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      Dedicated to the memory of Emily Jackson and to
all the other victims of Peter Sutcliffe including, 
importantly, the victims’

            children and families.


      Jane Carter Woodrow, 2009


      This book is dedicated to my brother
Derek and to Mum.


      Neil Jackson, 2009


   

      Author’s Note


      I think Neil has a very important story to tell. And in all my years of working with victims of violent crime, his is the

         one that has affected me the most.

      


      But first let me tell you how I came to meet Neil and hear his story.


      I have a background in criminology, and as an author and writer for television and film. I have written crime dramas and drama

         documentaries for the BBC and ITV, whilst also conducting extensive research into prisoners and their families. It was these

         two strands of my life that eventually led me to look at the indirect victims of violent crime, and to Neil’s story in particular.

      


      I began my research by looking at the dependent children of women in prison in the late 1980s and early 1990s for my PhD whilst

         studying at the Institute of Criminology at Jesus College, at the University of Cambridge. Although several thousand women

         pass through the prison system each year in the UK, nothing was known about what happened to their children at this time.

         What I found was that most children had chaotic lives (often even before their mother’s imprisonment) and were frequently

         traumatised by the experience. These children were very much the forgotten victims of crime.

      


      This, and further research I have undertaken, led me to conclude that there were many untold stories hidden behind the bold

         facts and figures regarding the effects of crime on men, women and children. And, while academic research can be of enormous

         value in shaping policy on offenders and victims, it can never really shed light on the individual trauma and emotional destruction

         visited on the families, and particularly on the children, left behind.

      


      I began to wonder how much more difficult it must be when the perpetrator of crime is high profile. This led me to the Yorkshire

         Ripper case. Although much is known about Peter Sutcliffe, very little is known about his victims, particularly the children

         of the women he murdered, who not only had to grow up under the shadow of evil, but many of whom had to bear the stigma of

         their mothers’ part-time occupation as prostitutes. There were over twenty children in all.

      


      In writing this book I hoped to shed light on the plight of these forgotten victims; how, in killing thirteen women and seriously

         injuring many others, Sutcliffe destroyed whole families and ruined the lives of countless others. To try to contact the families,

         I placed adverts in local newspapers in the Manchester and Leeds areas. A small number of the women’s children and families

         responded.

      


      Although each story was equally important, moving and often tragic, I was particularly drawn to Neil’s. He was seventeen at

         the time of his mother’s death, which gave him more of an insight and awareness than might have been the case if he’d been

         a younger child. Sadly, as Neil’s mother was the second victim, it also meant he’d had to live through the Ripper’s long reign

         of terror, revisiting his mother’s death time and again as Sutcliffe killed another eleven women over the following four years.

      


      I also found Neil’s story compelling because of events that had led up to his mother becoming a prostitute – from Neil and

         the family’s earlier loss, to the shock of finding out about his mother’s part-time occupation.

      


      That said, despite Neil being older when it happened and more aware of what was going on around him, he could not explain

         everything that had happened to him before and after his mother’s death. He had been so traumatised that he had blocked it

         out.

      


      It was difficult for Neil to piece everything together in a way that made sense to him. In order for me to write his story,

         we needed to carry out further research together. This involved us reading previously published accounts of the Ripper case,

         as well as undertaking hours of research in local newspaper archives and the national press – and sometimes using these as

         a prompt to Neil’s memories or looking at them in the light of his own recollections. Slowly we were able to piece the story

         together.

      


      The major undertaking in terms of research, however, was our exploration, with other members of Neil’s family, friends and

         former neighbours, of the events that had led up to, and followed, his mother’s death. To this end, Neil found himself on

         a painful journey of discovery, where he learned things that could not have been pleasant for him, having struggled for so

         long to come to terms with what Peter Sutcliffe had done to him and his family.

      


      In telling his story, I hope to have provided some insight into the plight of the forgotten victims of violent crime, particularly

         in high-profile cases.

      


      Jane Carter Woodrow, July 2009


   

      Prologue


      I followed the policeman past the marble slabs, until he stopped at a particular area which had a curtain round it. The pathologist

         was at the sink opposite, carefully washing his hands and then drying them on a roller towel. He saw me, nodded, and came

         over and introduced himself; his handshake sent a chill through my body. He said he wanted to prepare me for the horrific

         injuries the person under the sheet had received, stressing that, although they had done their best to clean up the body and

         reassemble the shattered skull, the throat, back, chest and abdomen had multiple holes in the shape of small crosses, possibly

         made by some kind of screwdriver. And there were other injuries too, including a boot mark where the victim had been stamped

         on. Then he thanked me for what I was about to do.

      


      ‘Screwdriver, shattered skull, horrific injuries?’ I knew this couldn’t be Mum but some other poor person lying there. Then

         the pathologist pulled back the curtain and began to lift the sheet.

      


      ‘Ready, Neil?’


      I was seventeen when Mum was murdered by the Yorkshire Ripper. This is the story of my life before Mum’s murder, and my life

         after.

      


   

      Part One


   

      1


      We moved to the village of Churwell, a suburb of Leeds, in the autumn of 1968. Our new home was a bright, newly built semi

         on the edge of the village, bordered by scrub land to one side, woods and a railway viaduct to the other, and bound by hills

         on either side. Back Green, the road where we lived, was mostly just a building site with new homes still going up – in fact

         the only house that was finished was ours – but moving there was like a breath of fresh air after the dark, narrow Victorian

         streets and cramped back-to-back terraces we’d left behind in Armley in Leeds. Rolling up in the removal van that day was

         a moment of triumph for us Jacksons: we’d finally made it; the roofing business Mum and Dad had set up a few years earlier

         was at last beginning to pay off.

      


      I was coming up to eleven at the time, and my brother Derek was almost fourteen. We’d been looking forward to the move for

         weeks, ever since Mum had came rushing home with the details of our new home from the estate agents. ‘Our dream house!’ she

         said, waving the picture under Dad’s nose.

      


      ‘Dream on love,’ Dad said, ‘people like us don’t buy their own houses.’

      


      We’d always rented before, but Mum wasn’t having any of it. ‘Everyone has to start somewhere,’ she said. Insisting that me

         and Derek change back into our school uniforms, she wrapped our baby brother Chris up in his fluffy lemon blanket, planted

         a dummy in his mouth, and we set off for the estate agents in town to pick up the key. But by the time we’d changed buses

         and arrived there, it was closed.

      


      ‘Come on Em’ly love, let’s go home now,’ Dad said, ‘forget this daft idea.’


      But once Mum got an idea in her head, she was like a terrier with a bone.


      ‘You’ve got to see it Sid!’ she said. ‘And th’ boys will love it,’ she smiled at us.


      ‘Well we can’t look round in the dark now, can we, love?’ Dad grumbled, as dusk began to fall.


      Derek saw Mum was disappointed and, grinning at us both, produced a rusty torch from his pocket. ‘I don’t see why not,’ he

         said. Mum smiled back at Derek; he always had an answer for everything.

      


      ‘Right then, we better get down to the bus stop,’ she told Dad.


      Dad didn’t look too pleased, but he knew better than to argue when Derek and Mum were on his case.


      By the time we arrived at Churwell, it was pitch black. Derek shone the torch through the large downstairs windows and the

         letterbox. It was impossible to see much with such a tiny beam. All I could make out was a set of dark empty spaces, but I

         could tell Dad was excited. ‘Nice size rooms,’ he kept saying to Mum, ‘very decent. But how on earth can we afford it?’

      


      When we got back home, Mum got out her Post Office savings book. ‘Through the business,’ she said.


      Mum had always been good at finding ways to make money. Dad had been working for some years as a roofer, when he and Mum decided

         they wanted to have their own business instead of Dad always working for a weekly wage for someone else. But they needed capital

         for this, which, coming from modest, working-class families, they didn’t have.

      


      Mum wasn’t much of a smoker, well only on social occasions, but she collected the coupons from Embassy cigarette packets to

         get items for the house. If you saved enough, you could exchange them for goods from the Embassy catalogue: things like saucepans,

         tea services, socket sets, even furniture.

      


      Mum never managed to get more than a set of teaspoons from what she smoked herself, but she realised that if she and Dad collected

         as many coupons as they could lay their hands on, buying them at one price and selling them on in bundles at a higher price,

         they could make a tidy profit.

      


      Mum’s plan worked and within two years they were able to set up in business: ‘S & E Jackson, Roofing Contractors’. Mum studied

         at nights to learn how to do the books and Dad did the manual work. With the money from the coupons they bought tools and

         equipment and set up an account at Wakefield’s, the local builders’ merchant.

      


      ‘Told you S & E Jackson would make money!’ Mum grinned, showing him the savings book where she’d stashed enough away to put

         a deposit on a house.

      


      ‘By love,’ Dad was beaming all over his face, he was that made up about it; and just a few weeks later me and Derek were helping

         Mum pack up the old house into tea chests.

      


      ‘The new house – Churwell – it’s going to be our fresh start,’ Dad told Mum, who looked really happy.


      It wasn’t until many years later, after Mum’s savage death, that I would come to understand just what Dad meant by their ‘fresh

         start’.

      


      Although Churwell was only four miles down the road from Leeds, our new home was a million miles away from the two up, two

         down – with its tin bath hanging on a peg in the kitchen, gas lighting and toilet in the yard – we’d left behind in Armley.

      


      Seeing our new house in daylight for the first time was like stepping into a different, modern era. It was light, bright and

         spacious, and smelt of paint. Even now, as an adult, if I smell freshly emulsioned walls, it takes me back to that house in

         Churwell. The house was painted magnolia, and had a tiled bathroom and inside toilet.

      


      The tiny windows of our old back-to-back, that had barely let in a shaft of morning light, were replaced by ceiling to floor

         windows and glass-panelled doors, from which the sun streamed through and danced off the walls. The downstairs had a large

         lounge and through-diner, and a brand new white melamine fitted kitchen with a waist-high fridge, instead of the usual meat

         safe and pantry.

      


      Mum was beaming as she looked round the new kitchen, opening cupboards and running her hand along the top of the work surfaces

         and fridge. ‘By,’ she murmured to herself over and over, ‘… well I never,’ as if she couldn’t quite believe all this was all

         hers. She’d become seduced by the new age of consumerism; there was no question, Mum had definitely arrived.

      


      I was quiet, shy and small for my age, and with my freckles and reddish-blond hair that wasn’t quite ginger, it still meant

         I was fair game with other kids wherever we went. My brother Derek, who was three years older than me, was everything I wasn’t

         – a tall, strong, outgoing boy who, with his dark hair and grey eyes, looked a lot like Mum. But despite our age difference,

         Derek was my best friend as well as my protector.

      


      ‘Hey, ginger nut, get back in t’ packet!’ some kids would shout, waving their fists in my face as I played footy against the

         wall by the ginnel. Derek would come racing out of nowhere, ‘Pick on someone your own size, you toe rags!’ squaring up to

         them and sending them flying in all directions. As Derek stood there, arms folded, watching them go, I glanced up at him and

         felt proud: you couldn’t have wished for a better big brother.

      


      Here, so far, there weren’t any neighbours; the semi attached to ours still needed fittings, while the next pair along were

         still going up and had a tarpaulin over the top. But I knew, even though we were ‘outsiders’ in the village, I’d be OK with

         Derek looking out for me.

      


      Dad lifted the estate agent’s ‘Sold’ board out of the earth and laid it on its side by the hedge. Derek picked it up and started

         attacking me with it. ‘On guard!’ he shouted, as if he was in one of the swashbuckling adventures he’d read about in his Boys’

         Own Annual. Soon I’d got the broom handle off the back of the lorry and we were having a sword fight of sorts.

      


      Before renting our back-to-back in Armley, Mum and Dad had started married life in a caravan on a windy cliff top. Now they

         had their own home at last.

      


      ‘It’s all ours,’ Mum was fond of saying, until Dad reminded her, ‘Emily lass, it’s only “ours” just as long as we keep up

         the mortgage repayments.’

      


      Mum was jangling the keys in her hand, when Dad swept her up in his arms, opened the front door and lifted her over the threshold.


      ‘Put me down, Sid Jackson!’ Mum laughed, beating her fists into his chest in protest. Me and Derek looked at each other and

         cringed – your parents weren’t supposed to act like this. Mum had put on a fair bit of weight lately and Dad quickly set her

         down, clutching his back as if he’d pulled a muscle. ‘You need to go on a diet, love,’ he joked.

      


      After the removal men had taken the beds and other heavy furniture into the house, we helped unload the lighter stuff, forming

         a human chain from the back of the lorry to the front door. I took my eye off the chain for a moment and, as I looked around

         me, was struck by the hills and vast tracts of open farmland.

      


      ‘Here, stop your daydreaming and give us a hand!’ Dad said, throwing a standard lamp that had seen better days off the back

         of the van and to me. I threw it to Derek who caught it and winked at me, ‘We’ll go exploring later.’ He threw the lamp to

         Mum. ‘Hey, watch what you’re doing with that!’ she warned him. ‘That was a wedding present from your Gran.’ And she set it

         down carefully in the hall.

      


      Next in was the battered wringer and Christopher’s old carrycot that had long since served its purpose. ‘What are you keeping

         that for, Mum?’ I asked her, ‘It’s just old rubbish, that; you might as well take it down t’ tip.’

      


      ‘Hold your horses, young man,’ Mum said, giving me a sideways look. ‘You never know when these things might come in handy.’


      At our old house, me and Derek had shared a bedroom with our little brother Chris, who was eighteen months old. His cot was

         pushed up against the wall by the top of my bed and every morning he’d wake me up by shaking the rails and putting his hand

         through and tugging my hair. ‘Wake up, Neil, wake up!’ he urged me; he wanted to play.

      


      Now, in our new house, Chris had the small bedroom next door to Mum and Dad, while me and Derek had our own large room that

         ran at the back of the house, with a window onto the garden and another at the side of the house. The walls were papered with

         wood chip which me and Derek soon plastered over with our sporting heroes: Billy Bremner, Alan ‘Sniffer’ Clarke, Eddie Gray,

         Norman Hunter, Peter Lorimer, Johnny Giles, and the rest of the Leeds United team. Derek was a sportsman and had his football

         trophies lined up on the side, with just enough room for my football stickers album and stamp collection.

      


      The only drawback was that we had no curtains, so we’d wake as soon as the sun came up, and go to sleep watching the stars

         on a clear night or the moon move across the top of the bare woodland trees on others – chatting about the game on Saturday

         or what it must be like to play golf on the moon like the American astronauts were doing.

      


      ‘If Neil Armstrong hits the ball really hard it might travel through space, straight into our bedroom window!’ I said to Derek.


      ‘Shut up, you daft bugger!’ Derek grinned, as I dived under the covers giggling.


      Our room was no different to the others in the house, as none of them had curtains up at the windows to start with. Mum and

         Dad had stretched themselves to get here, and we’d taken most of the heavy old furniture from our previous home with us. A

         large utility table and a worn, green leather settee from the 1940s that the neighbour had given Mum when she’d got a new

         three-piece on credit, stuck out like a sore thumb here in our modern home. Mum spent each evening on her Singer, furiously

         turning the handle as she ran up new curtains from two or three pairs from our old house, trying to make them fit the new,

         large front room windows.

      


      When we first arrived at Churwell, it was just after the half-term holidays before Christmas, so we didn’t have to start our

         new schools until the New Year. With nothing to do all day while Mum unpacked tea chests and Dad shifted furniture around

         under her direction (‘Try it here Sid … Mmm, perhaps not, what about over there?’ – until she got him to shift it all back

         the following day) me and Derek set off exploring the village, fancying ourselves as country lads now. In reality, we’d never

         seen the fields and open countryside before – well, not right on our back doorstep. We’d only known the narrow cobbled streets

         and row upon row of back-to-back houses of Armley, all blackened by smoke that had belched out from a thousand chimneys for

         over a century.

      


      ‘Look at the peasants everywhere!’ I called to Derek. ‘Pheasants, you dick!’ he replied, as we watched them flying up from

         their nests in the fields.

      


      We set off for the beck, looking for fish and skimming stones across it. We watched trains going over the viaduct, putting

         pennies on the line to flatten them, and walked across fields of purple rhubarb stubs not yet cleared on the rhubarb farms

         – something we didn’t even know existed before. Finally, we’d play football in the park, throwing a couple of jumpers down

         for goal posts and practising penalties – me being Gary Sprake in goal for most of the time, and Derek being his hero Billy

         Bremner. Derek called over to some local boys and asked them if they wanted a game; soon we had a couple of sides going.

      


      We didn’t notice dusk had fallen and carried on playing by the dim light of the nearby street lamps, staying out until we

         heard Mum yelling, ‘Neil! Derek! In!’ at the top of her voice from the front doorstep. When we got back, Mum would still be

         sewing. She didn’t stop until she’d got her curious patchwork curtains up at all the windows that could be seen from the road,

         using some material from a bedspread her sister had given her when she’d used up all the curtains from our old house.

      


      The following week, when we’d had time to settle in, Mum’s family, the Woods, came to tea. Mum came from a large, working-class

         family from Hemsworth, a mining town between Leeds and Wakefield. When she and her brothers and sisters were in their teens,

         Grandad and Grandma Woody had upped sticks and moved the family to Leeds. Then, later, as the children got married and had

         families of their own, they’d stayed close to Grandad and Grandma in the Armley and Bramley areas.

      


      Mum had seven brothers and four sisters, and was close to them all; those who weren’t working or who couldn’t come for some

         other reason, trooped round with their families to visit us that Sunday afternoon. Grandad Woody also came; he’d moved in

         with his sister Winifred soon after Grandma had died. Winifred was in fact Mum’s auntie, but we all called her Auntie Win.

         Auntie Win and Grandad Woody always looked quite whimsical together. Auntie was short and portly and always bustling around,

         the very opposite of Grandad Woody, who was tall and wiry and more relaxed; Mum, at a willowy five foot ten, took after him.

      


      Mum made me and Derek keep our best clothes on for the visit, clothes that we’d worn to Sunday school that morning. I felt

         stifled in a collar and tie, but realised Grandad Woody did too when, shortly after arriving, he took his tie off and put

         it in his pocket, sighing with relief as he loosened his collar. Auntie Win might have been small but she soon scolded him.

      


      ‘Woody, we’re in company!’


      ‘But it’s chaffing me neck,’ Grandad complained.


      Nonetheless, he soon put it back on under Auntie’s watchful gaze, and I realised it wasn’t just us, but the relatives too,

         who were on their best behaviour.

      


      As soon as the aunts and uncles arrived, they were admiring our new house with all its mod cons and the large glass windows

         and doors that made it so bright and airy. Grandad asked if he could have a tour of the central heating system, and Dad took

         him and some of the uncles round to view it.

      


      Mum set up a separate tour of her own, showing Auntie Win and her sisters the new-fangled immersion heater, airing cupboard

         and fancy tiled bathroom, while me and Derek and my cousins, mostly girls, sat staring at each other, bored with the whole

         thing.

      


      ‘Ee lass, you won’t want to be speaking to us now,’ Grandad Woody said on his return, ‘it’s that posh.’


      ‘Aye, happen you’ll have to mind your p’s and q’s now, Grandad!’ Win chimed in. ‘We all will!’


      Mum laughed, a little embarrassed, but there was no doubt she and Dad were proud of their new house.


      Mum had spent hours baking in preparation for ‘the visit’ as she called it. Mostly everything she baked was apple: apple pie,

         apple crumble, apple turnovers, apples in their jackets – to go with the two large platefuls of ham and egg sandwiches she’d

         made.

      


      ‘By, you shouldn’t ’ave spent all that on us, Em’ly,’ Auntie Win remarked. But in truth Mum had hardly spent a thing. While

         me and Derek had been exploring a few days before, we’d climbed over the fence of an orchard near the back of our house. We’d

         only intended to use it as a shortcut to the village when an old lady, bent double with arthritis and a hard look in her eye,

         came out of the house nearby. I recognised her as Mrs Stone, who Mum had met in the street the day we moved in.

      


      Me and Derek looked at each other and were about to make a run for it, when she said, ‘You boys can take whatever you want

         off the ground,’ and held out a large brown paper bag to us. Derek took it. ‘Thank you,’ he said, glancing at me, surprised.

      


      We started picking the apples from the ground; most of them were badly bruised or had holes in them where the maggots had

         burrowed. Old Mrs Stone tilted her neck and watched a moment as we began filling the bag. ‘Only off the ground now!’ she warned

         us, still keeping a beady eye on us as she went inside.

      


      The lower branches of the trees were almost touching the ground under the weight of the apples ready to fall when Derek’s

         arm accidentally brushed against a branch, sending a torrent of apples thudding to the ground. We looked at each other.

      


      ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’


      ‘Happen.’


      ‘Go on then.’


      I stood beneath a branch while Derek shook it and caught the apples in my outstretched jumper. We had quite a system going,

         tipping them out of my jumper into the brown paper bag and filling our pockets, when Mrs Stone suddenly reappeared.

      


      ‘I saw you! I saw what you boys are doing!’


      ‘Quick! Run!’ Derek shouted.


      We took the bag of apples and fled, but Mrs Stone chased after us. ‘I’ll crack t’ pair of you! You see if I don’t!’


      I couldn’t believe someone so old and crippled could run so fast; before we’d got back over the fence she was whacking the

         back of our legs with a stick. The pain was searing and Derek dropped the bag.

      


      ‘You wait till your mum hears about this!’ she called after us as we ran off up the road.


      I felt sick.


      ‘Stop worrying. She won’t tell Mum!’ Derek reassured me. ‘She’s just saying that.’


      We hadn’t been five minutes through the back door when there was a loud knock at the front. Mum opened it.


      ‘Your boys have stolen my apples!’


      Mum turned on us, and gave us a clip round the ear:


      ‘That hurt!’ I complained, rubbing my ear.


      ‘It was supposed to.’ Mum said. ‘Stealing Mrs Stone’s apples like that! After all I’ve taught you! Now apologise.’


      We mumbled an apology … ‘Sorry.’


      In fact, I really did feel sorry as it seemed to take all the energy Mrs Stone had left after chasing us, to lift her head

         from her chest and nod at our apology.

      


      ‘Poor Mrs Stone,’ Mum said, as she watched her toddling off up the road. ‘Don’t let me catch you boys upsetting her again.’


      Me and Derek felt really ashamed as Mum closed the door. Then Mum turned to us and, looking thoughtful for a moment, asked,


      ‘I don’t suppose you two have got any apples left?’


      We shook our pockets out over the draining board; dozens of apples rained down and tumbled into the sink.


      ‘Not that you haven’t done wrong; and let that be a lesson to you both …’ she said as we rubbed our ears, ‘but if you take

         them back it’ll only upset Mrs Stone again, and there’s no point in letting them go to waste.’

      


      Mum was soon boiling up the apples and baking all afternoon. I put the pies, pastries and crumbles on the front door step

         to let them cool down in preparation for the family visit on the Sunday.

      


      When Grandad Woody felt he understood all the ins and outs of the central heating system, which he’d discussed at length on

         his return from the tour, Mum began serving up the tea. The policy at visits was always ‘family hold back’, not just out of

         politeness but because there wasn’t always enough to go round.

      


      Me and Derek drooled at the sight of the sandwiches and the apple pastries, but when they were offered to us, we grudgingly

         mumbled, ‘Not hungry thanks’, as Mum had instructed us to do beforehand.

      


      As soon as the others had finished, Mum gave us a discreet nod, and we grabbed what was left.


      ‘By, you’d think those two hadn’t had a bite all day,’ Auntie said, as she watched us wolfing it down.


      ‘They’re growing lads,’ Mum said sheepishly.


      A bit later, as the family said their goodbyes and set off for the bus stop en masse, Mum said to Dad, ‘I think that went

         well.’

      


      That winter, me and Derek hoped for snow so that we could go out and have snowball fights, but it was to be a mild winter

         which suited Mum and Dad even less than us. This was because, without any storm damage, there was little roofing work around.

         But, as luck would have it, Dad spoke to the builders in our road and was soon working on the pair of semis next to ours,

         putting on the roofs as quickly as possible while the weather held up.

      


      Dad wanted Derek to follow in the business when he left school, but Derek had set his sights on becoming a footballer and

         playing with Billy Bremner and the boys at Elland Road. But to keep Dad happy, Derek at least appeared to make the effort.

         As he climbed unsteadily up a ladder with the hod, Dad would shout at him, ‘Watch out lad, you’ll fall!’ or ‘Just keep looking

         up if you’re nervous!’, and ‘That the best you can do?’ as he looked in disbelief at the mere half dozen tiles he’d managed

         to bring up in the hod in one go.

      


      I went to my room to read my comics; I knew it wouldn’t be long before Dad had had enough and sent him packing. Then me and

         Derek would set off down to the village again, kicking a ball back and forth between us until we got to the rec.

      


      ‘Poor old Dad, he thinks I’m worried by heights!’ Derek grinned, then blasted the ball past me into the back of the net.


      That Boxing Day, just a few short weeks after we’d moved in, something happened that I would never forget. As me and Derek

         came in from the park for our cold turkey dinner, Dad came rushing out of the house in a panic and all red in the face.

      


      ‘Thank God you’re here! Get down the phone box quick! It’s nearly here!’


      ‘What?’ I asked, completely baffled. ‘What’s here?’


      But Dad was too busy cursing the GPO for not having connected us up to a phone line yet when Derek said, ‘The baby of course.’


      ‘The baby? What baby?’ I asked.


      Derek gave me the same sideways look Mum had given me the day we moved in.


      ‘Mum’s! Who do you think?’ he said. ‘Come on!’ and he rushed off to phone box, with me trailing behind.


      Derek pushed the coins in and spoke to the midwife. Nurse Dyson arrived at the house in minutes.


      ‘New house, new baby then, love?’ I heard her say to Mum as she disappeared into the bedroom, but I still couldn’t take it

         in. The extra weight Mum had put on was a baby? I just thought she’d been eating too many puddings; she’d certainly been eating a lot lately. When she was having Chris

         I suppose I was that bit younger and didn’t take a lot of notice. Dad said she was going away for a couple of days and then

         she stepped out of a taxi clutching a bundle. Now it was about to happen again.

      


      Dad started boiling up lots of water, and Granny Jackson arrived with her short, swollen legs wrapped in bandages, to help

         out with Chris. Not long after, Nurse Dyson appeared at the bedroom door, ‘You can go in now,’ she said.

      


      Mum was sitting up in bed holding a pink blob wrapped in a shawl. ‘She looks like an angel,’ Mum said, smiling at the blob,

         before handing her carefully over to Dad.

      


      ‘Perhaps we should call her Gabriel then?’ said Dad.


      ‘That’s a boy’s name, daft,’ Mum told him, ‘although Gabrielle might do.’


      ‘Bubby!’ Chris suddenly said, pointing excitedly to her, ‘Bub, bub, bubs!’ and from then on her nickname, Bubs, seemed to

         stick.

      


      With three boys, Mum said she’d always wanted a little girl and now she’d got Bubs, the family was complete. Bubs opened her

         mouth and started yelling.

      


      ‘She’s got a fine pair of lungs on her,’ the midwife said. We all looked at Bubs and burst out laughing. Derek held out his

         arms; Dad passed him the baby, who stopped crying the minute he held her.

      


      ‘She likes me,’ Derek said, cooing over her and tickling her hand.


      ‘He’s got the magic touch,’ said Mum.


      And I really think that’s what Derek had with everyone.


   

      2


      After Christmas we began our new schools. I started the last two terms at the nearby junior school, and Derek went to Bruntcliffe

         Secondary School two miles away in Morley. Mum bought Derek a brand new blazer with the school crest on, and which was at

         least two sizes too big for him. What worried me was I knew that, before long, that very same blazer would be handed down

         to me when I went to the secondary school. But Derek was at least six inches taller than me and a larger build; if it was

         big on him now, it was going to swamp me.

      


      ‘You’ll grow into it!’ Mum told Derek who, for a moment, looked bewildered by it. Then, with the arms of the blazer completely

         covering his hands, Derek crouched low and started dragging his sleeves along the floor behind him as he walked around the

         kitchen, doing a gorilla impression. Nothing ever worried Derek and, as usual, he had Mum in stitches; the two of them got

         on like a house on fire.

      


      Mum looked over and, seeing I wasn’t laughing, asked, ‘Neil? What’s the face for?’


      I knew from all the past hand-me-downs where I’d pleaded with Mum, ‘Please don’t make me wear that,’ that it would be useless

         my protesting when she finally sent me off to school in that blazer. Like a Christian thrown to the lions, I’d be a laughing

         stock in the playground. At my new junior school, Mum had cut down a pair of Derek’s long trousers and turned them into shorts

         for me. She sewed some elastic into the waistband so they fitted at the top, but then they flapped out around me like a skirt.

         ‘It’s just until I get you a new pair,’ Mum said, but the tormenting went on for at least two terms after I’d finished wearing

         them.

      


      Derek obviously didn’t care what anyone thought, and as he carried on flailing his chest, I wished I could be like him and

         soon found myself laughing too.

      


      No sooner had Dad started work on the houses in our road than the builders left the site and Dad had to look for work further

         afield. Mum always had the roofing materials dropped off on site by the suppliers, but now Dad was working out of the area,

         they needed their own van to deliver them in. Dad heard of a pal in the business selling a van and he and Mum scraped enough

         money together to buy it. Dad’s mate parked it up on the drive at the side of the house; the only problem was that neither

         Mum nor Dad could drive. Mum took it on herself to learn, and began driving lessons in an automatic, before realising that

         the van was a manual.

      


      Mr Green, a retired Army driving instructor, pulled up outside the house every Thursday afternoon. Me and Derek waited by

         the kerb keeping hold of Chris while Mum put Bubs on the back seat in her carrycot. Granny would normally have looked after

         her; she’d stayed on after Christmas to help Mum out for a while, but wasn’t feeling so well today.

      


      Mum got in the driver’s side, checked in the mirror and signalled, then started waving to us as she set off.


      ‘Keep your eyes on the road!’ the instructor yelled at her. The car rattled and stalled for several yards down the road, before

         it finally got going.

      


      Dad came walking along the road and stopped to watch. ‘I know he’s taught people to drive tanks,’ he said, shaking his head,

         ‘but even so …’

      


      The funny thing was, Mum never lost her temper as he teased her, or said to Dad, ‘Why don’t you learn to drive yourself?’

         She just said he wasn’t interested in driving, so we never asked him about it, but just accepted it. Mum never asked Dad to

         test her on the Highway Code either, but pestered me and Derek at every opportunity instead. The real reason behind both these

         things and the part it may have played in Mum’s murder was something I would not come to understand for many years hence.

      


      ‘What does that mean then, boys?’ Mum asked, pointing to a sign by the road, as we walked along beside her, taking it in turns

         to push the pram, on the way to get the weekly shop.

      


      ‘A man having trouble putting up his umbrella!’ Derek snapped back.


      ‘Ha, very funny,’ Mum replied.


      ‘Men at work, by the look of it,’ I said.


      ‘See, your brother knows,’ Mum grinned.


      ‘What about that one then?’ I asked Mum as we passed by a narrow turning.


      ‘A motorbike flying over a car?’ Derek suggested.


      ‘You daft ’apporth!’ Mum laughed. ‘It’s no access for bikes or cars.’


      My favourite was the car driving over the harbour wall into the sea, which I tested her on from the Highway Code when we got

         home.

      


      ‘What’s the point of asking me that one?’ Mum said. ‘There’s no sea wall in Leeds!’


      A second-hand blue Commer van, registration BNK 953K, sat on the drive at the side of our house for several months while Mum

         took lesson after lesson. Every so often Derek would jump in and turn the engine over, to stop the battery going flat. Finally,

         Mum took her test one day and jumped out of the driving instructor’s car afterwards, waving a piece of paper, ‘I’ve passed!’

      


      Dad smiled, ‘Well done, our lass! I’ll frame that and put it on t’ wall!’


      ‘Said I’d do it!’ she beamed back at him.


      We put some kitchen chairs in the back of the empty van to sit on, helped Granny in, then lifted the pram in with the baby,

         and all piled in after. Granny Jackson sat jogging the handle of the pram to keep Bubs asleep as Mum crunched through the

         gearbox then sounded the horn as we finally got going. The neighbours, who’d just moved in, came out to look. It was our first

         family trip out together; we went over the moors to look at the sheep and to the garage to get some petrol. I could never

         have imagined the part the van would eventually play in our lives and the tragedy that was about to unfold.

      


      A year had passed since we’d moved to Churwell and I’d now started Bruntcliffe Secondary School, catching the bus to Morley

         each weekday with Derek. Thankfully, Derek hadn’t outgrown his blazer yet, so I wore my old one from junior school. Gran was

         still with us too, but she was now sleeping in the front room, unable to get up the stairs with the veins in her legs turning

         into ulcers. Mum spent all her days looking after Gran and the little ones, and delivering the roofing materials at this time.

         It was that winter, during the school Christmas holidays, that me and Derek finally got our wish.

      


      Derek woke me up, jumping on my bed and slapping me round the face,


      ‘Neil!’ he yelled excitedly. ‘Neil! Wake up! Look out there!’


      I didn’t move fast enough for Derek, who dragged me from my bed and shoved my face up against the window. As I looked out,

         I slowly grinned; the hills around the village were covered white, the tall pines were snow-capped, and the snow was still

         falling: thick, white flakes against the window: Churwell looked just like one of Mum’s Christmas cakes. Snow at last!

      


      Because of Dad’s job, there were always odd bits of wood lying around. He brought it back and stashed it in the lock-up he’d

         rented in our road, rather than let it go to waste. Derek asked Mum if we could use some of Dad’s wood and nails – and an

         hour later we were going hell for leather down the slopes, me crouched on the front of our sledge and Derek behind, steering

         it. Soon we were joined by other kids on their tin trays and assorted home-made sledges. Derek had made a lot of friends in

         the village since we’d moved here and, while I hung back, shy as ever, he was soon throwing down the gauntlet to the others,

      


      ‘Bet we can beat you on those old crates!’ he chortled, casting an eye over their sledges. They soon took up the challenge.


      We started off slowly at the top of the hill; Derek seemed almost to be letting them pass us and get some distance ahead.


      ‘Derek?’ I looked up at him. ‘What are you doing?’ He just smiled and, affecting a posh accent, said something about, ‘lulling

         them into a false sense of security, old boy!’ Then he started picking up speed.

      


      ‘Hold onto your hollyhocks!’ he yelled at me, and suddenly we were off, rattling down the hill and whooping with joy as we

         caught up the others, one by one, and then overtook them on their sledges. We were uncatchable on our superior wooden model.

      


      ‘We’ve done it!’ I yelled at the bottom of the hill, as Derek turned the sledge round to watch the others still coming down.

         We dragged our sledge back and forth up that hill for hours that day, the unassailable champions of the Churwell fells.

      


      As the snow continued to fall over the following days, so we spent long hours out on the hills on our sledge – little realising

         that these few happy days were to be the last we would ever spend together.

      


      The only time we broke off from sledging was to go in to eat and to do Derek’s newspaper round. In the first week of arriving

         at Churwell, Derek had gone in to the local newsagent, Mr White’s on the corner, and got himself a job. I was too young to

         get my own round, so Derek gave me a few bob to help him out.

      


      One day, just after Christmas, when we were due to go back in for tea, Derek looked at his watch and said, ‘Time for one more

         go!’ I jumped back on the sledge and he took the reins behind me. There were very few kids left on the snow as dusk began

         to fall, but a couple of boys suddenly appeared on a sledge from some trees to the side of us and cut straight across us.

         Derek struggled with the sledge, managing to avoid them, but then lost control of it and we hurtled headlong into a tree.

      


      Derek was holding on to his foot, his face screwed up in pain.


      ‘I think I’ve done something,’ he said, while, apart from a scratch, I was completely unscathed.


      I helped Mum get Derek into the van, and she drove him to the hospital. A few hours later Derek was back home wearing a large

         slipper on his right foot, with his toes set in plaster.

      


      ‘That’s an end to your shenanigans, young man,’ Mum told him. But Derek still wanted to do his paper round.


      ‘I can’t let my customers down,’ he insisted. Most of them had given Derek good Christmas boxes and he was keen to keep them

         happy for the next twelve months. That evening, I helped Derek with the paper round as usual, him pushing the bike wearing

         his oversized slipper, as I ran up the paths and shoved the papers through. But as soon as we got home, and without bothering

         about supper, Derek took himself off to the lock-up and stayed there until he’d mended the sledge.

      


      ‘You can forget that, young man!’ Mum told him in no uncertain terms, when he re-appeared an hour or two later with the sledge

         all back in one piece.

      


      ‘Mum, I’ve only broken a couple of toes,’ Derek appealed to her, ‘and the doctor said I was to carry on as normal.’


      ‘Within reason,’ Mum reminded him. ‘And going out on that again with those toes is not “reasonable”.’


      Derek always managed to talk Mum round – or maybe it was because she was so busy with Gran and the little ones she was too

         tired to say no for long – but the next morning, just a day or two before the New Year, we set off up the hill with the sledge.

      


      Derek had wrapped a plastic bread wrapper over his large slipper and secured the top with one of his football boot laces;

         it looked like he was wearing one half of a pair of ski boots.

      


      With the blanket of snow all around us and topping the trees, it felt like we were in a magical wonderland. I imagined this

         must be what it was like in Switzerland or France, with snow-capped mountains on every side. Not that I’d ever been abroad;

         none of us had. We usually went on holiday to Bridlington or Blackpool, and Mum and Dad could never afford more than a week

         at most. No, ‘abroad’ was just a faraway place I’d seen in pictures in my school books.
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