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       THE RIOT LOST

        MOMENTUM as news of the butchery spread through the estate. The details were vague. No one knew how many had been killed or how, but castration, lynching and a machete attack were all mentioned. The streets began to empty rapidly. Collective guilt

        was felt, if not openly expressed, and no one was inclined to face retribution for murder.
  The youths on the barricades who had held the police

        at bay with petrol bombs took a similar view. They would argue afterwards, and with some justification, that they hadn’t known what was going on, but when word of the frenzied attack filtered through they, too, melted away. It was one thing to

        fight an honourable battle with the enemy, quite another to be accused of aiding and abetting insanity in Humbert Street.
  The headlines the next

        morning – 29 July – were lurid. ‘Drink-crazed lynch mob goes on the rampage’ . . . ‘Sex pervert butchered’ . . . ‘5 hours of savagery leaves 3 dead, 189 injured’ . . . The outside world gave a shudder of disgust. Leader-writers lined up the usual suspects. Government. Police. Social workers.

        Education chiefs. Across the country, morale in the vocational services reached an all-time low.
  But of the two thousand rioters who jostled for

        a view of the killing spree, not one would ever admit to being there . . .
 









      

          

      


        From the Director of Social

          Services – Tuesday 10 July 2001


          Official

            Notification to Health & Social Workers
 

            Highly Confidential – Not for public release
 

           Rehousing: Milosz Zelowski, 23 Humbert Street, Bassindale – previously of Callum Road, Portisfield.
 

           Reason for move: Targeted by Portisfield residents after publication of photograph in local newspaper.
 

           Status: Registered paedophile. Convicted of sexual assault – 3 counts over 15-year period. Released May 2001.
 

           Threat to the community: Minimal. Nature of offence suggests watching brief only.
 

            Threat to offender: Severe.
 

           Police warn that Zelowski may become the target of vigilantes if

            his identity and status become known.
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      One
 

        19–20 July 2001
  ONLY A HANDFUL of staff at

        the Nightingale Health Centre ever read the memo referring to the presence of a paedophile on the Bassindale Estate. It vanished under a pile of paperwork in the central office and ended up being filed by one of the clerical workers, who assumed it had

        done the rounds. For those who did see it, it was an unremarkable document, recording the name and details of a new patient. For the rest, it was irrelevant since it wouldn’t – or shouldn’t –

        affect the way they treated the man.
  One of the health visitors tried to have the issue raised at a staff meeting, but she was overruled by her

        supervisor, who had responsibility for setting the agenda. There was a history of hostility between the two women – neither believing the other was up to her job – which may have prejudiced the way the supervisor handled the matter. It was

        the summer and everyone wanted to be home in reasonable time. In any case, even if the doctors agreed that it was dangerous and irresponsible to house a paedophile on an estate full of children, there was nothing they could

        do about it. The decision to move him had been taken by the police.
  The same health visitor approached Dr Sophie Morrison in a blatant attempt to

        have the supervisor’s decision overturned. By that time she was less interested in the paedophile than in scoring points, and Sophie Morrison, being naive and inexperienced in office politics, was easily intimidated. Such, at least, was Fay

        Baldwin’s interpretation of the cheerful young woman who had joined the surgery two years before.
  Fay waited until the end of evening surgery,

        then gave her signature tap on Sophie’s door – a rat-a-tat-tat of brittle nails that produced identical reactions in all her colleagues. ‘Time for a chat?’ she asked brightly, poking her head into the room.
 

       ‘ ’Fraid not,’ said Sophie, launching herself manically at her keyboard and typing ‘the quick brown fox jumps over the lazy

        dog’ repetitively into her monitor. ‘Catching up on some notes . . . and then home. Sorry, Fay. How about tomorrow?’
 

       It didn’t work. It never did. The dreadful woman eased herself inside anyway and perched her scraggy bottom on the edge of the desk. It was

        encased, as usual, in an impeccably tailored skirt; and, as usual, there wasn’t a dyed hair out of place. Both were outward and visible signs that she considered herself a model of efficiency and professionalism, but

        they were in inverse proportion to what was going on inside her head. It was Catch-22. She was desperate to cling to the only thing that gave her life meaning – her job. Yet her hatred for the people she dealt with – patients and

        professionals alike – had reached disastrous proportions.
  Sophie had argued that the kindest course would be to retire her early and set her

        up with psychiatric help in order to cope with the emptiness of her life. The senior partner – a great deal less sympathetic towards elderly, frustrated virgins whose only talent was for stirring – preferred to let sleeping dogs lie. It was

        less than three months before they’d be shot of her for good, was his view. If she was one of their patients it might be different, but she had coquettishly eschewed the Nightingale’s doctors in favour of the competition on the other side of

        town. ‘I couldn’t possibly take my clothes off in front of people I know,’ she’d said.
 

        As if anyone cared.
  ‘I’ll only be a minute,’ trilled Fay now in her littlegirly voice. ‘You can spare me sixty seconds,

        can’t you, Sophie?’
  ‘As long as you don’t mind my packing up at the same time,’ said the doctor with an inward sigh.

        She shut down her computer and slid her chair backwards, wondering which of her patients had just had typing exercises added to their notes. It was always the same with Fay. You found yourself doing things you didn’t

        want to do, simply to escape the wretched woman. ‘I’m meeting Bob at eight.’
  ‘Is it true you’re getting

        married?’
  ‘Yes,’ said Sophie, happy to be on safe ground. ‘I finally got him up to the mark.’
 

       ‘I wouldn’t marry a reluctant man.’
 

       ‘It was a joke, Fay.’ Her smile faded before the other woman’s downturned mouth. ‘Ah, well, it’s hardly earth-shattering

        news.’ She pulled her waist-length plait from behind her shoulder and started to comb it out with her fingers, quite unconsciously drawing attention to her unaffected youthfulness.
 

       ‘It was Melanie Patterson who told me,’ remarked Fay spitefully. ‘I would have mentioned it last week but she said it was supposed to

        be a secret.’
  Damn! Damn! Damn! ‘I didn’t want to tempt fate in case Bob changed his

        mind,’ said Sophie, concentrating on her plait. It was a gross slander against her amiable fiancé, but if it prevented another row with Fay about Melanie Patterson it would be worth it. They had almost come to blows the week before and she

        didn’t want a repeat.
  ‘She said you’d invited her to the wedding.’
 

       Damn! Damn! And more damns! Sophie stood up and walked across to a mirror on the far wall. Anything to avoid the

        reproach in the woman’s face. ‘It’s not for ages yet,’ she lied. ‘The invitations won’t be going out for another four weeks.’ There was a slight softening of Fay’s expression

        in the glass. ‘What did you want to talk about?’ she asked her.
  ‘Well, in fact Melanie’s part of it, so it’s a good

        thing her name’s come up,’ said the woman smugly. ‘Claire simply refuses to listen to me on this . . . keeps saying it’s not a matter for discussion . . . but I’m afraid I can’t agree with her. Firstly, I take my job

        rather more seriously than she does. And, secondly, in view of the way Melanie lets those children of hers run wild in the street—’
 

        Sophie cut her short. ‘Don’t do this, Fay,’ she said with uncharacteristic sharpness. ‘You made your views on Melanie very clear last week.’
 

       ‘Yes, but—’
  ‘No.’

        The young woman turned round and there was considerable anger in her eyes. ‘I will not discuss Melanie with you again. Can’t you see Claire was trying to do you a favour by making that clear to you?’
 

       Fay bridled immediately. ‘You can’t avoid it,’ she said. ‘She’s my responsibility, too.’
 

       Sophie reached for her case. ‘Not any more. I’ve asked Claire to assign one of the younger visitors to Melanie. She was going to tell you on

        Monday.’
  Retirement must have taken a sudden step closer, because the woman’s highly powdered face lost colour. ‘You can’t

        reduce my list just because I disagree with you,’ she said fiercely.
  ‘Calling one of my patients a slut and a whore and

        then losing your temper when I took you to task about it is rather more serious than disagreement,’ said Sophie coolly. ‘It’s unprofessional, Fay.’
 

       ‘It’s what she is,’ the woman hissed. ‘You come from a good family . . . you ought to be able to recognize it for

        yourself.’ Spittle flew from her mouth. ‘She sleeps with any man who shows an interest . . . usually when she’s drunk . . . then she swans around like Lady Muck, saying she’s pregnant again . . . as if it’s something to be

        proud of.’
  Sophie shook her head. It was pointless arguing. In any case, she hated face-to-face confrontations with this woman, because they

        invariably became personal. Fay’s life had prejudiced her views. She should have been working in the days when illegitimacy was frowned on and girls ‘who were no better than they should be’ were hidden away in hostels and treated with

        scorn. That way, her status as a virtuous woman would have counted for something instead of making her an object of pity or amusement. The mystery was why she had ever chosen health visiting as a career, although, as the senior partner was fond of

        pointing out, lecturing, scolding and training the unwashed masses were probably what health visiting had been about when she started.
  Sophie opened

        her office door. ‘I’m going home,’ she said firmly, standing back and making it clear she expected the other woman to leave first.
 

        Fay stood up, her mouth working uncontrollably like an old lady’s with dementia. ‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ she said tightly. ‘You think you can treat everyone the same . . .

        but you can’t. I know what these beasts are like . . . seen the kind of damage they do to the poor little souls they abuse. It’s all so secretive . . . done behind closed doors . . . filthy, disgusting men . . . silly women who close their

        eyes to what’s really going on . . . and all for what? Sex!’ She spat out the word like a vile taste. ‘Still . . . at least my hands are clean. No one can say I didn’t try.’ She walked stiff-legged from the office.
 

       Sophie watched her go with a frown of concern. Dear God! Beasts . . . ? Filthy, disgusting men . . . ? Fay had

        lost the plot completely. It was bad enough to accuse Melanie of being a slut. A hundred times worse to accuse her and her men of child abuse.
  But

        then Sophie had no idea that a paedophile had been housed just one door away from four-year-old Rosie and two-year-old Ben Patterson.
 

        The term ‘sink estate’ might have been invented for Bassindale, which stood as a sprawling monument to the

          social engineering of the 1950s and 1960s, when planners had cut into the green belt to provide subsidized housing for those on low incomes. In this case, two hundred acres of broadleaf woodland bordering Bassindale Farm had been put to the axe and

          replaced with concrete.
 It should have been idyllic. A worthy project in the post-war push for

          equality and opportunity. A chance for improvement. Quality homes surrounded by open countryside. Fresh air and space.
  But all the roads on the

          perimeter bordering the fields were culs-de-sac. Like bicycle spokes, they ended at a solid rim – houses with block-built garden walls – to protect the surrounding crops and herds from thoughtless estate dwellers and their dogs. The only two

          thoroughfares, Bassindale Row and Forest Road, looped back on themselves in an unconnected, inverted W to provide four points of access through the concrete belt that kept the estate hidden from the busy traffic on the main road. From the air, Bassindale

          and Forest looked like the anchoring strands of a section of cobweb, with a tracery of streets and dead ends providing the transverse threads. From the ground – as recognized by the police – they were the potential redoubts that could turn

          Bassindale into a fortress. The estate was a concrete-clad pressure bomb.
  And why not?
 

         Demand for housing following the baby-boom after the war had led to poor design and sloppy construction. The inevitable result was costly maintenance

          with only the most glaring problems being addressed. Ill health was endemic, particularly among the young and the old, for whom the cold, wet conditions, coupled with poor diets, weakened constitutions. Depression was

          common, as was addiction to prescription pills.
  Like the road to hell, Bassindale had begun with good intentions but it was now little more than a

          receptacle for society’s rejects. A constant drain on the public purse. A source of resentment to taxpayers, irritation to the police and unmitigating despair to the teachers, health and social workers who were expected to work there. For the

          majority of the inhabitants it was a prison. The frail and frightened elderly barricaded themselves inside their flats; desperate single mothers and fatherless children steered clear of trouble by living their lives behind locked doors. Only angry,

          alienated youth flourished briefly in this barren landscape by stalking the streets and controlling the traffic in drugs and prostitution. Before they, too, found themselves in prison.
 

         In 1954 an idealistic Labour councillor had caused a sign to be erected at the end of Bassindale Row South, the first point of entry off the main road.

          It said inoffensively: ‘Welcome to Bassindale.’ Over the years the sign was regularly vandalized with graffiti, only to be as regularly replaced by the local council. Then, in 1990, during the last year of Margaret Thatcher’s

          premiership, the same council, under pressure to reduce its costs, cancelled its budget for the replacement of signs. Thereafter, the graffiti was allowed to remain, untouched by Bassindale’s inhabitants who saw it

          as a truer description of where they lived. 
 

         

           WELCOME TO ASSID ROW




 

         Acid Row. A place of deprivation where literacy was poor, drugs endemic and fights commonplace.


 

        Fay Baldwin, obsessively replaying Sophie Morrison’s dismissal of her the previous evening, wrenched four-year-old

          Rosie Patterson’s arm violently to prevent the child wiping her dirty hands and nose on Fay’s newly cleaned suit. She had come across her in the street, playing with her brother, and she couldn’t resist the chance to give their pregnant

          teenage mother a piece of her mind, particularly as Melanie wouldn’t yet know that Fay was to be replaced as her health visitor.
  She felt

          herself vindicated to find the girl curled upon the settee with a cigarette in one hand, a can of lager in the other and Neighbours on the television. It proved everything she had ever said about Melanie’s

          unsuitability as a mother. Rather less easy to cope with was the way Melanie was dressed, in a skimpy top and tiny shorts that revealed long brown legs and a softly rounded tummy with the growing bump of her six-month foetus.
 

         Jealousy ate into Fay’s soul while she pretended to herself that she was shocked to see anyone flaunt herself so

          shamelessly. ‘It won’t do, Melanie,’ she lectured the girl sternly. ‘Rosie and Ben are too young to play outside on their own. You really must be more responsible.’
 

         The girl’s eyes remained glued to the soap opera. ‘Rosie knows what she’s doing, don’t you, sweetheart? Tell the

          lady.’
  ‘Down ply rown cars. Down ply wiv neeles,’ the four-year-old chanted, giving her two-year-old brother a gratuitous cuff

          over the head as if to demonstrate how she kept him in order.
  ‘Told you,’ said Melanie proudly. ‘She’s a good girl, is

          Rosie.’
  Fay had to use every ounce of self-control not to smack the brazen creature. She had spent thirty years in this hell-hole, trying to

          instil ideas on health, hygiene and contraception into generations of the same families, and the situation was getting worse. This one had had her first baby at fourteen, her second at sixteen and was pregnant with her third before she’d even

          reached twenty. She had only the vaguest idea who the fathers were, cared less, and regularly dumped the children on her own mother – whose youngest child was younger than Rosie – to take herself off for days on end to ‘get her head

          straight’.
  She was lazy and uneducated and had been housed in this maisonette because social services thought she might develop into a better parent away from her mother’s ‘unhelpful’ influence. It was a vain hope. She lived in unbelievable squalor, was regularly stoned or drunk, and alternated between lavishing love on her children

          when she was in the mood and ignoring them entirely when she wasn’t. The gossip was that ‘getting her head straight’ was a euphemism for an intermittent (between-pregnancies) career as a glamour model, but as she didn’t want her

          benefit stopped she never owned up to it.
  ‘They’ll be taken away from you if you go on neglecting them,’ the woman warned.
 

         ‘Yeah, yeah, blah, blah.’ Melanie flicked her a knowing look. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Miss Baldwin? You’d

          have them off me quick as winking if you ever found any bruises. Bet it makes you sick you never have.’
  Irritated, the woman knelt down in

          front of the child. ‘Do you know why you shouldn’t play round cars, Rosie?’
  ‘Mum’ll ’it us.’
 

         Melanie beamed at her and took a drag from her cigarette. ‘I’ve never hit you in my life, darlin’,’ she said comfortably.

          ‘Never would. You don’t play round cars ’cos they’re dangerous. That’s what the lady wanted you to say.’ She flicked Fay a mischievous glance. ‘Isn’t that right, Miss?’
 

         Fay ignored her. ‘You said you weren’t supposed to play with needles, Rosie, but do you know what a needle

          looks like?’
  ‘ ’Course I do. One of my dads uses ’em.’
 

         Annoyed, Melanie swung her legs off the settee and dropped her fag end into the lager can. ‘You leave her alone,’ she told the woman.

          ‘You’re not the police, and you’re not our social worker, so it’s no business of yours to quiz my kids about their dads. They’re fit and healthy, they’ve had their jabs and they both get weighed regular. That’s

          all you need to know. Capeesh? You’ve got no right to waltz in here whenever you bloody feel like it. There’s only one person from the Centre’s allowed to do that . . . and that’s Sophie.’
 

         Fay stood up. Somewhere at the back of her mind an inner voice urged caution, but she was too resentful to take heed of it. ‘Your children have

          been on the “at risk” register since the day they were born, Melanie,’ she snapped. ‘That means I have the right, and the duty, to inspect them whenever I think fit.

          Look at them! They’re disgusting. When did either of them last have a bath or a change of clothes?’
 

         ‘The Social know I love my kids and that’s all that fucking matters.’
 

         ‘If you loved them you’d take care of them.’
 

         ‘What would you know about it? Where are your kids . . . Miss?’
 

         ‘You know very well I don’t have any.’
 

        ‘Too sodding right.’ She pulled her daughter close, mingling her beautiful blonde hair with the child’s. ‘Who

          loves you better than anything, Rosie?’
  ‘Mum.’
 

         ‘And who do you love, sweetheart?’
 

          The child put her finger on her mother’s lips. ‘Mum.’
  ‘So do you wanna live with Mum or with the lady?’
 

         Tears bloomed in the little girl’s eyes. ‘Wiv’ you, wiv’ you,’ she howled, flinging her arms around Melanie’s neck

          as if she expected to be torn away from her at any minute.
  ‘See,’ Melanie told the health visitor with a smirk of triumph. ‘Now

          tell me I don’t care for my babies.’
  Something finally snapped inside Fay. Perhaps her sleepless night had taken its toll. Perhaps, more

          simply, the taunts of an empty life were the last straw. ‘My God, you’re so ignorant,’ she stormed. ‘Do you think it’s difficult to manipulate a child’s affections?’ She motioned angrily towards the window.

          ‘There’s a paedophile in this street who could take your little Rosie away from you with a handful of sweets because she’s never learnt when love is honestly given and when it isn’t. And who will society blame, Melanie?

          You?’ She gave a withering laugh. ‘Of course not . . . You’ll weep crocodile tears while the people who genuinely cared for Rosie – me, and your social worker – get crucified for leaving her with someone so

          inadequate.’
 The girl’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t reckon you should be telling

          me this.’
  ‘Why not? It’s the truth.’
 

         ‘Where’s this paedophile then? Which number?’
 

         Too late, Fay knew she’d overstepped the mark. It was privileged information and she’d given it away in anger. ‘That’s not the

          issue,’ she said lamely.
  ‘Like hell it isn’t! If I’ve got a sicko living near me, I wanna know about it.’ She reared

          up off the sofa and towered over the little spinster. ‘I know you think I’m a lousy mum, but I’ve never harmed them and I never would. Dirt don’t kill a kid and neither does a bit of swearing now and then.’ She thrust her

          face into the woman’s. ‘Sickos do, though. So where is he? What’s his name?’
  ‘I’m not allowed to tell

          you.’
  Melanie bunched her fists. ‘Do you want me to make you?’
 

         Terrified, Fay retreated towards the door. ‘It’s a Polish name,’ she said cravenly before she fled.


 

        She was trembling as she stepped out on to Humbert Street. How could she have been so stupid? Would Melanie give her away?

          Would there be an inquiry? Had she jeopardized her pension? Her mind was consumed with finding excuses. It was hardly her fault. It was a stupid idea to house a paedophile in Acid Row. There was no way it could remain a secret.

          Prison was second home to the men on the estate. Someone was bound to recognize him from his time inside. Her fear began to abate. If anyone asked, she would say she’d heard on the grapevine that it had happened

          already. Who knew where gossip began in this place? The most ridiculous rumours spread like wildfire. It wasn’t as if she’d given Melanie a name . . .
 

         With burgeoning confidence she set off down the road, glancing sideways as she passed number 23. There was an elderly man at the window. He shrank back

          as he caught her eye, fearful of being noticed, and she felt herself justified. He was white-faced and unhealthy-looking – like a maggot – and her instinctive shudder of distaste smothered any idea of warning him or the police that his life

          was in danger.
  In any case, she hated paedophiles with a passion. She had seen their handiwork too often on the minds and bodies of the children who

          called them Daddy.
 

        

            

        


        
 Contribution to the Concern for

            Children Website – feature filed in March 2001
 

           

              Death of Innocence
 

              At the end of one of the most horrific murder trials of the last ten years, Marie-Thérèse Kouao, 44, and her boyfriend, Carl Manning, 28, were jailed for life for the brutal torture and murder of Kouao’s

              grand-niece, 8-yr-old Anna Climbie. Anna, born and raised in the Ivory Coast, had been entrusted to Kouao’s care by loving parents after the killer aunt, who styled herself to her extended family in Africa as a ‘wealthy and successful

              woman’, had offered to give the child a better life in England. In truth she was a fraudulent scrounger who needed a ‘daughter’ to work the welfare system.
 

             Little Anna died from hypothermia and malnutrition after being forced to live naked in

              a bath, bound hand and foot, and covered only with a dustbin bag. She was tethered like a dog and fed scraps which she had to eat off the floor. Her body showed 128 marks of beating which Kouao, posing as her mother, convinced doctors and social workers

              were self-inflicted. She also persuaded religious leaders to perform exorcism on the traumatized and tormented child, claiming she was possessed by

              devils.
  During the trial, Kouao, who carried a Bible to persuade the jury

              she was a religious woman, said she was being attacked by other prisoners while on remand in Holloway jail. It was a shameless demonstration of the double standards by which this murderess operated. ‘They beat me and break my things,’ she

              wept. ‘It’s very hard to cope.’ In response, her cross-examiner demanded angrily: ‘How easy was it for Anna to cope with what you did to her?’
 

             It is tempting to dismiss Kouao as an evil aberrancy, but the statistics of child

              murder in the UK make alarming reading. An average of two children die every week at the hands of their parents or carers, thousands more are so badly abused and neglected that their physical and psychological damage is irreparable. By contrast, fewer

              than five children a year are killed by strangers.
  When the

              News of the World, the UK’s biggest-selling newspaper, launched its campaign last year to ‘out’ paedophiles, in line with

              Megan’s Law in the US, by publishing names, addresses and photographs of known offenders, opinions about the campaign’s effectiveness were polarized. The public, shocked by a recent and horrific child murder by a suspected paedophile, largely

              welcomed it. Police, probation officers and child-abuse lawyers argued that it was counterproductive and likely to force paedophiles to abandon therapy and

              go into hiding for fear of vigilante attacks.
  Their warnings quickly

              became reality. According to a report drawn up by probation officers, sex offenders in all parts of Britain had already moved, changed their names and broken contact with police, or were considering such action. More alarmingly, following the publication

              of 83 names, addresses and photographs in the Sunday tabloid, angry vigilante mobs attacked the homes of some of these alleged paedophiles and rioted in the streets ouside.
 

             In almost every instance the target was an innocent person, either because the

              newspaper had printed a wrong or out-of-date address or because the vigilantes believed the home-owner looked like one of the photographs. The most bizarre and troubling incident was the vandalization of a female paediatrician’s house and car by an

              ignorant mob who thought ‘paediatrician’ – a doctor who specializes in the diagnosis and treatment of children’s diseases – was synonymous with ‘paedophile’ – an adult who is sexually attracted to

              children.
  In the wake of these incidents the

              News of the World suspended its campaign after promising at the outset to ‘name and shame’ every paedophile in the UK. ‘Our job now

              is to force the government to act [on Megan’s law],’ said the embattled editor, ‘and we’ll name and shame every

              politician who stands in our way.’
 

              The debate about how to deal with paedophiles rages on, yet the statistics show that thousands of children are more at risk within their own homes than on the streets. Following a recent trial of paedophiles who

              shared indecent images of children over the Net, a police spokesman pointed to a disturbingly domestic element in the pornography now on display. ‘Early child pornography was filmed in studios,’ he said, ‘but the latest images look as

              though they’ve been filmed inside the children’s homes. You can see toys in the background. This suggests one or more of the parents was involved in the abuse.’
 

             However comfortable the belief that only sadistic strangers prey on children, we

              focus on the paedophile at our peril. Little Anna Climbie was brutalized and murdered by the people who were supposed to be looking after her. Countless babies have been shaken to death at the hands of angry carers. Childline logs 15,000 calls a day from

              distressed children. Most sexual abuse is perpetrated within the home. Most paedophiles were sexually abused as children. Child pornography exists because parents take part in, sell, or abandon their little ones to corruption.
 

             Are we ready yet to ‘name and shame’ the real abusers?
 

             Anne

              Cattrell









 

      
 

      Two
 

        20–26 July 2001
  SUSPICION IN HUMBERT STREET focused on number 23, not because the occupant had a Polish name but because an adult man had recently moved in. It had been Mary Fallon’s house until one of her

        five children died of pneumonia while awaiting surgery for heart problems. The council denied liability but moved the family hastily to the healthier climes of the newer Portisfield Estate, which was twenty miles away on the other side of the city and a

        great deal more attractive, having benefited from lessons learnt in Acid Row.
  After that, number 23 had stood empty for months with its windows

        boarded over until council workers turned up unexpectedly to air the place with some warm July sun, and paint over the cracks and mould in the plaster. Shortly afterwards, the new tenant moved in. Or tenants? There was some confusion about how many were

        in there. The neighbours at 25 said it was two men – they could hear the rumble of deep conversation through the walls – but only one ever came out to do the shopping. A middle-aged fellow with sandy hair,

        pale skin and a shy smile.
  There was also confusion about how and when they arrived, as no one remembered seeing a pantechnicon in the street. A

        rumour spread that the police had escorted them there at dead of night along with their furniture, but old Mrs Carthew at number 9, who sat at her window all day, said they came in a van on a Monday morning and helped the driver unload it themselves. No

        one believed her because her bad days outweighed her good days, and it seemed unlikely that she was lucid enough to know it was a Monday or even remember the event afterwards.
 

       Police involvement was more appealing because it made sense. Particularly to the young, who lived on conspiracy theory. Why were the men brought in

        under cover of darkness? Why did the second one never emerge in the daytime? Why was the shopper’s face so pale? It was a contamination. Like something out of The X-Files. Vampire perverts hunting in

        packs.
  Mrs Carthew said they were father and son, claiming she’d opened her window to ask them. No one believed her because there wasn’t

        a window in Acid Row that a senile old fool could open. It took hammers and chisels to prise them loose from their frames. And even if she could, her house was too far away from 23 for that sort of idle chit-chat.
 

       The preferred interpretation was that they were gay – doubly sick therefore – and mothers with daughters

        breathed quiet sighs of relief while warning their lads to be careful. Youngsters hung around outside the house for a couple of days, shouting insults and baring their bottoms, but, when nothing happened and no one appeared at the windows, they grew

        bored and went back to the amusement arcades.
  The women were less easily diverted. They continued to gossip among themselves and keep a watchful eye

        on the comings and goings in Humbert Street. Some of the social workers responded to their questions but few of the women believed the answers, which were unspecific and open to interpretation.
 

       ‘Of course they aren’t going to dump perverts on you just because it’s a sink estate. Trust me, if

        there was a dangerous paedophile in the area, I’d be the first to know . . .’
  ‘Perhaps

        it’s a dastardly plot to get you to keep an eye on your kids . . .’
  ‘Look, these days,

        convicted paedophiles are under constant supervision. It’s the wannabe psychos who come in from outside you really want to worry about . . .’
 

       These answers were repeated endlessly around the community, so no one knew how accurate the reported speech was. However, the fact that there appeared

        to be no outright denials was seized upon as evidence of what they had always believed.
  There was one set of rules for Acid Row and another for

        everyone else.
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  Humbert Street, Bassindale Estate
 

       Melanie offered Sophie Morrison a cup of tea after the doctor had let Rosie and Ben listen to the baby’s heartbeat through her

        stethoscope. She was lying on the settee in the sitting-room, laughing as her toddlers pressed their little fingers to her tummy to see if they could feel their brother or sister moving. ‘Ain’t they sweet?’ she said, dropping kisses on

        to their blonde curls before swinging her legs to the floor and standing up.
  ‘I’d love a cuppa,’ said Sophie with a smile as she

        saw two teenage boys pause to gawp through the window at Mel’s naked, swollen belly. ‘You’ve got an audience,’ she murmured.
 

        ‘I always do,’ said the girl, pulling down her top. ‘You can’t get up to nothing in this place without the world and his wife watching.’
 

       Melanie’s was one of the in-between houses in Humbert Street which had been divided some thirty years previously to create two maisonettes, one at

        the front and one at the back. A more sensible solution would have been to convert the properties into flats but that would have involved jacking up the façades to create new front doors and installing expensive sound-proofing under the upstairs

        floorboards. Some bright spark at the planning department had come up with a better idea. It would be quicker, cheaper and less disruptive to existing tenants, ran his argument, to divide the houses across the middle with

        breeze-block walls, fill in the gaps between the houses on either side with new front doors and stairs for each maisonette and utilize the existing corridor, stairwell and landing for kitchens and bathrooms.
 

       It was an unhappy solution for everyone, creating three classes of tenant in the street. Those, like the men at number 23, who were lucky enough to have

        a whole house and garden. Those, like Granny Howard, who lived in the maisonette behind Melanie, who also enjoyed a full-sized garden. And those at the front, with only a patch of grass and a small wall between them and the road. It had turned Humbert

        Street into a concrete tunnel, and resentment was enormous, particularly among those with no access at all to the gardens at the rear.
  ‘Is

        Granny Howard still giving you problems?’ Sophie asked, lifting little Ben into her arms and giving him a cuddle as his mother went into the kitchen.
 

       ‘Oh, yeah, she keeps banging her hammer on the wall ’cos of the kids’ noise, but we’ve given up on the garden. She ain’t

        never going to let them have a bit of a play. My Jimmy had a go at persuading her before he got sent down for the thieving, but she called him a nigger and told him to fuck off. I wouldn’t mind so much but

        it’s all weeds out there. She don’t even go in it herself.’
  Sophie ran the back of her hand down Ben’s cheek. It seemed

        crazy to her that the Housing Department should keep an old woman, who never went out, at the back, when two little toddlers who yearned to run and play in safety were confined to the front, but there was no arguing. It was written in stone that Granny

        Howard had held the tenancy of number 21a since 1973 and was entitled to stay there until she died. ‘How are you doing on the booze and fags front? Is it getting any easier?’
 

       ‘Reckon so,’ said the girl cheerfully. ‘I’ve got the fags down to five a day, and the booze down to a couple of halves . . . one

        with my dinner, one with my tea . . . sometimes two. No more binge-drinking, though. Given that up totally. I still have the odd joint now and then, but it don’t amount to much ’cos I can’t afford it.’
 

       Sophie was impressed. The girl had been smoking forty a day at the start of her pregnancy, and the highlight of her week had been to get comprehensively

        drunk and stoned in the clubs every Saturday night. Even allowing for the addict’s habit of self-delusion, it was a huge drop which she seemed to have maintained successfully for the last two months. ‘Well done,’ she said simply,

        sitting down on the settee and making space for Rosie to join her.
 Like Fay, she thought both

        children in urgent need of a bath, but they were robust and confident toddlers, and she had few worries about their physical or mental health. Indeed she wished that some of her middle-class parents could learn a little about the Patterson way of

        child-rearing. It maddened her how many of them raised their children in disinfected, germ-free environments, then insisted on allergy tests because the kids had never-ending coughs and sneezes. As if bleach was some sort of substitute for natural

        immunity.
  ‘Yeah, well, I wish that cow Miss Baldwin thought the same,’ said Melanie crossly as she reappeared with mugs of tea.

        ‘She gave me a right dirty look because I was having a fag and a beer in front of Neighbours. If she’d asked I’d have told her it was my first smoke of the day, but she’s not like you . . .

        She thinks the worst of people whether she needs to or not.’
  ‘When was she here?’ asked Sophie, lifting Ben to the floor again and

        accepting a mug.
  Melanie plonked down beside her. ‘Can’t remember . . . last week sometime . . . Thursday . . . Friday. She was in a

        right fucking mood. Snapping away at me like a bloody little terrier.’
  After Fay knew she was going to be replaced then, Sophie thought with

        annoyance. ‘Did she mention that I’ve asked one of the younger health visitors to take over from her?’
  ‘No. Just gave me a

        lecture as usual. What’s this new one like then?’
 ‘Wacky,’ said Sophie,

        sipping at her tea. ‘Pink hair . . . black leathers . . . Doc Marten boots . . . rides a motorbike . . . adores kids. You and she’ll get on like a house on fire.’
 

       ‘Bit of a change from old fart-face then.’ Melanie cradled her mug between her hands, staring into its milky depths and trying to decide how

        to put the question she wanted to ask. Subtly or bluntly? She chose subtle. ‘What do you reckon to paedophiles?’ she demanded.
  ‘How

        do you mean?’
  ‘Would you treat one?’
 

       ‘Yes.’
  ‘Even if you knew

        they’d done stuff to kids?’
  ‘ ’Fraid so.’ Sophie smiled at her disapproving expression. ‘I wouldn’t have

        much choice, Mel. It’s my job. I’m not allowed to pick and choose patients. Why are you asking, anyway?’
  ‘I just wondered if

        you’ve got any registered with you.’
  ‘Not as far as I know. They don’t have black marks beside their names.’
 

       Melanie didn’t believe her. ‘So how come Miss Baldwin knows about the one in the road and you don’t?’
 

       Sophie was genuinely startled. ‘What are you talking about?’
 

       ‘I thought maybe you could give me his name . . . the one he’s using, anyway. See, everyone’s assuming

        he’s a newcomer, but me, I’m wondering if he’s been here all along.’ She waved her hand towards the window. ‘There’s an old geezer in number 8 who vanished for about six months last year then said he’d been

        visiting his folks in Australia. I reckon it could be him. He’s always smarming up to our Rosie and telling her how pretty she is.’
 

        Sophie was bewildered. ‘What exactly did Fay Baldwin say?’
  ‘That there’s a paedophile in the road and he’d take our

        Rosie whenever he got the urge.’
  God almighty! ‘What started it?’
 

       ‘Usual stuff. Lecture . . . lecture . . . lecture. Tried to quiz Rosie about her dad, then tells me what a lousy mother I am when I gave her a bit

        of my mind. I told her to fuck off more or less . . . then . . . wham! . . . she hits me with this pervert who’s gonna seduce Rosie with sweets. Frightened me bloody sick, she did.’
 

       ‘I’m sorry,’ said Sophie apologetically, visions of lawsuits floating in front of her eyes. ‘It was after I fired her from your

        case, so she was probably feeling unhappy. She shouldn’t have teased you though, particularly not like that.’ She sighed. ‘Look, Mel, I’m not going to excuse her behaviour, but she does have some problems at the moment.

        She’s frightened of retirement . . . feels her life’s a bit empty. Things like that. She’d love to have married and had babies herself . . . but it didn’t work out for her. Can you understand

        that?’
  Melanie shrugged. ‘She was bugging me something chronic, so I took the mickey about her not having any kids. She got

        really huffy. Started spitting at me.’
  Sophie remembered how Fay had spat when she’d been talking

        to her. ‘It’s a touchy subject with her.’ She stood up and placed her mug on a table. She was careful not to show how angry she was. She could imagine the senior partner’s fury if the practice got hit for compensation for

        ‘pain and suffering’. The bloody woman ought to have been locked up years ago. ‘Do me a favour, Mel. Forget she said anything. She was way out of line . . . shouldn’t have done it.

        You’re too sensible to get hung up on anything Fay Baldwin says.’
  ‘She looked shit-scared when I said she shouldn’t be

        shooting her mouth off about stuff like that.’
  ‘I’m not surprised.’ Sophie glanced at her watch. ‘Look, I have to go.

        I’ll have a chat with Fay’s replacement, tell her what’s been going on, ask her to come out ASAP. You can speak to her about anything – she’s a great listener – and I promise she won’t give you any lectures. How

        does that sound?’
  Melanie lifted a thumb. ‘Wicked.’ She waited for the door to close, then pulled her daughter on to her knee.

        ‘See, darlin’. That’s a conspiracy. One silly bitch gives the game away ’cos she’s a frigid cow and everyone else makes out they don’t know nothing.’ She recalled Fay’s

        terror as she ran from the house. ‘But the frigid cow was telling the truth and the rest’re fucking lying.’
 

        The message Sophie left on Fay’s phone when she got back to her car was a blisterer.
 

         

            ‘I don’t care what your problems are, Fay . . . as far as I’m

              concerned your mental health would be vastly improved if your milkman fucked you rotten tomorrow . . . but if you ever go near Melanie Patterson again I will personally march you to the nearest loony bin and have you committed. What the hell do you think

              you were doing, you stupid, stupid woman?’




  Half an hour later and a mile away in the Nightingale

          Health Centre, Fay Baldwin’s hand trembled as she wiped the message from her voicemail. Melanie had betrayed her.





 

      
 

      Three
 

        Friday 27 July 2001
  Portisfield Estate – midday
  THE CAR WAS PARKED for

        twenty minutes outside the Roman Catholic church in Portisfield. Several people walked past it, but none of them gave it a second glance. One described it afterwards as a blue Rover, another as a black BMW. A young mother, pushing a pram, had noticed a

        man inside, but she couldn’t describe him and, under police questioning, changed her mind and said it might have been a woman with short hair.
 

        When the twenty minutes were up, a thin, dark-haired child opened the car door and slipped on to the passenger seat, leaning over to plant a kiss on the driver’s cheek. No one saw her do it, although the young mother thought she might have seen a

        little girl answering that description turn the corner from Allenby Road a few minutes earlier. Under the same questioning, she vacillated, saying the girl might have been blonde.
 

      ‘All right?’ the driver asked.
 

       The child nodded. ‘Did you get me the new clothes?’
 

       ‘Of course. When have I ever not kept a promise?’
 

       Her eyes lit with excitement. ‘Are they nice?’
 

       ‘Just what you ordered. Dolce & Gabbana top. Gucci skirt. Prada shoes.’
 

       ‘Wicked.’
  ‘Shall we

        go?’
  The child looked at her hands, suddenly hesitant.
 

       ‘You can change your mind at any time, sweetheart. You know I only want you to be happy.’
 

       The child gave another nod. ‘OK.’



 

      
 

      Four
 

        Friday 27 July 2001
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        Allenby Road, Portisfield Estate – 6.10 p.m.
  THE SUN WAS still high in the

        western sky at six o’clock, and tempers grew short as air-conditioned shops and offices emptied into the sweltering temperatures of that July evening. Tired workers, anxious to be home, boiled in overheated cars and buses, and Laura

        Biddulph’s progress along Allenby Road slowed as she braced herself for another round with Greg’s children. She couldn’t decide which was the more depressing, an eight-hour shift at the Portisfield Sainsbury’s or going home to

        Miss Piggy and Jabba the Hutt.
  She toyed with telling them the truth. Your father’s disgusting . . .

        Don’t even think I want to be your stepmother . . . For a brief and glorious moment, she pictured herself doing it, until common sense returned and she remembered her alternatives. Or lack of them. All

        relationships were built on lies, but desperate men were more likely to believe them. What choice did they have if they didn’t want to be lonely?
 

       Outside, the sunlight gave the uniform council houses a spurious glamour. Inside, Miss Piggy and Jabba were closeted in the front room with all the

        curtains closed and the television tuned at high volume to one of the music channels. The stench of sausage fat assaulted Laura’s nostrils as she let herself in through the front door, and she wondered how many visits they’d made to the

        kitchen that day. If she had her way, she’d lock them in a cupboard on rations of bread and water until they lost some weight and learnt some manners, but Greg was consumed with guilt about his failings so they got fatter and ruder by the day. She

        peeled off her cotton jacket, replaced her flat shop-assistant’s shoes with a pair of mules from under the coat rack, and rearranged her baleful scowl into the vacuous, pretty smile they knew. At least if she went through the motions of caring,

        there was hope of a change.
  She opened the sitting-room door, poked her nose into hot, stagnant air, ripe with teenage farts, and shouted above the

        noise: ‘Have you made your own tea or do you want me to do it?’ It was a silly question – greasy plates, smeared with tomato ketchup, littered the floor as usual – but it made no difference. They wouldn’t answer whatever she

        said.
  Jabba the Hutt, a thirteen-year-old boy with rampant eczema where his double chins chafed his neck, promptly

        ratcheted up the volume on the set. Miss Piggy, fifteen years old and with breasts like dirigibles, turned her back. It was a nightly ritual aimed at freezing out the skinny wannabe stepmother. And it was working. If it weren’t for her

        daughter’s easy acceptance – ‘They’re OK when we’re on our own, Mummy’ – she’d have cut her losses a long time ago. She waited for Jabba to mouth

        ‘fuck off ’ to the air – another routine that never varied – before, with relief, she closed the door and headed for the kitchen.
 

       Behind her, the television was immediately muted. ‘I’m home, Amy,’ she called as she passed the stairs. ‘What do you want,

        sweetheart? Fish fingers or sausages?’ It was the love they hated, she thought, as she listened for the muttered taunts of ‘Sweety . . . Sweety . . . Mumsy . . . Mumsy . . .’ to come from the sitting-room. Terms of endearment made them

        jealous.
  But for once the teasing didn’t happen and, with a flicker of alarm, she peered up the stairwell waiting for the rush of boisterous

        feet as her ten-year-old pounded down the steps to fling herself into her mother’s arms. Every time it happened, she persuaded herself she was doing the right thing. Yet the nagging doubts never went away, and when there was no response she knew

        she’d been deluding herself. She gave another call, louder this time, then took the stairs two at a time and flung open the child’s bedroom door.
 

      Seconds later she burst into the sitting-room. ‘Where’s Amy?’ she demanded.
 

       ‘Dunno,’ said Barry carelessly, flicking up the sound again. ‘Out, I guess.’
 

       ‘What do you mean “out”?’
  ‘Out . . . OUT . . . Not fucking in. Jesus! Are you stupid, or what?’
 

       Laura snatched the remote control from his hand and killed the picture. ‘Where’s Amy?’ she demanded of Kimberley.
 

       The girl shrugged. ‘Round at Patsy’s?’ she suggested with an upward inflection.
 

       ‘Well, is she or isn’t she?’
 

        ‘How would I know? She doesn’t ring in every hour to keep me posted.’ The panic in the woman’s expression persuaded her to stop teasing. ‘Of course she is.’
 

       Barry shifted uncomfortably on the sofa and Laura swung round to him. ‘What?’ she demanded.
 

       ‘Nothing.’ He gave a shrug. ‘It’s not our fault if she doesn’t want to stay with us.’
 

       ‘Except I’m paying Kimberley to look after her, not pack her off to a friend every day.’
 

       The girl eyed her maliciously. ‘Yeah, well, she’s not quite the little angel you think she is and, ’cept for tying her up,

        there’s not much I can do to keep her here. It’s about bloody time you found her out. She’s been at Patsy’s every day since the end of term, and most evenings she only gets in a few minutes before

        you do. It’s fucking hilarious listening to you make a fool of yourself.’ She dropped into exaggerated mimicry of Laura’s more educated speech. ‘Hev you been a good gel, darling? Did you prectise your ballay? Air you enjoying your

        reading? Lovey . . . dovey . . . Mummum’s little pumpkin.’ She pointed two fingers at her open mouth. ‘It’s bloody sick-making.’
 

       She must have been mad to leave Amy with them . . . ‘Well, at least she’s

        got a mother,’ she spat. ‘Where’s yours, Kimberley?’
  ‘None of your sodding

        business.’
  Anger made her vicious. ‘Of course it’s my business. I wouldn’t be here if she hadn’t abandoned you to have

        babies with someone else.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘Not that I blame her for leaving. What do you think it feels like to be known as the mother of Miss Piggy and Jabba the Hutt?’
 

       ‘Bitch!’
  Laura gave a small laugh.

        ‘Snap. But at least I’m a thin bitch. What’s your excuse?’
  ‘Leave her

        alone,’ said Barry angrily. ‘She can’t help being heavy. It’s rude to call her Miss Piggy.’
  ‘Rude!’ she

        echoed in disbelief. ‘My God, you don’t even know the meaning of the word. Food’s the only word you understand, Barry. That’s the reason you and Kimberley are heavy.’ She put sarcastic stress on the words. ‘And of course you can help it. If you used some energy to clear up once in a while you’d have some excuse – ’

        she pointed an angry finger at the dirty plates – ‘but you stuff your faces all day, then waddle away from the trough as if some servant is going to clear up after you. Who do you think you are exactly?’
 

       She had promised herself she wouldn’t do this. Criticism was corrosive, eating away at self-esteem and ravaging trust. In rare moments of accord

        between her and her husband – distant memories now – Martin had claimed it was a disease. Cruelty’s in the blood, he said. It’s like a herpes virus. It stays dormant for a period, then a trigger sets it off.
 

       ‘It’s my house. I can do what I want,’ Barry retorted furiously, his feet thrashing against the carpet as he tried to gain purchase to

        struggle out of the sofa.
  It wasn’t clear what his intentions were, but it was funny watching him. Even funnier when she placed a mocking hand

        on his forehead and pushed him backwards. ‘Look at you,’ she said in disgust as he fell against the cushions. ‘You’re so fat you can’t even stand up.’
 

       ‘You hit him,’ accused Kimberley triumphantly. ‘I’ll phone Childline . . . that’ll

        learn you.’
  ‘Oh, grow up!’ said Laura dismissively, turning away. ‘I didn’t hit him, I pushed him, and if someone had

        taught you to speak English properly you’d understand the difference. That’ll learn you makes about as much sense as Barry saying this is his house.’


      There was a perceptible rush of air as Kimberley surged out of her chair and made a grab at the

        woman’s shirt.
  Laura’s instinctive response was to deliver a stinging slap to the girl’s face and wriggle out of her grasp, but

        there was a split second of mutually recognized hatred before she had the sense to take to her heels.
  ‘BITCH! BITCH!’ the furious

        youngster roared, pursuing the woman down the corridor towards the kitchen. ‘I’m gonna fucking KILL you for that!’
  Laura slammed

        the door and leaned her shoulder against it to keep Kimberley out, her heart thumping against her lungs. Was she mad? She was no match for the girl in terms of bulk, but she used the strength of her grip to stop the

        handle turning, betting on Miss Piggy’s fingers being slippery from stuffing chips into her mouth. Even so, it was a war of attrition which only came to an end when the lower panels began to crack under the assault from Kimberley’s boots, and

        Barry shouted that their dad would have her guts if she broke it again.
  Gingerly, Laura relaxed her cramped hold as she felt the onslaught die away.

        She pressed her back against the wood and took a few deep breaths to calm herself. ‘Barry’s right,’ she warned. ‘Greg’s only just finished painting the door since the last time you two fought over it.’
 

       ‘Shut up, bitch!’ howled the girl, with a last, dispirited thump of a beefy fist. ‘If you’re so

        bloody perfect, why does your daughter call you “Cunt”? Think about that the next time you “ooh” and “aah” when my dad gets his pathetic little dick out. Christ, even your daughter knows you’re only sleeping with

        him to keep a roof over your head.’
  Laura closed her eyes, remembering Martin’s laughter the first time Amy had used the word. Out of

        the mouths of babes and sucklings, he’d mocked. ‘Rent comes expensive,’ she murmured. ‘Sex is free. Why else would I be here?’
 

       Kimberley must have had her ear pressed against the wafer-thin door because every nuance of her voice came breathily through it. ‘I’ll tell

        Dad you said that.’
  ‘Go ahead.’ She stretched her arm towards the wall-phone, but, with her back against the door, it was beyond

        the reach of her fingers. Why hadn’t Amy told her she went to Patsy’s . . . ? Did she use it as a refuge . . . ? ‘But he won’t be angry with me, Kimberley, he’ll be angry with you. He

        was so damn lonely after your mother went he’d have moved a toothless granny into his bed if she’d been willing. Whose side will he take if you try to force me out?’
 

       ‘Mine and Barry’s when I tell him you’re using him.’
 

       ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ said Laura wearily. ‘He’s a man. He couldn’t care less why I’m sleeping with him just so

        long as I go on doing it.’


      ‘You wish!’ the

        girl jeered.
  ‘How many other women have been here, Kimberley?’ 
 

       ‘Bloody loads,’ she said triumphantly. ‘We only got stuck with you because you dropped your knickers for him.’
 

       ‘And how many of them came back a second time?’
 

       ‘I couldn’t give a shit. All I know is you came back.’
 

       ‘Only because I was desperate,’ she said slowly. ‘If I hadn’t been, nothing on earth would have persuaded me to come

        here.’ She listened to the girl’s heavy breathing. ‘Do you seriously think your father doesn’t know that?’
  There was a

        perceptible pause. ‘Yeah, well, he didn’t have to make do with a tart,’ the girl said sullenly. ‘He’s never even asked me and Barry what we think about it. He can’t . . .

        you’re always in the fucking way . . . rabbiting on about your job . . . getting Amy to show off her stupid dancing.’
  ‘In the

        kitchen maybe . . . never in the sittingroom. You’ve made it clear I’m not welcome there.’
  ‘Yeah, right!’ There was

        what sounded like a choked-back sob. ‘I suppose you’ve told Dad he’s not welcome either.’
  ‘I didn’t need to. You

        and Barry have done that pretty successfully on your own.’
  ‘How?’
 

       ‘By never turning the volume down . . . never greeting him when he comes home . . . never eating with us . . .

        never getting up until after we’ve gone to work . . .’ She paused. ‘Life isn’t a one-way street, you know.’
 

        ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
  ‘Work it out for yourself.’ Laura flexed her fingers to ease the muscles.

        ‘I’ll give you a hint. Why did your mother refuse to take either of you with her?’
  Kimberley fired off again. ‘I

        hate you!’ she snarled. ‘I wish you’d just piss off and leave us alone. Dad won’t like it, but the rest of us’ll be fucking ecstatic.’
 

       It was the truth, thought Laura with an inward sigh, and if Amy hadn’t pretended she was happy, they’d have gone sooner. ‘Don’t worry about it, Mummy . . . I keep telling you, everything’s fine when you and Greg aren’t here . . .’ Laura had believed her because it made her life easier, but now she was cursing herself

        for her stupidity. ‘Why does Amy go to Patsy’s house?’ she asked.
  ‘Because she wants to.’
 

       ‘That’s not an answer, Kimberley. What Amy wants isn’t necessarily good for her.’
 

       ‘It’s her life,’ the girl declared mutinously. ‘She can do what she likes.’
 

       ‘She’s ten years old and she still sucks her thumb at night. She can’t even decide between fish fingers and sausages for tea, so how

        can she make choices about her life?’


      ‘That doesn’t mean she has to do what

        you say . . . She didn’t ask to be born . . . You don’t fucking own her.’
  ‘When have I

        ever said I did?’
  ‘You behave like it . . . ordering her around . . . telling her she can’t go out.’
 

       ‘Can’t go out alone,’ Laura corrected. ‘I’ve never said she can’t go with you

        and Barry as long as you stick together.’ She clenched her fists angrily. ‘God knows, I’ve explained it to you several times to avoid accidents. Amy’s been here less than two months and still has difficulty remembering the address

        or the phone number. How is she going to find her way back if she gets lost?’
  ‘She can’t get lost going to Patsy’s,’

        said Kimberley scathingly. ‘They only live five doors away!’
  ‘She shouldn’t even be there.’
 

       ‘She’s a cry-baby,’ muttered Kimberley sulkily. ‘It gets on your nerves after a while. I reckon there’s something wrong

        with her. She’s always in the toilet moaning about her stomach hurting.’
  Laura pulled the door open abruptly and forced the girl to step

        back. ‘Then I want my money back, Kimberley, because I’m damned if I’ll reward you for something you haven’t done.’ She checked her watch. ‘You’ve got five minutes to have Amy in this house, and another five to

        put together the fifty quid you’ve had off me for two weeks of non-existent babysitting.’
  Something in the woman’s eyes persuaded

        Kimberley to take another step backwards, closer to her brother, who was watching from the sitting-room doorway. ‘I’ve spent it.’
 

       ‘Then we’ll go to the nearest cashpoint and you can take it out of your savings.’
 

       ‘Oh, yeah? What if I refuse?’
  Laura

        gave an indifferent shrug. ‘We’ll sit on our cases and wait for your father to come home.’
  Kimberley’s thought processes

        were slow, particularly when there was no linkage of ideas. ‘What’s cases?’ she asked stupidly.
  ‘Luggage?’ suggested

        Laura sarcastically. ‘Things you pack clothes in?’ She lowered her hands to her sides, pretending to lift heavy objects. ‘What people carry when they wipe the dust of a house off their feet?’
 

       ‘Oh, that kind of case.’ Her eyes gleamed suddenly. ‘Does that mean you’re leaving?’
 

       ‘As soon as I have my money.’
 

        Kimberley snapped her fingers at her brother. ‘Where’s that fifty quid Dad gave you for food?’ she demanded peremptorily. ‘I know you’ve still got it, so give it here.’
 

       Barry looked nervously towards Laura. ‘No.’
 

       The girl took an angry swipe at him. ‘Do you want your fucking arm broken?’
 

       He moved out into the corridor, bunching his fists and preparing to defend himself. ‘I don’t want her to go . . . not till Dad gets home

        anyway. I don’t reckon it’s my fault, so I shouldn’t have to take the blame for it. Dad went apeshit when Mum left . . . and you just made it worse by saying you were glad she was gone. You’re so

        fucking stupid you’ll probably do the same again . . . and I wouldn’t blame Dad if he lammed into you . . .’cept he’ll lam into me, too, and that’s not fair.’ For a normally taciturn child, the words tumbled out of

        him. ‘I told you to look after Amy properly but you wouldn’t listen ’cos you’re lazy and you’re a bully. Do this . . . do that . . . lick my fucking arse, Amy . . . but if you tell your mum I’ll give you a walloping.

        The kid’s frightened of you. OK, she’s a bit of a pain, but the way you carry on it’s not surprising she cried a lot. Your trouble is no one likes you. You should try being nicer . . . then you’d have a few friends and you’d

        feel different about stuff.’
  ‘Shut up, creep!’
 

       He inched along the corridor. ‘I’m going to look for Amy,’ he said, pulling open the front door. ‘And I sodding well hope I see

        Dad in the road because I’ll tell him it’s your fault.’
  ‘Cunt! Prick!’ shouted Kimberley after him, giving the wall a

        violent kick. ‘Fucking little coward!’ She turned a red, angry face towards Laura, shoulders hunched like a boxer’s. But there were tears in her eyes, as if she knew she’d just lost the only person who had ever been loyal to

        her.
 

      
 

       

         

           

             

               

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Police Message to all stations

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    27.07.01

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    18.53

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    IMMEDIATE ACTION

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Missing Person

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Laura Biddulph/Rogerson of 14 Allenby Road, Portisfield, reports 10-yr-old daughter

                      missing

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Child’s name: Amy Rogerson (answers to: Biddulph)

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Height: 4′ 10" approx. Weight: 60 lb approx.

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Description: slim, long brown hair, dressed in blue T-shirt and black leggings

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Last seen by neighbour leaving 14 Allenby Road at 10.00

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    May be making for father’s house in Sandbanks Road, Bournemouth

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Father’s name: Martin Rogerson

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Notify all vehicles/beat personnel

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Further information to follow . . .

 

                
 

               

            






 

      
 

       

         

           

             

               

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Police Message to all stations

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    27.07.01

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    21.00

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    UPDATE – Missing Person – Amy Rogerson/Biddulph

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    May be making for The Larches, Hayes Avenue, Southampton

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Resident there with mother for six months until April

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Owner/occupier – Edward Townsend – temporarily absent on holiday

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Notify all vehicles/beat personnel

 

                
 

                 

                  	 

                    >

 

                  	 

                    Further information to follow . . .
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