

  [image: epub.jpg]




  

    Contents




    Imprint 2




    Dedication 3




    Acknowledgement 4




    Disclaimer 5




    PROLOGUE 6




    October 1993. 6




    CHAPTER ONE 9




    November 2002.


    Wednesday afternoon 9




    CHAPTER TWO 18




    Thursday morning 18




    CHAPTER THREE 27




    Thursday night 27




    CHAPTER FOUR 32




    Thursday night 32




    CHAPTER FIVE 41




    Thursday night 41




    CHAPTER SIX 50




    Friday morning 50




    CHAPTER SEVEN 58




    Saturday morning 58




    CHAPTER EIGHT 63




    Saturday 63




    CHAPTER NINE 73




    Saturday 73




    CHAPTER TEN 80




    Saturday morning 11:30 80




    CHAPTER ELEVEN 90




    Saturday. 20:30 90




    CHAPTER TWELVE 101




    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 111




    Sunday morning 111




    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 121




    Monday evening 121




    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 146




    Tuesday morning 146




    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 150




    Tuesday morning 150




    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 161




    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 175




    Early Wednesday morning 175




    CHAPTER NINETEEN 184




    CHAPTER TWENTY 191




    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 200




    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 217




    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 224




    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 235




    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 241




    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 245




    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 250




    EPILOGUE 256


  




  

    
Imprint




    All rights of distribution, also through movies, radio and television, photomechanical reproduction, sound carrier, electronic medium and reprinting in excerpts are reserved.




    © 2021 novum publishing




    ISBN print edition: 978-3-99107-139-6




    ISBN e-book: 978-3-99107-140-2




    Editor: Hugo Chandler, BA




    Cover images: Helen Hotson | Dreamstime.com




    Cover design, layout & typesetting: novum publishing




    www.novum-publishing.co.uk


  




  




  

    
Dedication




    For Clotilde and Anne-Marie


  




  

    
Acknowledgement




    I want to thank Bianca and the team at Novum for their support.


  




  

    
Disclaimer




    This is a work of fiction. Any similarities or resemblances to any person living or dead are not intended and are purely coincidental.


  




  

    
PROLOGUE




    
October 1993.




    A Most Solemn Occasion.




    The priests and the acolytes’ pace and turn on the altar as the distant faces of the choir mouth their devout responses. It is as if she is a remote witness rather than a figure central to the solemn rite being enacted here. The fine black mesh, the veil that hides her swollen eyes, intervenes, a screen, a barrier that brings into sharp relief the vivid, richness of vestments, flowers and gleaming brass, like staring in through a keyhole, a secret onlooker. Still dazed, still shocked in her empty loneliness; she turns her head; regards the flag-draped coffin; a confusion of runaway memories outstrips her efforts to fix her mind; wilful recollections that run on beyond control; an endless loop of intimate distractions.




    Uniformed and plain clothed police officers, rigid grief in each pale face, eyes downcast, line the front pews, here to honour their comrade and to bid personal farewells.




    She grips the hand of her precious son as the priests intone the Requiem Mass; the acting Chief Constable delivers his eulogy; distant words fade indistinctly at the rim of her consciousness; decay amongst the aged stones and rafters.




    A lifetime of churchgoing ensures that she observes the ritual, mouths the familiar responses, and crosses herself. But her mind is not engaged.




    As the broad west doors swing back, cold, October light swamps the sombrous interior, a rude inundation, flushing out dark odours of tallow and incense, blanching the musty dimness, purging all but the furthest niches and corners with its curious brightness.




    Pallbearers step forward, hoist their burden, and execute their awkward, shuffling turnabout then step off, leading the solemn procession. She follows, tall, impressive in her apparent dignity, the pale child pacing bravely at her side and many a mourner in that packed congregation wipes away a tear to see them pass by.




    It is as she smells the newly opened earth, leans forward with her handful of soil, and sees the narrow coffin far below in that sheer sided pit, that the bitter finality overwhelms her. The tumbling earth bounces like far off drumbeats as she turns into the warmth of her mother’s embrace. Her father hugs the boy and, feeling so helpless, rests a hand on her back.




    ***




    Ringing reverberations of the iron bell toll the solemn hour as the Guard of Honour elevate their weapons. The salute cracks out and large, black birds rise suddenly from the towering yews; a cacophony of beating wings and coarse, protesting cries counterpoised with the echoing gunshots. The echoes fade in diminishing ripples; lamentations that die away: lost among the stark outlines of a multitude of headstones: the old leaning and lichen-clad, the recent startlingly cold in their white, marble purity. The vociferous birds fall back in ragged disorder to settle, concealed, silent again within the evergreen foliage.




    A witness in the high tower might see the concluding rites: the dwindling of that tightly knit gathering of mourners as smaller groups drift away along the gravel path until only the melancholy families are left standing over the open grave.




    ***


  




  

    
CHAPTER ONE




    
November 2002.


    Wednesday afternoon




    Young Terry Driscoll waited anxiously in the toilet cubicle. So familiar was he with the arrival and departure times at each stop, he could judge with accuracy when the train was nearing his station. He travelled the route five days a week and on Saturday mornings if there was a school match.




    Terry was an above average performer at most things but when it came to games, he was exceptionally gifted. Tall and naturally athletic he could hold his place in any of the school teams; but hockey was his passion. At thirteen he was the youngest member of the school team, played on Saturday afternoons for a local club side and had been invited to take part in the forthcoming junior county trials. Terry was a popular boy, but lately he’d found himself out of favour with a group of the senior boys and he had no idea why.




    He sat with his bag on his lap, holding his hockey stick between his knees, swaying to the rhythmic motion of the train as it rattled on its way. Oblivious to the noise and discomfort, he pondered on his chances of escaping the attentions of Justin Simms and his gang of yobs. He had chosen the carriage that would stop nearest to the station exit and he knew that once through he could outrun them easily. The question was could he get onto the platform with a head start? Not for the first time, he debated whether to stay hidden until the train pulled out of the station, get off at the next and then telephone his mum to fetch him in the car. This idea was attractive but the thought of having to explain why and all that this would lead to, convinced him that it was not a realistic option.




    Picking on Terry had become the gang’s regular sport because it had been such a success the first time. They had seized the unsuspecting youngster, punched, and kicked him unmercifully, and tried to force his head into the toilet pan while they flushed it. He had fought with a strength and vigour that surprised them but in so doing had only prolonged his own discomfort, thus increasing the delight of his tormentors. Terry’s friends all lived closer to the school than he, so they didn’t need to use the train and the bullying had isolated him from some of them who were fearful in case they came in for similar treatment during the school day.




    Simms and his gang had refined the game to the point where they would sometimes surround and thoroughly frighten him and then let him go to jeers, catcalls and a casual slap but on other occasions they would beat him up and dare him to tell anyone. Friends were sympathetic of course but could offer no solution other than to urge him to complain to the school’s management. In short, Terry’s school days had become a misery and thus far, having taken Simms’. threats very seriously, he had told only his closest friends.




    He checked his watch and saw it was time to make his move. He did not think they’d seen him enter the toilet as there had been none of the usual kicks and bangs on the door or attempts to call him out: but he knew that they might well be waiting. There was no way of telling how punishing these encounters might turn out, so he always expected the worst. Reaching anxiously for the lock on the door, he eased it open, looked both ways, then stole out into the corridor.




    He saw at once that he had miscalculated.




    The train still had quite a long way to go before it would reach his station. It must have reduced speed along the last stretch and, being preoccupied with his thoughts and unable to see out through the opaque toilet window; Terry had been unaware of this. Sensing someone behind him, he turned, and his heart sank.




    ‘Wrong!’ crowed Simms in an exultant falsetto as he grabbed Terry’s collar and wrenched him away from the toilet door. ‘Get that window down,’ he shouted as he forced Terry back against the wall and held him there by the lapels of his blazer. One of the gang lowered the window and stood back. Simms dragged him sideways and he became aware of the rushing cold air as he was forced closer and closer to the open window. He resisted fiercely, but the bigger boy had a man’s strength. He could not believe that they would push him through, but he was unable to speak because Simms’ bruising knuckles were digging into his throat.




    ‘Chuck him out. Chuck him out,’ chanted the gang and he felt strong hands gripping his clothing and pushing him out and into the chill turbulence beyond. When his upper body was out, they held him balanced there, the sharp-edged window frame digging painfully into the small of his back. Through his tears he looked into the grinning faces.




    ‘Please, please,’ he begged but his entreaties and tears were whipped away in the violent maelstrom, the buffet, and the roar of the train’s clattering progress. If Simms heard him, he chose to ignore it.




    ‘Wotcha doin’ out there, Sunshine?’ He shouted. ‘Ain’tcha got a ticket then?’




    They held the boy there for long agonising seconds, raising and lowering his legs as they sang at the tops of their voices:




    ‘Rock-a-bye baby, on the treetop




    When the wind blows the cradle will rock.




    When the bough bends, the cradle will fall.




    Down will come baby, cradle and all.’




    Terry’s heart lurched in his chest as, on the word, ‘Down,’ Simms raised his legs and pretended to let go. His upper body began to drop lower as he grew weaker and fatigue began to set in. Terrified, he tried to turn his head, fearful of striking a bridge or some other trackside object.




    ‘Let him in Jus’. He’s had enough.’ This was Ray, a big lad who had suddenly become aware of the malign intent in Simms’ expression: suddenly become aware, as he exchanged anxious glances with his mates, that this escapade had entered a realm of frightening possibilities. It was one thing to pick on a younger boy and rough him up a bit – but this was something way beyond nosebleeds and split lips: they were rattled by Simms’ vicious treatment of the youngster. Simms glared darkly at them.




    ‘You bloody well pull him in!’ he snapped.




    
The distressed boy was hauled in quickly and one of his tormentors moved to raise the window. ‘Leave it,’ bellowed Simms, hauling the terrified boy up from the floor. ‘See this?’ he sneered, holding Terry’s bag up before the snivelling boy’s pale, dirt streaked face. ‘See it?’ he repeated, shaking him fiercely. Terry nodded weakly and Simms flung the bag through the open window. ‘See this?’ he repeated, holding up the hockey stick. Terry lunged to grasp it but doubled over in agony as Simms punched him hard in the solar plexus, pulled the stick from its case and tossed it after the bag. He dragged his winded victim to his feet and leered into his face. ‘One-word Sunshine and you’ll be next: out you’ll go. Got it? Wipe your snotty face, you bloody little creep.’





    He forced the cowering boy to the floor, kicked him in the back then ran down the length of the carriage. The gang followed but they were driven by shame, they ran to distance themselves from their unfortunate victim, not to stay close to Simms: Simms who no longer held their trust. Their habitual swagger was gone; all bravado had drained away during those fearful minutes at the window when they had sensed that Simms had been close to letting Terry fall.




    Passengers, disturbed at the sudden invasion, looked ruffled and muttered about such uncouth behaviour but no one challenged the boys in their headlong dash along the aisle.




    The train drew into the station and Terry, hanging back to watch Simms and company leave, began to make his painful way to the exit. Every step he took sent a stab of pain into his lower back and he was forced to stop several times and rest. The attendant who checked his season ticket was shocked at his dishevelled state but said nothing. God only knows what goes on, on that train, he thought to himself, watching with some sympathy, as Terry shuffled away across the car park.




    As he limped out of the gateway and onto Station Road Terry heard Simms’ mocking tones yet again.




    ‘Looks as though you’ve lost your walking stick Sonny.’ Simms, alone this time, stood over him. ‘Remember,’ he whispered, ‘not one single fucking word or you’ll be straight out the window. Now off you go to Mummy. Jolly hockey sticks eh.’ Terry felt a cold hatred welling up in his chest, but he was too frightened to say or do anything that might provoke his tormentor to hurt him anymore.




    As he set off for home, hobbling in pain, he became aware of a disreputable figure shuffling along next to him. His nervousness increased when this unsavoury character came close and laid a hand on his sleeve.




    ‘Just a moment old man,’ said the stranger.




    Terry stopped, astonished at the cultured voice, so at odds with the man’s appearance.




    ‘What do you want?’ he asked. ‘I haven’t any money.’




    ‘No! No! No!’ the man cried, obviously put out by Terry’s remark. ‘Here take this.’ He held out his walking stick towards Terry. ‘This will help; like this see?’




    He placed both of Terry’s hands on the stick and showed him how to move it forward and then shuffle up to it before moving it forward again.




    ‘That’s right,’ he said, encouragingly. ‘Support your weight with your arms, then move forward with small steps. Move the stick forwards and repeat. How’s that?’




    ‘Much better thanks,’ Terry replied, grunting from his efforts.




    He concentrated on the stick, using it Zimmer fashion, and made good progress, his back pain being much reduced. At first, he was embarrassed at the way passers-by stared at them, but he was grateful for the old man’s help and their overt disapproval soon ceased to worry him.




    His new companion kept pace, offering encouragement the whole time and at last they arrived at Terry’s house. He opened the gate and saw Terry to the front door.




    ‘Here we are old man,’ he said, holding his hand out for his walking stick. ‘Home at last.’




    ‘What’s your name?’ Terry asked.




    ‘Mummy always calls me Matty,’ replied the old man.




    ‘Thanks ever so much for helping me Matty,’ Terry replied. ‘If you wait a minute Mum will give you something.’




    ‘I appreciate the thought chum but that won’t be necessary: glad to be of help.’




    He walked back to the gate, let himself out and gave Terry a wave.




    ‘Cheerio old man. Take care,’ and he was gone.




    Terry ached all over, but it was his back injury that really worried him and his inability to straighten up and move without that terrible pain was frightening. He opened the front door and fell to his knees inside.




    
‘Terry?’ called his mother. ‘Where have you been? It’s nearly ten past six.’ Receiving no reply, she stepped into the hall. ‘Dear God,’ she cried, putting her hands to her face.





    Terry was lying stretched out on the floor his dirty face tear stained and drained of colour.




    ‘Mum,’ he whispered.




    She ran to him, dropped to her knees, and cradled his head in her lap.




    ‘Who did this to you my darling boy?’ Terry, eyes tightly shut, shook his head. ‘You must tell me. You’re badly hurt. Now who was it?’ Terry maintained his stubborn silence. ‘It was that Simms boy wasn’t it.’ She said this with such conviction that Terry nodded eventually.




    ‘It’s my back that really hurts Mum,’ he gasped. ‘I can hardly walk for the pain. I’ve never had anything like it. I don’t think I could’ve made it home on my own. This old tramp lent me his stick and helped me along. He was great. But he didn’t talk like a tramp. He was really posh. He said his name’s Matty. He talked like an archbishop, but he was pretty smelly.’




    Gently, his mother lowered his head to the floor, fetched a cushion and settled him more comfortably.




    ‘I know Matty. I’ll tell you all about him one day. Now you just stay where you are while I telephone the doctor.’




    As soon as she had made the call Maureen hurried back to where Terry lay on the floor.




    ‘He’s out on a house call but they don’t think he’ll be long. You comfy there? Another cushion?’ she asked, settling next to him.




    ‘I’m fine Mum. Lying flat like this has eased away most of the pain. Tell me about Matty.’




    ‘You don’t want to hear about all that now. I’ll tell you when you’re feeling better.’




    ‘Honestly, Mum, I’m fine; come on, he’s such a funny old bloke.’




    ‘Well his family was very well off once. They were businesspeople. They had servants, a chauffeur, and a big Daimler – and other cars as well. They had a big estate called Kingsfield Park – a big house with stables and horses and everything – they were really well to do.’




    ‘What happened?’ Terry asked.




    ‘I can’t tell you exactly. It was all before my time.’




    ‘How d’you know about it then?’




    ‘Because people were still talking about it when I was a child. Anyway, they ran into financial difficulties, so everyone said. There was a scandal too. Matty’s mother had a fling with one of the staff and his father found out about it and threw the man out, literally – they had a fight. There was talk of a blackmail attempt, but I don’t know the ins and outs of that. Well things got worse and worse. All the horses were sold, the staff was let go and they sold off most of the land. Then one night, the big house caught fire – Matty was about your age at the time. They found him wandering in his pyjamas. He’d found his mother and father dead in the stables and was in shock. It seemed that Matty’s father shot his wife and then turned the gun on himself. The shotgun was on the floor. The odd thing was that the gun was one of a pair, but they never found its partner. The police made extensive enquiries, but it never came to light. They were very distinctive English guns handmade especially for Mr. Cobbett; that’s Matty’s surname, and folk were convinced that no matter how hard up he was, he would never have split them up. They were worth so much more as a pair. Your grandfather saw them once when he was invited to a shoot and said what fine guns they were – drove the family mad going on about Mr. Cobbett’s pair of Woodwards. Anyway, one gun and the case disappeared, and I don’t think they ever got to the bottom of it. Poor Matty was put into care and never really got over it. He’d been close to his mother. He must be well over sixty and he still says, “Mummy calls me Matty.” Kingsfield Park was all sold off for building, but nothing’s been done out there. Arthur Simms bought the house and a few acres. Evidently, he had plans to rebuild the house and put holiday chalets in the grounds but none of that ever happened either. I don’t know if Matty ever got anything out of it. You wouldn’t think so to look at him. All he seems to have left is his posh accent. I’m glad he was there to see you home safely though.’




    She smiled, reaching out to push the lock of hair from his forehead. Terry returned the smile and they held hands, waiting for the doctor.




    ***


  




  

    
CHAPTER TWO




    
Thursday morning




    The school secretary looked up from her keyboard checked the security monitor and called, ‘Come in,’ as she operated the remote-controlled door lock.




    The door released with a heavy ‘clunk’ and Maureen Driscoll, looking pale and overtired walked in.




    ‘Good morning,’ said the secretary. ‘Can I help you?’




    ‘I’ve come to see the headmaster,’ replied Maureen.




    ‘Not without an appointment I’m afraid.’ The secretary continued, ‘You’ve no idea what a busy man he is these days; what with targets; tests; policies for this; policies for that; meetings here; courses there; County breathing down our necks, he hardly gets a minute to himself you know. It’s just one thing after another, on and on and on it goes.’ As she delivered her well-rehearsed litany of woe, she reached across for the large desk diary and said, ‘Now, where are we? Let’s see. Hmmm, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, ah, how about next Monday at four twenty? Name?’ Receiving no reply, she looked up and was most disconcerted to see that she had been talking to herself. The woman was gone. ‘Well really!’ she exclaimed. ‘Some people!’ She was still huffing indignantly when her telephone rang, and she was hard put to compose herself sufficiently to answer it.




    ***




    Mr. Wilkinson, the Headmaster in question, was addressing the school assembly. ‘Now I’m moving onto a most persistent problem. Litter!’ He cried, looking down at the rows of disinterested pupils. ‘Yes, I know what you’re thinking.’ Here he goes again. Off on his favourite hobbyhorse. ‘Well let me tell you, I …’ he paused, becoming aware that eyes were turning away to his right, in response to some kind of disturbance. He turned and was extremely annoyed to see a pale faced woman walking across his stage towards him. He caught the eye of a deputy and jerked his head sideways, clearly meaning, ‘Get rid of her.’




    As the deputy reached to take her elbow, Maureen smiled and said through clenched teeth, ‘Don’t you dare lay a finger on me young man.’




    She stepped forward, stood next to the fuming Mr. Wilkinson and addressed the pupils. It was a huge hall, and she raised her voice to carry to the older students at the back.




    ‘I’m Terry Driscoll’s mother.’




    There was an immediate guilty response among the older boys, several heads went down as they lowered their eyes, unwilling to meet Mrs. Driscoll’s accusatory stare. Justin Simms stared straight ahead and showed no reaction whatsoever.




    ‘I’ve just come from the hospital,’ she continued. ‘Terry’s had a reasonable night, all things considered. He’s got some nasty bruises, a rib that might be cracked and a back injury that, fortunately, is not as serious as it appeared at first. He had some nightmares and has had a lot of discomfort and distress, but I was there to calm him, and the pain control helped a great deal. All being well, he should be allowed home this afternoon. I don’t know when he will go back to school. I’m seriously considering another school. I’m not having this sort of thing happening again.’




    ‘I want to tell you older boys, you easily led brainless boys that you are heading for serious trouble if you continue to associate with that bullying thug, Justin Simms; Justin Simms, the big brave chap who hung my Terry out of the train window and then threw out his bag and his hockey stick.’ There was a gasp of astonishment at this and the discomfited boys at the back of the hall looked even more wretched. Simms, however, continued to stare straight ahead seeming to be unaware of Mrs. Driscoll’s scathing attack. ‘Well Justin?’ She continued, glaring down from the stage, ‘Are you proud of what you’ve done? Tell us how you terrorised a boy of thirteen.’ Suddenly Simms locked eyes with her in an impudent stare and it was Maureen who in the end was forced to look away. ‘Remember this,’ she went on. ‘Simms is trouble. Do not follow him like a bunch of silly sheep. Show some backbone. You don’t have to go with him.’




    Had she addressed them in this way before the train incident, she would have met with that insolent boredom affected by those eye-rolling teenagers who regard adult opinion as an irrelevance. But these guilty-looking boys did appear to be showing genuine remorse. ‘Just remember my Terry’s in hospital because you helped to put him there,’ she said, and turning to acknowledge Mr. Wilkinson she left the stage. He, signalling to the deputy to take over, ran after her.




    ‘I say, Mrs. Driscoll,’ he called. She turned and waited. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he began. ‘Really I’d no idea.’




    ‘No, you never have. That gang of yobboes have done more or less what they like since they’ve been at this school.’




    ‘Let’s go to my office. My secretary will make us a nice cup of coffee and we’ll decide on the best way to sort this out.’




    ‘I’ve just come from that silly, primping woman. I am not at all happy about this, Mr. Wilkinson. It’s not just the train, and I do realise that as I have only just found out about Terry’s ordeal myself, you can’t have known that it was going on. He was too frightened to tell anyone. Nevertheless, I feel that you should have your finger on the pulse. These bullies can’t be left to inflict their unpleasantness on those who can’t stand up to them. What are you going to do about them?’




    ‘You know we can’t do much about what happens on the train,’ he replied. ‘It’s a matter for the Transport Police.’




    ‘You mean that you don’t have a policy in place to cover this sort of thing?’ Her sarcasm was lost on him. ‘Surely you could liaise with them?’ She went on, ‘and come up with some kind of strategy. This incident should tell you that it’s all gone pretty well out of control. Perhaps the media will take an interest? Perhaps they could send representatives to attend the next meeting of Governors?’




    Exasperated, she turned away and headed for the exit, the sound of her heels echoing in the long corridor as they struck their angry rhythm on that hard, shining floor.




    Mr. Wilkinson, uncharacteristically lost for words, watched her go. He was a worried man.




    ***




    By the time she had driven home, the short interview with the pompous headmaster had been pushed to the back of Maureen’s mind. She walked into the house, rang the hospital, was advised to ring back in an hour so; made a cup of coffee and sank gratefully into an easy chair. Her mind was in something of a spin. She had been reluctant to face up to it, but she thought she knew exactly why Simms was targeting Terry.




    Nine years ago, her late husband, Detective Inspector Frank Driscoll, had seen the culmination of months of painstaking work when Arthur Simms, Justin’s father, had been convicted for the murder of a policeman and sentenced to life imprisonment. The trial had been long and difficult, and the Queen’s Counsellor retained by Simms’ defence had resorted to every means at his disposal to discredit the police and, in particular, Inspector Driscoll himself. He, however, had remained unruffled in the face of considerable pressure and Simms had been found guilty on a majority verdict. Simms and his family had reacted with such riotous behaviour that the Judge had ordered the Court to be cleared.




    Then, when order was restored the Judge said, ‘Take him down.’ Simms had fixed his hateful stare on Inspector Driscoll. As he was led away, he pointed at the policeman, his hand in the shape of a gun, first two fingers extended, thumb pointing upwards. Then, depressing his thumb twice, he pretended to shoot the inspector, his gesture seen clearly by almost everyone in the courtroom.




    Three weeks later Inspector Driscoll arrested a petty thief and was assisting him into the police car when a motorcycle carrying two men drew up. One of them called Driscoll’s name and, as he turned, the pillion passenger shot him twice in the chest. He was pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital.




    There had followed an intensely dark period in Maureen Driscoll’s life. Her family and that of her dead husband had been very supportive and she had put on a brave face, especially in front of her four-year-old son who was so like his father: but she grieved inside and for a long time believed that she would never learn to cope with such intense sorrow.




    About six weeks after the murder of her husband she received a telephone call at home. The man was softly spoken with just a trace of an Irish brogue – or could it be Scottish? ‘You don’t know me Mrs. Driscoll. Frank and me went back a long way. He was a good copper, always fair and up front. You knew where you were with Frank. I respected him and I respect his memory. Simms had him murdered but there’s no way the police can tie him to it. I have the right contacts in the right places. What I’m saying, Mrs. Driscoll is if you want justice done you’ve only to ring this number and say the word.’




    ‘Who is this?’ she had asked. ‘Just what exactly are you driving at?’




    ‘I think it’s clear enough, Mrs. Driscoll. Simms is an evil bastard: drugs, theft, arson, pimping, fraud, extortion, and murder, you name it, and that Simms crew will be at the back of it. He is still running the family show even though he’s inside, and you’ve got to think of yourself and your boy. Write down this number.’




    ‘I don’t think so,’ she had replied coldly and replaced the telephone. Later that evening, she had found a square of white card on the front doormat with a telephone number written on it. She had thrown it into the bin. The following morning, she retrieved it and put it in her writing desk where it had remained untouched and, until now, forgotten.




    She opened her desk and withdrew the card from where it had lain all those years. She studied the number. ‘Not local,’ she mused. There was no information other than the telephone number. She looked at it for long minutes then reached for the telephone.




    ‘Just a moment,’ said the soft voice. ‘Ah Mrs Driscoll. It’s been a long time. How are you?’




    Surprised at being identified, so quickly, she replied, ‘Rather worried actually.’




    ‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. What can I do for you?’




    ‘I’m not sure.’




    ‘Something happened has it?’




    ‘Well yes. It’s my Terry,’ she paused.




    ‘Well?’ said the sympathetic voice.




    
‘He’s being bullied at school. Everything seemed fine until a few weeks ago. He’s been receiving awards for his hockey and he’s going up for the junior county trials and what with one thing and another he’s become a bit of a celebrity at school. I think that this is what has brought on the bullying. He came home last night in a terrible state. They’d actually hung him out of the train window. Then he was bashed up and his bag and stick were thrown from the train. They told him that if he told anyone next time they’d throw him out. He was in an awful state. It turns out that it’s been going on for some time. He’s in hospital for observation and treatment. They say that his injuries are not serious and that he’s already well on the way to a complete recovery. That was a great relief to me but I’m worried because the ringleader of this gang of yobs is Justin Simms.’





    ‘You’ve good reason to be worried. Will I sort it?’




    ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to get involved in anything illegal.’




    ‘I don’t want to get into a discussion about legality and morality. You won’t be involved. It’s my opinion that you have no choice Mrs. Driscoll. The fact is Frank asked me to look out for you and the boy if ever you found yourselves threatened. He knew the dangers that he was facing by going up against Simms.’




    ‘I’m not sure how to put this,’ she went on, ‘but if you’re so certain about Simms’ guilt, why didn’t you do whatever it is you’re hinting at, revenge for Frank I think, nine years ago?’




    ‘This will sound strange, Mrs. Driscoll, but I want to know that you approve. That you agree that it’s justice. Do you?’




    ‘I don’t know. I’m worried about my boy. I don’t know what to say.’




    ‘I said before that Frank and I went back a long way. He used to tell me how the job was so demanding, how colleague’s marriages were breaking up because of their pressures of work. He used to say how lucky he was to be married to you and to have such a lovely little boy. He was a family man all right, and he was an honest and I mean this, an honest copper. I guess you’re aware that much of what I do is outside the law. Frank was aware of it too and we both knew that if he ever got real evidence, he’d have had me banged up, friend or no. He was unorthodox, bit of a maverick – he hunted with the hounds, but he’d run with the hare when it suited his case. He didn’t nail Simms by going by the book. He didn’t find those eyewitnesses and persuade them to give evidence by going by the book. I’ve no idea how he managed to get people to testify against Simms, but he did. He beavered away to get justice. Simms and his cronies ambushed that young detective. All they needed to do was disable him for ten minutes, but Simms took a knife and stabbed him to death. He had a wife and a child too if you remember. It took him a long time, but Frank got him; sailed very close to the wind at times, ignored proper procedures, took risks that might have finished his career had things not gone his way, but he was never far outside the law. He turned down all my offers to sort it.’




    ‘Isn’t this risky for you? Talking like this on an open line? How do you know that I’m not taping all this?’




    ‘I know because I know the woman you are,’ replied the soft voice, ‘and the line is quite secure. It cuts both ways you know. A secure line protects you as well as me. You and your boy won’t be safe until the Simms have been dealt with. Make no mistake, they are all rotten – evil – stop at nothing. Even if you move away, they’ll find you. It’s my belief that Simms senior has had it in mind to take his revenge all the way ever since they locked him up and young Justin is a teddy bear compared to how he’ll be when he comes of age. Don’t be frightened. I’ll see to it that you and Terry are protected. You just say the word and it will all be taken care of with no risk to you – nor to me.’




    Indecision held her for a long minute.




    ‘You still there?’ asked the voice.




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Well?’




    ‘Do it,’ she said, wiping the tears from her face as she put down the telephone.




    ***




    On returning to the hospital she found that Terry, almost back to his old self, was waiting impatiently for her to take him home. Pleased to have him back safe and sound, she drove home and soon had him ensconced on the settee, complete with fluffed up cushions and the remote control for the television.




    When asked what he would like for tea, he replied, ‘What happened to lunch?’




    ‘Well didn’t they give you lunch?’ she asked.




    ‘It was awful Mum. Worse than school dinners.’




    “So, you didn’t eat it?’




    ‘I had a bit, but I couldn’t finish it. It was fish I think.’




    ‘Don’t exaggerate. “It was fish I think,’’’ she mocked him playfully. ‘You’re spoilt rotten my lad.’




    ‘I’m really starving Mum,’ he pleaded, with such pathos that she had to hide a smile. ‘Bread and water do you?’




    ‘I’d rather have eggs and bacon.’




    ‘I see. Now you want breakfast in the middle of the afternoon,’ she smiled down at him, pinched his cheek and said, ‘I’m so happy you’re better love. It’s all been such a dreadful shock for you and for me for that matter.’




    ‘It’s marvellous to be back home Mum. I don’t know why Justin does it. He’s always been a bully but now he seems to pick on me all the time. Why’s it always me?’




    She decided not to tell him what lay behind Simms’ recent behaviour.




    Not yet, she thought, thinking back to those staring eyes in the school hall. I won’t have him frightened.




    ***


  




  

    
CHAPTER THREE




    
Thursday night




    Late night filmgoers, collars raised against the damp night air, hurried down the cinema steps and across The Square to the car park. Doors slammed; starters engaged and the stream of cars swept onto the one-way system; down past the old Town Hall, its once fine Corinthian façade disfigured by boarded up windows and weathered remnants of gaudy posters; on past the flaking stonework of the Corn Exchange; a red flare of brake lights as they entered the roundabout, accelerated into the curving lane marked ‘All Routes’ and then they were gone. Wisps of exhaust vapour hung layered in the orange glare of the streetlamps to mark their passing. The shining over-bright streets lay silent again. From their lofty perch, the security cameras monitored the urban emptiness.




    The last bus drew away from the terminus and as it juddered onto the High Street its headlights picked out the pale faces of the youths gazing out from Tony’s Espresso Bar. They had spent a dismal evening wandering aimlessly, suffering the familiar boredom but feeling uncomfortable with the presence of Justin Simms. He was aware of this atmosphere and, since the incident on the train the previous afternoon, was feeling less secure in his leadership. He sensed that things seemed to be unravelling. He wanted to belittle Ray in front of the others but could not be sure that he would come off best if it came to a showdown. Ray’s willingness to disagree, to challenge his decisions had begun to unnerve him. He would just have to wait for the right opportunity to come along. From his seat, in the window he had noticed a young couple run up just too late to catch the bus.




    As they stood together in their disappointment, Simms, recognising the girl, cried, ‘Here we go,’ and he led the way onto the street. They watched as the couple linked arms and began to walk away. ‘That Naomi,’ said Simms. ‘I wouldn’t mind having her again.’




    ‘You never had her last time,’ said Ray. ‘Old Evans put a stop to that.’




    Simms flushed angrily at being reminded of his humiliation when Mr. Evans had caught him in the girls’ toilets. He had planned it so that they would trap Naomi, keep her in the toilets until everyone had gone home and then take turns to rape her and to guard the door. Mr. Evans, returning unexpectedly, and on seeing a guilty looking boy standing at the door to the girls’ toilets, had sensed mischief, thrust the boy aside with one hand hitting the door open with the other. The suddenness of his entry startled the boys and he followed up with swift action.




    ‘Do your bloody zip up boy!’ he barked, almost felling Simms with a stinging slap to his cheek. ‘Out. The lot of you,’ he bellowed, pointing at the door.




    The boys had scuttled away, avoiding his wrathful glare, tripping, and stumbling in their haste to leave the scene. Simms, a good head taller than the teacher, paused for a face-saving moment but, recognising danger in the man’s stare, had run after the others.




    Mr. Evans found a female colleague who comforted the weeping girl and they stayed with her until her mother came to collect her. Fortunately, he had burst through the door in time to prevent the rape, but he had seen them holding her down and pulling off her pants and he’d seen the distress in her young face.




    There had been no legal action. The police had not been involved because Naomi’s family had received a covert series of threats of violence that were quite terrifying in their graphic detail. Those boys named by Mr. Evans, who would never forget or forgive what he had witnessed that afternoon, were suspended from school for one week: a treatment they regarded as more of a reward than a punishment. Naomi, who was two years older, left school that summer and Mr. Evans took early retirement.




    ‘I’m going home. It’s too bloody cold to hang around here all night.’ This from Ray again.




    ‘It’s early yet,’ retorted Simms, seeing the chance to assert himself. ‘Come on. We’ll follow them, give them a fright.’




    So it was that the gang allowed themselves to be led away from the bright town centre towards the darker streets through which Naomi and her companion had to walk to reach their homes.




    The couple sauntered along chatting, happy in each other’s company, stopping now and then to embrace and kiss, unaware that they were being watched. As the bright lights were left behind, the gang moved closer.




    ‘We’ll catch up by the children’s playground,’ muttered Simms. ‘Come on, step it out.’




    The couple turned the corner into Station Road and the gang took the opportunity to run quietly forward. As they turned the corner, Naomi, stooping to retrieve a glove, saw them, pulled at her companion’s sleeve and they began to run.




    The gang, wearing trainers, loped along easily, keeping pace with the couple as Naomi tried to run on high heels. She paused to slip them off and they made better speed, but the gang was catching up.




    ‘That’s not all that’s coming off tonight Naomi,’ yelled Simms.




    Recognising his voice, she began to sob with fright. The couple ran into the only place that might have offered safety, the railway station, at least there were lights on; but it was deserted.




    ‘This way,’ cried the young man, taking her hand and running up the steps to cross the bridge, but the gang reacted quickly, a group of them breaking away to jump down onto the tracks, run across and climb onto the far platform.




    The remainder, knowing that their intended victims were trapped, strolled along to the steps, and began to ascend. There was no escape. Simms and his group were approaching from behind and the others waited at the foot of the stairs in front; but they seemed to be arguing among themselves.




    Suddenly Ray called, ‘We’re off Simms. It’s too bloody cold.’ And they were gone.




    The couple ran down, even though they suspected a trick. The way ahead was clear but then two of the gang ran back, evidently deciding to stick with Simms. Naomi shrieked, snatched her hand away, jumped down onto the track and ran off between the gleaming rails into the darkness. Her companion clenched his fists, turned to face his pursuers, saw that it was completely hopeless, so he jumped down and dashed after her.




    ‘Now we’ll have some sport,’ smiled Simms. ‘Come on.’ He jumped down to give chase. ‘Come on,’ he cried. But his followers stood still, watching him. ‘Come on,’ he shouted again, but they remained, still watching him. A pair of them climbed down just as the rest began to move away. ‘Please your bloody selves then,’ he called. ‘Come on,’ he said to the remaining two, as he began to run. ‘Get a move on. We’ll sort him out and then we’ll have her drawers off.’ Then, realising he was on his own, he looked back to see the last of his erstwhile companions climbing back up onto the platform.




    ‘Bastards!’ he shouted and continued running as best he could along the awkwardly spaced sleepers.




    ***
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