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			Author’s Note

			This book was inspired by a number of different real-life serial killer cases. True crime fans will no doubt spot psychological or behavioural traits familiar to them from the Shadow and monsters like BTK, the Zodiac, the Green River Killer, Albert DeSalvo, Richard Ramirez and many others. However, the characters in the novel, their actions and motivations, are all entirely the product of the author’s imagination and are wholly fictitious.
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			Prologue

			Sophie—

			There’s so much to tell you, I don’t know where to start. The kite, maybe. It’s not the beginning exactly, but I suppose it’s as good a place as any.

			You watched it transfixed, your nose pressed up to the glass as it circled, a black shadow creeping across the lawn. Flying on the spot, you said. The way you liked to dance.

			There are kites in Massachusetts, but you’d never seen one before. Or maybe you just didn’t remember, you were so small when you moved to London. Certainly you never expected to see one here. They get pigeons in the capital; sparrows, the occasional robin. Birds of prey, not so much.

			‘What’s it doing?’ your mother mused. ‘Lost maybe. Poor thing.’

			‘It’s hunting,’ you said.

			And you were right.

			The sparrow was hopping about in the fallen leaves on the trampoline, didn’t see it coming. Didn’t stand a chance. The kite didn’t swoop so much as drop out of the sky, snaring its victim, pulling it apart right where you practised your tuck jumps.

			Your awe turned to horror, gripping you the way the kite gripped its prey.

			Sated, the killer returned to the clouds, leaving behind only the sparrow’s legs spat out and discarded on the muddy, leaf strewn canvas. An avian crime scene.

			I think of it often. An omen for the darkness readying to descend into our lives. For the wreckage that would follow. For the incomprehensibility of it all.

			You cried; nose running, choking on your tears.

			‘It’ll be okay. There’s nothing to be afraid of,’ your mother told you.

			She lied, Sophie. You had every reason to be afraid. And it was not all going to be okay.

		

	
		
			ONE

			You think you know this story. I think I do. But how much do any of us really know?

			I’d like to think I always had a feeling. That a part of me always suspected something was amiss. Though the truth is I didn’t suspect anything. Of course, there are things I look back on now which make me think, Was that a clue, a sign? But if so, it’s only because of what I learned later. Back then, it wasn’t a clue. It wasn’t an anything.

			That’s the problem with hindsight. It distorts memory, superimposes warning flags where before there were none. Makes you question yourself. Turns the past into a series of whys and recriminations.

			Why didn’t I see what was happening? Why didn’t I realise sooner?

			I know the answer. It doesn’t help though. If anything, it makes it worse—

			No one saw. No one realised. I wasn’t the only one who was fooled.

			 

			The letter lands on the doormat with a soft plmp as I’m tying my Merrells; steeling myself to take the dog out and brave the biting rain. Wishing I’d drunk a little less last night. Fighting a hangover. Same old, same old.

			I pause, hunched over my shoes, laces looped around my fingers, eyes snared by the flat Manila rectangle. By the name I know it contains.

			The air has gone still. I’m conscious of my breathing; of a dull ringing in my ears, the drumbeat of my heart.

			 

			BATTLEMOUTH PRISON

			 

			The words are stamped in bold red lettering across the top of the envelope the way a farmer might brand a lamb.

			My stomach knots. I bite down on my tongue, taste the backwash of acid mixed with my morning coffee. Smell the alcohol-stained sweat breaking out over my skin.

			He broke out too, escaped his cell just six months after his incarceration. Another of his smoke-and-mirrors tricks.

			I run my thumbnail under the flap, pull out the letter. Underlined at the top:

			Re: Matthew Melgren

			‘Matthew’, even though everyone always calls him ‘Matty’. Us, the press, the true crime shows. All the channels have run them.

			Matty fascinates people; his apparent normalness, his charming smile. Handsome and educated. A killer who doesn’t fit the stereotype. He wasn’t a loner, wasn’t socially awkward, held down a good job.

			He had a girlfriend too, so no markers in that direction either. There was one of those straight-to-DVD movies made recently about his relationship with my mother. The producers got some stick for using such a handsome actor. It was all over Twitter; how they were playing up Matty’s golden good looks. How it was an affront to his victims.

			They missed the point though, those up-in-armers. Never mind that he still has more than his fair share of female fans sending him panties and porn, playing down his attractiveness would have been the real insult to the women he killed. Revisionist history. After all, if Matty had been some socially awkward troll, he’d hardly have been able to lure his prey, to get them to trust him. I should know.

			Re: Matthew Melgren

			My eyes move down the page, the air thickening in my gullet. I speak to my mother as I reach the end; head pounding, mouth dry. At first, I deflect.

			‘I broke up with Tom,’ I tell her, steeling myself for what I need to say, gathering my thoughts.

			‘Oh, Soph, I’m sorry. What happened? He seemed nice.’

			I scoff.

			‘Everyone’s nice at the beginning.’

			The words hang between us, conjuring the same face in both our heads.

			‘Did he hurt you?’

			I laugh – it’s hollow.

			‘He told me I should wear skirts more.’

			‘Oh Soph,’ she says again.

			It’d sound stupid to anyone else, but I knew she’d get it, just like I’d know she’d been knocking back the pills long before the slur hit her words.

			‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

			She could always see through me too. No point covering it up, not now.

			‘I got a letter. From Battlemouth.’

			‘Matty . . .’

			I hear it in her whisper. It’s still there after all these years, after everything that’s happened. The yearning, the ­questioning, the love that won’t leave. Straight away I think of the pearl-handled penknife I keep in my dresser drawer, the relief that comes from exorcising the guilt. God, I really am Pavlov’s bitch.

			Buster, my dodgy hipped German Shepherd rescue, has Pavlovian reactions too. Whenever he hears a man shouting, an unexpected bang or thump.

			He senses my mood, stumbles over nosing at my thigh. I rub his ears. Good dog.

			‘Matty’s dying,’ I tell my mother. Not gleeful, but not sorry either. ‘Pancreatic cancer.’

			‘How long?’

			I shrug.

			‘Couple of weeks? Possibly less.’ I take a breath, let it out slowly. ‘They say he wants to talk. To meet.’

			‘A confession?’

			I hear the hope in her tone, the desperate need for closure. My skin prickles. I need that too. And yet . . .

			‘Maybe a confession,’ I say. ‘Though who knows with him? Last I heard, he was still saying they got the wrong man.’

			‘Will you go?’

			‘I’m not sure.’

			A yearning for answers. The fear of getting them.

			I glance down. My hand is trembling.

			In it, the letter trembles too.

		

	
		
			TWO

			‘I got a letter too,’ my mother says.

			‘From Matty?’

			‘No.’ There’s disappointment in her voice, she covers it quickly. ‘From the prison chaplain. A guy called Bill.’

			‘Old, is he?’

			‘What?’

			‘Nothing. Sorry. Ignore me.’

			Old Bill is British slang. Something as an American, she never quite picked up. Just as I never picked up the ability to sit with my discomfort.

			I resort to lame jokes when I’m nervous. A defensive mechanism, according to my therapist, Janice. Another deflective tactic. I’ve acquired a few over the years.

			Let your guard down, one of my mother’s Post-it notes reads. Let people see the real you.

			Yeah, right.

			‘So, what did this chaplain say? Bill.’

			‘That forgiveness is healing. That I’d feel happier if I could let go of my resentment. That I’m the one it’s hurting.’

			‘Christ’s sake.’

			‘Don’t talk like that.’

			Bet you and Chaplain Bill got on like a house on fire, I think.

			‘I hope you told him where he could shove his forgiveness speech.’

			‘I didn’t write back. I kept the letter though.’ I know she did. It’s in the box with the photos. ‘You can read it if you want.’

			‘I’ll pass, thanks.’

			‘I wish the way I feel would pass.’

			Her sadness evokes a responding wave of emotion in me. I wish I could hug her, tell her everything’s going to be okay. But it’s too late for that.

			‘When I think of my life with Matty, I don’t know what was real. And what I just wanted to be real,’ she says.

			‘Does it matter?’

			‘It does to me.’

			The pause is pregnant. There’s so much I want to say to that, so much I shouldn’t say. I settle for the thought so often in my head.

			‘That last girl he killed was eight. Same age I was when we first met. Her sister, twelve, just like I was when he was arrested.’

			‘We don’t know for sure he killed her.’

			‘Jury was pretty sure.’

			I hear her sigh, take a sip of whatever she’s drinking. Gin, I imagine. It became her morning tipple during the trial. By the afternoon she didn’t care what was in her glass so long as it kept her drunk.

			‘Don’t you ever wonder if they got it wrong?’ she asks.

			‘No.’

			I’m lying though, of course I wonder. How could I not?

			What he did, what they said he did, has haunted me for so long I can’t remember what it’s like not to feel as though I’m suffocating, not to have to remind myself to breathe.

			Even now, a part of me thinks one day I’ll wake up and find it’s all been a bad dream. That my hero’s name has been cleared. That he didn’t hurt those women, slaughter a girl who still slept with a teddy.

			I followed the trial every day in the papers, have read and watched everything about the case since. I’ve seen the photos, read the crime scene reports. But as long as he protests his innocence, I’ll always wonder: Did they convict the wrong man? Did I make a terrible mistake? Was my childhood a lie? Or is the lie the story I’ve told myself?

			‘He wrote me, you know. After his conviction. A love letter. Poured out his soul. Begged me to believe in him, in what we had. Told me he was embracing his spiritual side. He’d taken up meditation, he said. Was getting involved with the prison charities. Even counselling some of the inmates struggling with depression.’

			You’d have lapped that up, wouldn’t you? I think. Matty turning over a new leaf, you prompting it. Proclaiming his undying love for you.

			‘Bill said he asked him to read it over. That he wanted to get the words just right.’

			Why dupe one person when you can dupe two?

			Her tone changes, a balloon deflating.

			‘I never wrote back. He must have been so upset.’

			‘Good.’

			My voice has hardened, varnish on rotten wood. A façade. The slightest poke and I turn to sawdust.

			‘Will you go?’ she asks. ‘To visit him?’

			For a long time, I don’t answer. She waits, pulls at her drink. I dig my nails into the scab on my wrist, hard enough to draw blood.

			‘I’m scared,’ I tell her finally.

			‘I know,’ she whispers.

			But she can’t. Not without understanding what I did.

		

	
		
			From the blog True Crime Files

			Why do serial killers so often feel the need to issue press statements after their convictions? Showboating? Getting the last word? Their insatiable egos?

			Matty Melgren’s post-sentencing statement is eerily reminiscent of Ken Benito’s (the San Francisco Strangler) who was arrested ten years after Melgren was sent down.

			This has led some to speculate whether Benito’s crime spree was inspired by Melgren, who famously asphyxiated his victims with their own underwear, leaving the ligature tied in a bow around their necks.

			If so, he’s not the only person to hero-worship Melgren, who receives fan mail, money, and even saucy snaps from female admirers who appear to be turned on rather than off by his gruesome attacks.

			Matty’s statement (read out by his lawyer):

			A terrible miscarriage of justice has taken place here today. I am innocent of these murders which have rocked the world and caused women everywhere to fear going out alone.

			If anybody is guilty of a crime it is the police who have fabricated a case against me based on deception and phoney evidence. Nothing has been proved, least of all my guilt.

			The sentence I’ve received belongs to someone else. I hope with all my heart he is found soon and brought to account, not just for my sake, but for the victims’ families too. They deserve to know what really happened to their loved ones.

			As do I.

			Whatever the motivation behind Melgren’s statement, plenty of people are still wondering if he was telling the truth. And whether the real killer is still out there . . .

		

	
		
			THREE

			I was six when my mother and I moved to London from Newton, a sleepy suburb on the outskirts of Boston, Massachusetts. She’d met my father in college, married him in her first year, dropped out in her second, given birth to me in what would have been her third.

			By the time I was two, he was gone. My grandparents, fish on Friday Catholics, weren’t happy.

			What did you do, Amelia-Rose? He just disappeared?

			Divorce wasn’t something they or their neighbours approved of. In our town, there was a church on practically every street corner. Someone who knew you on every street corner too.

			‘Why would he just leave?’ Nanna G asked for the umpteenth time, the pair of them forming a makeshift factory line at the kitchen sink. Nanna soaping the dishes, my mother drying them. ‘A man doesn’t just walk out on his wife and daughter.’

			‘Well, this one did.’

			My grandfather folded the Globe, set it on the coffee table, WOMAN’S BODY RECOVERED FROM THE CHARLES cut in half by the crease.

			‘Your ma’s just trying to understand, sweetheart.’

			He’d come over to the States when he was a boy. Over time he’d lost his hair but managed to keep his soft Dublin lilt. Nanna said she’d fallen in love with the accent then the man. In that order. His kindness is what would have drawn me, but his accent was beautiful, especially the jig of it when he sang.

			My mother said my father had an accent too.

			I don’t remember that.

			Well, no, you wouldn’t.

			It had been a lifetime since I’d heard his voice.

			She put down the dishcloth, tucked her hair behind her ears.

			‘Scooch over, Soph. Look at the funnies, shall we?’

			I snuggled up to her, leaning my head against her shoulder as she read aloud. She could never get Jon Arbuckle sounding quite male enough but she did a great Garfield.

			Nanna G tutted.

			‘I’m trying to have a conversation with you, Amelia-Rose.’

			That’s my abiding memory of her. Tuts and eye rolls and the face powder she applied so thickly it looked as if her skin were made of dust.

			We lived with them after my father left, my mother and I sharing a bedroom in their clapboard house on Goddard Street, with the raccoons that woke me every night rifling through the garbage cans.

			Fed up of the racket, I threw a cup of water out of the window one time, thinking to scare them off. The cup smashed into about fifty pieces leaving china splinters all over the driveway that ‘anyone could step on.’

			‘You need to learn to think before you act,’ Nanna G scolded, sending me out with a dustpan and brush the following morning. ‘You’re too rash, missy. It’s going to land you in serious trouble one of these days.’

			This was about Tommy Sinclair, not just my attack on the raccoons. My grandmother didn’t seem to care that the snotnose deserved the bashing I gave him. Or that he fought like a girl.

			‘The behaviour has got to stop, do you hear? I can’t have you ending up like—’

			Grandad shot her a warning look, gave his head a little shake.

			‘Georgia . . .’

			Sensing an ally, I stood my ground.

			‘He said he didn’t blame my daddy for leaving us. I gave him a chance to take it back. What else was I supposed to do?’

			Nanna waggled a finger in my face.

			‘You need to be less of a hothead, Sophie Brennan. Next time try using your words instead of your fists. Or better still, just walk away.’

			‘You can’t teach someone a lesson with words.’

			My grandfather smiled.

			‘You’d be surprised, muffin.’

			Nanna had some experience in that department it seemed. I heard her and my mother talking one night when I was supposed to be asleep, disjointed words floating up through the floorboards.

			‘I know what I saw . . . People are talking . . . Better if you . . .’

			Not long after that we left the clapboard house with three suitcases, a Ziploc bag of cheese sandwiches and two plane tickets.

			‘London, baby,’ my mother said.

			‘I don’t want to go,’ I said, trying not to cry.

			‘You win more arguments with smiles than tears,’ Nanna G used to say. ‘And smiles don’t make your eyes puffy.’

			One of her ‘precious pearls of wisdom’.

			‘It’s never too late to turn your life around,’ was the particular gem she gave my mother as we said goodbye that day, her and my grandfather standing side by side on the stoop, arms folded. Looking anywhere other than in our direction.

			Was this why we were leaving, to find my mother a new husband? If so, what was wrong with the States? There were plenty of men here. Mr Benson, who ran the Candy Kingdom in Newton Center, was my not-so-secret ambition. A man for her, a lifetime supply of Red Vines and strawberry laces for me. Win-win, my grandfather might have said, though for some reason my mother didn’t see it that way.

			‘Do you know what a confirmed bachelor is, Sophie?’

			I considered the question.

			‘An unmarried man who’s an adult in the eyes of the church?’

			‘Not quite.’

			I glanced at her, sitting up in the cab; chin raised, shoulders pushed back.

			Let’s put on our happy faces.

			Her happy face was a mask, a poor disguise for her vulnerability.

			I wasn’t sure what made me think she was fragile. Her slightness perhaps? Her little bird wrists, that long slender neck.

			People always said she looked like a curly-haired Hepburn. Not Breakfast at Tiffany’s Audrey with her choker of pearls and long cigarette holder, my mother was nothing like a film star. But Audrey, make-up-less in a turtleneck and ponytail, I could see the similarity there. They shared an innocent sort of beauty, fresh-faced and timeless.

			Those long slender necks, heart-shaped faces and huge Bambi eyes. Though my mother’s are more amber than brown, the colour of whisky when the light shines through it.

			I didn’t know the word ‘vulnerable’ then, just sensed it about her. That she wasn’t made of stone like Nanna G. That she was more cardboardy. That if she got wet, she’d crumple.

			‘Why do we have to leave America?’ I asked, a squirmy feeling in my belly. The same feeling I got when I woke in the night convinced there were monsters under my bed.

			‘We don’t have to leave, Sophie. We choose to.’

			‘We choose to?’

			Did that mean we could just as easily choose not to?

			‘We’re choosing freedom. No one breathing down our necks. A fresh start.’

			‘I don’t want to go.’

			She sighed to show her patience was wearing thin. It wasn’t the first time I’d voiced my objections.

			‘Didn’t you know, the streets of London are paved with gold?’

			‘Really?’

			‘We’ll see, won’t we?’

			 

			She got a job as a secretary.

			‘Hired me on the spot. It’s about all I’m qualified for, but it’ll pay the bills.’

			‘If there are so many bills to pay, why don’t we just go home?’

			‘We are home, Sophie.’

			After a week camping out at the Holiday Inn, we rented an apartment; the second floor of a two-storey walk-up near ­Parliament Hill. An oasis of green in the heart of North London, with ponds people actually swam in, a big adventure playground and a running track. A café too, that sold ice cream and pain au chocolat. Our go-to spot on a Saturday morning.

			‘It’s where they did the Twilight Bark in 101 Dalmatians, remember?’

			She was wrong, that was Primrose Hill. An easy enough mistake though. To our American ears, the names were deceptively similar. You only see nuance when you look for it.

			We watched 101 Dalmatians that first night in our hotel room, curled up in the same bed eating the Twinkies we’d picked up at Logan, both of us too jet-lagged to sleep.

			It became a habit, eating in front of the TV, something Nanna G would certainly not have approved of. Uncivilised, she’d have called it. I could practically hear her saying it, see the appalled look on her face at the murky depths we’d sunk to.

			Being civilised was very important to Nanna. I had an idea it meant holding a knife and fork properly and not eating with your mouth open. Manners maketh the lady, Sophie. Not much of a carrot. I was six, being a lady wasn’t high on my list of priorities.

			I suspected my mother was the same when she was my age, though it was hard to imagine given how big she was on manners these days. From the scraps I pieced together, I figured she’d been a Tom Sawyer type; catching frogs, whittling wood, collecting little animal bones.

			I don’t know what happened to the frogs, but she kept the bones in a cigar case at the back of her nightstand; Amelia’s Treasure Box – Hands Off, scratched across the top.

			I thought the collection was a bit morbid and told her so.

			‘There’s beauty in everything, Sophie,’ she said. ‘You just have to look.’

			And we did look. One of our favourite things to do became scavenging about on Parliament Hill, searching for feathers and flint and bits of worn-down glass which I was convinced were emeralds. At night we’d cuddle up on the couch eating spaghetti and watching Columbo re-runs or video rentals from the Blockbusters down the street. Return From Witch Mountain. Grease. Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

			Sgt. Pepper’s was my mother’s favourite. She was mad about The Beatles, had all their albums on vinyl. We used to play them on the turntable in our new living room, dance along. Her swaying from her hips like she was melting, me mostly jumping on the spot.

			In Boston my bedtime had been seven o’clock, here it was creeping closer to nine.

			‘Well, you’re older now,’ she said, though looking back I suspect it had more to do with her not wanting to sit up by herself in an empty living room. I wasn’t complaining though, not about that at any rate. Des Banister, the odd-jobs guy who lived in the apartment downstairs, was my real bête noire.

			‘He’s creepy,’ I told my mother. ‘He smells like cheese and his teeth are horrid.’

			‘Looks mean nothing, Sophie. It’s what’s in a person’s heart that counts.’

			‘I don’t think he has a very nice heart either.’

			She ding-donged my pigtail.

			‘You don’t even know him.’

			‘I know how he treats his dog. Its ribs are sticking out. He’s obviously starving it.’

			‘For all you know, it’s just a picky eater. You remember old Gabe Robinson from down the street back home? How kind he was?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘His wolfhound’s ribs stuck out too. But no way Treacle was being starved, not the way Gabe loved him.’

			‘This is different.’

			She sighed heavily, tilted her head to the side the way she always did when thinking how to put something.

			‘I know this move has been hard on you, that leaving what you know behind feels unfair. But one day I hope you’ll understand it was for the best, that I was thinking as much about your needs as my own. In the meantime, you’ve just got to try and make a go of things. Okay?’

			‘I can make a go of things and still know what Des Banister is.’

			I ground my toe into the dirt, bit my lip to keep the tears in. My mother crouched down, took my hands in hers.

			‘We don’t know Des. We don’t know what he’s been through in his life, what drives him.’

			‘So?’

			‘So, you can’t judge a person till you’ve walked in their shoes.’

			I thought about the clompy army boots Des wore with his ugly camouflage trousers. The way I’d seen him kick over a homeless girl’s money cup outside the station.

			‘I don’t need to wear that guy’s shoes to know what sort of person he is.’

			‘Okay, so you don’t like him. But that doesn’t mean London’s all bad. I can think of plenty of things that are better here.’

			‘No Grandad bribing me to be quiet in church?’

			She laughed.

			‘Since when have you minded Junior Mints, missy? No, I was thinking of the weather. Do you have any idea how cold it is in Massachusetts right now?’

			‘Pretty cold, I guess.’

			‘Pretty cold? Snap your fingers off freezing, more like.’

			She grabbed my hands, pretended to bite them. Nang.

			‘And it’s nice being able to walk places, don’t you think?’

			I shrugged, unwilling to concede the point, though she did have one. Back home, you couldn’t get anywhere without driving. ‘The local high street’ was a completely new concept for me.

			But that was precisely the problem. This wasn’t home. Everyone talked like Prince Charles. When I asked for jelly on my toast, they looked at me as if I was nuts. And literally nowhere stocked Lucky Charms.

			‘I hate Weetabix,’ I told my mother. ‘It tastes like straw.’

			‘How would you know?’ she teased, looking up from the Post-it note she was writing on.

			There were quotations tacked up all over the apartment. Inspirational messages, she called them. Wise words. Maybe deep down she missed Nanna G.

			‘What’s that one say?’ I asked.

			‘The only person who can define you, is you.’

			‘How about the dictionary?’ I asked, proud of myself.

			She shook her head.

			‘No book. Just you.’

			Nanna G would have likely brought up the Bible at this point, but I wasn’t about to risk reminding my mother she still hadn’t enrolled me in Sunday School. Instead, I played the pragmatist.

			‘The only person who can define you, is you. That’s actually pretty good.’

			And it was. Though ‘Beware wolves dressed as sheep’ would have served us rather better.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			I find one of my mother’s old Post-it notes down the back of the couch, the paper soft and curled with age. Her writing – blue felt tip, perfect cursive – is faded. A ghost. A whisper down the years.

			What would I say if whispers worked the other way? If I could leave a note now, for the me then? A warning from the future. A tip-off.

			It’s a fantasy I often indulge in, although it inevitably leads to guilt and recriminations. Of me, of my mother. And there are so many of those already.

			I still do it though, can’t stop myself. A scab you’re not supposed to pick but which itches like hell if you don’t.

			I turn the old note over in my hand, play the game. What would I say?

			Beware wolves dressed as sheep?

			Trust no one?

			Run?

			But what if it was all a terrible mistake? What if it’s true he’s innocent? Would I really want to have missed out on what was truthfully the happiest time in my life?

			Yes, I think. No.

			God! No wonder I’m such a mess.

			I trace my mother’s handwriting with the tip of my forefinger. There’s a tightness in my throat I recognise as a sign my black dog is on the prowl. The spectre that’s always lurking, waiting for its chance to pounce and pin me down. Stealing weeks. Locking me inside myself. Sapping my energy so all I can do is sit and stare.

			The tight throat is there but the other symptoms are missing; the feeling you get behind your eyes just before you start to cry. The lead in my muscles. The inertia.

			This isn’t the onset of another depression then. It’s not about shutting myself away. It’s the thought of doing something that frightens the life out of me.

			My mother’s note: No time like the present.

			A portent maybe, although I don’t make the call immediately. Deciding on a course of action is one thing, following it through is another. Forgiveness works the same way.

			I wait till Buster and I have had our lunch, he eats most of mine as well as his. My appetite is shot. A silver lining, perhaps. Ever since I hit thirty, weight has been harder to shift.

			I reach for the phone, the letter with the prison phone number printed at the top. I hesitate, replace the handset, cover my eyes.

			I can’t do it. The tightness in my throat chokes me.

			Tomorrow, I think, standing up, wondering if it’s too early for a glass of wine. Just a small one to take the edge off.

			And then in my peripheral vision—

			No time like the present.

			I grit my teeth, inhale deeply, dial.

			I sound out of breath when the receptionist picks up, as if I’ve been running up and down the stairs, rather than sitting at the kitchen table racked with indecision for the last two hours.

			I hate myself for letting Matty get to me. I’m an adult now, so many years under the bridge. And yet still the slightest thing recalls him to me.

			Bows. Footprints. A discarded earring. The past isn’t a foreign country. It’s a prison sentence with no hope of parole.

			I hear the women whispering to me at night, though mostly it’s the girl. Angry, accusing.

			‘Why didn’t you do it sooner?’ she asks. ‘I’d be alive if you had. I had a mother too. How do you think she feels?’

			Other times she’s crueller.

			‘Why me? What’s so special about you?’

			I ask myself the same thing. All the time.

			The receptionist wakes up as soon as I mention his name. The magnet pull of notoriety.

			‘Matty Melgren?’

			‘When’s convenient?’ I ask, as if making a dentist appointment.

			Down the line; a keyboard tapping, the cluck of a tongue.

			I think of the girl from Hogarth Road, what they say he did to her tongue. There isn’t a bridge big enough to traverse the years.

			‘You’ll need to arrive half an hour before your check-in time. Bring identification. A passport or driver’s licence,’ the receptionist says. ‘And a pound coin for the lockers. Tuesday. Four thirty.’

			It’s not a question, she’s not asking if that works for me.

			As usual Matty is calling the shots.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			I woke to the sound of shots. At least, that’s what I thought they were until I realised it was actually just a car backfiring. This was London not Boston. A city without guns. Safe, we thought.

			It was a Sunday morning in early fall. Autumn, I corrected myself.

			‘We’re in England now,’ my mother kept reminding me, as if I could forget. ‘You’ll never feel at home here if you keep talking like an American.’

			‘It’s not home,’ I told her. ‘And my tummy hurts. I think I’m sick.’

			‘Oh, it’s your stomach today, is it?’

			I’d been feigning maladies ever since starting Hampstead Hall School. (Hampstead Hell, I called it.) I’d even tried biting my nails in an attempt to get a tapeworm but, contrary to my grandmother’s dark prophesies, my endeavours were as unsuccessful as my efforts to get out of class.

			Being the new girl sucked. One of these things is not like the others . . .

			The kids made fun of my accent. Nicknamed me Yankee Doodle. Asked if my mother was married to Ronald McDonald.

			‘For your information she’s not married to anyone.’

			Yankee Doodle became ‘Seppo bastard’.

			Cockney rhyming slang. Septic tank, Yank. ‘Bastard’ was rather more obvious.

			‘Take it back,’ I snarled, hands curling into fists.

			‘Why? You just admitted you don’t have a daddy.’

			In those days, in that part of the world, being from a single parent household wasn’t as common as it is now. Plus, like all children, the blazer wearers had a nose for weakness. The tiniest spot of blood would get them circling.

			‘Did you see the way she was watching me and my dad at drop-off this morning?’

			‘She had to give her Father’s Day card to her grandpa.’

			‘What a loser.’

			‘You’re the losers. You and your bunch of idiot dads.’

			I used my fists to ram home the message, but there were more of them and, unlike me, they’d learned words were more powerful than punches. Plus they left fewer bruises, a.k.a. ‘proof’. Nanna G would have been impressed.

			I was sent to the Head’s office and given a letter to take home to my mother. Two days later, I was sent home with another.

			My teacher – all angles and elbows with the ill-fitting name of Miss Bacon – had called us up to her desk in turn to collect our homework assignments.

			‘Very good, Allegra.’

			‘Lovely descriptive language, Eugenie.’

			I was at the back of the line. She handed me a sheet graffitied in red pen corrections. No smile.

			‘Colour has a “u” in it. So does “neighbour”. There’s no “z” in “apologise”, and two “l”s in “travelled”.’

			She shook her head, made the sort of sniffing noise I associated with my grandmother.

			‘You’re in Upper Trans, Sophie. You shouldn’t be making mistakes like this.’

			I explained politely that I’d got a medal in the spelling bee at my old school and had been reading since I was three.

			‘They’re not mistakes,’ I concluded.

			The barcode lines around Miss Bacon’s mouth deepened. Her brows drew together.

			‘Are you arguing with me?’

			I felt the other kids watching from their desks. Several snickered behind their hands. I raised my head a little higher, tried again—

			‘I’m just saying, I know how to spell colour.’

			It didn’t occur to either of us that there might be two ways of spelling it.

			Miss Bacon stiffened, narrowed her itty-bitty eyes. Asked, didn’t they teach manners where I came from?

			‘Not at school,’ I said.

			Her lips disappeared into a thin line.

			‘I’ll be sending a letter home to your mother. I must say, I’m very disappointed in you, Sophie.’

			I’m disappointed in you too, I thought. You’re a teacher, and you can’t even spell.

			‘What did you say?’

			‘Nothing.’

			It wasn’t an auspicious start. But auspicious beginnings aren’t everything. Just because something bodes well, doesn’t mean it’ll turn out that way.

			 

			The sunlight filtered through the slats in my blinds, painting the walls butter yellow. I stretched under the covers, thought about getting up and watching Wacky Races. Weighed that up against the pull of my warm bed.

			My mother had been out the previous night with a friend from work – Linda, the only friend she’d made since we’d moved to London. If Linda hadn’t been so insistent about it, I don’t suppose she’d have even made friends with her.

			She was never very social. I like my own company, that’s all, she used to say. The other mums at school had invited her to join their coffee mornings to begin with, but she’d always found an excuse not to go and in the end they gave up asking. I expect she was pleased.

			‘Remember what Dr Norman told you?’ Nanna said. ‘It’s not good for you to be by yourself all the time.’

			I could empathise with that. I could also see Linda was good for her. Gets me out of my shell, she used to say.

			I don’t know about shells, but the woman certainly talked enough for both of them.

			I’d tried to stay awake, listening for the reassuring sounds that she’d returned. My mother didn’t go out much in the even­ings. When she did, I’d torture myself worrying what would happen to me if something happened to her. Would anyone even think to tell me?

			As far as I knew, Linda was the only one in London who had our phone number and she was the only person my mother ever went out with. The math wasn’t in my favour.

			‘Let’s go let our hair down!’ she’d said as they went out last night.

			‘Amen to that,’ my mother replied.

			Her tone sounded fake. I wasn’t surprised. Letting your hair down seemed a pretty boring way to spend an evening.

			I rubbed my eyes now, glanced at the clock on my bedside table. A fat green sphere with frog eyes on the top and glow-in-the-dark numbers. A present for learning to tell the time.

			A minute tick-tocked by, two, three and, just as my eyes were starting to close again, a creaking sound from the living room made me freeze. Footsteps, too heavy to be my mother’s.

			I tiptoed to the door; chest tight, breath held. Then eased down the handle; carefully, carefully so its squeal wouldn’t give me away. Opened the door a crack. Just wide enough to peek out.

			I saw a man – burnished blonde, cashmere sweater, brown Oxfords – standing by the couch, picking up the framed photo­graphs my mother displayed on the end table. Examining them, putting them neatly back. There was something methodical about his actions, unhurried. At ease.

			I figured a burglar wouldn’t move like that, wouldn’t be interested in family snaps.

			My heart rate steadied, my respiration returned to normal. I pushed the door wide.

			‘Who are you?’

			He turned and smiled as if he’d been waiting for me.

			‘Hey Sophie.’

			I was both confused and comforted by his relaxed manner.

			‘How do you know my name?’

			‘I’m an old friend of your mam’s.’

			He had an open face and an accent like my grandfather’s that straight away made me think of home.

			As I stood there equivocating, he sauntered over, extending his hand. It made me feel grown up, as if I mattered. Adults tended to ignore me or else call me ‘cutie’, like I was a puppy dog wanting to be petted.

			I shook his hand, felt its warmth envelope mine.

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Matty.’

			There was something familiar about him. Something about the eyes.

			He did a little dance, put on a silly voice. That put me in mind of Grandad too.

			‘How do you do? Do you like the zoo?’

			I laughed, the final pressure valve releasing.

			‘I was going to make your mam pancakes. Want to help?’

			Pancakes were my favourite. Among the photos on the end table was a picture of me eating a cream covered stack of them at the IHOP.

			‘Is Mummy coming?’

			Not ‘Mommy’ any more.

			‘She’s still sleeping.’ He gave me a conspiratorial look. ‘Thought we’d surprise her. What d’you say?’

			‘Sure.’ Then, ‘She likes them with chocolate chips.’

			She didn’t, that was me.

			He grinned, like I wasn’t pulling the wool over his eyes, but he let me have my win.

			‘All right then, partner. Chocolate chips it is. We’re going to need a spatula, ladle and pan. Any idea where they are?’

			‘Not in the living room.’

		

	
		
			SIX

			Matty started coming over all the time after that, pitching up in his black Mini Cooper, waving at the picture window where I’d be watching out for him. He’d stick out his tongue, flap his hands on either side of his face, or else put on a silly dance right out there on the sidewalk for the whole world to see.

			My mother called him a show-off. To me he was magical.

			‘Your car looks like a big ant from up here,’ I said, letting him in one time.

			‘And you look like a princess.’

			He picked me up, swung me upside down. Made me squeal – inaudible over his fake roars and ‘Hey Jude’ playing on the turntable.

			As McCartney started telling Jude not to be afraid, Matty made to drop me.
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