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			1

			Erica

			I step outside and close my front door. Out of habit, I examine it quickly from top to bottom. My shoulders relax. The green paint is covered in tiny cracks, but there’s no writing sprayed on it today, no excrement wiped across or pushed into the keyhole. The door’s been free of graffiti for nearly eighteen months, but it won’t stay that way for long.

			It was always the same words: Murderer; Get out; Scum. It was like they thought I did it. I used to wait till after dark before taking a scrubbing brush to it. There was hardly anyone around at three o’clock in the morning, and I didn’t have to be up early for anything. I still don’t – well, except for Wednesdays.

			I don’t know why we settled on Wednesdays. I suppose it’s because it was my day off when I worked at the … No. There’s no point thinking about that: my other life.

			The clouds are grey and heavy and it’s raining. I like it best this way; people have their heads down or under umbrellas. I open mine and catch sight of the bit of tinsel lingering in the inside corner of next door’s window; it’s been there for over a month. Don’t they know it’s unlucky? Though I don’t believe in luck. My mother used to be superstitious. No new shoes on the table, no passing anyone on the stairs. For years after she died, I imagined what she’d say to me. You can’t become a single mother, Erica! What would the neighbours think of you? Or A job in a supermarket, Erica? I pictured you doing so much more. I expect it’s for the best that she passed before my Craig was born. Then me being a single parent would’ve been the least of her worries.

			I wait at the bus stop in the rain as the shelter has long since been destroyed by vandals. A car splashes me, driving through the small lake of a puddle near the kerb. I forgot to step out of the way. I need to concentrate, stop daydreaming. I’m sure drivers take great delight in drenching pedestrians these days. I try not to take it personally – not everyone knows who I am. I’m soaked to the skin, but it’ll dry on the bus. They’re always too hot when it’s raining; all the windows’ll be closed.

			At last, the bus pulls in. I step on, into the sweaty warmth.

			‘The bus sta—’

			‘One eighty,’ the driver says.

			Why is it always him? I pull the coins out of my purse one at a time, placing them slowly on the money tray. He doesn’t even look at me; he’s staring out of the window.

			I grab the handles as I walk down the aisle, trying to stay upright as the bus sets off. There’s someone in my usual seat – two from the back – so I sit on one of the middle ones next to the steamed-up window. I smile a little as I picture Craig as a child, drawing silly faces in the condensation. My heart drops when I remember where I’m going. I wipe the memory from the window with the palm of my hand. I like to see outside, anyway.

			I take my magazine out of my handbag and try to focus on the words. It’s one of those real-life magazines. All problems are relative. I don’t recall where I read that, but it’s true. It helps to read about other people’s lives. It’s good to feel a connection – even if it’s a distant one, like on my forum: PrisonConnect. Families of prisoners from all over the world can talk in a safe space. I’ve been on it so long, I’m a moderator now. I’ve never told Craig about it – he wouldn’t like being talked about by strangers, though he must be used to it by now.

			The bus stops at the traffic lights. I look out at the bakery on the corner. It used to be the pet shop – must be nearly thirty years ago now. We’d look at the kittens and the rabbits in the window on a Saturday morning on our way to Kwik Save. Craig always felt sorry for them. ‘Can we take them all home, Mummy?’ he said, every week. ‘It’s not fair they’re stuck in there all day.’

			It’s like he knew where he’d end up. I blink the memory away.

			The engine idles as the pedestrians cross the road in front.

			It’s then that I spot her.

			I try not to look out for her; I haven’t seen her for years. She’s standing there, in the rain outside the newsagents, staring into space. Gillian Sharpe, Lucy’s mother. She’s the only parent who stayed in this town. So many names imprinted on my soul. There was another girl, Jenna. But my Craig wasn’t convicted for that. It doesn’t make sense, and I often think this, that surely the two are connected. The two happened just a week apart. If they thought he wasn’t responsible for Jenna, then why imprison him for Lucy? There’s a killer out there and they’ve not caught him. Or her; it could be a she. You never know.

			What I do know is that my son would never harm anyone.

			I lower my gaze; my face burns. I can’t look at Gillian Sharpe any more. When I do, I see her daughter’s face, her photo in the newspapers. I’ve kept them all, organised in date order and highlighted with the information I need to help me prove Craig’s innocence.

			How old would Lucy be now?

			No, no, no, no.

			I pinch the skin on my wrist so hard that my nails almost meet in the middle.

			

			I stand in line with the other relatives: the girlfriends, the wives, the friends, whatever or whoever they are. I recognise some from their clothes, their shape, but not their faces – I never look at their faces.

			When I first started coming here all those years ago, a few of them muttered under their breath, called me a stuck-up bitch, but that’s stopped. I was no different from the rest of them; they soon realised that. Some even brought children with them, which is understandable – you have to maintain contact, even for the briefest of visits. But prison’s no place for kiddies. The world’s bad enough without them seeing the worst of it. Well, almost the worst.

			The prison officer opens the door dead on two; never early, never late. I suppose it’s because it’s owned by the Queen. I’ve read the royal household is quite strict when it comes to time. I hand over my card and they usher me in. I give them my handbag and they place it in a locker. I hold out my arms and they pat the whole of my body. Even though I recognise them, and they know my name, my face, I must show them my passport. It’s ridiculous that I have one, really, seeing as I never get the chance to leave the country. I have so many places that I want to visit, things I want to do: see the Northern Lights; travel along Route 66 in a convertible. I read a bucket list of places in a copy of the Telegraph at the doctors’, but they didn’t mention the Lake District, which I thought was a bit short-sighted of them.

			Usually, I bring Craig a paperback. I get them from the jumble sale in the church hall in the next village. I’ve been filling the bookcase on the upstairs landing at home for months. I hope Craig turns to reading when he’s home and doesn’t fill his head with notions of mixing with the wrong crowd. He can’t have made any nice friends while he’s been inside.

			I won’t tell him I saw Gillian Sharpe on my way here. The first time I visited, Craig was crying, his head in his hands. ‘I’m innocent, Mum,’ he said. ‘You do believe me, don’t you?’

			‘Yes, Son,’ I said. ‘Of course, I believe you.’

			He doesn’t speak about it much now. It hurts him when I mention it. We’ve had to find other things to talk about since.

			The guard calls my name. He lets me into the visitors’ room and Craig’s already sitting at the table waiting. He stands as he sees me – he always looks relieved. As if I’d not come.

			We hug for a few seconds. I’d love to hold him for longer, but this is all we’re allowed.

			‘Hello, Mother,’ he says, as usual, pulling away from me. His northern accent’s stronger in here than it ever was at home.

			‘Hello, Son.’

			I sit on the plastic chair and shuffle it towards the table that divides us. He used to be such a skinny child – he was slim, even as a teenager. He took up weight-training after the first few years in here, said he didn’t want to be a victim any more. Looking at him now, it’s like he’s doubled in size. That grey sweatshirt used to drown him. 

			‘There was a documentary on last Friday,’ he says, ‘about penguins on the Falkland Islands. Did you see it? I thought of you when I watched it. I said to myself, Mum’ll be watching this, she likes—’

			‘No,’ I say. ‘I didn’t, sorry.’

			‘But it was only on at seven.’

			‘I don’t sit and watch television all day,’ I say sharply.

			I must’ve fallen asleep. I don’t sleep well. Unless I’m doing the shopping, I’d rather sleep during the day. Then at night I can go out into the backyard and breathe in the fresh air.

			Out of the window to my right, there’s just the right amount of sky and trees visible to remember there’s a world out there.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Nothing,’ I say. I look at him as he stares down at his hands – his nails are bitten so badly; the tops of his fingers are smooth and shiny. I glance at his face; such lovely long eyelashes. ‘I’m sorry if I was short with you.’

			‘Has everyone heard?’ he says. ‘Are they giving you a hard time again?’

			A hard time. He makes it seem like a cross word or a quarrel over parking spaces.

			‘No,’ I say. ‘But I’m worried about you … about what’ll happen in a fortnight. We could move away, you know. Start afresh. I’ve always fancied the Lake District.’

			‘How the hell would we afford the Lake District? You’re dreaming again, Mum.’

			It’s all I have, I want to say.

			‘I know I’ve asked this nearly every time you’ve visited,’ he says, ‘but I thought I’d ask one more time. For tradition, I suppose. One last time. Have you found him?’

			‘No. No, I haven’t.’

			His shoulders drop, and he lowers his head.

			He means Pete Lawton. The man Craig has always said he was with the night Lucy was murdered. There’s been no sign of him since, and I can’t find anyone that’ll vouch for him working at the garage when Craig was doing work experience there.

			‘Anyway. About your bedroom …’ I say, trying to distract him. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I put some of your old things in boxes – only your boyish things … didn’t think you’d want to be looking at them. I’ve not thrown them out – they’re in the loft.’

			He smiles slightly.

			‘I can’t wait to be home, Mum. It’ll be like old times.’

			I give a small smile. I don’t want to mention that the old times meant he was never home, barely giving me the time of day.

			‘Have you had a visit from probation yet?’ he says.

			‘Yes, but they’re coming again tomorrow.’

			‘I told them I want to be a personal trainer.’

			‘Oh,’ I say. ‘What did they make of that?’

			He tilts his head and shrugs.

			‘They said it’s not likely … I’d need one of those background check things. But what do they know?’

			‘I suppose,’ I say. ‘If you put your mind to it, you could do anything.’

			My words hang in the air like a moth hovering before a bare flame.

			‘I want to make a life for myself.’ His knees bounce up and down underneath the table. ‘If it doesn’t work out, I promise we’ll move. How about that?’

			I stretch my fingers as close as I can towards his and he does the same back.

			‘I’ll help you all I can, love.’

			I know he doesn’t mean what he says. He’ll not want to be living with me for long – seventeen years is a long time to be trapped inside. He’ll want to see some life.

			Too soon, it’s time to go. He quickly lists the items he wants me to buy. I’m not sure if it’s allowed, him having two phones, but I tell him I’ll get them anyway.

			‘I love you, Son,’ I say.

			‘Right back atcha, Mum,’ he says, as usual.

			I stand. I’m leaving this prison for the last time. Inside this place, he’s safe, he’s warm, he’s fed. He doesn’t know what he’s coming home to, does he? Everyone thinks he’s guilty; they’ll probably think he’s got a nerve returning to the town where it happened. They’ll be angry, I know they will.

			And I don’t have the power to protect him from it.
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			Luke

			Luke Simmons sits too heavily on his chair and it wheels visibly backwards. The work experience lad next to him purses his lips, suppressing a snigger probably, which is rare for one of these millennials; they usually feel the need to share bloody everything. They’ll be comparing shits on Snapchat soon, given a few months.

			God. How has Luke’s belly got so big that he can’t even sit on a chair without sounding as though he’s been winded? It’s not as if there’s much fat on the rest of him. It’s his wife Helen’s fault. She’s been on a diet of only five points a day or whatever, and the mere idea of zero-point crap soup makes Luke crave his mum’s proper chip-pan chips from when he was a lad.

			He sniffs the air. The Greggs cheese and onion pasty that’s been keeping his left nipple warm in his jacket pocket smells like BO. Great. Overweight, and now everyone within five feet of him reckons he’s a soap dodger.

			Ah sod it, he thinks, taking it out and pushing the pasty up from its paper bag. He can taste every glorious calorie and it warms his soul. Oh, how I’ve missed you, he says in his mind. It’s been a long week – thank God it’s Friday tomorrow.

			Afterwards, he immediately feels that he shouldn’t have eaten it. He can feel the cholesterol coat his arteries and the fat adding another layer to his abdomen. ‘It’s for the kids,’ Helen said on Sunday as she was chopping celery and carrots into batons. ‘We’re older parents – we’re not far off forty. We need to think about them.’ Yes. Luke should’ve thought about them. He’d read enough crap editorial copy to know that eating pastry wasn’t the key to eternal youth.

			It’s just too hard to resist. It’s a well-known fact that life’s shit these days. Baby boomers and happy-clappy hippies are what his parents were. What do we have now? Brexit and Donald Trump. And it’s pissing it down outside. Luke rests his chin in his hand.

			‘Luke!’

			It’s Sarah, the news editor – who’s also his line manager, head of PR and something else. When had it all got so corporate? It used to be more about the story. But that was when this place was bigger, had more staff and more actual paper copies were sold. Luke sits up, grabbing a pen from the pile on his desk.

			‘Sarah!’ he says. ‘Light of my professional life.’

			She frowns.

			‘Are you trying to be funny?’ She leans towards him. ‘You know there’s a fine line.’

			‘I … No. I was only trying to lift the mood.’

			‘What mood?’

			‘Sorry, Sarah. I don’t know.’

			Luke lowers his head a little. He doesn’t know what to say any more. Back in the day, everyone joked with each other. Now there’s HR, PR, HSE, and God knows what else.

			‘Craig Wright is out in less than a week,’ Sarah says.

			‘I know – I’m putting a piece together. I’m going to contact his mother, see if she’ll talk to me again … find out if she still believes he’s innocent after all this time.’

			‘Good idea. Plus, he’s planning on moving back to the area. Thought we should warn the community in a roundabout kind of way.’

			Luke glances at Sarah. What age might she be? Twenty-nine? Thirty? She’s not from around here – she won’t remember when it all happened. The year 2000: a year that promised a fresh new millennium but warned that planes might fall from the sky if computers failed. Craig Wright had been a ‘normal’ lad – well, he’d appeared to be. He’d never told anyone what had motivated him to kill. Whatever it was, Luke doesn’t believe that seventeen years in prison will have changed him for the better. He’s going to reoffend, there’s no doubt about it.

			‘I was thinking of interviewing the witnesses,’ says Luke. ‘See if they remember anything new – perhaps dig a little deeper into his childhood and what made him do it. I’m going to look into the second victim, too – try to come up with some more details about her. Craig’s mother, though … she might be a tough one. She’s been through a lot.’

			‘It’s not our fault she chose to stay here. If a murderer lived on my street, I’d want to know about it. Wouldn’t you?’

			‘Yes.’

			Luke has thought about Erica often over the years. He’s the same age as her son. How different their lives had turned out – did Erica ever wonder how different Craig’s life could’ve been? He managed to get a brief interview with her after Craig’s sentencing. It hadn’t felt right at the time. He’d not long started at the Chronicle; the most serious crime he’d covered was illegals working at the takeaway on the high street.

			Erica hadn’t known that Luke worked for the newspaper when he spoke to her – perhaps she assumed he was a concerned bystander. He’d known that he wouldn’t be able to use what she told him, but perhaps it would get him a new angle, help him get his lucky break – maybe he’d make the nationals.

			He found her down one of the side streets, taking a drag from a cigarette. Luke remembers she wore black and was shivering. He’d wanted to put his arms around her, like he would’ve done had it been his mother at a funeral. He wasn’t sure if Erica dressed like that for her son, or the girl Craig murdered.

			Luke doesn’t need to read his article again to recall her every word; there weren’t many. ‘Do you think he did it?’ Luke had asked, pretending not to know who she was.

			‘Of course not,’ she said, looking at the floor, then to the crowd in the near distance.

			Her voice was barely a whisper. She appeared so small, like she wanted to disappear, blend into the concrete.

			The detective leading the case had read out a statement saying how justice had been done – that a dangerous, calculating and manipulative young man had rightfully been put away. The victim’s relatives huddled behind him, clinging to each other to stay upright, while cameras captured their grief, pain and tears.

			Erica Wright had sat alone during the trial. There were no friends or relatives there to support her. Luke recalls glancing at her as the photographs of Lucy were shown to the court. Unlike others in the courtroom, there were no gasps from Erica’s mouth. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, her mouth remained pressed into a straight line. Why had she done that to herself? But then, Luke thought, why had the victim’s parents sat there, too? Who would want to see their child’s lifeless body, or listen to what happened in their last moments?

			Craig had looked at the photographs, too. Of course, he’d already seen the body in person, hadn’t he. He showed no emotion as he gazed at them. Perhaps he got some sick gratification, as though reliving the memory. Craig remained detached when Lucy’s mother ran out of the courtroom in tears. Only a person so cold, sociopathic, could ignore suffering like that.

			Down that side street, Erica threw her spent cigarette on to the ground. She fumbled with a crumpled packet for a new one. Luke always carried a lighter, alongside a pen, notepad, and a packet of fags, even though he didn’t smoke. As he held the flame up to her and cupped his other hand to shield the wind, he said, ‘Will you visit him in prison?’

			She narrowed her eyes at him.

			‘Of course. He’s my son. I love him.’

			Tears rolled down each side of her face. Then she turned her back on Luke and walked away.

			He wondered if she had visited him. What had they talked about for all these years? Did they talk about the most serious of subjects, his guilt? Luke would’ve loved to have been a fly on the wall during their visits.

			There was another girl: Jenna Threlfall. She went missing a week after Lucy did. Everyone feared the worst for her after Lucy’s body was found in woodland outside Preston. Their fears were realised when Jenna Threlfall was found in the playing field. She was right in the centre, star-shaped as though she were in the middle of making snow angels. Dog walkers found her. It’s always dog walkers, isn’t it? They’re out so early, in random places and the dogs can smell it: death, bodies.

			The police interviewed Craig about the second girl, but he had an alibi – the MO was different. There was no evidence to connect the two. Only circumstantial, and that wasn’t enough. But people thought it was him. Otherwise, why hadn’t the police pursued anyone else?

			‘I’ll get on it,’ Luke says to Sarah.

			He retrieves Erica’s number from the database, lifts the receiver and dials.

			She picks up after ten rings.

			‘Hello?’ Her voice is quiet.

			‘Erica? It’s Luke from the Chronicle. Do you have time for a chat?’

			‘I … No. I’ve people here.’

			She hangs up.

			People? So it must be true. After seventeen years in prison, Craig Wright is coming back home. He’s bound to slip up – he can’t be that bright to have been caught in the first place. He’s going to make a mistake and Luke is going to make sure he’s there when it happens.
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			Erica

			I haven’t slept for more than two hours at a time these past two weeks. I drank three strong coffees this morning in preparation for their visit and now I could do with a fourth.

			They waltzed into my house like they owned the place and now they’re sitting in my living room with gadgets instead of notebooks. I carry the tea tray through, grasping it tightly. I spaced the china far enough apart so it wouldn’t clatter if my hands tremble. I place it on the table in the middle of the room.

			Patrick Nelson from probation was here four weeks ago with a young man, but he’s brought a young lady, Hannah McIntyre, with him today. Perhaps he prefers being with females. I know his type.

			Hannah’s looking at my photographs on top of the telly. Craig was a normal little boy, I want to tell her – a mummy’s boy. He probably still is. She gazes at the landscape prints on the walls, the bare bars of the electric fire. At least my house is clean, tidy.

			I wonder what she thinks of me. Does she pity me? Or does she hate me? Perhaps she thinks I created a monster.

			If I talk normally to them this time – I’ve practised since the last – then it could be the final time I have to deal with the authorities. I know as I think this that it won’t be the case, but it’s a step closer. It might all be over soon – we could have a chance at a normal life. Once Craig realises what it’s like living back here, he’ll want to move away – like I’ve always wanted to.

			‘Thanks so much for seeing us again, Erica,’ says Patrick. ‘I hope you don’t mind but I thought we’d go through things again. I want to get Hannah familiar with everything as she’ll be organising Craig’s voluntary work. As I mentioned last time, Craig will already know his supervising officer.’ He glances at the paper on his lap. ‘Adam Bardsley.’

			It’s a fake smile he gives me. I don’t return it.

			‘So,’ says Hannah, running her finger up her electronic tablet, ‘you’ve no children who visit the premises?’

			‘No,’ I say. ‘No one visits here.’

			She shifts her bottom on my chair; people always feel uncomfortable around me. It’s like they think it’s catching or I’ll not be able to help myself.

			‘How do you think Craig’ll cope with being in the outside world?’

			‘You’re in a better position to answer that question, aren’t you?’

			They exchange a glance.

			‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I don’t mean to sound obtuse. It’s just that I only see him once a week. You lot – I mean, you being his advisors, have worked with him on a closer level, I imagine.’

			Hannah tilts her head in a quizzical manner.

			‘But you’re his—’

			‘I suppose what Hannah is trying to gauge,’ interrupts Patrick, ‘is how you think Craig’ll cope with the animosity he might face on his return?’

			‘I suppose,’ I repeat, ‘we won’t know until it happens.’

			He frowns. ‘We don’t really want that kind of unpredictability.’ He shuffles in his chair too. ‘Saying that … we are pleased with Craig’s rehabilitation. He speaks openly about how sorry he is. Has he said much to you about that?’

			‘I … He knows I’m here to listen if he ever wants to talk.’

			I want them out of my house. They don’t belong here, with their smart suits and big job titles. It’s like they want to trick me.

			After fifteen minutes, they run out of things on their list to say and take themselves for a tour around my house. I stay seated in the living room, listening to their footsteps upstairs. Why do they need to go into my bedroom? What are they expecting to find? They go from my room to Craig’s. I’ve spent weeks getting it ready. For years, I left it the way it was. I tidied it after the police ransacked it, of course, but the door remained closed until last year, when the matter of parole was first mentioned.

			I’ve cleared the clothes from his wardrobe – they’re too small for him now, anyway. I’ve taken the television out. I don’t want him spending all his time in there – not like it was before.

			The phone rings in the hallway.

			I stand and pace the living room. If I talk to anyone in the hall, those two’ll be able to hear upstairs. I don’t like people listening to me on the telephone. This house has thin walls.

			I walk out of the room; it’ll only be PPI – no one else rings me.

			‘Hello?’

			I expect a robot to speak, but it doesn’t.

			‘Erica? It’s Luke from the Chronicle. Do you have time for a chat?’

			‘I … No. I’ve people here.’

			I don’t say goodbye. I place the receiver in its cradle, my hands shaking. I want to sink to the floor and curl up into a ball. I would if I were alone.

			I didn’t think I’d hear from that reporter again – what’s he doing, still working there? He must be stuck here like the rest of us.

			So, the people at the newspaper know. Soon everyone else will, too. And it’s all going to start again.
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			If I close my eyes and think of Lucy, I can smell the scent of her skin. It’s the most powerful of the senses; memories can be instantly evoked with just a whiff. White Musk, she said it was. I found it in one of those hippy-dippy shops afterwards … bought a few bottles of it.

			Lovely Lucy.

			I remember our first date. We went to the pictures to see Meet the Parents … I sneaked vodka into the cinema, funnelled it into SodaStream bottles. I didn’t concentrate on the film much. Ironic, given the film, that Lucy wouldn’t let me meet her parents.

			Ironic. I know words like that now. Been doing a bit of reading.

			She was quiet, that night. I’d wanted to take her out for a date for ages. She’d noticed him first, of course. Everyone always does, but not for the right reasons. He liked to think he had the pick of all the girls, but he was deluded. Thick shit.

			Women. I have to call them women now. I’m not a boy any more, Mum.

			I bet he was introduced to her mum and dad. The slimy fucker. Gets everywhere, like sand in my crack.

			Lucy and I ended up in my car. I only had an old banger, then. We sat on the back seat. I said I had a tape that I’d made for her.

			‘You shouldn’t be doing things like that for me,’ she said.

			‘Why not?’ I said. ‘I love you.’

			It was as simple as that. I did.

			‘You don’t love me,’ she said. 

			‘Your skin’s so soft,’ I said, stroking her cheek with my index finger.

			She tilted her head towards it like she’d never been touched before but craved it, like a kitten getting its ears tickled.

			‘Thanks,’ she said.

			Well, I thought that’s what she said.

			She had a glint in her eye – she knew what she wanted.

			I traced my finger down her mouth, her neck; lingered on her breasts, put my palm on her nipple. She sighed, leaned back slightly.

			Oh, my lovely Lucy.

			I thought she was shy, but she wasn’t. I kissed her neck and all the way down her.

			After twenty minutes, she changed her mind.

			‘Don’t you like me after all?’ I said.

			‘What do you mean?’

			’You can’t start me off like that, Lucy.’

			‘I didn’t mean to … but I can’t do this. It’s not right.’

			Oh, Lucy.

			Lucy, Lucy, Lucy.

			My most precious memory of you is when your breath had left your body; your skin was growing cooler with every minute. You wouldn’t have wanted to grow old anyway, not with a face like that. Beautiful, smooth. I did you a favour.

			You left this world unspoiled. Well, almost.

			It won’t be too long. Soon I can find another one like you.

			Girls like Lucy are ten a penny.
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			Luke

			Luke taps gently on the front door, a queasy churning in his stomach. Is it hunger or nerves? Why is he even in this job? He can’t remember the last time he left the house in the morning without a feeling of dread. Mondays are the worst. Then again, even on Fridays he presses the snooze button at least four times before getting out of bed.

			He knocks again, a bit louder.

			The last time he talked to her was seventeen years ago, a few days after Craig Wright was imprisoned. Luke had admired her strength, the way she held it together for the forty-five minutes he interviewed her, while he felt like an intruder. Her words, ‘He’s torn our lives apart,’ made the paper’s headline.

			So many quotes in Luke’s head – most of which he’ll never use again. He wishes he could format his brain; clear the unnecessary, unpleasant words – and images – out of his memory.

			Gillian Sharpe: mother of Lucy, the first girl, opens the door.

			‘Hello, Luke,’ she says. ‘I’d say it’s nice to see you again, but we’ve never met in the most pleasant of circumstances, have we? No offence.’

			‘None taken,’ he says, stepping inside the house.

			People say that to him all the time: ‘No offence’. Most of them don’t mean it. At least he’s not as salacious as other reporters. He’d never sensationalise anything. Well, he hadn’t with Gillian’s story. Back then, he’d just learned how to interview the newly bereaved. Avoid doorstepping; offer breaks where necessary; prepare to be distressed yourself. He’s sure many of his fellow students hadn’t adhered to those rules, especially that bastard Damian who currently works for Look North. Given the chance again, though, Luke’s not sure he’d observe the guidelines either; he could’ve been working for one of the nationals by now if he hadn’t.

			Back then, Luke could tell Gillian cared about her appearance. Her smooth shoulder-length bob was almost black, and she always wore make-up; her mascara never streaked with her tears. Perhaps that was a distraction for her – a mask she wore in public. But now her hair is lighter, pulled into a scruffy bun at the base of her neck, and her face is free of make-up. She’s thinner now – almost too thin.

			He follows Gillian into the kitchen. The floor is white, the cabinet doors are white, and the massive island in the middle is topped with white marble. Everything is spotless, gleaming.

			‘Can I get you anything to drink?’

			Luke’s tempted to ask for a shot of that vodka he spots in the drinks cabinet.

			‘Black coffee, no sugar, please,’ he says.

			She raises her eyebrows.

			‘I had you down as a builder’s tea, three sugars kind of man.’

			‘I was last week.’

			She flicks on the kettle and gestures for Luke to sit at one of the bar stools. He tries to mount it as gracefully as he can, but his hands are full with his leather satchel and mobile phone. Gillian has the courtesy to turn away as he places everything on to the marble top before sitting.

			His questions are listed on a notepad and a recording app is ready to go on his phone. Gillian places the steaming coffee in front of him. He’ll have to wait at least five minutes before he can attempt a sip – she hasn’t topped it up with cold water. But he’s not in a café; that’s another of Helen’s phrases.

			Gillian sits at a ninety-degree angle from Luke, a herbal tea in a glass cup in front of her. There are bags under her eyes that seem to threaten tears at any moment.

			He’s about to ask the first question when his stomach growls. The room is so quiet that she must’ve heard it.

			‘Did you miss breakfast?’ she says. ‘You reporters must be so busy. Would you like a biscuit?’

			She’s talking as though she’s his mum. It must be terrible for her, being a mother when her only child is dead. Luke banishes the notion from his head.

			‘I had breakfast, thanks. It was a smoothie.’

			Shit, why is he being so unprofessional today? Luke’s usually so together, but he feels edgy around her. He can’t imagine losing one of his daughters, especially in that way. It’s like he’s too close to the tragedy and that just being part of it will harm his own family.

			God. Stop it. He can’t think like that. How bloody disrespectful.

			Luke picks up a pen and taps the pin code into his phone.

			‘Are you OK to start?’

			She nods, slowly, wiping a strand of hair from her face. Her shoulders are straight; she’s so composed, given the circumstances.

			‘How do you feel about the imminent release of Craig Wright and his intention to come back to the area?’

			‘Straight to the point as usual, Luke.’ She picks up her glass cup and sips the tea, a slight shake to her hands. ‘As you know, my husband has never done interviews … didn’t want to read Lucy’s name alongside that man’s. He says he’d kill Craig if he ever saw him in the street. Brian agrees with me … that Craig coming back shouldn’t be allowed. Life should mean life – that’s what people say all the time, isn’t it?

			‘Why drag everything back up again?’ She rests her elbows on the counter and leans towards Luke. ‘What he did in the first place was evil enough.’ She reaches a hand out and places it near Luke’s mug. ‘Please don’t refer to my husband in the article.’

			‘I won’t.’

			‘Good,’ she says, sitting up straight again. ‘Most of them don’t care about our feelings when they’ve written about Lucy. You’re the only one who’s kept to your word. It’s why I agreed to this interview. I’m not going to speak to any other newspaper.’

			‘I appreciate that.’

			‘I bet you do.’ A brief smile crosses her face before she frowns. ‘Anyone who’s committed crimes like that shouldn’t be allowed back into any community. What he did to my daughter and Jenna Threlfall was … inhuman – not that he was ever convicted for Jenna. What must her family be going through?’

			‘We can’t write about Jenna in connection with Craig, unfortunately.’

			She doesn’t register Luke’s words.

			‘And he confessed near the end … The trial had nearly finished! What sort of person does that? He was thinking about himself, to get a reduced sentence. Did he want the world to hear about what he’d done? Have my child’s image shown to a room full of strangers?’

			Luke sees them in his mind as clear as the first time – he wishes he couldn’t. Lucy’s burgundy T-shirt pushed up around her neck, her face white, lips blue, eyes wide open. A single straight open wound on her abdomen – her intestines tumbling out after small animals had begun to eat her, inside out.

			Gillian gets up from the stool and plucks several tissues from a box on the counter. She turns away from Luke as she dabs at her face and blows her nose.

			‘I’m sorry about that,’ she says, sitting back at the island. ‘I never know when it’ll hit me. I could be sat in traffic, see one of her friends pushing a pram, or on their way to work, and it’ll overwhelm me. Lucy never had any of that. She’d barely turned eighteen. She will always be eighteen. If it’d been a month before, she’d have been classed as a child … Craig would never be released.’

			Lucy seems such a young person’s name, he thinks. Would she still’ve suited it if she’d had the chance to grow older?

			‘Would you like to take a break?’ Luke says.

			‘A break?’ She gives a bitter laugh. ‘I never get a break from this. It makes some people uncomfortable when I cry … even my own father. He thinks I should be over it by now.’ She covers her face with her hands for several moments, her shoulders rising as she takes a deep breath. ‘He’s always been so cold, especially when I was a girl. How can anyone get over losing a child?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			Luke feels pathetic, helpless. He hates his job sometimes. What’s the point of it all if you can’t change anything? All he does is tell readers about events after they’ve happened. Helen says it’s important, that people have the right to know what’s going on in the world. She wouldn’t feel the same way if it were her own life being read about by thousands.

			‘Did Lucy know Jenna Threlfall?’ says Luke. He’s probably asked the question before, but there’s nothing about it in his old notes.

			‘Vaguely,’ says Gillian. ‘They went to the same school, same college, but they didn’t spend much time with each other. I’d never met her – didn’t know she existed until …’

			‘But they could’ve spent time together at college and you might not have known about it?’

			‘I suppose so.’

			‘It’s just too much of a coincidence that they went to the same place and were both—’

			He stops himself, knowing he’s pondering aloud to one of the victims’ mothers.

			‘I know,’ says Gillian. ‘The police would’ve looked into it at the time, though, wouldn’t they?’

			After a few minutes’ silence, Luke says, ‘Have you ever thought of moving away, like Jenna’s parents did?’

			Her mouth falls open; she leans back, and Luke worries she might topple from the stool.

			‘Why should I leave?’ she says, raising her voice for the first time. ‘Lucy’s room’s upstairs. How could I get rid of that? She’s still my daughter. I’m still a mother. She’s with me every single day, I can feel her. Where would she go if I weren’t here? Don’t look at me like that, Luke. I haven’t lost my mind. But when you lose a child, you have to believe there’s something else after this. Otherwise, I couldn’t carry on living. I want to do her proud … live my life for her because she can’t. She was passionate about so many things. I volunteer in several of the places she did … I’m not going to list them now because I think it should be private. Can you believe an eighteen-year-old volunteered in her spare time? It was like she—’

			Loud footsteps sound from the staircase above.

			‘That’ll be Brian.’ Gillian slips gracefully from the stool. ‘Do you have everything you need?’

			Luke stops the recording app on his phone, places it in his pocket, and swipes his notepad off the counter. On it, he’s drawn thirty or forty triangles of different sizes, the imprint of the pen gouged into the paper.

			‘Thanks for your time, Gillian.’

			She stands at the kitchen door, almost beckoning him out. The heavy treads stop, and Gillian’s husband appears in the hallway. He’s a tall man: around six foot two.

			Luke’s forehead feels cool with newly formed sweat.

			‘Luke was just leaving,’ says Gillian.

			Brian nods and stands aside to let Luke by. His right shoulder tingles as he passes Lucy’s father. Luke’s always had a vivid imagination – he pictures Brian grabbing him by his collar and flinging him out of the front door. He’s surprised when he steps out of the house unscathed. He wants to run to the safety of his car but turns to face Gillian.

			‘Bye then.’

			She closes the front door gently.

			Luke wishes he could speak to people without sounding like a bumbling schoolboy. Perhaps he should get on with writing that novel instead of reporting real life and mixing with the public.

			He gets into the car and pulls away from the Sharpes’ house, turning left at the end of the road.

			There must be a connection between Lucy and Jenna. Gillian didn’t mention where her daughter volunteered, but Luke knew it was at an animal sanctuary. Perhaps Jenna visited there, too. He makes a note of it on his pad.

			He passes the shops on the parade three miles from the Sharpes’. The houses are smaller here: rows of red-brick terraces with different coloured front doors. There are people on the street: some alone with shopping bags; others chatting on their doorstep or next to the postbox.

			Another left, then a right and he’s driving on Erica’s road. He slows before he passes the house. The front door is still painted green, though he can tell from here that it’s seen better days.

			Erica’s curtains are closed, but that’s not unusual. Every time he’s passed before, it’s been the same. He checks his watch: five to ten. Homes Under the Hammer’s on soon. Luke watched it every day when Megan was off school with chicken pox.

			Erica must have her own routine; he doubts she goes out very much. Why the hell does she stay here? For her son? It’s a question Luke asks himself whenever he thinks about her, which has been a lot these past few days.

			He sees movement in the upstairs bedroom window and looks away quickly. Is that Erica’s room? He remembers how he and a colleague, Rebecca, spent all day out here, waiting for any activity inside the house or from the police officer guarding the front door.

			Luke presses his foot on the accelerator. Within the week, Craig will be back here. As a young man he did such horrific things. God help the people living on this street. Someone like that can’t be rehabilitated, thinks Luke. He’s seen it before – there are plenty of cases like it. Sometimes within hours of release a person will reoffend. How has Craig convinced the authorities he’s changed? Luke can’t help but shudder. This man murdered two young women one week apart. There must be evidence linking them, and Luke feels a new determination to find the connection.
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