls lining up to take turns skipping Double Dutch while the boys chase a tennis ball across the tarmac, goals marked by the concrete posts supporting a green PVC chain-link fence. Sometimes weird men stop on Dock Road and peer through this fence at us, before being shooed off by one of the male teachers.

			***

			Though the Old Man beat her savagely and frequently, my mother refused to be cowed. Even as a small child I knew that she would never give him the satisfaction of breaking her spirit. One time in the kitchen we three kids were clinging to her skirt and bawling while the Old Man brandished a frying pan of sizzling fat, threatening to throw it at her.

			You want this in your fucking face? I’ll scar you for life!

			Go on then! Do it, you bastard! I’m not scared!

			Perhaps because it would have burned his children too, he hurled the pan into the corner of the room.

			As we got older, we became valid targets. Early one Sunday morning when I was nine or 10 he came downstairs and caught me in the living room lighting strips of newspaper on the electric fire and tossing them into the fireplace. He threw me against the wall and started smashing his fists into my ribs so hard I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even squeal for mercy. I was thinking, I am going to die now, when my mother burst in and pulled him off, taking an elbow to the face for her trouble.

			And yet when I think back to those days, it’s not the violence that stands out. It’s my mother’s singing voice, suddenly fluttering through the house as rare and beautiful as a bluebird, a sound so wonderful because, just for a fleeting moment, she felt some kind of joy.

			Or it’s the many little ways she found to show us love and tenderness. Somehow, despite the constant threat of mindless rage, we knew hours of happiness and laughter. Weekend nights, when the Old Man was invariably out on the piss, the four of us would dance in the living room, doing The Twist to The Beatles or Stones or whatever band was appearing on Sunday Night at the London Palladium. Because she insisted we had to pair off older-younger, I would reluctantly dance with our younger sister Sinéad, while Stuart got to dance with our mother. Although a little jealous, I didn’t really mind.

			When she was happy, we were all happy.

			***

			My mother’s father Jack Sharkey was born in 1907 in the port town of Dún Laoghaire, 10 miles south-east of Dublin. He grew up working the fields with his farmworker brothers before becoming a merchant seaman. Sometime around 1930 he disembarked in Tilbury, already one of England’s busiest docks. There he met Elizabeth, my grandmother. She had been born in 1913 to an unwed teenage mother and adopted as a baby from a Southend orphanage by a childless couple who worked in service in a grand house in Westminster. Lizzie’s earliest memories, she once told me, were of cleaning silverware and sweeping out fire grates, using the back doors and back stairs, eating in the basement and sleeping in the attic, working for people whose eyes she was forbidden to meet, speaking only when spoken to. Little wonder she developed a lifelong scorn for unearned privilege and inherited wealth, and revulsion for the trappings of nobility. (Asked if she would accept the customary telegram from the Queen on her 100th birthday, she told the royal footmen, Why’s she sending me a bloody card? I don’t know her. Tell her I won’t be sending one back.)

			Jack and Lizzie had three girls in short succession: Julie, my mother Molly, and the baby, Ruby. In an era marked by the Great Depression, poverty oozed like a noxious gas from Tilbury’s marshy ground. In December 1931 the Tilbury Distress Committee found 900 local families on the verge of starvation and established an emergency soup kitchen. My mother was born into this world just two years later. Yet despite the hardship all around them, the Sharkeys had enough to eat, clean clothes, a comfortable home and a decent education. The family was humble, but with aspirations to improve their lot.

			When I ask about her own childhood, my mother recalls love and happiness.

			We grew up in a nice home, she says, with a mum and dad who loved us. Of course, my dad could be strict if we messed about. My mum would say, Wait till your father gets home. And he was strict, but never severe. If he said, You better do this, then you’d do it, no questions asked. But the worst you’d ever get was a clip round the ear, nothing worse than that.

			Jack Sharkey never drank at home. Indeed, the only time he drank was on Sunday afternoons. Since there was little else to do, the family would wander country lanes for hours – like the nine-mile hike to the village of Laindon – stopping on the way back at a country pub, where Lizzie and the girls would sit in the garden with a soft drink while Jack had a brown ale. The parents never spent on themselves, saving every spare penny to buy clothes or Christmas presents for the girls.

			And as children our mother does the same for us, saving up for birthday presents, or summer holiday train outings to seaside towns like Pitsea or Leigh-on-Sea. There, we unpack our sandwiches and drinks and potato crisps and lie on the sand, greased up and smiling in the sunshine, while people shoo angry wasps off melting ice-cream cones. Then we’ll swim a few yards into the cold, salty, dark green water, or run along the beach squinting into a billion diamonds of light glittering on the Thames Estuary.

			Every Friday we have a fish feast for tea, which is what we call our evening meal. Like everyone else we know, we eat breakfast, dinner and tea. Lunch is some meal we’ve only heard about, something posh people eat, perhaps involving caviar. But on Fridays we know Mum will return from the fishmonger with a couple of pounds of sprats, double-wrapped in white butcher’s paper. She unwraps the package in the kitchen and the silvery mass slithers across the yellow Formica table. She takes each sprat between finger and thumb, dabs it in white flour and drops it into sizzling fat. We eat fish on Fridays because that’s what Catholics do, but she also likes sprats because she’s doesn’t have to gut them, so they’re easy to prepare. So full of goodness, she says, and tasty, too.

			Of course, we all know we eat them because they’re cheap.

			By now her teeth have already begun to rot and fall out. Much later, I would realise this was due to calcium deficiency. Four kids in just over five years? Raising them with no money, having to breastfeed them well after they could walk?

			We literally sucked her bones dry.

			Tilbury, 1962

			Fraser was the youngest of the four children. I had just started school when he was born. I barely saw his face – I was allowed to peer into the cot, but only for a few seconds. My mother was worried I might give him a cold or some other germs from school.

			Those late autumn days were stranger than normal. First, because a jolly black lady came to the house. She spoke with a sing-song accent that Mum said was Caribbean, and she made me promise to be a good boy and look after my brother and sister, because my mum would be very tired when the baby was born. Auntie Ruby, an NHS nurse, also came to help with the delivery. The Old Man celebrated by going out and getting even more drunk, as if he needed an excuse.

			In those days we still lived at 10 Seymour Road on the dockyard side of town. Our two-up, two-down Victorian terraced house had an outdoor toilet and no bathroom. With a loan from Jack Sharkey my parents had bought it at a knockdown price because it came with a sitting tenant, an elderly lady called Mrs Whitlock, who rented one of the upper rooms.

			One evening shortly after we move in, my mother is upstairs when her shriek of terror rips through the house. My father bounds up the stairs, barefoot in singlet and khaki trousers. After a lot of whispering and sobbing, he comes back down with the small, rigid body of Mrs Whitlock in his arms. I hide behind my mother’s skirt as my father carries the dead lady into the living room and places her on the sofa. Then my mother goes next door to ask the neighbor to fetch the priest, who will call the doctor, who will call the police. In this Catholic home we respect the natural hierarchy.

			My father is out at the pub one afternoon when I carefully lift the mysterious bottle of amber liquid on the mantelpiece, known to us all as Daddy’s medicine. Imitating the Old Man’s gestures I unscrew the cap and take a quick slug. Halfway down the liquid explodes from my face in a mist, as the bottle falls and shatters on the pink-tiled hearth. I cough and gasp and flutter my hands, the fiery blast scorching my throat and sinuses, forcing hot tears from my eyes. Wheezing, I suck air into my lungs. My mother strides into the room, takes one glance and slaps me so hard my head rings like a bell. She’s not angry at me, but at the hiding she now has coming: he will beat her for negligence, for allowing me to waste good booze.

			And now it’s a Sunday afternoon in summer 1962 and we’re out in the back garden, my mother, brother, sister and myself. Happy in the sunshine, radio tuned to the weekly chart show, an unvarnished plank fence towering over us on three sides. Mum likes to bring a chair out and sit prepping food, peeling potatoes or stringing green beans while we attack the soil with buckets and spades, or kick a yellow plastic ball. Sometimes she will spend a couple of precious pennies on caps for our toy guns and my brother and I will chase each other, firing imaginary bullets – bang bang bang. After we shoot all our caps, we hold the zinc alloy guns to our noses and savour the sulphurous tang, amazed at the wonder of explosive chemicals.

			I’m waiting to hear this summer’s hit, I Remember You. This song is always playing somewhere, drifting out of a window or burbling from a shop radio, Frank Ifield’s glossy yodel at odds with the earthy smells and the mud-spattered vegetables scooped up by our horny-handed grocer, with his check shirt
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