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  For James, Alistair, Rachel, Kirsty, Pete and Tom at the end of our Beijing era and the beginning of the new.

   

  For dear Beijing friends, especially Annabelle, Antonia, Carrie (again!), Helen, Jen, Jo, Kathy, Laura, Lucy, Patty and Pia. And for Prudence and Danna, who are – and always
  will be – like family.
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  PROLOGUE

  The girl lies fast asleep on her back with her arms flung above her head as though she’s been surprised. She hasn’t pulled the curtains, and light from the street
  falls upon her face. If someone were to stand in her room and look down on that face, they would see her eyelids flickering with the rapid eye movement of deep, dreaming sleep. They would notice,
  even in this weak light, that one of those eyelids is dissected by a faded scar that runs from her forehead through the eyelid, and then to the cheek below. It’s a miracle that the slicing
  blade left the eyeball intact.

  Shrunk to child-size, deep in her dream, the girl’s tiny hand is clasped inside her dream-mother’s and she’s dragged along the green path.

  “Hurry up! It’s teatime. Hurry up! Hurry up!’

  The girl digs her tiny toes into the gravel path, and in the same instant her sixteen-year-old toes twitch against the sheets.

  ‘I don’t want to go home!’

  Gargantuan oak trees form a green-spangled corridor overhead. Leafy shadows dance in shafts of golden light around her angry little feet.

  A red lady, as blonde and as beautiful as her dream-mother, is sliding along the path towards them.

  ‘I hate you,’ the dream-child screams at her dream-mother, so that the beautiful ghost will notice her.

  The woman floats past. Her clothing is already stained with blood.

  A teddy bear is stuffed in the top of the bag that hangs from the lady ghost’s shoulder, half in, half out. The little girl twists, straining against her mother, watching.

  The bear tumbles slowly to the ground, where it lies, beady eyes staring up into foliage and fragments of clear blue sky.

  The girl yanks her hand from her mother’s grip, freeing herself, and races back towards the bear. She squats down to pick it up. She runs after the lady, little feet pounding heavily on
  the gravel.

  The woman floats too fast. The girl can’t catch up. She stops and yells.

  ‘It fell out!’

  The red lady swivels around. She sees the bear.

  She glides towards the girl, through the corridor of trees. She’s smiling in gratitude, holding her arms out. The girl slows right down, ready to turn around and run the other way if this
  levitating, bloodstained woman attempts to hug her.

  When the lady stops, hovering in front of her, the girl thrusts the bear towards her. She wants to turn and run. But behind the red lady, a man emerges from the greenery. The girl sees the knife
  in his hand. Its blade is long and keen.

  Dream darkens into nightmare.

  The girl must run or fight, but her feet are sunk into the sludge of dream-sinking gravel. She cannot move. Her muscles will not respond. She cannot breathe . . .

  In front of her eyes, the knife plunges into the red lady, again and again, as though the man can’t control it. The red lady stretches out her hands towards the girl, entreating her to
  help, but the girl can’t move. She knows what she should do. She should fight the bad man, but she can’t. Her dream holds her in a straitjacket.

  Suddenly, arms surround her, plucking her from the sticky ground, raising and embracing her, racing away . . . over her mother’s shoulder, the girl watches the dead lady drain, shuddering
  in a pool of red. She watches the man lift his pale face from the body at his feet to the girl and the woman who are fleeing . . . He begins to run after them, knife dripping and twitching hungrily
  in his hand.

  ‘He’s coming,’ the girl cries in her mother’s ear. Sixteen years on, her terrified voice reverberates around the girl’s dreaming head. She can feel even
  now how her mother flags and staggers beneath her daughter’s weight, lunges desperately towards the road . . . towards the stream of cars whose drivers do not, cannot, understand why a woman
  with a child in her arms might throw herself into their path; drivers who have no time to stop . . .

  The girl looks over her mother’s shoulder, and sees that he has caught up with them . . . He lunges, knife in his hand . . . His face is frozen, just inches from hers . . .

  The sleeping girl cries out in fear. She knows the rest.

  Deep in her dreaming mind, alarms sound. Her muscles twitch, struggling to emerge from sleep, to flee what is about to unfold in her head.

  Desperately her brain starts flicking neuronal switches, fusing the memory that feeds the dream. Just in time, the face of the killer disintegrates, splintering into a thousand pieces of
  light.

  All that remains is a blur of green and blue and red.

  


  CHARLIE

  1

  Charlie’s eyes pop open on the stroke of seven, and immediately he remembers what day it is. First he feels a bolt of elation: he’s not going to school today. Then
  a tidal wave of emotion crashes over him. He closes his eyes again and buries his head in the pillow. He’s never felt like this before; it’s like a storm of wind and rain and snow and
  hail stones, everything happening together: fear and excitement and shame and anger all at once, not making any sense.

  He lies there, not moving. Wishing he didn’t have to move all day.

  His auntie knocks on his door.

  ‘Time to get up, Charlie,’ she calls through the door. Usually she’d say, ‘Time to rise and shine,’ but there’s no rising and shining today. Her voice sounds
  strained, as if she’s speaking through gritted teeth, and he can imagine her face, her jaw clenched, skin stretched and grey. What had she said to him about today? ‘I’m not
  looking forward to it any more than you are. But it’s our duty to your mum, Charlie, we can’t pretend it’s not happening. We’ve got to see justice done. Erica’s got to
  look down from where she is and see that we’re doing the right thing and we haven’t forgotten her.’

  ‘It won’t make any difference whether we’re there or not,’ Charlie had argued, desperate not to go.

  ‘It might,’ his auntie had said. ‘If they see her son there watching, and her sister, it’ll remind the judge what Cheever did to Erica and to us and why he should stay in
  prison.’

  Twelve years in prison for the murder of two women and the attempted murder of a child, and now Cheever’s appealing. He’s always insisted he was innocent, and now he says he’s
  got the evidence to prove it. ‘Don’t you believe that lying bastard,’ his aunty had said, ‘he’s staying where he is.’

  ‘I’m not going,’ Charlie had roared, stomping out of the room. Usually his aunty gave up at that point. But this time she had been relentless.

  ‘You owe it to your mum,’ she’d yelled after him, and Charlie had felt the words cut through him, to his heart. Truth be told, he couldn’t remember his mum at all, only
  the photos he’d seen and the nice things people said about her. So it confused him, owing this duty to a woman who’s like a ghost to him. Like an angel ghost.

  It was all his auntie had said after that, whenever the subject came up – ‘You owe it to your mum,’ as though she knew it was all she needed to say.

  So when she says, ‘Time to get up, Charlie,’ he gets up. He puts on his uniform, like she’s told him to: navy trousers, white shirt, navy jumper. He brushes his teeth, gazing
  in the mirror as his blue eyes gaze uneasily back at him. He dribbles toothpaste on his jumper by mistake, tries to rub it off with toilet paper. The toothpaste doesn’t budge, it just sinks
  further into the wool, and now it’s flecked with toilet paper.

  ‘It won’t take long, they’ll soon see they can’t let him out. So when it’s over you go straight into school,’ she’d instructed. Just like she’d
  promised her boss she’d be at work for a late shift.

  He wishes it was over now.

  He hates the idea of going anywhere with his auntie. He devotes a lot of his fourteen-year-old life to avoiding being seen with her. She looks older than she should look, older than his
  friends’ mums. She looks like life has beaten her up, which it has, and he’s sorry about that, but he still doesn’t want to be seen with her. If his mum was still alive, he would
  walk beside her without feeling embarrassed. He knows he would, because he’s seen photographs, and she was really pretty. But his auntie’s not his mum. She never has been, and she never
  can be, not however hard she tries. Actually, he’s not even sure she’s tried that hard since a policeman arrived at her door with Charlie on the thirtieth of May twelve years ago.
  Charlie knows she’s never really wanted him. Young and freshly divorced, trying to make a go of her job and find a new man, and suddenly a man in uniform tells her her sister’s been
  murdered in the park and hands her a screaming two-year-old to bring up. Charlie knows her story. He’s overheard her tell it often enough.

  Charlie wishes with all his heart that today could be like any other day. Like a day he gets up thinking, shall I go to school or shall I not go to school? Like a day he puts on his uniform and
  puts his school bag over his shoulder, walks to the end of the street, where his aunty can see him, and then turns in the other direction, away from school, towards the river or the town –
  just about anywhere, actually, it doesn’t much matter where as long as he’s not supposed to be there. Sometimes he goes with friends, but they’re not as good at truanting as him,
  they haven’t got the skills. And you’ve got to have the skills. Anyway, he doesn’t care whether he’s with his friends or on his own, actually he’d rather be on his
  own, except that way you’ve got to buy your own cigarettes instead of cadging them off someone like Chris, who doesn’t know how many he’s got anyway. It’s a beautiful thing,
  Chrispiss and his vanishing cigarettes. He hasn’t got a clue. When he runs out you can even tell him to go and buy more, and then nick those off him too.

  Right now, at twenty minutes past seven, Charlie could do with a cigarette. Instead, downstairs in the kitchen, he pours pink and yellow cereal into his bowl and lifts the heaped spoon to his
  mouth, but he can’t eat, he’s lost his appetite. It’s not often that happens. Usually he’ll scoff anything put in front of him, but today Charlie’s heart is beating so
  fast he can’t count it, and his blood’s gushing through his veins. If he eats, he thinks his stomach will convulse and chuck it all up again.

  ‘You all right there, Charlie?’ his aunty asks, tight-lipped. He thinks she suspects he’s pretending to feel sick so he doesn’t have to go with her. She always thinks
  he’s lying. The thing is, he’s been caught out a lot recently – well, for a long time really. Lying, or not lying, but not quite saying it like it is. So now, everything he says,
  she doesn’t really believe it. His aunty’s even taken to sniffing his clothes for the smell of cigarette smoke, like a police dog sniffing for drugs. It makes him think she
  doesn’t trust him. Which drives him up the wall when you think how many true things he says to her. Like that the toilet’s not flushing again, or that he doesn’t like beetroot, or
  that he thinks their neigbour’s pregnant. All true. Actually, the neighbour wasn’t pregnant, she was fat, but he thought she was pregnant, so what he said was still true. And
  then of course there’s all the truanting, which is lying in a way, but mostly he’s managed to keep her in the dark about that.

  Luckily Charlie’s a good mimic, and he put his own mobile phone number down on all the school forms when they asked for parent/guardian contact details. So if the school rings to find out
  where he is on a day he’s skipped going in, he answers in the voice of his aunty: ‘Oh, Charlie’s not too well today’ or ‘Oh, Charlie has a dental appointment
  today’ or – and this is his favourite – ‘Charlie’s at his grandmother’s funeral’. No one ever seems to know how many grandmothers you have. He’s
  given his auntie a soft Irish accent, because it’s the accent he can do best. And because his voice is breaking he has to do her voice all breathy and high, like she’s got a cold and
  can’t breathe properly. He suspects that some of his teachers don’t believe in his Irish auntie, but it takes a brave teacher to say to any parent/guardian, even a fake one on the other
  end of the phone, ‘I don’t believe you’re actually Charlie’s auntie, you sound like a bad drag act.’

  Anyway, even if the teachers do suspect, Charlie gets cut a bit of slack at school because of what happened to his mother.

  ‘He’s a troubled boy,’ his form teacher said to his auntie the one time she found out about a parents’ evening. He couldn’t stop her going, once she knew. He
  planned all sorts of ruses to distract her and delay her, but somehow she still got there.

  ‘He’s troubled, or he’s trouble, did you say?’ his auntie had asked the teacher, who was surprised that Charlie’s aunt didn’t have an Irish accent but
  didn’t like to mention it. ‘Because at home, he’s just plain trouble.’

  ‘Well, we all need a little TLC, don’t we?’ another teacher chimed in. ‘After all he’s been through, he needs a lot of support.’

  ‘TLC?’ his auntie muttered. ‘I’d say he needs a kick up the backside.’

  The teacher laughed nervously. But really no one ever challenges Charlie at school. One teacher, Mrs Tepnall thinks Charlie’s problems with reading and writing have a different name, a
  name that Charlie can’t spell, and that begins with a ‘b’ or possibly with a ‘d’.

  But it’s the past that hangs about Charlie like scent.

  When your mother gets murdered, no one forgets about it.

  ‘Ready?’ his auntie says at last, glancing at him to make sure he looks half decent. ‘Did you wash your face?’

  He nods, lying. He tries to dredge up some words from the dread that consumes him. ‘Did you?’ he asks.

  She stares at him, deciding whether to take offence, then half smiles, which is more smiling than she’s done so far today.

  ‘Cheeky monkey,’ she says, clipping him gently round the face. ‘Come on, we’ll get through this. It’ll be over soon.’

  She walks toward the front door and opens it, waiting for him to go first. Charlie gazes at the door as though it’s the door to hell itself, and then he walks through.

  An hour later, they’ve arrived and he gazes up at the building that looms over him. It makes him feel small and scared, which usually only happens when he comes face to
  face with someone bigger than him. And actually that is what is about to happen, he’s about to come face to face with someone much bigger than him. Someone he’s terrified even of
  seeing. He doesn’t know how he’s going to hold it together. He wonders if anyone has ever just fallen to pieces, all the bits of them just coming loose and falling to the ground in a
  heap of arms and legs and nose and ears . . . because that’s how this feels.

  His auntie turns to him, and her face suddenly looks much younger, almost like she’s a scared kid herself, like a person Charlie’s never seen before.

  ‘I appreciate this Charlie, I know you don’t want to be here, but it means a lot to me to have you here with me. We’re family, we’ve got to stick together,
  right?’

  Then she puts her hand on his arm, like she thinks he can support her, and he looks at her in alarm and pulls his arm away, and she averts her face and says brusquely, ‘Come on,
  let’s get this over with.’ She steps through the doorway, and he follows her.

  Inside, a dour woman in a dark uniform stops him. For what is perhaps the first time in his life, Charlie does exactly what he’s told. His auntie shows his passport to show he’s
  fourteen years old. The woman looks doubtfully at his scrawny frame, but a passport is a passport, and a date of birth is a date of birth, even if his fourteenth birthday was only last week, so she
  frowns and lets him through. He turns out his pockets, he surrenders his Coke bottle. They climb a flight of stairs, and at the top his auntie asks a grim man wearing the same uniform as the woman
  downstairs where to go, and the man treats her like a criminal. It’s crazy, Charlie thinks, like everyone’s infected by all the evil of all the crimes they try here, like the place is
  dirty. Don’t they realize that no one wants to be here, they just don’t have a choice. Everyone’s miserable, because it’s a miserable place. The man says they’ve got
  to do whatever the judge tells them, and sometimes they’ll have to come out while the judge and the lawyers do private things, and Charlie doesn’t even think about disobeying.

  And then he’s there, in the public gallery, with the court below, with men and women in wigs, with piles of papers and laptops, and the judge is there too, a tiny man sitting on a chair
  like a throne, and you can hardly see him for the papers. Charlie’s heart is pumping so hard he can hear it booming in his ears, but he’s trying really hard to be quiet, because if
  he’s not, he knows he’ll get thrown out. He tries to hold his breath, because he thinks he may be panting, he’s so scared. But that only seems to make his heart beat louder. So he
  allows himself some shallow breaths and looks around him. The clerk is standing at the end of his row of seats, giving him a death glare, and Charlie thinks maybe he’s escaped from a cell and
  he’s not a clerk at all. His auntie is sitting next to him, completely silent, with her head bowed, like she’s praying.

  To his right, a row in front, there’s a teenage girl who looks older than him. She’s grasping the edge of her seat tightly. So tightly that her fingers are white, and she’s
  staring down at the courtroom so intently that Charlie thinks she must be mad. Maybe she’s going to throw herself over the edge, so she lands on the lawyers and the piles of paper, or maybe
  she’s going to sit there and explode. She could do that. It looks as though there’s enough energy in her. Like a volcano. And her hair so long and dark and curly, as though it’s
  electrified.

  She turns, glancing towards him. Can she feel his eyes on her? He looks quickly away, but he’s caught sight now of her full face. The pale skin, the jagged scar. And her eyes, which are
  wide and angry.

  Charlie stares at his shoes. Is she angry because she thinks he’s flirting with her? Actually, he’d fancy her if it wasn’t for the scar . . . The scar . . . His brain starts to
  chunter, and then it starts to race. In an instant, he’s put two and two together. Two mothers killed that day, two children left motherless, Charlie yelling in his pushchair and the other
  one, a girl, her face slashed. In Charlie’s mind, she’s still four, which is stupid, because he knows he’s not two any more, so obviously she would grow up too.

  He glances up again; he can’t take his eyes off her. She’s like him, then, she’s the same as him. She’s here to see justice done. She’s here because she owes her
  mother. She’s not allowed to forget, just like him. They have to be paying attention in case their mothers look down from heaven.

  Suddenly he realizes that the court has fallen silent, and he wrenches his eyes away from the girl and looks down into the court.

  Charlie feels as though a hand has grasped his heart and is squeezing tight. Deryk Cheever is walking into the dock. He’s tall and lean, with dark hair turning to grey and he wears rimless
  glasses on his blue eyes. He looks more like a teacher or a doctor than a convicted murderer.

  He’s not what Charlie expected at all. He stares, holding his breath.

  Charlie thinks the man looks like him, like Charlie.

  For a moment, Charlie feels as though he’s going to burst, and then his lungs remember to breathe, gulping in air with a noise that makes his auntie glance in his direction.

  He leans forward as far as he can to get a better look.

  It’s like looking into a mirror, like seeing a reflection of his past and his future.

  He hasn’t seen his father since he was two.

  


  LINDEN

  2

  Feltham Young Offenders Institution

  Linden knows that Victor will be there waiting for him. Victor’s always there, half past one on a Saturday afternoon in the Visits Hall, regular as clockwork. Like
  everything about this place. Like the rap on the door in the morning, and the breakfast package shoved through the door. Cereal, UHT milk, butter and jam. Every frigging day. Cereal, UHT milk,
  butter and jam. And bread from dinnertime the night before, stale by the time it gets to the morning. Dry, even with the butter and the jam, sticking to the roof of his mouth like toffee. What kind
  of breakfast is that? It’s rubbish. One day he’d asked one of the officers what he’d had for breakfast, and he said bacon and eggs! Bacon and eggs – even the thought of it
  makes Linden salivate. Sometimes he lies on his bed and fantasises about bacon and eggs, the fat of the meat crispy and brown, and the egg yolk bursting under his fork.

  In the Visits Hall, Linden can see Victor waiting for him, a big grin lighting up Victor’s face as soon as he sees his little brother, and Linden can’t help grinning too. Victor
  stands there waiting, and Linden thinks again how cool his big brother looks. Rock-star cool, dark glasses so the daylight doesn’t hurt his eyes after a late night, and jeans that sit just
  right on his skinny hips. Linden feels like a slob by comparison. There’s no such thing as prison chic. Victor takes off his sunglasses as Linden approaches and folds them into his jacket
  pocket, and Linden can see his smiling brown eyes, the scar under the left eye. Victor greets Linden with a hug. It’s not a girly hug. It’s a bear-man hug, the kind that almost breaks
  your ribs. Victor is the one who decides how long the hug lasts, and he always signals that it’s over with a smart thwack on the back for Linden. So even while Linden’s waiting for the
  hug to end, he’s getting ready for the thwack.

  They’re not on their own. Around them, everyone is hugging, or kissing, or shaking hands. There’s a television secured firmly high on one wall. Someone’s turned it on to a
  twenty-four-hour news channel, so if you run out of conversation with your loved ones – or your not-so-loved ones – you can always sit and watch what’s going on in the world
  outside.

  Victor pulls up a chair and they both sit down.

  ‘Are you counting the days, then?’ Victor asks Linden.

  ‘I’m counting hours now,’ Linden says. ‘There’s only 48 of them. You didn’t have to come today, I’ll see you soon enough.’

  Victor shrugs.

  ‘Never mind,’ he says, ‘I’ve got nothing better to do than come and see my little brother.’

  There’s fifteen years between the two of them, but you’d never know it. Victor’s hair, at thirty-two, is as black as Linden’s at seventeen, and he’s lean too, not
  an ounce of fat on him. Not an ounce of muscle either. Unlike his little brother, Victor hasn’t been working out in the Feltham gym for the last three years. Still, the smaller, slighter
  older brother is like a father to Linden. Linden hardly knew his dad, who died slowly of cancer when he was two and Victor was seventeen. He didn’t see a lot more of their mother, who died
  five years later after a massive heart attack, leaving seven year-old Linden in the care of his big brother.

  ‘What’s the first thing you’re going to do when you get out?’ Victor wants to know.

  ‘I don’t know . . .’ Linden thinks. He casts around for something Victor will approve of. ‘We’ll have some drinks, yeah?’

  ‘We’ll have some drinks,’ Victor agrees, laughing. ‘We’ll have whatever makes you feel good – you’ll be flying high and free as a bird.’

  Linden nods, but he doesn’t associate birds with freedom, not any more. Every wing at Feltham is named after a bird, and on the other side of the barred windows there are peacocks that
  squawk around the grounds and puff out their chests as if they’re on patrol.

  ‘Free as a bird,’ He echoes his big brother. ‘That’s good.’

  Free sounds good, but that’s as far as he’s got. He hasn’t got a plan beyond Free, except to walk out of Feltham and never come back.

  ‘Tony’s got some work lined up,’ Victor says, not even bothering to lower his voice, like he’s talking about secretarial work, or some business project.

  Again Linden nods slowly. He doesn’t know what to think about Tony and his work, but he knows he should be grateful, he’s got to find something to bring in some cash, or how’s
  he going to eat? That’s what scares him. When he got here, aged fourteen, he was already used to scavenging for food. Now, seventeen years old, and hungrier than ever, he can’t rely on
  Victor to put food in his mouth. Victor doesn’t really eat, so he doesn’t understand. He lives on adrenaline, not calories. Stand Victor sideways, and you can hardly see him,
  there’s so little of him. Victor can blend into shadows and shrink into the smallest spaces. You’ll never find him if he doesn’t want to be found.

  Linden glances around. He’s not going to tell Victor that there are faces here that he will miss. Not the place, don’t get him wrong. Not the eighteen hours shut in his cell, not the
  stinking toilet or the slimy, grubby showers, or the plastic mattress that some previous resident covered in graffiti. Not the food. Not in a million years, the food. And he won’t miss most
  of the faces. He made one good friend inside. That was Marky, and Marky’s already on the outside doing God knows what. Linden’s big, and he can look after himself. But sometimes he
  doesn’t feel safe here. Sometimes he thinks he’d be safer out on the street. But there are people he gets along with. He sees them in the gym, plays football with them. He knows this
  place now, after three years. He doesn’t know outside at all.

  ‘I heard them talking about a fight,’ Victor says, nodding his head towards a couple of the guards, who’re chatting by a window.

  Linden nods. He doesn’t want to think about it, but he can’t shake it. It’s not the first fight that’s happened. There are fights all the time. There are bullies and
  there are victims. This one went too far.

  ‘What happened?’ Victor is persistent. It’s one of the hallmarks of his success. He never gives up, just keeps going at it ’til it works. Whatever it is.

  ‘Never walk away with a job half done,’ he always told Linden. ‘Do it properly. Be thorough.’

  Which, Linden thinks, if it had been applied to school instead of housebreaking might have been a good lesson. But it wasn’t. It’s got Victor where he is today, which is a wardrobe
  full of fancy labels, an expensive watch, money to buy anything he wants. And it’s got Linden where he is today, which is inside, detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure for three years.
  Although Linden thinks if Her Majesty’s really getting any pleasure out of his detention, then he’s not a big fan of Her Majesty. What does it matter to her if Linden is locked up? He
  never did anything to her.

  ‘Did you see it, then, the fight?’ Victor’s digging for a story. He loves a story. Linden nods. Nervously, he moistens his lips with the tip of his tongue.

  ‘A new kid,’ Linden says shortly. ‘He was sitting watching TV on his own. They went for him out of nowhere.’

  ‘What did they do to him?’ Victor presses.

  ‘Bad stuff,’ Linden shakes his head. ‘They jumped on him, kicked him in the face. He was screaming . . . Afterwards he wasn’t moving. I heard them saying he’s
  broken his back, so he’s paralyzed . . . They said he’s on life support and his family might switch it off.’

  Victor raises his eyebrows. He’s heard a lot of stuff from Linden’s time inside, but this is extreme.

  ‘Were you . . . ?’ He lets his question trail off. He wants to know if Linden was involved, whether this could jeopardise his little brother’s release. Perhaps he wants to know
  what his brother has become.

  Linden shrugs. He runs his hand over his face. He doesn’t want to talk about it, but he’s under no illusion. Once Victor wants to know something, he doesn’t let it go,
  he’s going to have to tell him. So when he raises his eyes and glances at his brother’s face, he’s surprised to see that Victor’s not paying him any attention at all, not
  any more. Victor’s got one of those faces that tells you what he wants to tell you and no more. It’s not often he lets you see into his head. But right now, Linden thinks that
  Victor’s been distracted by a sudden, unpleasant thought. Linden follows his brother’s eyes to the TV screen in the corner of the room. It’s not long until Christmas and some
  joker’s hung a sprig of mistletoe from it, attached to a dusty string of tinsel. Either the volume on the TV is turned down, or you can’t hear the audio for the noise in the room.
  It’s showing the street outside the Old Bailey and a man talking into a microphone outside, and a caption on the screen.

  Deryk Cheever appeals conviction for park murders after twelve years . . .

  Victor’s gazing at the screen.

  ‘What’s that got to do with you?’ Linden asks.

  ‘I want to see if they show the girl,’ Victor says. But he says it like he didn’t even hear the question, like he’s thinking out loud.

  ‘What girl?’ Linden asks.

  This time, Victor glances at his brother, but still he doesn’t really see him. It’s as though his mind is somewhere else, miles away.

  ‘No girl,’ he says, shaking his head as if he’s trying to get rid of whatever is going through his mind. ‘Nothing you need to know about.’

  


  CHARLIE

  3

  All these years, Charlie’s known his father’s a monster. He’s known that he, Charlie, is the son of a monster, and he’s guessed, from the way people
  treat him, that nothing much is going to come of the son of a monster. Charlie thinks it probably means that he has the native talent to be a monster too, if he wants to be, but so far he’s
  never wanted to pursue that talent, even if it might be the only one he has. So when Deryk Cheever appears in court, and he looks like any other ordinary human being – two legs, two arms, two
  eyes, no horns – Charlie feels like his brain is exploding. He gulps. He glances at his auntie, expecting to see her jaw drop. Surely this wasn’t what she expected. She’s looking
  sad and grey, and her eyes are fixed on Charlie’s father, but she’s not looking surprised. Charlie frowns. If his auntie knew Charlie’s father wasn’t a monster, why did she
  say that he was?

  His eyes go to the volcano-haired girl in front of him. He can see her fingers curl and tighten as her hands turn into fists on her lap. Charlie doesn’t like looking at the girl. If the
  court was right twelve years ago, then Charlie’s father killed the girl’s mother, as well as Charlie’s. Charlie knows it’s not his fault, but he feels embarrassed about
  that. He thinks she must be surprised too, to see this ordinary man in the dock. Someone you’d never think had killed anyone.

  Deryk Cheever’s sitting down now, leaning forward, with a guard at his shoulder. Charlie stares at the seated man as though his life depends on it. He’s thinking that any moment now
  this ordinary-looking man is going to cackle maniacally, or he’s going to raise his eyes and they’re going to glow red and Charlie’s going to know his auntie was right all along.
  But none of this happens. Instead, Deryk Cheever nods to his lawyer, who gives him a small, restrained, smile of encouragement. Charlie sneaks a look at his auntie. She glances at him, but
  there’s nothing on her face, no ‘Sorry for misleading you’. He gives her a cold look. She’s been lying to him about his own father. She should at least have told him, made
  it clear to him, so he knew what to expect. She should have said, ‘He’s a monster, but he doesn’t look like one, he looks normal.’ Then he wouldn’t feel like this,
  like he’s getting all torn up.

  ‘He bullied her and then he butchered her,’ that’s what his auntie’s always said about his father.

  Charlie hasn’t got his father’s surname, and he’s always been glad he hasn’t, because that would be like advertising that he’s the flesh and blood of a murderer.
  Charlie’s a Brigson like his mother and his auntie. That’s because Cheever and Charlie’s mum were never married, so she never took his name. And that’s because Cheever was
  married to someone else, although Charlie’s mum didn’t know that at the start. Still, even if Charlie didn’t have the name, all these years he’s known he has
  murderer’s genes. He’s tried his murderer’s glare in the bathroom mirror and scared himself. He’s speculated that the teachers at school must be scared of him, even the men.
  Because won’t he turn on them one day with a knife? Knowing what his father is, Charlie doesn’t completely trust himself. He knows what he’s made of.

  There’s a lot of talking going on, with the lawyers and the judge, but Charlie doesn’t hear any of it, he just watches the man in the dock. His heart is pounding with secret
  excitement. He’s desperate for this man to look up and see him and smile at him.

  Then a lawyer says, ‘New evidence has come to our attention, my lord . . .’ and that gets even Charlie’s attention.

  Beside him, his auntie takes a sharp breath. But Charlie just feels as though he’s floating through time and space, in limbo, as anything could be about to happen. As though his life could
  be about to change forever.

  ‘We call Beth Cheever . . .’ the lawyer says, and a gasp goes around the court, because it’s the same surname as the convicted murderer who’s sitting in the dock, his
  face raised, pale, expectant.

  Charlie’s eyes dart around the court, and a woman appears, walking to the witness box. She’s got blonde hair put up on top of her head, and glasses, and a tight dress. She’s
  pretty, but old – in her thirties Charlie guesses. When she opens her mouth to speak, to confirm her name and where she’s from, she has an Australian accent but she gives an address in
  Brixton.

  ‘Can you tell the court where you were on the afternoon of the thirtieth of May at half-past-four in the afternoon?’ the lawyer asks, and Charlie leans so far forward that he nearly
  falls off his seat.

  ‘I was working in the Green Shoots café by the tennis courts,’ she says. ‘I was doing that Monday to Saturday every day that month, I only had Sundays off.’

  ‘Why do you remember the thirtieth of May as opposed to any other day you worked there?’

  ‘It was my last day,’ Beth Cheever says. ‘It was a holiday job, and I was going back to Australia the next day. I remember looking at the clock to see if my shift was over. The
  shift finished at five, but it was still only half-past-four. I was a bit impatient to leave. And I remember, as I looked at the clock, hearing sirens and thinking they were close by, and wondering
  why. At five, when I left, the girl who came in to take over from me told me about the two women getting killed – she said the park was crawling with police at the north end, so if I
  didn’t want to get mixed up in it all I should go the other way. I asked her what time the women had been killed, and she said just before half-past-four, so then I remembered looking at the
  clock and hearing the sirens, and I realized what I’d heard must have been the police and ambulance.’

  The lawyer nods, and Charlie realizes the lawyers know already what the woman was going to say. So they must know the answer to the next question, too.

  ‘Was there anyone in the café when you heard the sirens?’ the lawyer asks.

  ‘Yes,’ she says, pointing at Charlie’s father. ‘Him, Deryk Cheever.’

  Charlie stares. He thinks he might burst into tears. Next to him, his auntie is shaking her head as though she’s disgusted. But if this is the truth, she’s got no right to be
  disgusted. In fact, he, Charlie, should be disgusted at her for not believing it.

  ‘How can you be sure after all this time?’ the lawyer says. ‘Can you remember his face after twelve years?’

  ‘As it happens, I do,’ she says. ‘But what I really remember is his name. Just before I heard the sirens he was going to pay his bill, and he got out his wallet and it dropped
  on the floor, and his credit cards fell out. I helped him pick them up and I noticed the name on them. Deryk Cheever – it’s my uncle’s name, except that my uncle spells Deryk with
  an e instead of a y. That’s the only difference.’

  Charlie can hardly contain himself. He wants to leap up and punch the air. Instead he swallows his excitement and sits there while all the lawyers carry on talking. And the lawyer who wants to
  keep his father in prison tries really hard to make Beth Cheever say something different, or take it back, but she won’t do either.

  ‘We know that a driver, Mr Welsh, made the first call to the emergency services after Mrs Martens ran into the road with her daughter Leah and was hit by the car in front of the one Mr
  Welsh was driving. And we have the time of that emergency call as twenty-three minutes past four, which means the attack on the women must have happened in the few minutes before that. The police
  estimate that from the first attack on Miss Brigson to the death of Mrs Martens in the road, we are looking very roughly at a time scale from ten minutes past four to twenty minutes past four. You
  have told us that Deryk Cheever was in the Green Shoots café at half-past-four. Can you tell us at what time he arrived?’

  ‘I’d say he’d have been there more than half an hour when I looked at the clock at half-past-four,’ Beth Cheever says. ‘Maybe he arrived at about four? He ordered a
  sandwich and he had a cup of tea, he was there for quite a long time. Most of the time, he was reading a newspaper that another customer had left.’

  The lawyer sighs. He’s thinking it’s a pity about the sandwich. Everyone knows you can’t eat a sandwich in three minutes.

  ‘Why has it taken you twelve years to remember this?’ the lawyer asks.

  ‘Like I said, I avoided the police that day, I didn’t think I had anything to tell them, and I flew to Melbourne the next day. I’ve been in Australia ever since – until I
  came back to London a few months ago. I never knew the police had arrested a Deryk Cheever, I didn’t know I could get him off.’

  ‘Why come forward now?’ the lawyer presses on. ‘Did someone approach you?’

  ‘Approach me?’ she asks. ‘No one approached me. When I came back to England last year, I saw an article about the park murders, and I read it because I’d been there that
  day – and it said someone called Deryk Cheever was arrested, and I thought no, that’s not possible. I looked into it a bit more, and I realized I had information that could save him
  after all this time. I’d never forgotten him. I always remembered how sad he looked that afternoon. I told him he’d got the same surname as me, and he said he was sure I wasn’t a
  loser like him. He said he’d screwed up, that he’d argued with his girlfriend and she wouldn’t let him see his son any more, and his heart was broken.’

  The words whisk Charlie into space.

  His heart was broken! Broken! His father’s heart was broken because he could not see Charlie.

  Charlie sees his father incline his head towards the waitress, and Charlie thinks his father is trying to say thank you. Thank you for telling them I’m not a monster.

  Silently, inside his head, Charlie adds his own voice to his father’s. Thank you, he can hear himself whisper. Thank you for saving my dad.

  And Charlie sits back in his chair, and he’s trying not to grin, so his auntie doesn’t see. He feels as light as a feather, like he might float out of his seat and hover over the
  court below.

  His father isn’t a murderer after all, and Charlie isn’t murderer’s stock.

  Afterwards, when it’s all over and the judge says his father can go free, Charlie hides his face from his auntie, but she’s too distraught even to notice
  what’s going on with Charlie’s face. They make their way out onto the street, and she’s still shaking her head and sobbing, and muttering that Cheever is lying, and that he paid
  the girl to lie, and she’s got her face buried in her hanky, and her eyes are red and swollen.

  ‘I’ve got to go to work,’ she sniffs. ‘Not that I’m any good to anyone like this, but I gave my word . . .’

  ‘Okay,’ Charlie says. He’ll agree to anything if only she’ll stop sniffling. It’s too late for school now, but he says he’ll see her at home later, which
  means they have to go in different directions. They walk together to the corner of the street and then she hurries off towards the tube, and he turns the other way to get a bus. But after walking a
  few yards Charlie turns around. He can’t see his auntie any more, she’s already disappeared in the sea of pedestrians.

  He stands there, and he feels as though he’s standing there all on his own, although there are people hurrying past him on the pavement. With his auntie gone, his freedom is complete. He
  stands there for a moment as though he’s making up his mind. But just for a moment. He’s already made his decision. He made it the moment the judge told his dad that he was free to
  go.

  He turns, hurrying back towards the court.

  He wants to be the first thing his dad sees when he gets out.

  He imagines his dad saying, ‘I can’t believe it, Charlie! We’re together at last.’ Then his father hugs him.

  Charlie’s shaking with excitement, but there’s a great big crowd gathering, and Charlie’s afraid his father won’t even see him there, let alone hug him.

  Charlie looks around the crowd. He can tell which ones are the journalists easily enough, with their microphones or cameras. Suddenly, they get all excited, pushing and pressing forward, and
  Charlie realizes his father’s about to appear. He tries to elbow his way through the pack but he gets stuck in the middle, surrounded by journalists’ elbows and bits of equipment. One
  of them swears at him for getting in the way but Charlie ignores him because his father’s coming out of the entrance with his lawyer. He pushes forward again but his way is blocked by
  journalists with microphones held in front of his father’s face.

  ‘How do you feel, Deryk?’ one of them shouts.

  Cheever lowers his head for a moment and closes his eyes, like he’s praying, or thinking what to say. Then he lifts his face to the cameras, and he’s crying, and Charlie wants to cry
  too.

  ‘I’ve had twelve years stolen from me,’ his father says gruffly. ‘I’ve been locked in a cell, with shit for food and called a murderer. I gave the police
  information at the time of my girlfriend’s murder that they’ve never followed up. Now they’re going to pay attention, and they’re going to pay me compensation
  too.’

  As Charlie’s father starts to push his way through the crowds, a single furious voice yells.

  ‘You’re lying!’

  Charlie swings around, with all the journalists and the cameras and the microphones, looking to see where the voice is coming from. It’s the girl from the courtroom. The one who was
  sitting in front of him, with the scar and the volcano-hair. She looks furious. Livid with rage.

  ‘You did this to me,’ she yells, pulling back her hair and pointing at the scar. Then she points at him. ‘I saw you. You’re lying and you’re the one who’s
  going to pay!’

  Charlie glances nervously at his father, who’s standing staring at the girl.

  ‘He’s lying,’ the girl shouts again. ‘He should never be let out.’

  A police officer approaches the girl, speaking to her, saying something that Charlie can’t hear. The girl looks at the officer with contempt and for a moment Charlie thinks she’s
  going to hit him, but instead she turns on her heel and walks quickly away.

  One journalist, a middle-aged woman in a sheepskin jacket, pursues the girl down the street. The rest turn back towards Cheever but he’s taking advantage of the diversion the girl provided
  to head off down the street, ignoring the taxi that’s pulled up by the kerb. Charlie and the journalists set off as one, in pursuit. They have to break into a jog to catch up with Cheever,
  and Charlie’s trying hard not to get trampled. When they reach Cheever, they surround him and he’s got no choice but to stop walking.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SPLINTERED
LIGHT

CATEE SAMPSON

SIMON AND SCHUSTER





OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
SPLINTERED
LIGHT

CATE SAMPSON

SIMON AND SCHUSTER





