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			The Night He Died

			There was nothing wrong with Ben Lennon’s life. 

			Not after he’d finally broke up with her. He was free. Heading to university, without anything tying him down. 

			No worries, no strife. It was easy. 

			Life was good.

			He was smiling as he walked home. Only a bit buzzed, not properly pissed. He’d spent the previous few hours with a bunch of his mates, drinking a few cans down on the dips. People had come and gone – drifting in and out, as always happened.  

			There had been one bad moment, when she turned up, but he wasn’t worried about that now. It was over. And she knew that. It had been fun while it lasted, but it was never going to be forever. She should have known that.

			Besides, he should never have got involved with her in the first place. Everyone had told him that. Didn’t matter that she was one of the nicest-looking girls in sixth form – she came with too much baggage. 

			He’d been walking alone for a few minutes – breaking away from everyone else, as they headed home. Only a few streets to navigate and 25% battery left on his phone. Enough to get him back. He popped in his Buds and fired up Spotify.

			It was two a.m., but that was okay. His parents wouldn’t notice him coming home that late. And probably wouldn’t be too pissed off about him blowing off some steam anyway. School was done for summer. He was eighteen. An adult. He’d slip inside without them knowing a thing.

			It was all good.

			The street was black. Houses closed up, people fast asleep behind closed blinds and curtained windows. A Tuesday night in suburbia. The only sound, his feet against the pavement, his keys jangling in his jacket pocket.

			Inside his head, it was loud. Music blaring into his ear canals, too loud to notice anything around him. Only Drake, morphing into J. Cole. The bass and rapid-fire lyrics the only soundtrack to the short walk home.

			He had his phone in his hand, as his Spotify playlist filled his ears. Instagram notifications being ignored, Snapchat messages disappearing.  

			Ben felt something in the air change. He ignored it. The hairs on the back of his neck raised, his senses trying to tell him something, but he wasn’t interested. 

			He was five hundred yards from home. He couldn’t see the house yet, but he wouldn’t have been looking for it anyway.

			This was a walk he’d done a thousand times.

			A breeze picked up, but he barely felt it. His jacket rippled in the wind, but he didn’t pull it tighter around him. 

			He was humming softly along with the music in his head.

			A few hundred yards from home now. Down the alleyway, that separated this road from his own. Away from the houses for a few seconds. A cut-through he’d taken a million times in the past.

			
			Back to his bedroom, his PS5 still on pause, waiting for him to pick up the controller. A bottle of orange juice waiting in the fridge, waiting for him to grab and drink straight from. A bag of crisps, half-full on the kitchen island nearby, waiting for him to dip his hand into.

			Life was good.

			Until it wasn’t.

			The breath on his neck wasn’t enough for him to turn around. The shift of weight, the raise of the hammer.

			He didn’t hear the sounds of anyone behind him. Only the rhythmic beat of music, destroying his hearing little by little.

			No.

			The first moment of realisation came to Ben when the ground was suddenly rushing towards him. When one of his Galaxy Buds popped out of his ear and clattered to the ground. 

			When he hit the tarmac and his phone flew from his hand and disappeared into the darkness.

			He couldn’t breathe – his chest bearing the brunt of the impact and knocking the wind out of him. 

			Ben didn’t feel the pain in his skull at first. The hammer that had crashed into the back of his head an unknown quantity. 

			He would never know what it was that hit him. 

			He couldn’t focus, the world blurred around him. As Kanye spoke-sang in his left ear, he made a sound. It wasn’t words. It wasn’t screams.

			It was a moan.

			An athletic young guy, six foot two in height, and in good shape. Young. 

			He should have been able to fight back. 

			He should have been able to quickly get back to his feet and at least put some distance between himself and whoever had attacked him.

			
			Ben tried to right himself, just as the next blow came. 
A thud of impact into the side of his face.

			This shouldn’t be happening, was all he could think. He had to move.

			Only, his mind wouldn’t cooperate. His body even less willing.

			He could only lie there, as blow after blow landed. Not a sound to be heard. Not a face to recognize in the darkness. 

			Not a reason why this was being done to him.

			Life had been good to Ben for so long. 

			His death was the complete opposite. 

			It took a long time for Ben to stop trying to move. To stop trying to get any words out.

			To stop trying. 

			His phone was taken from the ground where it had fallen. His watch lifted from around his wrist.

			He was left with his music, slowly fading away, as the Bluetooth connection became weaker and weaker.

			Ben died listening to Kid Cudi. 

			Ben died for the worth of a Samsung Galaxy S24 and a Breitling watch his grandparents had bought him for getting into university.

			Only, it wasn’t those things he had been killed for, of course. 

			He would never know that.

			Ben died not knowing why he hadn’t seen it coming.

		

	
		
			
			1

			There’s no roadmap for being told your child has died. No guidebook, no list of dos and don’ts.

			They don’t hand you a manual when your kid is born, with a small section near the back in case they don’t come home one night.

			That’s the bit that’s not supposed to happen. 

			I knew something was wrong the moment the doorbell rang. Granted, it was four in the morning, so that was enough to push the idea that something was wrong, of course. 

			For a brief second, my mind had tried to trick me into believing it was just Ben, having forgotten his key. He’d been going out later and later in the previous few weeks, now the school year was over. Pushing the boundaries that didn’t really exist anymore. He was eighteen, about to go off to uni. An adult, I guessed. A man.

			I opened my eyes carefully, Greg not having moved an inch as the Ring doorbell chimed around the house. His light snoring didn’t skip a beat. 

			I blinked a few times, but was already awake. Being a light sleeper was both a blessing and a curse. It meant that I was always ready for action, but most of the time that action was the stairs creaking and not a home invasion.

			The clock on my bedside table said 5:04 a.m., which didn’t make sense for a moment. Then, those thought processes kicked in. Ben had forgotten his key. He couldn’t remember the four-digit code to unlock the safe ornament for the spare. Typical teenager.

			
			Only, I knew, somehow, deep down in my gut, that it wasn’t that. It wasn’t something that I could tut and shake my head about. That I could get quietly annoyed about. Intuition, some would call it. I didn’t believe in any of that. 

			There was just that foreboding knowledge as a parent that something bad could happen at any time. An underlying anxiety that never really leaves you. 

			This was one of those times.

			I was out of bed, pulling a thin dressing gown across my shoulders to cover the bare skin. It barely covered anything, but I was already out of the room just as Greg said my name.

			‘Alison? What’s going on?’

			Down the stairs and peering through the glass before he’d even got out of bed.

			Opening the door to two police officers in uniform standing on my front porch as he called my name again.

			‘Mrs Lennon?’

			And I knew. Right at that moment. It was written on their faces, in big black permanent marker.

			For a moment, I wondered if it was Ellie. Only, she was asleep upstairs. Fifteen years old going on thirty. Every conversation with her the precursor to an argument. Had she sneaked out and got herself into trouble?

			No.

			Of course not.

			There was only one of my children they were here for. 

			And it was one of my children. They weren’t there at four in the morning about one of her parents. An aunt or uncle. Someone else would be here for that.

			It was Ben.

			‘Can we come in?’

			I led them into the house, suddenly aware of how little I was wearing. I looked for something to wrap around me – a blanket, or something – but they were already standing in my living room. I felt exposed. Vulnerable. 

			Thoughts ran through my mind like crosstown traffic.

			‘We’re sorry to wake you,’ one of the policemen said. He was at least twenty years older than the other one. Two guys, both with short beards masking their faces. The older one had taken off his cap, but the younger one left his on. 

			‘What’s happened?’ I said, shrugging off the apology. I wanted to hear him say it. Tell me why they were there. 

			He cleared his throat, his eyes boring into mine. ‘There’s been an incident with your son Ben.’

			There were a few seconds when I began thinking of all the things it could be. An incident sounded benign in that moment. Had he been caught drinking? Driving while drunk? Maybe it was drugs. Some light vandalism. A fight that had got out of control.

			Anything other than a reason for them to be there at that time, looking the way they did. The older one, still staring at me, his eyes glassy in the lamplight of the room. The younger one, shifting uncomfortably on his feet. 

			Waiting for his partner to deliver the killer blow.

			‘I’m afraid he was found with severe injuries. He was discovered a few streets away. Paramedics were called, but I’m afraid there was nothing they could do.’

			I didn’t move.

			‘He didn’t survive, Mrs Lennon. Ben is . . .’

			I didn’t hear him say dead. Blood was already rushing in her ears, blocking sound. 

			Greg heard him say it, because his voice broke through the silence.

			‘No.’

			A simple, two letter word, that couldn’t have been less impactful. It changed nothing.

			
			‘Sorry, sir, are you Mr Lennon?’

			‘What are you saying?’ Greg said, coming to my side, as I tried to make sense of what was happening in my home. I turned slowly to him, as he faced the officer. ‘There must be some kind of mistake.’

			‘If you could maybe take a seat, we’ll talk you through what we know so far.’

			Greg was shaking. Shivering. I wanted to find him something to put over his bare chest. His body. 

			I couldn’t move.

			I had to be led to the sofa, where the older policeman sat down next to me and directed the younger cop to get me some water. 

			Greg was still arguing with reality, but the policeman was well-versed in this, it seemed. I wondered how many times he’d done this. How many lives he’d changed forever with a single visit. I couldn’t comprehend the sheer number of lives this man may have been responsible for shattering. 

			The young policeman came back in holding a glass of water like he was a priest bringing the blood of Christ. He handed it over and I took it out of absentminded politeness. 

			I didn’t drink from it.

			‘We haven’t even identified him yet and you’re already coming here and telling us he’s dead? It could be anyone. Someone might have stolen his wallet, or his jacket, or something. Left it somewhere and picked it up. You can’t just come round and say these things . . .’

			Greg might have been able to sleep through an earthquake, but the moment he was awake he was able to instantly speak a thousand words a minute. And be argumentative without even trying.

			I hated that about him. I hated many things, secretly of course, but that was near the top of the list.

			
			‘Mr Lennon, if you would give me a moment, I can answer your questions—’

			‘Where is he?’

			I had asked the question quietly, but the men stopped talking to turn to me as I spoke. 

			‘Alison . . .’

			‘Greg, I swear, I don’t need to hear your voice right now. Tell me, where is he?’

			‘He’s at the hospital in the city,’ the policeman replied, his stare returning to her. ‘We can take you there now.’

			‘Thank you.’

			I bet he went home after his shift, to his own family, and forgot about what came before. He would have to. There was no way you could live with the weight of that responsibility crushing you every single moment of your life. 

			‘We’ll get dressed,’ I said, placing a hand on Greg’s and pulling him away. He was still talking, but I wasn’t listening. Wishing I had the ability to do that at any moment, rather than just when I’d been given the worst news I would ever hear.

			The next hour was a blur. Putting clothes on silently, as Greg finally lost his voice. Deciding to wake up Ellie, so she didn’t wake up to an empty house and no clue as to what was happening. Sitting in the back of a police car, as it drove endlessly on a Green Mile towards the end of normality. 

			Then, we were in the depths of the local hospital. Clean white walls, clean white floor. The smell of antiseptic and grief hanging in the air like an unwanted passenger. 

			And I could only wait for the inevitable.

			Greg was still shifting on his feet. A coiled spring with no release in sight. I knew him too well. He wouldn’t be able to handle this. This moment, what was coming at them. The days and weeks that would come after that. He would shut down. Let grief and guilt swallow him whole. Walk about in pity for himself.

			The thought of that disgusted me. 

			I knew what was going to happen next. 

			They were going to show them their son’s body. They would know he was gone. That there was no turning back. 

			I knew Greg would roar with anger, with hurt.

			I knew I would slip away. I could already feel it coming on. The feeling of a million butterflies taking flight in my stomach. 

			I knew it would break us. The final nail in the coffin. 

			All the time, Ellie was sitting with a young police officer who couldn’t even bring a glass of water to a mother hearing the worst news she would ever receive. 

			I held my breath, waiting for the inevitable.

			Then, minutes passed again in a blur, until I was suddenly looking down at my son’s body.

			I blinked and remembered him as a baby. As a toddler. As a child. 

			His first Christmas. His first words. His first steps. His first day of reception class. His first day in high school. His first football match. His first exams. 

			His first, his first, his first.

			His first . . . 

			His last.

			That’s all his life would be now. His last everything. The last time I felt his arms around me. The last time I felt his kiss on my head. The last time he smiled at me. The last time he said, 

			‘Love you, Mum.’

			The last time I would ever see his face.

			And I was right. Greg roared with anger.

			And I slipped away into darkness.

		

	
		
			
			2

			Mia Johnstone was seventeen years old when she realised people around her tended to die.

			Only, that wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t just family members, or those old people who were ready for death anyway.  

			This was people who had wronged her in some way.

			One day, there. The next . . .

			Gone.

			Younger, older. It didn’t matter.

			It took a while for her to catch on.

			That she was the reason it happened.

			That she was responsible for them being dead.

			And that was a lot to take for someone so young. 

			A lot to take, when you weren’t sure if you were to blame for it.

			There’s always that moment when she wakes up where she doesn’t quite understand anything that is happening. Where she was, when it was, who she was.

			She always needed just a little more sleep. A half hour, hour tops. 

			No matter that it was already midday, at least. Light was winning the battle against the curtains across her window. 

			‘Only seeing if you’re awake, Mia?’

			Her mum’s voice. The reason why she wasn’t fast asleep still. Getting that extra hour, hour and a half tops.

			‘Yeah,’ Mia answered, only it came out through a fog of confusion and dry throat and sounded like someone other than herself. She swallowed and reached for the empty glass on her bedside table, coming away disappointed. Flopped her head back on her pillow and screwed her eyes shut.

			‘It’s almost lunchtime,’ her mum continued, sounding like her usual self – disappointed and exasperated with Mia. 
‘I don’t want to nag you . . .’

			‘It’s fine, I’m up now,’ Mia said, wanting the conversation over. She slowly opened her left eye, then her right when nothing bad happened. 

			The glass may have been empty, but when she reached over again and picked up her mobile, that was less disappointedly devoid. Numerous notifications. Not unusual, but even so, there was always a pang of regret that she hadn’t been around and awake to receive each of them.

			She unlocked her phone, sitting up in bed as she moved her pillow behind her head. 

			WhatsApp messages – too many to count. Conversations within groups, that were in triple figures. 

			Snapchat, over twenty. A few DMs on Insta. 

			Even a couple of text messages. 

			No missed calls. 

			No one called anyone, even if someone had died. 

			And someone had.

			It took a while for Mia to realise, of course. There was too much all in one go to make sense of what had happened. She scrolled back in the group texts, until that got frustrating and she switched to Insta. 

			Are you okay?

			Do you know what happened?

			No. She really didn’t. 

			It was only by the time that she read her actual text messages that she realised what people were talking about. What people had found out, since she’d last looked at her phone the night before. 

			
			A noise escaped the back of her throat. A moan, or something approximating it. 

			I’m really sorry, but Ben was found dead on the corner of his street last night.  

			Sorry.

			Really sorry. 

			It was from Grace – someone in her friendship group who Mia wasn’t exactly close with. 

			The clarion of death had begun. 

			Everyone wanted to be the one who told her, it seemed, because the other text was from Liv. Pretty much the same message as Grace.

			WhatsApp was similar. Private messages from Maddie, Harper, and Riley. All in the same vein. 

			Snapchat was where the guys got in touch. Jack, Elijah, Ryan. 

			She read them all in silence. Scanning through the death messages with an unclear mind. 

			It wasn’t real. Couldn’t be.

			One of those rumours that spread through the town, with no evidence and whispers alone. Started by some offhand comment and by the time it reached her, Ben was dead and almost buried.

			Only, he couldn’t be dead. She’d seen him the previous night and it couldn’t be real. He couldn’t be dead. It felt impossible. Like a dream.

			Only, on some level, she knew it was true. And she was already working out what she was going to do. 

			How she was going to act. What part she was going to play in this whole thing.

			Because she knew what was going to happen next. 

			She wanted it to be a dream. That she was still asleep, having a nightmare that her boyfriend – ex-boyfriend – was gone.

			
			No such luck.

			Another knock at the door.

			‘Mia?’

			‘Mum, I know, I’ve seen,’ Mia said, her voice sounding more normal now. ‘I’ll be down soon.’

			She could hear her mum’s low sigh through the bedroom door. Could almost see the dip of her shoulders, the shuffling feet, as she tried to work out what to do. What to say.

			‘I’ll be waiting,’ her mum said, finally. 

			Mia listened for her mum to go back downstairs, before going back to the phone in her hand. She looked on Twitter, seeing that a few people she followed were already talking about it publicly. She searched for one word and it began.

			Baycliff.

			The name of her town, in the news again. The first time had barely got further than a few social media posts and a couple of pieces in the failing local paper. The second – that was a bit heavier. Only, someone famous had died and the news had moved on quickly. Mia knew the family had tried over the past year or so to keep the story going, but without much luck. It had quietened down now, but Mia knew people still had it in the back of their minds when talking to her. 

			She didn’t think it would be like that this time around.

			She wasn’t thinking properly. She could tell that already. 

			She was already worrying about what was going to happen next. To her, to her friends, to her family. What she would have to do, have to say. 

			She thought about Ben’s parents. His younger sister who never liked her. Her circle of friends at the same school. 

			They wouldn’t let her forget him. Ever.

			She was going to be linked with him now. She knew that. The doting girlfriend. 

			
			Mia could already hear the words Ben’s family would say in public. The plans he had for the future. The university he’d been accepted to. The career he wanted. 

			The girl he wanted to eventually make his wife.

			That would be her. 

			Only, Mia knew that wasn’t the case. She knew a different Ben to them.

			Her phone buzzed in her hand and she realised it was an incoming video call. She ended it without answering. It started up a few seconds later and this time she looked to see who was calling.

			Anna.

			She closed her eyes and breathed in slowly. 

			Then, answered.

			‘I wasn’t going to just send a message,’ Anna said, without preamble. ‘I know everyone else will have.’

			‘Not even gonna ask if I know?’

			Mia watched as Anna rolled her eyes theatrically. ‘If you’re on your phone, you already know.’

			‘I don’t know what to think—’

			‘Don’t say too much,’ Anna said, cutting her off before she had a chance to finish her thought. ‘Not until you’ve processed this. It’s . . . it’s huge, this kind of thing. I couldn’t believe it.’

			‘I know,’ Mia replied, checking herself in the small video in the corner of the screen. She could see dark circles under her eyes, but if she lifted the phone up a little, the light from outside made them fade a little. ‘Me neither.’

			‘When did you last see him?’

			Mia knew Anna wasn’t trying to interrogate her – question her story. Still, she felt the ball of anxiety in her stomach grow a little. ‘Last night.’

			Anna shook her head. ‘Listen, just make sure you get things straight in your head before you talk to anyone, okay? This isn’t the first time something like this has happened, remember? They’ll be looking for patterns where none exist, right?’

			‘Right,’ Mia echoed, switching the phone from one hand to the other as she massaged her forehead. She could feel the beginning of a headache beginning to form behind her eyes. ‘I need to go. My mum will be waiting for me to go down and talk to her.’

			‘Okay,’ Anna replied, leaning forwards to the camera lens closer. ‘I’m here any time, Mia. You know that. Just let me know when you need me.’

			‘Thanks,’ Mia said, ending the call and taking a deep breath in. She let it go, her eyes closed now. Tried to imagine the weight of the world leaving her body as she did so. It didn’t work. 

			Her mum was waiting in the kitchen when she finally made it down. Sitting at the breakfast bar, a cup of tea cradled in her hands. Mia didn’t say anything, crossing to the fridge and taking out a carton of orange juice. Opened the dishwasher and removed a glass, all in silence. Poured herself a glass and sipped it slowly. 

			‘Mia—’

			‘Mum, I know,’ Mia said, cutting her off before she could start with the platitudes. The inanity of comforting words. ‘You don’t have to say anything.’

			‘Where were you last night?’

			Mia turned sharply, surprised by the question. ‘I . . . I was out with friends.’

			‘What time did you get back?’

			Mia shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Late, I guess.’

			‘Your dad said he didn’t hear you come home and you know how late he stays up. And then, we hear about this horrible thing happening last night and . . .’

			
			‘And what?’

			‘And I was worried about you. That’s all. I know you don’t think we care, but we really do. When you have kids—’

			Mia sighed, drained the last of her orange juice and slammed the glass down on the kitchen counter. It stopped her mum’s usual monologue about being a parent. For a second, she thought it was going to shatter, the glass shards splintering and piercing her hand. She could almost see it happen, see the blood blossom from her veins and drip over her skin. Pooling on the surface below. She stared down for a few seconds, envisioning the sight. Feeling the sharpness of the pain. Enjoying the sensation. 

			Finally, she turned to her mother. ‘I’m just in shock,’ she said, wrapping her arms around herself, in case they betrayed her and went for the glass again. To slam it down harder. ‘Nothing else. I need time to work out what the hell has happened, okay? So, leave me alone.’

			Mia walked out of the kitchen before her mum could say anything else – her breathing hard and fast. Stomped up the stairs and slammed her bedroom door behind her, causing a picture hanging on the wall beside it to crash to the ground.

			A few minutes later, Mia would pick up the picture and realise it was the one she’d had framed of her and Ben – only a few weeks ago. Taken on her phone and printed off in Asda and hung up on her wall. Like she was from the nineties or something old like that. 

			She would pick it up and slump to the floor. Tears springing to her eyes, as she let the grief and guilt swallow her whole.
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			What do you do in the hours after you identify your dead son’s body?

			I didn’t know. And it didn’t seem like anyone wanted to tell me. You could hardly just go about your day as normal. There were things to do. People to speak to. Arrangements to be made.

			Police to deal with. 

			A murder inquiry. That’s how they’d put it. Some kind of liaison officer would be at the house for the foreseeable future. Other things had been said, in the few minutes since they’d seen Ben, but I’d stopped listening.

			I was thinking about what the first thing they had to do would be. 

			First, they had to tell Ellie. 

			How do you tell a child that someone they loved is dead? 

			The words could never be right. Maybe because there are no words that you can use that would make any difference to the substance of what you were telling them.

			Someone you thought would always be in your life has gone. And won’t be coming back. Now . . . you have to keep living like it didn’t really happen.

			I felt Greg’s arm snake around my shoulders, as if it were a scarf made of iron, impossible to shift. 

			Ellie only had to look at their faces and she knew that there hadn’t been a mistake. That it hadn’t been someone else’s brother lying motionless in the bowels of the hospital. 

			Greg took the lead anyhow. ‘Darling, I’m sorry.’

			
			‘It’s really him?’

			I could barely stand, never mind comfort my daughter. It was taking everything in me to stay conscious. Standing upright. Walking. I wanted to melt away into nothingness.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Greg said again, as if that was enough. As if that was the best thing that could be said in the circumstances. His arm had shifted from my shoulders and to my waist. Somehow that was worse. I wanted to shake it away, start running down the corridor. I wanted nothing more than to have it away from me. To have him away from me. Everyone. 

			I couldn’t look at Ellie. 

			‘Mum? What happened?’

			Finally, I lifted my head slowly and met my daughter’s eyes.

			Her scream would haunt me forever. 

			That much pain. That much sorrow. 

			One child gone. One in unimaginable hurt. 

			It was at that moment that I felt like the worst parent in the world. I had failed. 

			We both had. 

			Greg’s arm finally left my body and I felt relief for a split-second, before I saw Ellie crumple to the ground, as he reached out for her.

			I couldn’t move. 

			We were led into a car outside. There was no reason to stay there. Identification had taken place and now all that could be done for Ben would be carried out by other people. Not his parents. Not his mum. 

			It felt like I was being told I was done now. It was over. 

			He wasn’t my responsibility anymore.

			‘We had one job,’ I said, as we pulled up outside our home. It was morning now, the street coming to life, just as mine as I’d known it had ended. ‘That’s it.’

			
			Greg shifted uncomfortably next to me, his eyes hollow and body shivering from a cold I couldn’t see. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘As parents,’ I replied, hearing the hollowness in my voice. The words coming from somewhere I couldn’t identify. They certainly didn’t feel like they were coming from myself. I didn’t feel any kind of control of anything at that moment. ‘We only had one job. Keep them safe. And we’ve failed.’

			Greg shaped to say something, but then thought better of it. 

			I knew he agreed with me. 

			‘They’re going to be asking us some questions,’ Greg said, changing the subject as quickly as he could. ‘About where he goes, what time he usually comes home. Who he’s usually with when he’s out, things like that.’

			I turned to my husband and met his eyes for the first time since they had left the house a few hours earlier. Since we’d been told to identify our dead son. ‘How do we get through this? How can it be real?’

			Greg let my eyes bore into his for a few seconds, but then he scrunched them closed using his fingers to massage his forehead. I could see new lines there that I couldn’t be sure had been there the day before. 

			‘We have to do what we can,’ he said, but I knew he didn’t feel it. Didn’t believe they could do anything. ‘Just . . . just keep moving forwards. I don’t know. I don’t have any answers for this.’

			I was surprised by that admission. Greg usually had an answer for everything. A way out of any situation. A solution to any problem.

			This was so far away from normal life that he didn’t have anything to give me. A sliver of hope. A whisper of a way out.

			He had nothing for me.  

			***

			
			The detective in my living room didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave. Despite my attempts to convey my distaste in them being there. Still. Hours after they’d finally made it home. 

			Greg had been doing all the talking. Thankfully. I wasn’t sure I had anything left. I couldn’t make sense of the situation. It felt like a dream. A nightmare. Only, there was too much reality around me. I could hear, I could smell, I could touch. Everything may have been reaching me on a slight delay, but I knew I was awake.

			‘Are there any other names we should add to the list?’

			I realised the detective was talking to me. I turned my head slowly from where I’d been staring at the wall above the mantelpiece. Looked at her as if she’d appeared without warning. ‘Sorry?’ I said, my voice sounding like it didn’t belong to me.

			‘So this is the list of names of people who Ben may have been with last night, but I was wondering if there might be any that may have been missed?’

			I took the notebook from her outstretched hand, the weight of it feeling too heavy to handle at first. I glanced through the list, scanning the names and not taking them in. I had to read the first line more than a few times before I began to take it in. 

			I couldn’t even remember giving her some of the names now. It was people I’d known of for years. All through primary school, high school. Ben’s group of friends, kids I’d seen grow from childhood until the cusp of adulthood. 

			They would continue on. They would be going off to university. Their parents wouldn’t be making lists of people’s names who may have seen them last. Their parents wouldn’t be thinking about funeral services, what to dress their child in for his last journey. Their parents wouldn’t be thinking about the last thing they may have said to them.

			
			Their parents wouldn’t be stuck, forever, in a single moment. A single image.

			Their child, lying dead, not being able to even touch them.

			‘Alison?’

			The words had blurred on the pad below and I tried to focus again. Words stuck at the back of my throat, as I handed it back soundlessly.

			Then, at the last second, I held onto it. Looked at it again.

			‘It’s missing Mia.’

			Greg let out a sigh. ‘I thought they’d broken up?’

			‘They’re kids, Greg,’ I said, tired of having to explain everything I ever said. Ever thought. I couldn’t have that happening now. Not after what had happened. ‘They break up, they get back together, that’s how the world turns when you’re a teenager.’

			‘I hope not,’ Greg replied, unable to keep the disdain out of his voice. ‘I never liked her.’

			‘She was okay . . .’

			‘No, she wasn’t right for him,’ Greg said, his voice raising and making me shrink back a little, before I checked myself. He seemed to notice it and realise how it might have looked to the detectives sitting in the room with us. ‘Sorry, I’m just saying she was a distraction he didn’t need.’

			‘It doesn’t matter now, does it?’

			‘Right, okay,’ the detective said, cutting them off before the argument became worse. She finally took her oh so important list back from me. ‘What’s her surname?’

			I couldn’t remember at first. Simply stared back at the detective, as my mind tried to whir into action. Everything slowed down. Had been slowing down since the moment I’d been woken in the early hours of the morning. 

			‘I . . . I’m not sure,’ Greg said, and I could feel his eyes on me. Waiting for me to fill in the gaps of his knowledge. And when that came to the kids, it was the Grand Canyon of emptiness. He barely knew a thing about them, other than surface-level things. 

			He wasn’t the one who had actual conversations with them. Learned their likes and dislikes. What they thought of the world they’d been forced into. He was content to just let the days and nights play out and wait for the next one. He provided for them, that was how he saw his job. He didn’t need to know them all that much until they were older, is what he’d told her once. 

			I knew Ben and Ellie. Who they were, what they wanted, what they liked, what they hated. Who they were friends with, who they didn’t get along with. Greg never had time for anything like that. The kids had never said as much, but I knew they didn’t even bother trying to tell him anything now.

			Finally, the name came. ‘Johnstone. Mia Johnstone. She lives over on Debrayer Street.’

			‘Thanks, Alison,’ the detective said, making a note and then closing her notepad over. ‘I’ll pass all this information out and we’ll speak to everyone who might have seen Ben last night. Some have already come forwards, but we won’t leave any stone unturned. I promise you, we’ll do everything in our power to find out what happened to your son and bring you the answers.’

			Greg thanked her, but I could barely tear my eyes from the wall above the mantelpiece. 

			I knew why. 

			Surrounding them, on walls, on end tables and multiple surfaces, that’s where the photographs could be. Would be. Waiting for me – smiling visages of a former life. 

			My son. Happy, alive, breathing.

			Something that would never be again.

			
			And just the thought of it made me want to run. To jump up and burst out of the house. To run and just keep running forever. 

			So I would never have to face the facts. 

			He was gone and would never be coming home. 
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			It was after lunchtime, but it didn’t matter anyway. Natalie Williams wasn’t about to be going out to lunch. She wasn’t even sure if she would get to eat, never mind leave the office. 

			A nice café. Some sourdough bread. Goats cheese and red onion chutney. That’d be nice. Her mouth watered at the thought of it.

			A dead eighteen-year-old kid was spoiling the dream.

			She knew this was the life she had chosen, but it didn’t mean she had to enjoy it. 

			It had been four months since she’d relocated. A smaller town, more affordable houses, nicer schools. All good reasons to have made the move, but it didn’t mean that the job got any easier.

			She wasn’t even sure there was a nice café she could get what she wanted from anyway.

			Not for the first time, she regretted deciding to move to the area. It may have seemed like a good idea at the time, but the bigger cities had something going for them at least – nobody knew anyone there. Sure, you had those little communities that would know each other a little, but it wasn’t on the scale of a small town. A village. 

			Social media didn’t help. Now, there are all those community pages that spring up. A thousand or so residents of each small town, all on Facebook to ask inane questions or inform others about situations no one ever needed to know about.

			How long is the queue to the tip?

			Anyone know why there’s a helicopter out?

			
			What’s that noise on Egerton Street?

			Anyone know if the tip is open today?

			To the person who beeped at me coming out of the Asda car park – I was just trying to decide if I needed to go back in or not for cat food. Hope you’re happy with yourself.

			Is the queue for the tip worth joining today?

			Natalie actively avoided it all. It was becoming more difficult to do so. Mainly because that was a good place to find out information if say, someone is murdered at two in the morning on a quiet street in that town. 

			Not for the first time, she dreaded leaving her little home on the water and going off to work. She might have got lucky in having a husband who worked from an office slash dining room, so there was always someone to send the kids off to school in the morning and welcome them home hours later.

			It was still a wrench to go off alone. 

			Especially when you get a call at seven in the morning telling you that there had been a teenager killed overnight and you were suddenly part of the investigation.

			It wasn’t a job she could see herself doing for very much longer. She wasn’t interested in promotion. She didn’t see it as a calling. It was, for all intents and purposes, an accident that she was even in that position.

			One day, maybe she would do something else entirely. Maybe write, like a fair few ex-coppers seemed to do now. Usually crime fiction. Usually meticulously researched. Usually loosely based on the way they saw themselves.

			She hadn’t read any of it. 

			Everyone was supposed to have a book in them. She didn’t think that was true. When she looked inside herself, all she saw was a desire to go unnoticed.

			‘His phone hasn’t pinged off a tower since just before we think he was killed.’

			
			Natalie focused back on Carter, who was leaning his hip against her desk. She picked up a ruler and slid it between the wood and his body. He jumped back, as if she had bitten him.

			‘So, it’s probably been destroyed by now, I guess,’ Natalie said, shaking her head. ‘It follows the route from the . . . the dips, did you say?’

			Carter nodded, a little too enthusiastically. ‘Yeah, that’s what we’ve got. Our killer probably took it, but destroyed the SIM card or something. Could be anywhere now.’

			‘We have people canvassing neighbours for CCTV, so hopefully we can track from that. We don’t have anything other than the victim on his own walking, though, so far?’

			‘Unfortunately not, no. A bunch of them will have doorbell cameras, which should hopefully pick up something, but he was killed just as he was entering a cut-through, so there’s no houses there. And no cameras.’

			‘What was the result of talking to the immediate neighbours?’

			‘No one heard anything,’ Carter said, a grimace appearing across his face. ‘They didn’t even know anything had happened until he was found. And even that was by chance. A random old guy, walking his dog. He was going to keep walking, only he saw the blood.’

			‘Walking his dog at three in the morning?’

			Carter shrugged. ‘His story seems to stand up. He was quick to tell us that was normal – he works shifts and that’s the time he takes the dog for a walk. I think he showed the uniform who took the statement Ring camera footage of him leaving at the same time every day. We’re asking neighbours just in case.’

			Natalie leaned back in her chair, shuffling the pieces into a correct order. That’s how she liked to work – logically. 
It made sense most of the time. ‘So, could it just be random then? Just a street robbery gone wrong?’

			She didn’t wait for Carter to answer, before she thought of the correct response in her mind.

			No.

			‘Too violent,’ she said, almost to herself. ‘No sign of him fighting back, as far as we can see. No scrapes on his hands, no defensive wounds. This was someone coming up behind him and striking to kill. He was already gone by the time he hit the ground.’

			‘I was going to say that,’ Carter said, not sounding as sure as the words he was using. ‘He was targeted.’

			‘That’s my guess,’ Natalie replied, giving the younger guy a pass. He seemed like the type that worked better with praise and soft guidance. She didn’t mind that. ‘So, why would someone want to kill an eighteen-year-old lad?’

			‘The usual reasons I guess. Money, drugs . . . sex.’

			Carter drew out the last word on his list, his cheeks flushing red. Natalie ignored it. She considered the list of names Greg and Alison had given them an hour earlier. ‘Then we start by going through this list – talking to his friends, his family, and find out which of those fit best.’

			‘Okay boss.’

			‘Dish them out – get statements that can be followed up on. We’ll talk to the possible girlfriend . . . Mia Johnstone? Get her details up and we’ll head there shortly. If she’s the closest to our victim, then we should do the initial interview.’

			Carter seemed to agree and then left Natalie, sitting at her desk, wondering about the list. The three things. Rule of three. They might have been the usual reasons, but there were always more. 

			It had only been a few hours since she’d been informed of the death, but already she was thinking about when it would be over. When the next one would land. And the next one, and the next one . . .

			On and on. Always reasons to kill. Always reasons for someone to lose their life. 

			Never-ending.
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			Once the two detectives left, there was silence in the house. Some bored-looking officer in uniform was sitting in the kitchen, which meant that I stayed in the living room.

			Out of sight, out of mind.

			I wanted to sleep, but I didn’t think that would look right. Who to, I wasn’t sure. It would look like I didn’t care, but I was exhausted. 

			Greg was the opposite – wired like I’d never seen him before. He kept wringing his hands, as if he was washing them in an invisible sink. Trying to get rid of some dirt only he could see.

			‘What time did you come to bed last night?’ I asked, breaking the silence that had been the only ‘sound’ for the previous fifteen minutes. 

			Greg shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘Well, try to remember,’ I said, unable to keep the exasperation out of my voice. ‘Don’t you think they’ll be asking you questions like that? They will think we might be responsible. If you start “forgetting” things, they’ll jump on that.’

			‘It’ll be fine,’ Greg mumbled, which was the way he became when he realised I was right about something, but didn’t want to admit it. ‘It doesn’t look like they’re about to start accusing us of anything.’

			I couldn’t be bothered worrying about it. In any other circumstance, I would have been weirdly pleased that he was under the spotlight. Only, that would mean the police wouldn’t be out there trying to find the actual murderer.

			
			Murderer . . .

			My son had been murdered.

			It didn’t make any sense.

			I was like everyone else – I’d watched enough of those true crime documentaries to have a working knowledge of how this type of thing could play out. I also knew from them that it could happen to anyone.

			It didn’t make me feel any better.

			It also didn’t help that nothing felt real. I wasn’t sure what we were meant to do. I already felt like we were being watched – that everything we said and did would be examined. That was before the detectives did what I knew they would do next, if they didn’t have an outside suspect within a few hours.

			They’d start looking at us. Greg, probably, in particular. 

			‘We should eat something.’

			I didn’t even bother responding to Greg. I just shook my head. The idea of putting anything in my stomach made me feel sick.

			It was the last thing I was thinking about.

			Greg sighed and flopped down on the sofa opposite. Pulled out his phone and began scrolling. 

			I didn’t even know where mine was. Which was an alien thing to me – usually I had it in my hand or nearby at all times. Usually watching endless reels of short videos, while watching TV silently with Greg.

			He didn’t like me talking during that time. And I didn’t tend to enjoy what he wanted to watch. Which meant we ended up on opposite sides of the sofa, while he ignored the fact that I wasn’t happy.

			‘It’s on the news,’ Greg said, almost as an aside. ‘My God . . .’

			‘What are you talking about?’

			
			‘Look,’ Greg said, turning his phone to face me. I couldn’t really see, other than some kind of news app open on his screen. ‘On Sky News. Just says teenager killed in Baycliff. Unless there’s something they’re not telling us, I’m going to say that they’re talking about . . . about Ben. No details on there – just says police are investigating, yada, yada, yada.’

			I closed my eyes, wondering at what point it had been that Greg had forgotten how to be a human being. A husband. A father. 

			I ignored him, as I did more often than ever. Drew my knees up to my chest and hugged them closer to me. 

			The tears that had dried on my cheeks were wet again within seconds. I thought about what would happen next. How I would handle it. 

			The feeling was overwhelming.

			I could feel the familiar ball of anxiety grow in my stomach. I opened my mouth to say as much to Greg, but stopped myself. 

			He wouldn’t understand.

			He never had.

			‘Have you checked on Ellie?’ I heard Greg say, as I scrunched my eyes shut and tried to stop the tears again. 

			I shook my head. 

			He sighed again, quieter this time, as if he was trying to hide it from me, but still wanting me to hear it. ‘I’ll go up and speak to her.’

			I wanted to tell him not to. To take the lead. Only, he was already on his feet and I knew it would be pointless.

			I knew he’d try to talk to her in his condescending, logical way. Not emotionally – just seeing the problem and telling her how she was going to get through it.

			It wouldn’t work. It never did.

			
			I should have got up and stopped him, but I didn’t have the energy. Not for any of it. I wanted to curl up into a ball and close my eyes. Wait for the nightmare to be over. Wait for the feeling in the pit of my stomach to disappear. 

			I wanted to be anywhere else than there. 

			Greg stopped in the doorway and I could feel his eyes on me. I didn’t look up. Waited for him to say his piece.

			‘We have to be together right now,’ he said, his hand on the door, closing it over so he couldn’t be heard elsewhere in the house. ‘We can’t let this break us. I know things have been difficult – you know, with what you’ve been going through – but we need to stick together more than ever.’

			He said it like he was doing me a favour. Like he was throwing me a bone and could stop me from doing something stupid.

			I couldn’t look at him.

			‘What I’ve been going through?’ I said, the usual thought process that stopped me from answering back nowhere to be found. ‘What do you mean by that?’

			I heard him sigh, yet again. Honestly, the man seemed to only breathe through heavy exhalations.

			‘You know, the change and that.’

			I could feel myself slipping – letting the anger bubble up and over. Something I’d been more aware of lately than ever – it was why I had become so numb in recent months. Years, in fact. Scared of letting myself be real, in case it made everyone leave me.

			He was standing there, waiting for me to answer him.

			I wanted to make him disappear.

			I wanted him away from me. 

			I could already see he was going to make this all about him. How he was dealing with what happened, how he was going to be the saviour in the situation.

			
			Without actually doing anything.

			I wanted him to fight. I wanted him to do something that would actually matter. 

			I remembered the growing number of arguments in the previous eighteen months and wondered if it was our fault Ben had died.

			Wondered if we hadn’t been so focused on each other and the silences that had grown between us, whether that had led to us taking our eye off the ball when it came to being parents.

			I felt the guilt grow inside me. Rivalling the ball of anxiety for size.

			Greg was still standing there. Waiting for me to agree with him, which was the only language he understood. In his head, everything he said was logical and right.

			I remembered him saying once during an argument that the reason he felt he was always right was because he saw no logical reason why he would argue if he wasn’t. He could never accept the idea that he could be wrong.

			And now, Ben was dead. Our son.

			I looked up finally, searching his face to see if the reflection of hurt and loss would be there. 

			I couldn’t see it. 

			Another memory from the past year or so came to me then. Of Greg arguing with Ben. 

			Greg dismissing his son, when he wouldn’t just agree with him. The way he did it, so cold and detached. Frustration building and building, until it suddenly stopped dead. 

			Was that the moment we’d lost him?

			Greg stared back at me and it was like I was looking at a stranger. 

			I shook my head and turned away. ‘Do whatever you think is right,’ I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

			
			I’d let him take control of everything. The house, the parenting, even what we watched on TV. Let him control how we acted around each other. Let him control the level of affection he allowed us to have towards each other. 

			All in small increments. 

			Without me even noticing. 

			I wasn’t going to let him control how we dealt with our son being killed. 

			I wasn’t going to let him control what happened next.

			If I couldn’t help Ben the night before, I could help him now. I could help him by finally being what I’d always wanted to be.  
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			It didn’t take long.

			It was early afternoon when they turned up. Two of them. A pair. That’s what she expected, if she’d been made to guess. She’d seen enough TV to know they usually came in pairs. None of that good cop, bad cop, routine, though. That was a myth. She knew that was just something that had been made up.

			One usually took the lead. Asked the questions, while the other noted the responses.

			There was a TV show she watched whenever it was on. Everyone did. One of those Channel Four documentaries, that tapped into a certain subsection of society. 

			24 Hours in Police Custody. Mia and her friends had been obsessed with it – complaining that previous series weren’t available easily enough. Sharing links to dodgy websites that had poor quality versions of years-old investigations. 

			‘Why would anyone say anything other than “no comment” in an interview? Just asking for trouble.’
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