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To Ken, we all miss you more than words can say.
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Letter to the parole board from Susan Webster

—inmate #397609

23 January 2013

To the honorable members of the board,

My name is Susan Webster. Nearly four years ago, on 23 July 2009, I killed my three-month-old baby boy. It has taken me this long to be able to say those words and accept that they are true, yet writing them still brings me unimaginable pain and grief.

During my time on remand and the subsequent two years, eight months at Oakdale Psychiatric Facility, I have researched just about everything that exists about puerperal psychosis, the form of postpartum depression I suffered from after Dylan was born. Reading about it helps me understand and realize that I wasn’t in control of my actions on that awful day. I also know now that my memories of those twelve amazing weeks with Dylan have been romanticized in my mind, created by denial of the terrible anger I felt towards him. I know this because that’s what the doctors say. Harder to accept than the knowledge that I killed my little boy is the thought that my sacred memories—all I have left of my beautiful son—are the product of my own warped mind. In my darker moments I find myself wishing that I could remember the hatred, the indifference towards the life I’d created.

Maybe then I would have a moment’s peace, some respite from the guilt and pain that clouds my every waking moment. I hate myself for feeling that way; my memories, real or imagined, are the only things that help me to cling to the person I used to be. The person I thought I was, at least. A wife, a mother, a little disorganized maybe, a terrible cook for sure, but never in my most hideous nightmares a murderer.

Whilst I have accepted what I did, I do not expect forgiveness. I know I will never be able to forgive myself. All I ask is that my remorse be taken into consideration during my parole hearing, so that I can try and rebuild my life, do some good in the world, and begin to atone for the evil in my past.

Yours respectfully,

Susan Webster
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24 APRIL 2013

It’s still there.

No matter how many times I leave the room and try to go about my normal life, every time I go into the kitchen, there it is.

It arrived this morning, hidden underneath the brightly colored junk mail and ominous-looking bills. I dread receiving the mail as it is. Sunday is my favorite day of the week.

No mail on Sundays. Except today isn’t Sunday. And today there is mail.

I can only guess that my hatred of all things enveloped is down to the sheer volume of bills I receive every day. I’ve only been here four weeks and it seems every utilities company in the country is trying to bill me for something. Each and every “To the Occupier” letter I receive reminds me of something I’ve forgotten to set up a direct debit for, depressing me about how disorganized I am and how far my meager funds need to stretch.

What arrived in the mail today isn’t a bill, though. I know that by the handwritten envelope. It isn’t a letter from a friend or pen pal. It’s postcard size, and brown. The writing is small and cursive; it looks like it belongs to a woman but I can’t be sure. None of these things are the reason it’s still on my kitchen countertop, unopened.

I could just put it straight in the bin. I could wait until my friend Cassie comes over and ask her to open it, like a student getting her mum to peek at her A-level results. Walking over to the envelope again, I see the words written on the front and my heart begins to race.

Susan Webster, 3 Oak Cottages, Ludlow, Shropshire

But Susan Webster is dead now. I should know; I killed her four weeks ago.

No one in the world is supposed to know who I am or where I am. That was the idea of changing my name legally. Even my parole officer calls me Emma; sometimes I still forget to answer. My new name is Emma Cartwright. You won’t know me by that, though. Four years ago I was still Susan Webster. I can picture you now, you’re screwing up your nose a bit; maybe you recognize the name from somewhere, can’t quite place it? Your eyes might flick up and to the left as you try to remember. If you live in the north, you might mutter something like “Oh yeah, wasn’t that the woman who killed her baby? Such a shame.” More likely if you live elsewhere in the country you won’t remember me at all. The news broke at the same time that a major celebrity was caught dealing drugs. My son and I were only found on the inside pages of the nationals.

I’m going to do it. Hands trembling, I tear open the envelope, taking care not to rip what’s inside. As the small piece of card falls into my hands, I wonder for a second if I should be wearing gloves, if it’s some kind of threat and the police will need it as evidence. It might sound strange to an ordinary person, worrying that my mail might be filled with death threats. Believe me, it’s a situation I would never have imagined myself in either.

It’s too late to worry about forensics now. Anyway, it isn’t a letter; it’s a photograph. A young boy smiles widely at the camera, a warm, genuine, beautiful smile. My fear turns to confusion. Who is he? I don’t know any children that age; he’s around two or three, maybe. I have a niece but no nephew, and the few mums and babies I’d met at baby groups before . . . well, just before . . . have stayed away, probably blocking out what happened as though Dylan and I had never existed.

Why has this been sent to me? Scanning my memory for children I know, I throw it down. It turns in midair, landing facedown on the counter, and it’s at that moment that my whole world narrows to the size of the four-by-six-inch photograph in front of me. Written on the back, in the same neat handwriting, are just three words:

Dylan—January 2013.
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It’s a prank,” Cassie announces, throwing the photograph back onto my kitchen counter. That’s it? Five minutes of waiting while she stared in silence and all I get is prank? I take a deep breath.

“I know that, Cass, but who? Who but you knows I’m here? Is it a threat? Or does someone actually want me to think Dylan is still alive?”

She looks away, and I know who she thinks has done this. “Mark,” I declare. “You think it’s Mark.”

Cassie grits her teeth at the mention of his name and fights not to say anything. Not easy for her. Her sharp chin juts out as if she is literally biting her tongue. My best friend hates my ex-husband. She dislikes most men, but I think Mark tops the list. I know for a fact he wouldn’t have liked her either, as if they had ever met.

I suppose I should explain about Cassie. She’s the best friend I’ve ever had, the kind of friend I’ve always wanted, but we haven’t known each other our whole lives. We didn’t meet as shy schoolgirls on the first day of school and we weren’t college roommates. When I met Cassie it was against a background of wailing voices and steel doors slamming shut behind me. She was sitting on the top bunk, her bleached-blonde hair piled in a heap on the top of her head and her thin black eyebrows narrowed. She threw herself off the bed and landed like a cat next to me—I found out afterwards she’d broken her ankle the first time she’d tried it. Loose ivy-green prison slacks hung from her protruding hip bones and her tank top could have come from the children’s section, pulled up to show milky-white midriff. She looked like she could be knocked over by a strong wind, and yet she had the strongest physical presence I’d ever known.

“Top’s mine but I’m not a bed-wetter like some here so you don’t have to worry. Don’t touch my stuff.”

I met Cassie on what was the loneliest day of my life. I didn’t know it then, I wouldn’t know it until much later on, but she saved it, saved me.

We met because she’s a criminal. A murderer, like me. Cassie though, unlike me, remembers every second of her crime. She revels in the details, tells the story like Girl Scouts tell horror stories around the campfire. She especially enjoys telling anyone who will believe her—and I don’t—about how her plea of diminished capacity on the basis of her husband being a violent bastard was a masterstroke on her part. She gets fed up of me telling her that her indifference is a “defense mechanism against the memory of her crime.” She called me Freud for a week after I first suggested it, refusing to use my name until I promised to stop psychoanalyzing her. It’s the closest she’s ever got to admitting I might actually be right.

“Okay . . .” I’m willing to indulge her for a while. “Let’s assume it’s Mark. How does he know where I am? And why would he want to make me think our son is still alive?”

Cassie rolls her blue eyes skyward in impatience. “But he works in IT . . . right?”

“Right.” I nod a confirmation. “He’s not a hacker.”

She just shrugs, as I get up to make yet another cup of tea. When my hands aren’t busy, they’re shaking.

“And the why? Why would my ex-husband-suddenly-turned-computer-hacker send me a picture of a boy who we all know can’t possibly be my dead son?”

“Maybe because he’s an asshole? Or because he wants to add yet another layer of guilt to the emotional shitload you already carry? Or to mess with your head? Maybe ‘January 2013’ isn’t supposed to mean that the boy is Dylan, just that this is what he’d look like if you hadn’t . . . well, if he wasn’t, you know . . .”

“I know.”

“Do you still have your pictures of Dylan? In the album your dad gave you?”

“Somewhere,” I reply absently. I’m not getting those out. “But I don’t think Mark did this.”

Like any man would have been, Mark was devastated by the loss of our son. He tried his best to stand by me; he even visited me at Oakdale twice. Both times he was shaking like a shitting dog and could barely look at me, but it was good to know that he was trying to forgive me. Then the visits stopped, just like that. I received a letter a few weeks later informing me of the divorce proceedings, with just a handwritten note from Mark: I’m sorry. That was when Cassie crafted a dartboard from my pictures of him and took to throwing soggy paper towels at it to cheer me up. We weren’t allowed to have darts in Oakdale. We weren’t even allowed to have sharpened pencils in Oakdale.

“So it’s just a prank.” I’m trying to convince myself. “Not a threat. Except the word ‘prank’ suggests something’s funny, which this is not.”

“Hoax, then, or, what do they call it, the fraud squad? A swindle.” This is what Cassie’s like when she decides she’s right about something. Her long blue gel nails strum a pattern on the table, her need for a cigarette clear. Those nails represent, for me, the complete transformation she’s been through since leaving Oakdale. When I met her, it was bitten-to-the-quick nails covered in month-old chipped paint that tapped out their impatient pattern. Those are long gone, along with the short denim skirts and navel-skimming tank tops I’ve seen her wearing in all her photos. These days her clothes cover her flesh and her nails are never chipped.

“Hoax, yeah, of course,” I reply absently. “It’s got to be a hoax. Definitely not a threat.”

I get rid of Cassie as fast as I can by pretending I’ve got errands to run. She knows I’m lying but takes the hint without question and kisses me, leaving a bright pink lip print on my cheek.

Turning the envelope over in my hands for the hundredth time, I notice something that sends a shiver down my arms. There’s no postmark stamped on the envelope. Whoever sent this was at my house, stood at my door, and silently hand-delivered the photograph while I was in my kitchen. The thought makes me feel physically sick and I cover my mouth with my hand. It’s not a threat. It makes no sense as a threat. If it’s a threat, it’s a rubbish one. There’s no actual threat even implied. Except the subtle warning that someone knows my name. Someone knows who I am. What I did. Someone who was standing at my door.

I can’t be strong any longer. The fight has melted out of me and I sink to my knees on the cold kitchen floor and begin to sob.
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JACK: 23 SEPTEMBER 1987

A foot connected with the boy’s face, a heel slammed into his ribs. He curled tighter into a ball, let out a grunt, but not—Jack observed with grudging respect—tears. When they saw the blood, Riley stepped forward, but Jack grabbed his arm—it was too soon. Another minute or so, a couple of more bruises, maybe a broken rib. From his position twenty feet away, leaning against the crap-colored portable classrooms, the beating almost looked choreographed, mesmerizing. When he heard the crack, like a twig snapping, and the grunts stopped, he stood upright, wiped off the arm of his jumper, and motioned for Riley to follow him towards the fun.

“Get the fuck off him.”

All three of the boys stopped, although one kept his foot on the fifteen-year-old’s broken wrist—as if he was going anywhere otherwise.

“Fuck’s it got to do with you two?” Boy one—Jack hadn’t a clue who they were—made a gesture like he was head-butting an imaginary goat in front of him. Fucking moron.

“What’s he done?”

“Snitched on Harris.” Boy two, the one with his foot on his victim’s wrist, ground it into the floor. “Didn’t you, Shakespeare?”

“Wasn’t me,” the heap of blood and clothes murmured from the floor.

“Who was it then?” demanded boy three—Harris, by the looks of it. He was the biggest of the three but from what Jack had seen he’d done the least amount of harm. Maybe he didn’t like to get his clothes dirty. “Dunno. Not me.”

“Lying little snake.” Boy two made to start kicking again. In seconds, Jack was at his side, grabbing his claret-colored blazer and shoving him away.

“I told you to get the fuck off him. He didn’t snitch on your mate. He’s telling the truth, it wasn’t him.”

“Oh yeah—how’d you know?”

“I know everything, you moron. You want to know who snitched on you, go and see Mike Peterson.”

Harris narrowed his eyes, and so did Riley at Jack’s side. “You sure?”

“I’m sure. And one more thing.” He gestured at the boy on the floor. “He’s with me now. You got any problems with him, you come and see me. If I ever catch you touching him again, I’ll have your legs broken—all of you. See where your rugby career goes then, Harris, you fucking meathead.”

He held his breath, kept his jaw still. Harris turned back to his thugs and motioned with his head for them to leave. All three of them walked away as though they’d done nothing more than finish a game of football.

“You all right?” Riley pulled the boy to a crouch, kept his head forward and down. His shoulder-length brown hair was slick with a combination of grease, sweat, and blood. He tried to turn his head to face Jack standing above him, then cringed and focused on the floor again.

“Why’d you tell them that?” The words were barely discernible through lips that were already beginning to swell. “Peterson . . . didn’t do it. I did.”

“I stopped them kicking the shit out of you, didn’t I? Do you want me to call them back? Tell them I made a mistake?” He turned to face the direction the boys had retreated, knew they were well gone. “Harris! Oi, Harris!”

“No, I’m sorry, didn’t mean it.” The boy winced from the pain.

“Jesus, you’re a mess. Come on, I’ll get you back to mine—my mum and dad are never home and Lucy will be able to fix you up.”

“Who’s Lucy?”

“The housekeeper. I kicked off when they said she was coming to live with us ’cos I knew they were getting her to keep an eye on me but she’s actually all right—she’s only like eighteen and got massive knockers, and she makes wicked sandwiches. I’m Jack, this is Matt. Why did they call you Shakespeare? Is that your nickname?”

The boy tried to scowl through the blood. “No. I hate it. I got a hundred percent in an English test and Miss Bramall called me a little Shakespeare. Now that’s what everyone calls me. I’m—”

“I like it,” Jack interrupted. “Makes you sound smart, and I like smart people. I can call you Billy for short if you like, like our little joke. We are mates now, aren’t we?”

“Why do you want to be mates with me? I’m not like you and your lot.”

“Oh yeah? And what are my lot like?”

“Rich. And well . . . good-looking and stuff.”

Jack looked at Matt and they both started to laugh. “You queer, Shakespeare? Fancy my mates, do you?”

“No! I didn’t mean like that. I just . . .”

Jack snorted. Jesus, was this guy really that square? He was going to have his uses, though.

“Come on, let’s go and get you cleaned up.”
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Like on most Saturdays the town is packed with teenagers, couples, and mothers dragging their toddlers sullen-faced and whining around the few shops we have left. “The recession has hit the town hard,” Rosie Fairclough tells me as she serves me a huge slab of sticky, warm chocolate cake. “We need more young blood like you to start bringing money back to the place.”

I almost laugh out loud. Nosy Rosie would have a different opinion if she had the first idea who had come to live in her sleepy little town. That would be some gossip for the WI.

Digging into my chocolate cake a little too hungrily, I risk a furtive glance out the window. Nothing but cobbled streets full of shoppers. I shake my head, feeling ridiculous, and try to remind myself I’m not living in a low-budget spy movie. No one is watching me. I need to try to forget all about what happened this morning, a hateful prank, so I switch my attention to the people around me.

Another woman sits near the counter, lost in thought and nursing a slice of carrot cake without plowing in the way I have. She’s about the same age as my mum would have been but she doesn’t look like she needs to worry about her figure, and I guess from her expression that something’s wrong. Her long blonde hair falls into her face as she gazes at the newspaper in front of her and she doesn’t bother to push it away. I find myself wondering what her story is. A fight with a friend? An errant husband? Or something much worse?

Almost as though I’ve called out to her, she abruptly looks up and catches me staring.

Embarrassed, I move my gaze over to the door, hating the fact that I’ve been caught gawking at her. “Don’t stare, sweetie,” my mother used to tell me. “It’s rude.”

“Well, that didn’t last long.” Rosie sees my demolished chocolate cake and smiles. “Can I get you another?”

Oh God yes.

“Oh God no.” I laugh a little too loudly. I’ve always had a struggle with my inner fat girl; food is my comfort. If ever I refused food, my mum would look at my dad and tut, “Uh-oh, I think we’ve got a problem on our hands, Len.” She’d tease me even though it was her fault we were a family of food lovers. Her homemade meals, especially her desserts, had my friends lining up to be invited for tea, and my lunch box was the envy of my classmates. Roulades, lemon drizzle cake, raspberry meringue—I was like the primary school version of a crack dealer. Much to my husband’s disappointment, my mother’s culinary skills never quite reached me, and he’d had to settle for a bloody good Sunday lunch at the in-laws once a week. “My hips would never forgive me,” I say. “Rosie, do you mind if I ask you something?”

The older woman’s eyes light up as though I’ve asked if she would mind if I gave her a winning lottery ticket. Being a fountain of information is what Rosie does.

“I was just wondering, what are people like round here? Do you get much trouble?”

Rosie shakes her head. “Oh no, love, well, I mean you get the odd scuffle with the kids in town on a Saturday night, but not much else. Why, have you been having a problem with someone?”

Instantly I regret asking. I knew Rosie was a gossip but now I’m wondering if she has it in her to dig for her next snippet. Will she be on the net as soon as I leave, looking for Emma Cartwright’s secret past? Ah, paranoia, my old friend, I’ve missed you the last hour.

“It’s nothing really,” I lie easily. “I found an egg on my doorstep this morning; I just wondered if maybe the locals weren’t keen on new people moving into town.”

Rosie looks disappointed. “That’ll be kids, love,” she tells me. “This place isn’t like some small towns, you know, where everyone knows everyone’s business. We mainly keep to ourselves. I wouldn’t let it worry you.”

“No, of course,” I reply, relieved my tiny fib hasn’t raised any other questions. “That’s what I thought, just a prank.”

The slab of chocolate cake weighs heavily in my stomach as I leave, Rosie’s words bouncing around my mind. This place isn’t like some small towns, you know, where everyone knows everyone’s business. They told me before I left Oakdale to be prepared for people to be hostile if they found out who I was. I was ready for torches and pitchforks; I didn’t expect stalking and mind games. The fact remains, stupid joke or not—someone knows my old name. Which means they know what I did.

The bell above the door of Deli on the Square chimes loudly as I enter. The home of good food, Ludlow boasts some of the finest homemade and locally sourced cuisine in Shropshire and plays host to a food festival every September. The fat girl inside me loves Ludlow.

“Emma, lovely to see you.” Carole beams as she spots me in the doorway. “How are you?”

“I’ll be better with a box of your Camembert and some crusty bread.”

Carole disappears for a second and returns with a brown paper bag. As she hands it over it still feels warm, and I catch a waft of the freshly baked bread inside.

“I’ll take a bottle of wine too.”

Carole raises her eyebrows. “Something to celebrate?”

I force a smile. “More like comfort eating. I might tell you about it sometime.”

She’s polite enough not to push the issue. I’ve been on first-name terms with Carole since I first found the deli, but we are far from friends. I don’t feel like I’ll ever be able to get close to anyone who doesn’t know my past. It’s just too risky.

“Enjoy.” She takes my money and I venture back out onto the street. My mind is telling me to go home and destroy the photo, forget it ever came, but as I turn to make my way home, I catch a glimpse of something impossible. There is a woman in front of me, slim, with long, straight dark hair. She is stooping slightly, bending to hold the hand of the young boy at her side. The young boy I saw beaming up at me from a photograph earlier today. My son.

I struggle to call out, my breath catches in my throat. Instead I take a few jerky steps forward, then break into a run.

“Dylan!” I manage to shout. It can’t be him, this is totally impossible, but there he is. After all this time, the sight of him makes me want to drop to my knees. How can my son be so close to me after being so far away for all this time?

A few people turn around to look at me; my son and his kidnapper don’t look back. It might be my imagination but it looks like she’s upped her pace. Not enough, though; within a few seconds I’m upon them.

“Dylan.” I reach down to grab the little boy’s arm and catch his navy coat. Adrenaline courses through my chest as the woman swings around to face me.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get your hands off my son!”

She grabs Dylan up into her arms and I lose my grip on his coat as she steps backwards. Her face is a mixture of fear and fury.

“That’s my son, that’s Dylan, he’s my . . .” My words trail off as the realization hits me. He’s not my son. My son is dead and this little boy is clinging to his mother’s neck, scared stiff of the crazy lady shouting at them. He suddenly looks nothing like the boy in the photograph; he doesn’t resemble me, or Mark, or any of our family. This little boy belongs exactly where he is, in the arms of his mother. I falter, take a step back. I want to run but my legs are playing Judas. The woman, realizing I’m no longer a threat to her or her little boy, launches towards me.

“Are you crazy? How dare you try and grab my son? I should call the police, you bloody lunatic!”

“I’m sorry, I . . .” Words fail me. I want to explain, but how? How do you describe arms that always feel empty? A heart that aches with loss? Eyes that see a dead child on every street corner? How do you make anyone, let alone a stranger in the street, imagine the loss of someone you sheltered inside your body?

“So you bloody should be! You’re crazy.” Until she shoved my arm away, I hadn’t even realized I’d still been reaching out.

“She said she’s sorry.” The words come from behind me, the voice strong and familiar. “She made a mistake. Maybe you should accept her apology and go on with your day.”

Carole. I hear the woman behind me mutter once more about me being crazy, but footsteps follow and she’s gone.

“Thank you.” I look around at the people who have stopped to watch the show. “Oh God.”

“Forget them.” Carole takes my arm gently. She raises her voice, directing her next words at the bystanders. “They have nothing better to do.”

A couple of them look ashamed; one woman shrugs and a group of teenagers snigger, but they all leave.

“Are you okay?” Carole asks me gently. I’m not, and my eyes fill with tears at her kindness.

I sniff and nod.

“I’ll be fine, it was just a silly misunderstanding. Why did you follow me out here?” Carole holds out a piece of paper. “You dropped this when you took out your purse.”

I don’t recognize it, but automatically my hand reaches out. It’s a newspaper clipping, and when I look closer, I realize. My baby son stares out at me from the black-and-white photo, one that was taken days after his birth. There’s no headline, but I remember, after all these years, what it was. MOTHER GETS SIX YEARS FOR SON’S MURDER.

“I couldn’t have . . .” I begin to deny that this photo could have been in my bag, but Carole’s concerned look makes me stop. Where else could it have come from? “I mean yes, it’s mine. Thank you. Again.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

I nod again, firmer this time. “Yes. Thanks, Carole, but I have to go. Sorry.”

The other woman looks like she wants to say something but thinks better of it. Thank goodness.

“You know I’m only a few doors down if you need me, Emma.”

I nod again, then realize what she’s just said. “You’re what, sorry?”

She looks embarrassed. “Sorry, I thought you knew, we live on the same street.”

No, I didn’t. How did I not know that? Have I walked around for four weeks without seeing anything or anyone around me? Well, Carole’s certainly seen me . . . Who else has been watching?

“Emma? Are you sure you’re okay? You look a bit ill.”

I’ve never needed someone more than I do right now, but this isn’t the time or place to invite a stranger into my life. Even one who runs a cheese and wine shop. What do I say to my new friend? “Actually, this morning someone found out I’m a murderer and now I’m having hallucinations about my dead son and carrying around photographs of him I never knew I had. So I could do with a cuppa really, your place or mine?”

“No, I’m fine,” I say instead. “Thank you again.”
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The library is deserted, even for a Saturday. I’d wandered aimlessly through the town and down the odd side street, clutching the newspaper clipping tight enough to leave the print on my fingers, and come face-to-face with the big stone building.

As I approach the desk, the stern-looking woman behind it doesn’t even bother to glance up. Her name badge reads “Evelyn.”

“Yes?” she asks, her head still buried in the huge library catalog in front of her, leaving me staring at a mane of gray hair.

“Um, I’d like a card, please.” The woman looks up in surprise at the sound of my voice. “Oh, sorry, love.” She smiles, her fierce expression morphing into a more welcoming one. She lowers her voice. “I thought you were that fellow over there again.” She nods towards a rather odd-looking man in a green wax jacket and a trilby, sitting in the corner staring purposefully at one of the computer screens. “He keeps jabbering on about the bloody security restrictions on our Internet. I’m afraid to go over and look at what he’s trying to find. It’s a library, for goodness’ sake, not a flippin’ porn convention.”

I can’t stop myself and a short burst of laughter escapes my lips. This elderly, reserved-looking woman saying the word “porn” out loud in the library just sounds so ridiculous. She grins again.

“Sorry, love, how can I help you, a library card, was it?”

Ten minutes later I’m sitting in front of a computer screen—as far away from the trilby-wearing man as possible—and find my fingers typing the words “Dylan Webster.”

I’ve always relied on research. The small room they called a library in Oakdale was nothing compared to this place. I hadn’t even known it existed for the first couple of months in prison. I’d spent weeks staring at the walls of my room, Cassie doing everything she could to engage the blank canvas she’d been roomed with in conversation. One afternoon she came to me after her shift in the canteen and took my wrist. This is it, I thought. She’s lost her patience with me; finally she’s going to attack me. Maybe I won’t survive. Maybe I’ll be with Dylan at last.

“Here,” she said, and prized open my fingers. “Take these and come with me.”

I opened my hand to see what she’d pressed into my palm. Three shiny silver coins, no more useful in the real world than children’s play money, but more valuable in Oakdale than gold bullion. Credits, our version of money, earned by hard work and good behavior. Credits could buy you the finer things inside—cigarettes, new underwear, magazines—and access to the luxury areas like the gym. Or the library. She pulled me to my feet and I allowed myself to be guided out of our room and down the steel-floored corridors to the communal wing. A door to the left of the common room that I’d never even registered before bore a sign saying “Library.” A rectangular hole to one side of the door was labeled “Three credits, half-day access” and there was a slot for an access card. Cassie took my card from her pocket—God knows when she stole that; that’s how much I guarded my property in the early days—put it in the slot, and inserted the credits.

“There you go, half a day.” She pushed open the door and gave me a light shove. “Go and do your research on that purple thing Dr. Shaky keeps banging on about in therapy.”

“Puerperal,” I muttered, unable to say what I really meant to. “Puerperal psychosis.”

“Yeah, that’s what I said. When you come out, maybe you can teach me all about it.”

It was in that dark, silent cavern, with its total of thirty-three shelves and two computers with security so tight you’d be lucky to find more than pictures of fluffy bunnies, that I learnt everything I needed to know about the condition I’d been afflicted with. The more I talked with Cassie about what I’d learnt, the more it made sense: the effect of the rounds of in vitro fertilization on my mental state, how C-sections could be traumatic enough to push a person into the depths of postpartum depression, the exhaustion and forgetfulness, my short temper I’d attributed to lack of sleep.

Images I’ve fought so hard to hide from myself seep through like water through rocks.

Waking up in a hospital bed, not gradually but thrust awake, my eyes snapping open.

“The baby, help! My baby!” The room’s empty, I’m alone, and when I try to sit up my stomach screams its heated refusal. What’s happened to me? What’s happened to my baby?

“Hey, hey, don’t move.” Mark is at my side in seconds; his thumb hits the call button next to my bed. “It’s okay, love, don’t sit up.”

“The baby, Mark, is the baby all right?” My hands press against the hard swell of my stomach and a small fluttering from inside tells me it’s okay. It’s warm and comforting and I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

The room smells of antibacterial hand wash, a smell that still reminds me of sickness and cancer, of watching my mother deteriorate. Mark is smiling, but before he can speak there’s another person in the room, a woman. She has dirty-blonde hair in a scruffy bun but the rest of her face eludes me.

“He’s fine, the baby is fine,” Mark whispers. His smile spreads, as though there’s something I should know, something I should understand, but I don’t.

“He’s doing well, all things considered. You can see him when the doctor’s seen you.”

“What are you talking about?” I press my hand against my stomach once more. “Have I had another scan? Did they tell you it’s a boy?” What was wrong?

Mark’s words are soft and comforting. “You went into labor, sweetheart, remember? There was a problem with the baby; they had to put you under. Don’t you remember? You said it was okay, you gave your consent.”

You gave your consent. Why does my husband sound like a television lawyer? What is he saying? Why is that woman looking at me with such pity?

“It was touch and go, love. The baby wasn’t responding well. We had to get him out as quickly as possible. He’s fine, though, he’s in recovery. Why don’t I fetch the doctor?”

“He’s beautiful, Susan, I’m so proud of you. Do you want to see a picture?” Mark pulls out his phone and hands me a picture of the tiniest baby I’ve ever seen. Why is he showing me this? Surely he isn’t trying to say . . . ?

“Mark.” My voice is harder now. I need him to stop messing around, showing me stupid photos and grinning like an idiot. “What’s going on? Whose baby is that?”

I see his face drop, the creases at the corners of his eyes—his happy lines, I call them—disappear. “Susan, that’s our baby. You had a Caesarean and our son was born. This is him.”

He pushes the phone at me again and I feel the wave of anger and confusion crash to the surface. I fling out my arm, batting his hand. I catch him off guard, his grip loose, and the phone skitters across the room, crashing against the wall.

“Stop showing me that! That’s not my baby! It’s in here, I can feel him in here!”

“Jesus, Susan.” Mark jumps up to retrieve his precious iPhone, turns on me, his face red and eyes narrow. “What did you do that for? Can you hear yourself? That’s our baby, your baby.”

He’s lying. I’d know, I’d know if I’d given birth! He’d have held my hand while I pushed and screamed, I’d have heard my baby cry, felt him against my chest. I would know.

“You’re wrong. That’s not my baby. That’s not my baby.”

It took three nurses, a doctor, and a large dose of sedatives to calm me down, and it wasn’t until four hours after I’d first woken that I saw the baby they claimed was mine. When I stared into the small plastic box they wheeled into my room, I felt no connection between the little boy in front of me and the life I’d grown so carefully inside me for the past thirty-five weeks. I felt like I’d been robbed, the precious first moments with my son stolen from me by these people. I was allowed to hold him, the nurses took pictures and made encouraging noises and I began to feel it, the love I’d known since finding out we were having a baby, yet still that sense of unfairness didn’t dissolve. I’d been cheated, first of a natural conception and now of a natural birth. I remember feeling then like maybe I wasn’t meant to be a mother at all.

I’d thought that all new mums experienced the same as I had; research and the powers of Google helped me to understand. I worked garbage duty and cleaned toilets after that, desperate to earn enough credits to spend whatever time I could in the library—and pay Cassie back for that first day—until one afternoon one of the warders came to my room to offer me a lifeline: a job, just a few hours a week, in the library, in return for unlimited access.

What I’d never done, however, was type my son’s name into the search engine. I had no idea how difficult it would be to press enter, and wait the agonizing few seconds it takes for the results to flash up.

My cursor hovers over the small cross in the top corner of the screen, ready to close down the page if anyone comes too close. And then there it is. A whole page of references to Dylan’s death, each time his name in bold indicating the search subject. The first few are stories about the trial, newspaper articles I saw at the time, but even now it’s hard to face the fact that they’re about me. Snippets of headlines like MOTHER WITH POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION SENTENCED FOR SIX YEARS and MOTHER WHO KILLED BABY—“I DON’T REMEMBER” stand out from the Facebook and LinkedIn profiles for other Dylan Websters. Every article bears the same photo, the photo that is in my hand. My heart pounds painfully against my chest as I scan the search results, each headline a reminder of a time I’ve tried so hard to push to a dark place in the recesses of my mind.

There are a few articles in there that don’t look at all related to Dylan, but his name must have come up somewhere. I send them all to the printer and promise myself I’ll read them at home, where I can get upset in peace. All the time my mind is running over the clipping that Carole tells me fell from my handbag. Who put it in there? Why? Was it me? Have I lost my mind again? I push the uncomfortable thought away.

On a whim, I type in my ex-husband’s name, Mark Webster. All that comes up is a design service—not my Mark—and a professional darts player—definitely not my Mark. Then I come across an article I have seen before. Mark’s photo stares proudly out at me from the screen as Durham University declares to the world how successful its alumni have been. I remember how pleased with himself he was the day this went out in the Guardian. A “Where Are They Now?” piece that announced to the whole country that Mark Webster was a partner in a leading IT firm, the Mr. Big of the IT scene. I’d smiled at how puffed up it made him; I always loved that he was ambitious and was fiercely proud of all he had achieved. The piece in the Guardian was like a stamp of approval, a sign that he’d made it.

Without even realizing it, I’ve been in the library for two hours, and the warmth of the day has dropped away, leaving a chill in the air. Back outside, I shiver, wrap my thick-knit cardigan around my chest, and up my pace, eager to get back to where I’ve parked the car. I don’t realize how little attention I’ve been paying to where I’m going until I hurry headfirst into a woman who has stepped out from the side of the library.

“Oh God, sorry.” I glance up and find myself looking at the blonde woman who caught me staring at her earlier in the café.

“My fault.” She looks unnerved at our surprise meeting and smiles uncertainly. I want to say something funny to lighten the mood—she seems very tense—but I’m aware that it might make me sound like a crazy stalker so I hold my tongue.

“No worries,” I reply instead. She looks for a second as though she’s about to speak, but after a moment’s awkward silence she simply tucks a strand of her wayward hair behind her ear and walks past me.

I’m bloody glad to get home and settle down in front of the fire with a mug of hot chocolate and the newspaper articles fanned out on the floor in front of me. The ones about the trial are still too hard to face, so I shuffle through to the last ones, the ones that just featured the name Dylan Webster somewhere in the text, and hope they aren’t about some Olympic swimmer with the same name as my son.

They aren’t. The first headline is useless, a random news piece about a university reunion.

The second makes me sit up and pay attention.

FAMILY OF MISSING MEDICAL EXAMINER SPEAK OF CONCERN FOR WONDERFUL FATHER

By Nick Whitely. Published 11/20/10

Three days after Dr. Matthew Riley was reported missing, his family have spoken of their frantic concern for a “wonderfully reliable husband and father.”

Speaking from Dr. Riley’s home in Bradford, his cousin Jeff Atwater, 34, said, “This is an incredibly difficult time for Matthew’s family. Matty is a wonderfully reliable man, an amazing husband and loving father. He would never willingly abandon his wife or two lovely girls, so we are obviously very concerned. Everyone here is frantic.”

Kristy Riley, Matthew’s wife, is expected to speak at a press conference later today. Dr. Riley, 36, has been in the spotlight recently for his part in the conviction of Susan Webster, the mother found guilty three weeks ago of smothering her son Dylan to death. He was last seen on 17 November coming out of Waitrose in Bradford with a carrier bag thought to contain wine and chocolates to celebrate his eighth wedding anniversary. Anyone who has any information on his whereabouts should contact West Yorkshire Police via the hotline number on their website.

Matthew Riley, do I remember him? My mind searches hazy images from a trial I attended in body only, and then I see him. A doctor who looked too young to be an expert on anything but according to the newspaper article was older than me. I remember struggling to focus as he took the stand, knowing this would be important. I didn’t know if it was the stress, the lack of food and sleep, or the antidepressants the doctors at the hospital had prescribed me, but focusing on anything was a struggle after Dylan was gone. Grief, my father said; he’d been the same when Mum had died. I’d grieved the loss of my mother too, of course, but this was different, this was an all-consuming black hole, hovering just out of my line of vision but still I knew it was there, waiting for me to step too close and slip in. It took all of my energy not to just step in voluntarily.

The doctor was sworn in and the prosecutor stepped up to the box, a horrid little man who reminded me so much of the great and powerful Wizard of Oz that I had to try not to giggle and prove what they probably all thought anyway—that I was crazy. I tried to concentrate on what the doctor—Matthew Riley, I know now—was saying.

“. . . was unresponsive. I checked for a pulse, heartbeat, signs of breathing. I declared him dead at sixteen-oh-six but the postmortem found the time of death to be approximately two hours previous.”

“And Susan Webster was . . . ?”

He’d been looking at the jury throughout his initial testimony, but at this question I saw him look at me and he cleared his throat uncomfortably.

“The emergency team had taken Mrs. Webster through to the operating room. From our encounter in the parking lot I had believed her to be deceased; however, it was discovered fairly quickly that she was simply unconscious.”

The prosecution paused for a second, allowing time for this information to sink in, although, I thought, it was hardly news to the jury.

“What were your first impressions of how Dylan Webster had died?”

Dr. Riley looked back at the jury once more and resumed his professional stance.

“It appeared that Dylan had been a victim of SIDS.” He glanced at the prosecutor, who nodded at him to continue. “That’s sudden infant death syndrome, otherwise known as cot death.”

My vision blurred. I had no clear memory of that day. Dylan was alive and then they told me he was dead. All I knew was that he was gone and I hated this man. I hated that he was talking about me and my son and saying the word “death.”

“Could you tell us why you presumed this to be the case?”

“Well, unfortunately SIDS remains one of the biggest causes of death in children under one year of age and so it’s natural to consider it a possibility when a baby has died in his crib with no outward signs of abuse or cause of death.”

“And what did the postmortem evidence suggest?”

“During the postmortem I found fibers from Mr. and Mrs. Webster’s sofa cushion inside Dylan’s mouth. There was acute emphysema and edema of the lungs.”

You didn’t have to be a medical expert to know what Dr. Riley’s testimony was building up to.

“And when you added up all this evidence, what did you determine to be the cause of death?” the prosecution asked with what I was certain was a perverse glee. Dr. Riley didn’t even look at me as he gave his damning testimony.

“It was my professional opinion that Dylan Webster died from homicidal smothering.”

“And in plain and simple English?”

“Dylan Webster was smothered to death with a cushion.”

Did they ever find Dr. Riley? Does his disappearance relate to the picture at all? Sighing, I rub my hands across my face and sit back on my heels. That’s when I hear the noise.

There’s no denying that I heard it. It is a loud crashing sound from the back garden, like someone knocking into the outside bins. Jumping to my feet, I quickly scan the front room for something I can use to defend myself. The poker. Clichéd, I know, but probably for good reason, and it’s got to be better than a rolled-up newspaper article.

After a good few minutes of waiting behind the living room door, I’m starting to feel a little foolish when I hear something else. A rattling, almost definitely the back door handle, and a scratching, like someone is trying to jimmy the lock. Oh shit. I’ve spent the last three years keeping out of trouble in a psychiatric institute and I’m about to meet a sticky end in a quaint Shropshire town. If I wasn’t so scared I could probably have found the funny side of the situation.

The kitchen is in darkness and with the blinds closed I’ve got no chance of seeing who’s outside the back door. Shit. My only hope is the element of surprise. Whoever is trying to break in is clearly no expert at it—they’ve been out there making a racket for about ten minutes and the door has remained firmly closed. I debate throwing it open and thrusting the poker at whoever’s behind it, Pirates of the Caribbean style, but on reflection, the last thing I want is to end up on another murder charge for offing some confused drunk who’s stumbled upon the wrong house and can’t get his key in the door.

The rattling has stopped. Maybe they’ve given up and gone away. Poker still in hand, I creep over to the kitchen window and peer through the blinds. The darkness outside is thick, and I can see nothing more than my own reflection. A sudden thump against the glass makes me scream out in shock, and it takes me a full minute to realize what’s caused it. My scream turns to a laugh of nervous relief. A huge black cat sits on the window ledge, pawing to be let in—none other than my resident stalker, and local stray, Joss. Taking a deep breath, I open the window and he slinks in.

“You bloody dumb animal,” I chastise affectionately, adrenaline giving way to the relief coursing through me. Joss purrs and rubs his face up against mine, unaware of the fuss he’s caused. I lay out a bowl of Weetabix—his favorite—and, checking the back door is still locked, return to the comfort of my living room. Joss follows faithfully, curling up in front of the fire and promptly falling asleep.

I’m annoyed at myself for reacting so foolishly. The only thing creeping around my back garden in the middle of the night is a stray cat, desperate for his Weetabix fix and a warm place to sleep. What a fucking idiot. Still, I make a check of all the doors and windows: better safe than sorry.
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JACK: 24 SEPTEMBER 1987

Yo, Shakespeare, catch.” Jack flung the chocolate bar through the air and laughed as it hit the other boy square in the chest. “Too slow.”

“Cheers.” He frowned. “What time are the others coming?” He’d looked at his watch three times since arriving at the house just fifteen minutes ago. The third time Jack had had to stop himself from laughing out loud.

“Soon. Why, you nervous?”

“No.” He said it quickly but Jack could tell he was lying. He’d dressed for the occasion, wearing what Jack was sure were his coolest clothes, but still his ASICS trainers and unbranded navy joggers weren’t going to cut it with the rest of the group. These were boys who, even at the age of twelve, were wearing Nike and Fred Perry—Billy probably thought Fred Perry was the bloke who ran the newsagent’s.

“Just chill out. They don’t bite. Well, not unless I tell them to.” Jack frowned as his Street Fighter lost yet another life. He threw the controller at the console, scowling. “Fucking boring game. We need some new stuff to do.”

“You’ve got way more here than I’ve got at mine.” Billy was gazing around Jack’s room, soaking in every detail. Remnants of previous hobbies littered every available space: the guitar he’d pestered for weeks to learn only to give up after six sessions; last year’s absolute must-have trainers caked in mud, lying on top of a jacket that probably cost more than the other boy’s entire wardrobe. It was quite amusing to watch.

“Pile of junk. When Adam gets here he’ll want to go out and play Tracker. You might get your nice new trainers dirty.”

Jack grinned as the boy tried his best to look unconcerned. Likelihood was he’d spend hours scrubbing them clean before going home. It must be absolute shit to have parents who were ever present, constantly asking you where you were going, who you were with. Then again, he’d seen Billy’s house—from the outside, of course; he was certain he’d never be asked in—and in a place the size of a postage stamp he could imagine it would be hard to avoid each other.

When the doorbell rang, Billy flinched. Jack laughed and jumped up.

“I’ll get it,” he yelled to whoever might be in the house. He hadn’t seen Lucy since he woke up at eleven. She’d probably gone out to do the weekly shopping and wouldn’t be bothered if he wasn’t here when she got back. His parents were the kind of people who thought teenagers should be given their freedom to grow—and who hoped he didn’t notice when Lucy went through his school bag to check his homework diary.

Billy hung back in the bedroom as the others traipsed up the stairs. The first boy to enter was Riley. Jack watched Billy’s shoulders sag with relief. He nodded towards Matt. “All right?”

Matt grinned. “All right.”

The second boy through the door screwed up his nose. “Who’re you?”

Jack shoved his arm. “Don’t be a twat. This is Shakespeare. He’s hanging out with us.”

“What kind of a name’s Shakespeare?” The second boy grinned. “Your mum drunk when she gave you that name?”

“It’s a nickname, dumbass. Because he’s good at English. Shakes, this is Adam Harvey.” The two boys nodded at one another but neither looked pleased about it.

“You look like shit, what happened to you?”

Jack spoke again before his new friend had a chance to answer. “You shoulda seen the other guy. Shakes kicked the crap out of them.”

“Them?”

“Yeah, three of ’em, from Westlake. He kicked their asses, it was wicked. I got him back here before they could bring more of ’em around. Right, Riley?”

Matt nodded and Adam gave a look of grudging respect. “Fair play. You coming with us for a game of Tracker?”

“Course he is. Where’s Peterson?”

Matt shrugged. “Dunno. Haven’t seen him since yesterday.”

Jack raised his eyebrows as their new friend gave him a nervous look. He pulled him aside as the other two went down the stairs. “Don’t worry about it,” he whispered. “I won’t tell anyone you dropped Mike in it.”
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