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For my mother,
who made me what I am.
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Author’s Note

There are currently only nine convicted criminals in the UK who have been given permanent, lifelong anonymity by the courts, provided with new names and new lives following their release from prison. The crimes that these individuals committed were so notorious, so high profile, that the threat of vigilante attacks upon them in the community was deemed to be real. Because of this, the courts took the unusual step of granting them lifelong anonymity, shielding them from harm and giving them a second chance at life, under the supervision of the Probation Service.

Many applauded this decision, pointing out that most of these offenders were only children themselves when their offences were committed. But others felt it was misguided, uncomfortable that these convicted criminals were now out and about in the community, invisible and undetected. Normally if a child sex offender moves into your neighbourhood, you have the right to know about it, thanks to Sarah’s Law. But not with these nine. Which some think is odd, given the grievous nature of their crimes and the fact that at least one of them has gone on to commit serious, sexually motivated offences since their release.

Over the years, several attempts have been made to ‘out’ these individuals, the British tabloid press in particular making strenuous efforts to track them down. None have succeeded, the nine criminals remaining concealed and protected to this day. In Eye for an Eye, a fictional take on this subject matter, I explore what would happen if someone did manage to release the new identities and whereabouts of these notorious offenders – not to the press, news outlets or the internet, but directly to the bereaved families themselves. Would the result be ‘natural ­justice’, these transgressors finally made to feel the full weight of their awful crimes? Or would it be an invitation to vigilantism, blood lust and mob rule?

How would you feel if you finally came face to face with your child’s killer?

Matthew Arlidge, July 2023.


Day One


Chapter 1

He sensed them before he saw them. Was it a flickering shadow, the sound of shallow breathing, a clumsy footstep that gave them away? Or was it his finely tuned senses that alerted him to their presence, those survival instincts that had kept him alive for so long? Either way, one thing was certain. They had found him.

Clamping down his terror, Mark Willis kept walking. Beads of sweat clung to his forehead, his heart pounded, but he maintained a steady pace, scanning the shadowy buildings and walkways. The Rumworth Estate was a miserable place, haunted by dropouts, junkies and the terminally poor, but Mark liked it here, especially after midnight, when he could come and go as he pleased. He relished these fleeting moments of freedom, when all the misery, hurt and violence of the past seemed to melt away, when he felt invisible and secure. He’d been enjoying himself tonight, sauntering undetected towards his tiny flat, five pints of cheap lager provoking feelings of carelessness, even euphoria. But in an instant, everything had changed. Now he felt stone cold sober, his mind clear, his body tensed for flight, aware of the mortal danger he was in.

How had they located him? What had given him away? It seemed impossible. He’d been so careful, so cautious – inhabiting his new identity, making a life for himself in this new town – yet somehow they knew. The next few minutes would determine whether he escaped retribution or died a brutal death, his only hope the element of surprise, a sudden, unexpected dash for freedom. But which direction should he head in? Down which path should he run? Get it right and he might walk away from this unscathed, but get it wrong …

There. He wasn’t imagining it. This time he definitely heard a footstep amidst the shadows of Lancaster House, the most rundown of the five tower blocks that marred this blighted corner of Bolton. He arrowed a look in the direction of the mouldering tenement building, expecting to see a bulky silhouette in the shadows, but to his surprise his attacker now cast off caution entirely, stepping out into the sickly glow of the lampposts.

Mark caught his breath, stumbling slightly, unable to process what he was seeing. The figure was tall and powerful, dressed in steel-capped boots, dirty jeans and a black bomber jacket. In his gloved hand, he gripped a crowbar, the sickening curve of its hook illuminated by the dull, sodium lights. This was enough to chill Mark’s blood, but it was the figure’s face that provoked a choked scream in his throat. Two beady, black eyes peered out from a latex pig mask, rendering his assailant inhuman, animalistic and cruel.

The figure was advancing towards him, picking up speed. Panicking, Mark spun, heading fast towards York House and the subterranean walkway that might yet lead him to safety, but he’d hardly taken a step when he ground to a halt. Another masked figure stepped out in front of him, cutting off his escape. He too was armed and hungry for violence, a triumphant hiss spilling from his snout.

‘Shit …’

The word shot from Mark’s mouth, high-pitched and strangulated. Turning, he doubled back on himself, hoping to retrace his steps to the Butcher’s Arms, but now his attackers played their final card, a third figure emerging twenty yards in front of him, casually twirling a crowbar in his hand.

Silence. Mark stood stock-still on the gloomy walkway, his attackers ranged around him. He had walked straight into their trap and would now have to face the consequences. Violence was imminent, their blood lust palpable, their sense of triumph clear. Even now, as Mark stood there, shaking with fear, the most recent arrival snorted loudly in a crude imitation of a pig, the nasty sound echoing off the surrounding buildings. Every part of Mark wanted to fall to his knees, to beg for forgiveness, but he knew there would be no mercy here. This was the promised end.

The three men took a step forward. Then another. Still they advanced, their crowbars raised, poised to strike down their defenceless enemy. Mark could smell their sweat, hear their rasped breathing, sense their exhilaration. He knew that any second now the first blow would land, tearing skin and cracking bone, knocking him to the floor. After that, their attack would be relentless, his body smashed beyond recognition, in a sustained, determined act of revenge. Even now, the pig man directly in front of him was tensing his arm, preparing to attack, determined to land the first, crucial blow …

Mark lurched forward, ramming the palm of his hand into the pig’s snout. His attacker hadn’t been expecting resistance and offered no defence, Mark thrilling to the sound of his nose snapping, as his attacker roared out in pain. Mark’s momentum carried him into the burly figure, knocking him backwards, briefly breaking their cordon. Seizing this opportunity, Mark darted forwards, aiming for the gap that had suddenly opened up. Rough hands clawed at him, grabbing his bulky jacket, but Mark tugged his arms free and sprinted away, leaving his aggrieved assailants clutching his puffa. Mark upped his speed, his feet pounding the concrete, putting as much distance as he could between himself and his attackers. A hysterical laugh rose in his throat. Having been seconds from death he was now free and clear, confident he could outrun three middle-aged men, escaping into the shadows of the grim estate he called home. All he needed was half an hour’s grace, to find a safe space, make a phone call. He could survive this nightmare, live to tell the tale, make proper use of the second chance he’d been given.

Heavy footsteps behind him snapped Mark out of his reverie. His attackers had not given up, hammering along the concrete after him. He cast a look over his shoulder, to his horror discovering that one of the men was less than ten feet away, straining every sinew to catch him. Panicked, Mark raised his speed, his lungs burning, his legs aching with fatigue. He was still in grave danger, but if he could just make it off the estate, he might yet be safe.

Up ahead he caught sight of the central walkway that led to the high street and sprinted towards it, racing to salvation. But, once more, his hopes were dashed. A white transit van blocked the main entrance to the estate, its headlights blaring as if marking him out for his attackers. Even now, the driver’s door was opening, another masked man emerging. Mark skidded to a halt, panicking, only just moving away in time, as a hand tore at his trailing arm. Heedless of where he was going, he sprinted on, concerned only with staying ahead of his pursuers.

Mark was heading to the fringes of the estate, a maze of raised walkways, rubbish bins and flickering street lights. The passageways here were gloomy and treacherous and several times Mark stumbled, but he blundered on, keeping his pace high. Surely his attackers would tire at some point? Give up the chase? Turning a corner, he raced on, only catching sight of the upturned shopping trolley at the very last minute. Instinctively he leapt into the air, just clearing the obstacle before landing deftly on the concrete. His closest pursuer was not so lucky, clattering into the trolley before hitting the ground. Buoyed, Mark sped on. He was opening up a gap between himself and his pursuers now and if he could find a stairwell down to street level, he could lose them in the shadows below. This was his manor, his home for the last four years, and his survival depended on using this to his advantage.

He felt exhilarated, energy coursing through him, his eyes scanning confidently for his escape route, but as he skidded round the next corner, his hopes turned to ashes. In the darkness, in his panic, he had miscalculated, darting down the wrong walkway. He was not sprinting towards liberty, but in fact haring towards a dead end, the metal railings ahead that protected residents from the ring road dashing his last chance of escape. Sliding to a halt, Mark looked around for some other means of escape, but he was hemmed in by the chest-high concrete walls to the side and the forbidding black railings ahead. Behind him, he heard four sets of footsteps slow to a jog, as his attackers moved in for the kill. Resting his forehead on the cool metal railing, Mark began to cry, tears spilling down his cheeks, as his body shook with fear. No one deserved to die like this.

‘Come on, lads, let’s give him his Christmas present …’

They were descending upon him, weapons raised. They would take their time, feasting on his pain, enjoying themselves. Turning to face his assailants, Mark’s eyes suddenly flashed with defiance. Was he really going to let these brainless oafs butcher him in cold blood? Was he going to let them win? From somewhere deep inside, a last vestige of strength, of courage, rose within the young man. His pursuers were only yards from him, poised to strike, but he was determined not to give them the satisfaction. Spinning away, he gripped the railings and started to climb. Crying out, his pursuers leapt forwards, tearing at his jeans, but Mark pulled clear. For a moment, he teetered on top of the railings, taking in the glowing headlights that raced past on the busy road below, before throwing himself forwards.

Seconds later, his body came to earth with a sickening crunch, his head slamming hard onto the unforgiving concrete.


Chapter 2

Olivia Campbell slammed the car door shut and hurried away. The London traffic had been murder this morning, Christmas shoppers clogging every artery of the capital, and it had taken her an hour to crawl from Holloway to Tottenham. Abandoning her Corsa on a double yellow line, she raced down the street, painfully aware of how late she was. She now regretted squeezing in two client visits before the main event. Both probationers had been truculent, tardy and time-consuming, meaning she was over ninety minutes late for her first proper session with Jack. Olivia knew this wouldn’t go down well – the nervous nineteen-year-old had been in a state when he arrived at his new address in Tottenham Hale last night and would probably be climbing the walls by now, convinced that her late arrival presaged danger or disaster. It was all baseless paranoia of course – she’d seen it many times before with high-profile probationers – but it wouldn’t make things any easier for her this morning, which was a pity as she already felt like death.

Making her way quickly to the unremarkable two-up two-down, on whose front door hung an apologetic festive wreath, Olivia scanned the street, then knocked three times. Almost immediately a voice responded, her client stationed just the other side of the door.

‘Who is it?’ he asked quietly, his estuary accent punching through.

‘It’s me. It’s Olivia.’

‘Are you alone?’

‘No, I’ve got Lord Lucan and Shergar with me,’ Olivia replied, annoyed.

‘Who?’

‘Just open the bloody door, will you?’

Olivia’s tone was harsh, but she didn’t want to linger on the doorstep attracting attention and her directness had the desired effect, the door opening slowly to reveal a young, puckish face peering at her over the security chain. Softening her tone, she continued:

‘Look, Jack, I’m not being funny, but it’s freezing out here, so …’

Finally the teenager relented, removing the chain. Relieved, Olivia stepped inside, pulling the front door shut behind her.

‘So how are you settling in?’

Stepping through the hallway into the front room, Olivia had her answer, Jack’s holdall lying in the same spot he’d dropped it last night. Sensing her annoyance, the young probationer avoided her eye, staring at a spot on the floor just in front of his trainers.

‘Come on, Jack, we talked about this. I know the transition is daunting, but you’ve got to make an effort. I appreciate this place isn’t exactly the Ritz,’ Olivia continued, running her eyes over the sickly green wall paint, the cold, cracked fireplace, ‘but you can cheer it up with a bit of effort. You should unpack, make the place your own, then maybe we can see about getting some posters. What are you into? Rappers? Grime? WWF? What about football? You’re an Arsenal fan, right? I’m happy to get some posters of the main guys, Odegaard, Jesus, if it would make you feel more at home?’

Olivia hated football, but she’d done her homework. Her diligence appeared to have no effect, however, the surly teenager maintaining his stony silence.

‘Work with me here, Jack. I do appreciate how hard it is, but—’

‘I want to go back,’ he blurted out, staring hard at the bare floorboards.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I want to go back to the unit.’

Olivia’s heart sank. This was going to be harder than she’d thought.

‘We’ve been through this. You can’t go back …’

‘I liked it there,’ Jack insisted, ignoring her reply. ‘The staff were good to me and the other lads were all right, you know.’

‘The secure unit is for offenders only,’ Olivia countered briskly. ‘You’ve served your time, you’ve been passed fit for release, so you can’t stay there.’

‘But I’m not ready.’

‘You have to be, Jack. You’re a free man. This is your life now. You should enjoy it.’

Olivia was aware how lame this sounded, given their uninspiring surroundings, and was about to make a joke of it, when she realized that the spotty nineteen-year-old was crying.

‘Please, just talk to them,’ he moaned quietly, whimpering. ‘Make them see. If I want to be locked up, isn’t that best for everyone?’

‘That’s not for me to say,’ Olivia replied carefully, shocked by this sudden show of distress. ‘The rules are the rules. The Probation Service has assessed you, passed you fit for rehabilitation. I know you’re scared, I know you feel lost, helpless even, but I’ve been down this road before, with young men just like you. And it does work.’

Jack looked up at her, his eyes wet with tears, disbelief in his expression.

‘Honestly, Jack, you’ve got so much going for you. A place to stay, a job to go to, training opportunities to exploit, plus I’ll be visiting you twice a day to make sure you’re keeping your head above water. What d’you say? Can we make this work together?’

Jack shrugged, wiping his tears away, which Olivia took as a positive, so she pressed on.

‘Let’s go over your story again, just to make sure all the details have sunk in. Name?’

‘Jack Walker,’ he replied, his voice shaking slightly.

‘Very good. Any middle names?’

‘No, my parents didn’t approve of them.’

‘Excellent. Age?’

‘Twenty.’

‘Date of birth?’

‘Third of April, 2003.’

‘Where you from, Kyle?’

‘Sorry? My name’s Jack.’

Nodding her approval, Olivia continued, gratified to see the hint of a smile on the teenager’s lips, clearly pleased not to have fallen for her trick.

‘Where you from, Jack?’

‘Epping originally, now Tottenham Hale.’

‘Family live close by?’

‘Parents are out in Spain, got a sister in Birmingham. Married, but no kids.’

‘Do you get on?’

‘She’s all right, I suppose. All sisters are a pain in the arse basically.’

Olivia suppressed a smile. For such a recalcitrant probationer, the street-wise teenager was a decent actor.

‘You in good health?’

‘Not bad, got a bit of asthma.’

‘What about your medical history? Any past emergencies or operations?’

‘Broke my arm when I was nine. Needed surgery to repair it. I got this scar, see …’

Jack rolled up his top to reveal a long scar on his right arm. Actually this historic injury was the result of a stabbing, but the wound was so straight and faint that you’d never know.

‘Well done, Jack. That’s very good. Stick to that story and you’ll be absolutely fine.’

Jack looked up at her, still suspicious, but perhaps hoping she might be right.

‘Before I go, I’m obliged to remind you of the conditions of your licence,’ the probation officer continued swiftly, keen to get this part over with. ‘No booze, no drugs. No visitors to the house without my permission. No unsupervised access to the internet, no contact with children whatsoever and no return to Southend under any circumstances.’

‘Why would I want to go back to that shithole?’ Jack fired back tersely.

‘That’s the spirit. Just make sure you abide by those rules, that’s all. Because if you don’t, you’ll be behind bars quicker than you can fart, and it won’t be a young offenders’ unit this time. It’ll be a Category A prison, with all the danger and unpleasantness that entails. Got that?’

Jack nodded, but said nothing. Olivia was used to this – her clients half resenting her, half needing her – so she let it pass without comment.

‘There’s some basics in the fridge, but I’ll be back tomorrow with a batch of ready meals and some treats. For now, settle in, watch some TV and make sure you’re ready for work in the morning. Here’s the details of where you need to be, when you need to be there, and who your point of contact is.’

She handed Jack a neatly typed A4 sheet of paper.

‘It’s only labouring work, but a strong boy like you should thrive there and you’ll earn a decent wage too. The foreman often employs ex-cons, but obviously doesn’t know your real history. He thinks you’ve just finished a six-month stretch for minor county lines stuff. Don’t do or say anything to disabuse him of that fact.’

Jack pulled a face, clearly confused by her use of a three-syllable word.

‘Stick to the cover story,’ Olivia clarified. ‘An older “mate” got you into running packets, but you’re well shot of him now and so on …’

Jack nodded, back on track, earning a smile from Olivia.

‘Honestly, you’ve got this, Jack. I know you’ve never lived a regular life, but it’s easier than you think. And it might just be the making of you. So, please, take this opportunity. Not many people are afforded a second chance, but you have been. So seize it.’

Walking back to her Corsa, Olivia wondered if her message had got through. Jack had nodded, said all the right things, and had seemed proud of his accurate recall of his new identity and personal history, but perhaps he was just telling her what she wanted to hear? Olivia sensed there was something missing, a sense of conviction, of belief perhaps that he could make a go of it. Perhaps he was just too damaged to start again, as so many of them were. He certainly seemed distressed at the prospect of his new life, a grim irony given the outrage his release had provoked in the press and social media. If they could only see him now, Olivia thought grimly, as she hurried away from the non-descript house.

Her day had been difficult enough, but it wasn’t done with her just yet – a fresh parking ticket decorated the windscreen of her car. Cursing, Olivia snatched it off, climbing inside the ageing Corsa and tossing the ticket onto the back seat, where half a dozen other Penalty Charge Notices nestled. Olivia didn’t give it a moment’s thought, as she fired up the engine of her protesting hatchback. She was already late for her next meeting.


Chapter 3

Emily Lawrence kept her head down as she strode through the driving rain. It was a grim day in Bridgend, bitter and unforgiving, and most of the residents were sheltering inside, which suited Emily fine. She didn’t need an audience for this particular pilgrimage.

Clutching her bouquet, she walked quickly down the neatly clipped pathway, casting occasional glances at the well-tended headstones on either side, some of which had been decorated for the festive season. Names, dates and family tragedies washed over her – mothers who’d died young, twins who’d been lost at birth, loving couples separated for years before their eventual reunion – but she registered nothing, barely caring for other people’s disasters. Perhaps this was justifiable, as she had her own, powerful reasons for being here or maybe it was just her nature. People had always said she was selfish.

Reaching a fork in the path, she veered right, making her way to their graves as if on auto-pilot. She came here religiously twice a year, to mark Susan’s, then Gwyneth’s birthday, and barely paid attention to her route anymore. Her feet, not to mention her heart and conscience, took her where she needed to go. Emily never dawdled, never engaged in conversation, discharging her duty swiftly and efficiently, before heading home feeling hollow and grim. Sometimes, after a particularly upsetting visit, she would ask herself if she really needed to come here, to put herself through this agony year on year. But she knew the answer before the question was even posed, which is why she once more found herself in Bridgend Cemetery. It was fitting that the weather should be so grim today, Emily thought to herself, a flood of painful memories tumbling one over another.

Shaking off her dark thoughts, Emily slowed as she reached the graves, double-checking that there was no one else present before approaching them. The headstones remained immaculate, looking almost polished in the gentle glow of the winter sun. The floral displays were vivid and fresh, the dark marble gleamed and the gold lettering was crisp and clear, spelling out the details of their tragedy:

Susan Slater, born August 1991, died March 1992
Gwyneth Slater, born April 1988, died November 1992
Gone too soon. Forever in our hearts.

Emily had read these words countless times, but their brevity, their simple power, always took her breath away. A sob escaped from her, her vision blurring as tears sprung to her eyes. She clutched the bouquet tightly, seeking solace, even as the thorns dug painfully into her skin. It was too shocking, too distressing to take in, the thought of those innocent little girls dying in such terrible circumstances, but there was no ducking the reality of their torment. It was something that had to be acknowledged, fully and frequently, to keep the tragedy of their murders alive. Time did not heal, nor should it, not when their deaths had been so pointless and so wicked.

‘Know them, did you?’

Startled, Emily spun round to find an elderly man looking at her. Blinking her tears away, she took in this intruder, a smart, military type, wrapped up against the cold in a heavy coat and scarf. The man’s accent was local, his eyes shrewd and intelligent, but Emily didn’t recognize him and his question appeared to be an innocent one.

‘Not particularly,’ she lied. ‘Just wanted to pay my respects.’

At first, the old boy said nothing, intrigued perhaps as to why a middle-aged woman should have come out in such dire weather to visit the graves of two strangers. Then slowly his features relaxed into a sad smile.

‘Just visited my Iris, but I always stop here for a minute on my way back, to offer a prayer for the little ones …’

His voice caught as he spoke and Emily turned away, undone by this stranger’s emotion.

‘Doesn’t bear thinking about, what they went through …’

Emily nodded, but didn’t turn back, bending down to place her flowers on the graves. As she did so, she noticed that there were beads of blood where she had been gripping the thorny stems and she swiftly tucked her hands into her pockets to conceal the damage.

‘Beggars belief, really, what some people are capable of …’

The old man was warming to his theme, wallowing in this infamous local tragedy, building perhaps to some terrible denunciation, but Emily couldn’t listen to another word. Nodding sadly at him, she took her leave, retracing her steps down the path, keen to be rid of his presence, free of this terrible place.

Every year she came and every year she was desperate to be gone, but this visit had been worse than usual. The pain, the guilt, the anguish she’d come to expect, but the pensioner’s pointed intervention had summoned an emotion she had long since buried – fear. His rich, local accent, his raw emotion, his evident disgust thirty years on had thrust her back to a time when her name was a byword for savagery and evil, when the locals would have willingly torn her limb from limb, when she wasn’t ordinary, upstanding, unremarkable Emily Lawrence. The memories terrified her even now and she could feel her whole body shaking as she hurried towards the exit. No visit to Bridgend was without risk and perhaps she had been complacent to believe she could come and go undetected. The old gent seemed kindly enough and didn’t appear to be levelling a particular accusation at her, but how could she tell for sure?

Sometimes she felt people could see right through her.


Chapter 4

His eyes were fixed to the TV screen, his emotions in riot.

‘Joining us on the sofa today is Alison Burnham, whose daughter Jessie was murdered in 2013 by schoolgirls Courtney Turner and Kaylee Jones. The perpetrators of that terrible crime, only eleven years old at the time, have subsequently been released back into the community. Since then, Alison has campaigned tirelessly for longer custodial sentences for minors who commit serious crimes …’

Mike Burnham shook his head furiously, unsure whether he was angrier with the BBC for exploiting their grief or with Alison for agreeing to appear on their show in the first place. He knew his ex-wife felt she was doing good, creating something positive out of an awful tragedy, but it was so painful to hear the details of that day replayed ad nauseam and, besides, what good did it do? Nobody ever listened to the victims. It was the perpetrators, the offenders, who got all the attention, the criminal justice system bending over backwards to accommodate them. Campaigning might take Alison’s mind off their shared trauma, but in the end it changed nothing.

‘Mike, are you OK to …?’

He now became aware that the showroom PA was still waiting for him to sign the sales contract. Running his eye over the inventory of windows and doors, Mike scribbled his signature, then moved away, positioning himself closer to the TV, drinking in the presenter’s words:

‘This morning, Kyle Peters, who murdered Billy Armstrong in Southend in 2015, was released from custody, rehoused somewhere in the UK under a new identity. Alison, as someone who’s already been through this, who’s had to face up to the release of your daughter’s killers, what are your feelings this morning?’

‘Well, obviously my heart goes out to Billy’s family. I know exactly how they’re feeling, how angry and upset they must be. I’ve always believed that murder should carry a mandatory life sentence, regardless of the age of perpetrator and here, once again, we have an example of the criminal justice system letting down the victim and their family.’

Why? Why did she have to keep doing this? Every time Mike thought he might be getting back to some kind of normal, when people might see him as an everyday bloke, rather than the father of a murdered child, up popped Alison, on the TV, on radio, talking about Jessica, about Courtney Turner and Kaylee Jones, ramming it down everyone’s throats. Why did she feel compelled to do this?

‘Of course,’ the presenter cooed. ‘I suppose days like this must bring back painful memories of what happened to your family. The death of little Jessie, the arrest, the trial …’

‘No,’ Mike hissed, angry and aggrieved. ‘It was Jessica, never Jessie …’

Heads were starting to turn in the office, but Mike couldn’t help himself. The papers, the news channels had decided to call their daughter ‘Jessie’, because it sounded cuter, more tragic. But she had never been called that, not by anyone.

‘Get your facts straight!’ he muttered angrily. ‘Do your bloody job.’

On the TV, Alison had ignored the gaffe, responding to the question, playing their game.

‘It’s had a profound effect on Jessica’s younger sister, Rachel, but we’ve all suffered. I left my job shortly after it happened, then my marriage broke down …’

When would she stop? What would any of this achieve, except humiliating those who’d already suffered enough. It beggared belief that Alison could be so naïve.

‘Sorry, Mike, me again …’

Snapping out of it, Mike turned to find that the sheepish PA had returned.

‘It’s just that your ten o’clock is waiting for you …’

She nodded towards customer reception, where a middle-aged couple loitered impatiently.

‘Sorry, I was miles away …’

She smiled at him sympathetically, but said nothing, looking slightly uncomfortable, as if unsure how to handle him. Scanning the office, Mike now realized that several co-workers were staring at him, clearly unnerved by his angry mutterings at the TV. Suddenly Mike felt foolish and embarrassed, which only angered him further. What did he have to be embarrassed about? He’d done nothing wrong.

Snatching up his jacket, he tried to regain his composure, but Alison’s words intruded again.

‘Of course, the biggest thing is just missing our little girl. She always brought such light, such joy into any room she entered …’

Mike shut his eyes – his aching grief rearing up once more, threatening to overwhelm him – before wrenching himself back to the present, clamping down his emotions. Turning away, he snatched up the remote control, angrily switching off the TV, before marching grimly towards the showroom, twelve sets of eyeballs following him every step of the way.


Chapter 5

He dragged the armchair across the room, placing it in front of the TV. Pausing to admire his handiwork, Jack puffed out his cheeks, frowning. Here he would have his back to the door, which unnerved him, so he returned the chair to its original position. This game of musical chairs was diverting – at the young offenders’ unit every stick of furniture had been screwed to the floor. Here he could move anything he wanted, as often as he wanted, making the place reflect his desires, his needs and his personality, whatever that was.

This, however, appeared to be the only advantage of his new situation and Jack would have returned to the unit in a heartbeat, given the opportunity. It was unquestionably the best place he’d ever lived, the only place he’d ever felt safe. His family home had been a vortex of chaos, violence and abuse, with never a good word or deed meted out. By contrast, the unit had been a model of good order, discipline and endeavour. Jack had had a varied timetable of lessons and activities, plenty of sporting opportunities, cash to spend at the tuck shop and regular sessions on the PS5. It hadn’t all been plain sailing, of course. In spite of everything he missed his family, was sad that his mum’s visits had tailed off, but overall it had been a good experience. The lads, a motley crew of car thieves, arsonists and drug dealers, were decent company and trustworthy too – better brothers to him than his real ones had ever been.

It was their humour, their banter, their presence that Jack missed now. Eddie, the mixed-race kid who never backed down from a challenge, outdoing guys twice his size with his sharp tongue and total lack of fear. Tally, the inveterate practical joker and gifted artist, who did brilliant caricatures of their teachers, and of course Deano, who’d always looked out for Jack, despite having a pretty good idea who he really was. He never did get to the bottom of Deano’s loyalty and affection towards him, but it’d felt good and he yearned for it now.

What was there for him here, in this strange house, in this strange city? Nothing but boredom and despair. He’d never been good in his own company, never good at sitting still and the last thing he needed was time to think. He wanted to be busy, active, distracted, like he had been at the unit, but here it was just him on his own, with little to do. Sure, he could turn on the TV, watch one of the carefully selected channels, but would that really fill the void? Banish those dark, nagging thoughts that threatened to overwhelm him? For it wasn’t just boredom that made Jack jumpy and distracted tonight. It was fear.

He hadn’t said this in front of his probation officer, the well-meaning Olivia, but he was petrified, uncertain of how he’d survive here, of what the future might hold, of what would happen if his cover was blown. There was real fury out there about his release. Tabloid journalists, members of the investigating police force, even total strangers would gladly string him up, but their bile was nothing compared to the fury of his victim’s relatives. If he closed his eyes, Jack could still picture the boy’s dad screaming at him as he was led away, egged on by a couple of his brothers, who looked like they wanted to tear him apart. Over the years, they’d trumpeted their belief that Jack deserved a sudden, brutal death and their damning verdict had met with considerable support in the wider world. To the general public, Jack was despicable, beyond contempt, a stain on society. He’d glimpsed the newsstands on the drive here, seen the headlines proclaiming the FACE OF EVIL, just above that hideous photo of him in that shitty tracksuit, his hair awry, his expression sullen. That was all the world knew of him – that mugshot of misery and degradation – and it’s all they wanted to know. They didn’t care about his own situation, his side of the story – no, he was inhuman, a dog that needed to be put down. This was his legacy, his reward, for his crimes: hostility, isolation and danger.

And what did he have to keep him from these morbid thoughts? To stop him slowly losing his mind? Nothing, except the crushing silence of this lifeless house. Jack was trying to put a brave face on things, to make a go of his new situation, but in truth he had never felt so lonely, so miserable, so scared as he did tonight.


Chapter 6

She could tell straight away that something was up.

Olivia had battled her way back to the Probation Service’s HQ in Petty France, just a stone’s throw from St James’s Park, expecting to have to sit through another six-month appraisal, but she’d barely set foot on the fifth floor when she felt it – a surge of nervous energy pulsing through the department. Colleagues hurried past, phones rang incessantly and above it all throbbed a buzz of fevered conversation.

Walking to her desk, Olivia spotted Isaac Green, gesturing to him to join her. The fifty-five-year-old veteran limped over, half amused, half disappointed by the blank look on her face.

‘Always the last to know, aren’t you?’

‘Don’t take the piss, Isaac. What’s going on?’

Seating himself on her desk, Isaac leaned in close, lowering his voice as he replied:

‘Liam Sullivan was chased to his death in Bolton this morning. Jumped off a walkway into a busy dual carriageway to escape three crowbar-wielding thugs.’

‘Who’s Liam Sullivan?’ Olivia demanded.

‘Real name – Mark Willis.’

Now Olivia knew what was up.

‘Jesus Christ, I worked with that guy,’ she responded breathlessly. ‘I mean I monitored him when he first moved to Bolton. He was the twelve-year-old—’

‘Who raped and murdered a seventy-eight-year-old widow. Now you’re getting it …’

It was said with dark humour, but Isaac’s expression belied his levity. This was a disaster, a catastrophic failure for the Probation Service, and everyone in the building knew it.

‘Do we know what happened?’ Olivia asked urgently.

‘Just that, so far. Willis has been hidden away in Bolton for the past four years, living in a crummy flat, working in a logistics factory. He was making a go of it, more or less. Couple of minors for theft, drug use, but nothing concerning. Anyway, witnesses say he got jumped in the early hours of this morning by three men wearing pig masks.’

A snort of shocked laughter escaped from Olivia before she could stop it, drawing a disapproving look from Saul, her new colleague. Turning away, she whispered incredulously:

‘They were dressed as pigs?’

‘Crowbar-wielding pigs, if you can believe it. The police are investigating whether it was gang-related, something to do with drugs or—’

‘Not bloody likely. Willis was a worm, a coward. He wouldn’t have the nerve for anything like that, defenceless old women were more his line. This must have been a revenge attack.’

‘Which is why top brass have been locked in a crisis meeting for the last two hours. A security breach like this, well … it’s headline news.’

This was the understatement of the year. If it was true, if Mark Willis’s cover had been blown by vigilantes or vengeful relatives, then it would dominate the news agenda for weeks. Nothing as serious as this had happened in the history of the Probation Service and it spelled serious trouble for everyone involved.

‘Look at them all,’ Isaac continued, nodding towards the boardroom, which was packed with the Service’s directorate. ‘What’s that saying about a piss-up and a brewery?’

As Isaac continued to vent, bemoaning the current state of the Service, Olivia’s gaze drifted to the coterie of smartly dressed men and women closeted away in the director’s office. They were a mixed bag in terms of background, experience and expertise – some committed and hard-working, some mediocre time-servers, others openly beleaguered and cynical. But they all shared the same expression today – grave concern mixed with a sprinkling of panic. Olivia took them in one by one, curious to know who was speaking, what their mood was and even what they were saying, but it was hard to lip-read from this distance. She took in hatchet-faced Bridget, who adored a crisis, before moving on to Philip, the most stolid of board members, before her eyes finally alighted on Christopher Parkes, a handsome, saturnine fifty-something who was sitting very still, listening to the frenetic offerings of others. Could he feel her gaze upon him? Or was Olivia imagining it? Either way, the deputy director now turned slightly in his seat, his gaze shifting to meet hers. For a moment he held eye contact, a pulse of electricity passing between them, then he returned his attention to the meeting.

‘Are you even listening to me?’ Isaac complained, his torrent of complaints coming to a sudden end.

Snapping out of it, Olivia smiled goofily at Isaac, earning a weary smile from her colleague.

‘Absolutely, Isaac. And I agree with everything you’ve said.’

‘Of course you do …’

Shaking his head, he departed, hobbling back to his desk. Olivia watched him go, taking time to scan the rest of the department. This room, the cavernous remnant of better-funded days, was usually scarcely a third full at best, but today every desk was taken; probation officers, both senior and junior, fielding emails, reviewing protocols, making calls to check that their clients were safe. It was the most perfect visual expression of panic that you could hope to see – a testament to the profound shock everyone felt at Mark Willis’s murder. Settling herself down, Olivia logged in, pulling up her files, reaching for her phone, preparing herself for a series of difficult conversations. There were still so many unknowns about the murder in Bolton – the who, how, why of this nasty crime – but one thing was clear: for Olivia, and everyone else in the building, Christmas had just been cancelled.


Chapter 7

‘O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie. Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, the silent stars go by …’

The Salvation Army were singing their hearts out, entertaining the shoppers on Croydon High Street as they rattled their collection tins. Russell Morgan liked a good carol, had happy memories of singing in church as a boy, but this lusty rendition held no interest for him and he strolled by without a second glance. Tonight he only had eyes for Amber.

‘Tell me to shut up if I’m boring you. I could go on all night about the follies of my youth,’ Amber said good-naturedly, as they strolled beneath the High Street’s twinkling lights.

‘Are you kidding me? I love listening to you.’

Amber laughed, blushing. Russell suddenly felt foolish, as if he’d said too much, so qualified his enthusiasm:

‘I mean I love hearing about you. What you’ve been through, what your plans are …’

He meant it, but it was also true that he did love listening to Amber’s voice – so soft, so kind, so feminine. It was too early in their friendship to be that honest, however. The pair had only known each other for three weeks, Amber a new attendee at his twice-weekly Narcotics Anonymous sessions and though he’d been instantly smitten by the blonde twenty-something, he didn’t want to come across as a try-hard or, worse, a lech.

‘I’m not sure there’s too much more to tell,’ Amber replied, seemingly unaware of his embarrassment. ‘You’ve heard about my long association with my old friends Charlie and Horse and, as for future plans, well I’m not sure I’ve got any. Surviving, I guess.’

Russell let the drug references go, didn’t want to think about that, his own substance abuse a distant memory now. No, he wanted to know more about the real Amber, what her current situation was and whether he might figure in her future plans.

‘What about Christmas? You in London or …?’

‘Sure, I’ll be around. Got nowhere else to go if I’m honest.’

A cloud seemed to descend on Amber now, her mood suddenly sombre. Russell immediately regretted asking – a stupid, blundering enquiry – but to be fair to himself, he was totally out of practice. He hadn’t shown any real interest in anyone in years.

‘Sorry, you don’t need to talk about it, if you don’t want to,’ he suggested.

‘No, it’s all right,’ Amber reassured him. ‘I just find this time of year hard. Used to love it as a kid. Me, my mum and my sister would really go to town, buying each other all sorts of mad, foolish things. Plus there was always plenty of food and booze around. But the best bit … the very best bit was our trips to Brighton, to see the Christmas lights. I’d love to do that again, in fact I’d love to see them again … but I wouldn’t be welcome at home, so I guess it’ll just be me and the King’s speech this year …’

It was said with a wry smile, but was laced with sadness.

‘I’m sorry, Amber, that’s tough. But if it’s any consolation I know how you feel.’

‘You a Billy No Mates too?’ she teased. ‘A Single Pringle …’

‘More or less,’ he shrugged, smiling.

‘Well don’t go all coy on me, Russell. What do they say at the group? Sharing is caring …’

Russell laughed, then replied:

‘How long have you got?’

‘All the time in the world,’ Amber replied.

This was obviously a bald statement of fact, but was there something else in her tone too? Encouragement? Affection?

‘Dad’s in prison, Mum’s long dead,’ Russell confided. ‘It’s just me and my older brother, Chaz. He’s an addict too, so I try and steer clear of him. I moved down to London from Luton to get away from all that shit, been making my own way here ever since. I’m a trained accountant, but hope to be a CFO soon, perhaps even start my own business one day …’

His cover story poured from him, lie upon lie, smoothly delivered and effortlessly believable. Funny to think that this process used to stress him out – trying to remember the details, labouring not to make mistakes. Now he positively enjoyed the performance, living every moment of his ‘history’, embellishing every event, talking up every future dream. In fact, so good was he at trotting out these fabrications, so practised at climbing inside his new identity after eighteen years, that he could scarcely differentiate the truth from the fiction anymore. Which is the way he liked it.

Slipping his arm through Amber’s, he continued to regur­gitate his fake life story, strolling happily through the lunchtime crowds with his new friend, bathed in the warm glow of the twinkling Christmas lights.


Chapter 8

Pulling up outside her modest house, Emily Lawrence was alarmed to see the lights blazing in the front room. Frowning, she looked at the clock. She had made good time, burning down the M4 from Wales to Reading, returning home a couple of hours before Sam was due back from school. She’d hoped to have a moment to compose herself, to process the emotions that her visits to Bridgend always provoked, in order to be her usual cheery self when he eventually returned home. But the lights that peeked through the drawn curtains set alarm bells ringing. She’d turned everything off when she left this morning, drawn the curtains, double-locked the door, ensuring the house was as secure and inconspicuous as possible. So who’d entered in the interim? Who was inside her home?

Closing the car door quietly, Emily hurried towards the door, pulling out her key. It was unlikely to be her probation officer – she only came once a month and always called ahead. Was it Paul? It was possible, but her ex-husband didn’t have a key, so how would he have gained access? Could it be someone else then, someone with malign intent? But if so, why advertise their presence by leaving the lights on? Was it possible, then, that she’d been robbed? That would be a disaster, especially so close to Christmas …

A dozen terrible thoughts flooded Emily’s mind, but as she hesitantly put the key in the lock, she heard laughter within. Straining, she could now make out the low thrum of male conversation and the unmistakable sound of an X-Box shoot ’em up.

‘Bloody hell, Sam,’ she muttered angrily, jamming her key in the lock and hurrying inside.

Closing the front door, she dumped her bag in the hall and wasted no time bursting into the front room. As she made her dramatic entrance, two teenage boys leapt to their feet. Both Sam and his best mate Gavin looked startled, then as the realization of the situation sunk in, busted.

‘What the hell’s going on, Sam? It’s two o’clock in the afternoon. Why aren’t you at school?’

There was a brief silence, then:

‘Free period.’

‘You’re in Year 10 – you don’t get free periods.’

‘Spot on, Mrs Lawrence,’ Gavin responded gamely. ‘It was actually an inset day. Sam and I clean forg—’

‘Don’t give me that, you had an inset day two weeks ago. Have you been at school at all today?’

This was aimed at her son and his guilty expression told her all she needed to know.

‘You bunked off?’

‘To be fair, Mrs Lawrence, Sam wasn’t feeling well. I offered to stay with him until you got—’

‘Button it, you,’ Emily countered, slapping him down. ‘I’ve had enough of your lies and cheap charm. I can see straight through you, Gavin Williams, so take your bad attitude, your lying mouth and get out of my house. I don’t want to see you round here again.’

Gavin looked stunned, as if he’d just been slapped, but Sam now leapt to his defence.

‘Don’t talk to him like that – he’s my friend.’

‘Some friend. All he does is lead you astray.’

‘That’s not true. It was my idea to bunk off today, Gavin tried to talk me out it.’

‘To be fair, that is true,’ Gavin agreed, but his hopes of a reprieve were swiftly dashed.

‘Are you still here?’ Emily demanded.

This time the gawky teen got the message, scooping up his bag.

‘Sorry, mate,’ he said by way of departure, hastening from the room. Moments later, the front door slammed shut.

‘What the hell were you thinking?’ Emily demanded, rounding on her son. ‘Since when have you started bunking off?’

‘I’ve only done it a couple of times, it’s no biggie.’

‘No biggie?’ Emily exploded. ‘You’ve got GCSEs next year!’

‘And I’ll do fine, OK? It was mostly science today and you know I’m good at that.’

‘That’s not the point. You’re at school to learn and you can’t do that playing Call of Duty with that prat. Plus, I like to know where you are at all times, you know I do. Speaking of which, why didn’t I get a call from school, asking me where you were today?’

Now Sam looked even more sheepish.

‘I … er … sent an email from Dad’s account, explaining that I had a doctor’s appointment.’

‘Does he know about this?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Well, he will, you can be sure of that.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, Mum. Why are you being such a bitch about this?’

The word was out of his mouth before he could stop it. Emily glared at him, enraged, upset. Now it was her turn to feel like she’d been slapped.

‘Sorry, Mum, I didn’t mean—’

‘I’m being a bitch because I have made endless sacrifices to bring you up right, to send you to that school, to ensure you turn out a decent, honest, law-abiding kid. I have never put myself first, always been there for you, because I want you to succeed in life. I’m being a bitch because I love you and don’t want you to see you throw your life away. And this is how you repay me? By lying to me, insulting me—’

‘I’ve said I’m sorry, Mum, I didn’t mean to—’

‘Too little, too late. You’re grounded, mate. For a week. And you can kiss goodbye to the X-box for a while. At this rate, you’ll be lucky to get it back by Christmas.’

Sam stared at her, stunned by the severity of the punishment. Emily sensed she’d overcooked it perhaps, but she was fizzing with anger and, besides, there was no question of retracting the sanction now. Part of her was pleased to have punished him, part of her fearful of the consequences, but she hoped he might at least acknowledge his culpability and accept his punishment. Sam, however, had other ideas, rounding on her, eyes blazing.

‘I hate you. I bloody hate you.’

‘Sam …’

Emily reached out to him, but the enraged teenager pushed angrily past her, exiting the room and slamming the door behind him. The sound, the vibration went right through Emily, jangling her nerves and compounding her misery. She’d tried so hard to be a good mum, to raise a well-rounded, polite child, to create a happy well-balanced family. And most days she felt she’d succeeded, despite the failure of her marriage and the occasional bust-up with her hormonal son. Today, however, she felt like an utter failure.

Perhaps she was a bitch after all.


Chapter 9

Mike Burnham walked fast down the street, trying to block out the festive joy. It was only eleven days until Christmas and the residents of Maidstone had gone to town, but Mike kept his eyes fixed on the pavement, ignoring his neighbour’s cheerful greetings, the illuminated snowflakes that danced manically on people’s houses. A lusty version of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ blared from one of the houses he passed, accompanied by raucous laughter and conversation within, but Mike pressed on, quickly reaching his front door and disappearing inside, consumed by the darkness of the one house in the street that had no decorations, no fairy lights, no life.

How Mike loathed Christmas. Once it had been the highlight of his year, he and Alison saving for months to ensure the girls had everything they wanted. The expense always outweighed their savings, and they’d often had to borrow to make up the shortfall, but it had always been worth it to see the presents under the tree, the table groaning with Christmas fare and the smiles on the girls’ faces. Now, however, he despised the festive season, the whole grim charade serving only to remind him of all he had lost.

Hanging up his coat, Mike hastened into the lounge. It was dark and quiet, which is how he liked it. Normally he would collapse onto the sofa, losing himself in the mindless colour of Sky Sports, transporting himself to a sun-kissed golf course in Saudi Arabia or a raucous football stadium in Manchester, but tonight he set about tidying the place, clearing away takeaway cartons and discarded newspapers. This evening, he was expecting company.

Flicking on the lights, Mike drew the curtains, turning to survey the scene. The rubbish was gone, the cushions straightened, but the place still looked cheerless and cold, so Mike fussed about, lighting the lamps, switching on the radio, doing whatever he could to make the place seem more welcoming. When he and Alison had been together, this had been her domain – she had a natural eye for interior design and had always been the more sociable of the two. Now that he was alone, these domestic duties fell to him and he realized to his dismay how dusty everything was, a thick line of the stuff clinging to every surface. Grabbing a cloth, he set to work, sending great plumes spiralling into the air.

Time was of the essence and he set to it like a dervish, building up a sweat, but as he dusted the small collection of framed photos on the sideboard, he slowed, pausing to look at his favourite picture of Jessica. It was taken at her school fair, Jessica sitting in her wheelchair, her face painted, grinning broadly at the camera. It was a picture that he loved more than life itself and he drank in the details. Her wonky glasses, her rosy cheeks, her impish smile – they were all part of what had made his daughter so special. His little fighter, who’d never been able to walk because of her cerebral palsy, but who’d never let it hold her back, living life to the full, always with a cheeky grin on her face. This treasured photo seemed to define her, seemed to bring her back to life and looking at it, Mike felt his heart burst with love, with pride, with grief. If only he could turn back time, so he could hold his angel in his arms once more …

The sharp buzz of the doorbell cut through these fond dreams. Wiping away his tears, Mike quickly replaced the photo and hurried into the hallway. Taking a moment to compose himself, he opened the front door to find Graham Ellis waiting outside.

‘Graham, how nice to see you,’ Mike said, trying to sound composed and cheerful.

‘You sure you’re expecting me?’ his visitor replied amiably. ‘I’ve been ringing for five minutes.’

‘So how have you been keeping?’ his visitor asked.

The two men were seated at the kitchen table, beers in hand.

‘Muddling along. Work’s fine, though it’s always mental at this time of year.’

‘Seeing much of Alison and Rachel?’

‘When I can,’ Mike replied carefully. ‘Things are still difficult with me and Alison, but I try to do right by Rachel. She’s had lots on. Christmas productions, parties and what not …’

‘Tell me about it.’

Graham Ellis smiled as he said this, his genuine affection for every member of the family clear. Back in his former incarnation as a detective inspector with Kent Police, Graham had led the team that had brought Jessica’s killers to justice and Mike knew he still looked in on Alison and Rachel. He was grateful for this, but it also made him feel uncomfortable, worrying that the retired police officer knew more about his daughter’s life than he did.

‘And how are you in yourself?’ Graham asked, running a hand through his thinning hair. ‘Are you OK, Mike?’

‘Sure, why not?’ Mike responded evasively. ‘I’m getting on with things. Once Christmas is done and dusted, I’m going to sort this place out.’

Graham nodded, taking in the stained Formica surfaces and faded kitchen units. Mike suddenly felt idiotic, embarrassed by his empty promises. Graham had been visiting him here for years now and knew full well that Mike had made no attempt to decorate the place in all that time. Mike turned to his old friend now, feeling the need to justify himself, to explain his lack of effort, but the retired inspector’s gaze was elsewhere, fixed on a copy of the Sun that Mike had tidied away before his arrival. On the front cover was a police mug shot of a truculent twelve-year-old boy and above it the strap line:

The Face of Evil. Sadistic Killer Kyle Peters released

Mike took in the headline, once more feeling a stab of anger, then looked up to find Graham staring directly at him.

‘It must be hard for you,’ the policeman said sympathetically.

‘Is that why you’ve come round? To check up on me?’

There was a harsh, accusatory tone to his question, but Graham Ellis ignored it.

‘Partly. I know it must bring back painful memories. I remember the anger you felt when Courtney and Kaylee were released, God knows I felt it myself, so I just wanted you to know that you’re not alone, that I’m here for you if you need to talk.’

‘I’m sorry, Graham, I shouldn’t snap at you,’ Mike responded, suddenly feeling petty and unworthy of his kindness. ‘But you’re right, it is hard. It’s bloody hard.’

Mike wanted to stop there, to swallow down his bile, but he couldn’t.

‘It’s just not right. People like that should never be let out.’

‘With respect, Mike, that’s not for you or me to decide, whatever we may feel about it personally.’

‘Well, it should be. Those animals …’ Mike spat back, his voice thick with emotion. ‘Those animals who murdered my little girl got seven years in a young offenders’ unit, before being released. Seven years. Is that all Jessica’s life was worth?’

‘Of course not, Mike. But that’s not how it works.’

‘And where are they now? Living nice lives, in a new town, with new names, getting ready to enjoy a lovely Christmas no doubt, while the rest of us are left to suffer, to wallow and rot in our own misery because of what they did. It’ll be the same for this piece of shit …’

He nodded aggressively at Kyle Peters’ mug shot.

‘… living the life of Riley somewhere – happy, carefree. Where’s the justice in that?’

‘I know and I sympathise. If I’d had my way, they would have stayed behind bars for longer, much longer.’

‘Well then …’

‘But don’t think that it’s easy street for them either. They are very damaged individuals, who’ll have to live with what they did for the rest of their lives.’

‘That’s a joke,’ Mike shot back. ‘Do you think they care two hoots about us? About what they did? You were there, Graham. You saw those girls laughing and joking in court.’

‘They were eleven years old, Mike. They didn’t know what they were doing.’

‘Bullshit. They knew exactly what they were doing. And what’s to stop them doing it again?’

‘They are very closely monitored,’ the ex-police officer protested. ‘And have to abide by very restrictive licence conditions.’

‘Really, Graham? Do you really believe that? The Probation Service is a shambles, you know it is. Meaning that these creatures are at liberty to do what they like, when they like. And you may be fine with that …’

‘I’m not. Of course I’m not.’

‘… but I think it’s outrageous, dangerous, criminal. Those girls, this Kyle Peters, could be living next door to you, spying on your kids, plotting their next crime and you’d know nothing about it. The courts, the police, the Probation Service bend over backwards to help them, rehousing them, giving them new identities, new histories, helping them to lie, to cheat, to get away with murder. It’s not right, but more than that, it’s not safe.’

He fired out the last word, glaring at Graham Ellis. But still his guest refused to lose his cool.

‘Mike, what you went through, the pain you’ve endured, is unimaginable. I know you’ve lost so much, so many people you loved, and that as a result your trust in people, in institutions, has been very badly shaken. But you can’t live like that forever. You can’t always assume the worst. Jessica’s killers were passed fit for rehabilitation, just like Kyle Peters, so we have to hope, to assume, that they’re living safe, productive lives.’

‘Don’t be so naïve. Rehabilitation is a meaningless concept to these animals; they don’t feel a shred of guilt for what they did. You interviewed them, for God’s sake. To them it was all a big joke, a game …’

‘You’re right,’ Graham Ellis replied, shaking his head sadly. ‘I never saw any remorse, any regret from either of them. So I do understand your anger. But however much grief and pain you still feel, you mustn’t let this rage consume you
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