
   
[image: Cover image: How to Kill a Guy in Ten Ways by Eve Kellman]




HOW TO KILL A GUY IN TEN WAYS

 

 

Eve Kellman

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Avon Logo]




Copyright
   
Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Copyright © Eve Hall 2024

Cover design by Sarah Foster/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover illustrations by Shutterstock.com

Eve Hall asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008620974

Ebook Edition © March 2024 ISBN: 9780008620981

Version: 2024-02-05



   
READERS LOVE HOW TO KILL A GUY IN TEN WAYS:

‘Eve Kellman – I applaud you. This was absolutely fantastic.’

Reader review, *****

‘I loved this book! Brilliant twists all the way through and so cleverly written. A must read!’

Reader review, *****

‘This is everything I love in weird, quirky, thriller stories … It’s clever, quick-paced, and such a twist on the serial killer genre.’

Reader review, *****

‘By far one of my favourite books I’ve read this year … I loved every minute!’

Reader review, *****

‘If you’re looking for a book you can’t put down, this is the book for you … I found myself nervous, excited and on edge when reading, I’m actually sad to have finished it!’

Reader review, *****

‘I absolutely LOVED this book! I flew through it! The feminine rage and the witty banter was *chefs kiss*. I can’t wait for this to come out and I can buy a copy for all my friends!’

Reader review, *****

‘Wow!! This book shocked me in ways I did not see coming. It was just nuts!! My mind is still reeling … A masterfully woven murder spree with a dash of humour.’

Reader review, *****




Dedication

To my sidekicks Rita and Roxy.




Epigraph

I have done a thousand dreadful things

As willingly as one would kill a fly,

And nothing grieves me heartily indeed

But that I cannot do ten thousand more.

Titus Andronicus

Act 5 Scene 1
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PROLOGUE

The first man I ever killed was my father. 

But we’re not there yet. That’s not even really part of this story. All you need to know about that, is that a) it was sort of an accident and b) he deserved it. If you must know more about that sorry affair, then I’ll have to tell you about it another time. Because really, this isn’t about him, it’s about me. And a few things I have done recently that may be considered ‘wrong’ and ‘illegal’ and the rest. 

I’ve always thought that morality is a grey area and the law is open to interpretation. Still, the things I have done are not the sort of stuff you go shouting from the rooftops about. So why am I telling you? First of all, you are just a tape recording that no one will ever hear. Hopefully. Until I die myself perhaps. The idea of a tell-all confessional tape being released days after my death that shocks everyone to their grey, middle-class core is appealing to me. Gauche, I know, but fame, notoriety, and a certain fuck-you-all glamour is right up my street, even if I’m not around to see it. Right now though, this is far from over. Mission incomplete. So, I really shouldn’t go around making too many plans for what happens after the end, when I’m still smack bang in the middle. 

Another reason I’m telling you this, is to get my own head straight. I don’t want to put myself down here, my head is on pretty straight already, considering everything that has been happening. But I’m a big enough person to admit that things did get ever-so-slightly out of hand last night, and so taking stock isn’t the worst idea. 

And lastly, if everything comes to light, some people out there deserve the truth. So, hello future me, my dearest friend, my little sister, or whoever else is listening to this. It’s a cold November night, and I’m sitting in my kitchen, drinking a glass of expensive red wine, and counting my sins. Or wins, depending on where you’re standing. 

I’ve already said that it didn’t start with my father. It probably started with Karl. Or maybe Katie. But when I close my eyes and think, the image I get in my mind is of two girls in the back seat of my car. Short skirts, shaking with nervous laughter. There were often girls in the back of my car (calm down, not like that). But the picture of those two, in particular, is imprinted there. There’s also Rose’s hair against the white pillow, Katie’s arm peeking above the covers, the Liverpool scarf on the curtain rail. But for me, I guess it starts with those girls in my car. And so that’s where it’s going to start for you, too. 

We’ll get to the rest. 




CHAPTER ONE

I never looked that innocent. Even when I was tiny, I’m sure of it. The girls are chatting away in the back seat, but all I can focus on are their too-short, too-cheap skirts and their bare legs with fake-tanned, goose-pimpled skin. The blonde has glitter on her eyelids. 

It upsets me that they have clearly dressed up for the evening and instead of dancing with wild abandon and then eating cheesy chips on the night bus, they are being driven home at 10pm by a five-foot-nine vigilante in a Nissan Micra. Not upsets me, angers me. 

‘We probably could have taken him, Rach,’ the brunette is saying, nudging her friend. ‘I could have stilettoed him!’ She mimes a brutal attack with an imaginary shoe and keeps going until her friend smiles. Soon they are both shaking with laughter, but then tears start running down their faces. It’s relief that does that. The moment of safety, when any tiny joke gives your body permission to release that pent-up adrenaline as hysterical laughter. They are still sitting closer than I assume they normally would, holding on to each other. 

Rachel is the one who texted me. She can’t weigh more than eight stone, and she looks like a broken bird cowering in the back seat on the way to the vet. A home dye job has left her hair brittle and straw-like, devoid of any moisture, and it frizzes around her petite face like a lion’s mane. Her unnamed friend is more robust, both in body and mannerisms, taking on the role of mood-fixer with gusto. 

Does she always find herself cheering up others? Making jokes in bad situations? Sorting out her friends’ messes with a smile on her face? People pick their group roles long before they’re adults, and it’s hard to reinvent yourself later in life. If these two drift apart one day, the brunette will find another friend to comfort. 

An Audi beeps from behind and I realise my speed has dropped to a crawl as I’ve been watching the girls. Fine. Fine, you fucker. I put my foot down slightly, but stick rigidly to the speed limit on the empty roads as the driver angrily revs up behind me, eager to get to his destination a few precious minutes earlier. 

I had a cat once who was hit by an Audi. That sounds almost like the car acted of its own accord, so let me start again. I had a cat once, that a man drove into with his Audi. And then the man continued to drive away despite my lovely tabby Kevin Bacon twitching on the tarmac. I’ll never forget the sight of poor Kevin lying there. I saw it from my bedroom window when I was thirteen. Afterwards, I’d walked around the neighbourhood with my pocketknife, scratching a line down the side of any Audi I could find. I bet the guy from the bar the girls were in tonight drove a bloody Audi. 

My phone – stuck in a plastic holder attached to the dashboard – tells me that when I take the next left, I’ll have reached my destination. As I pull up, the girls are full of thanks, the brunette giving me an awkward one-armed hug over the car seat before she gets out. When they are safely behind the door of the house, I take a deep breath and put my forehead on the steering wheel. 

What pricks these men are. They are out there, wandering around like you and me, but under the surface they are cruel, power-hungry bastards, preying on women who are really too young to even be out this late. On the vulnerable. On people like those glitter-eyed girls, or my sister, Katie. 

I contain my rage, because learning to do that is part of growing up in this society – especially as a woman. It takes me a moment before I feel my phone from the dashboard. Flicking off Google Maps, I see a screen full of notifications. 

Shit.

Six missed calls and nine WhatsApp messages, almost all from Nina. It’s gone 9pm, and I was supposed to meet her over half an hour ago. Time flies when you are on a rescue mission. 

As I’m looking at the screen, it comes to life with her name and photo. I answer because I’m not a coward, but also because Nina is the most understanding person you could ever hope to know. 

‘Oh! It’s the marvellous missing Millie! So good of you to answer!’ she rasps down the phone, her rumbling voice heavy with sarcasm. I can hear the wind buffeting the microphone as she walks. 

‘Nina, I was about to leave and then—’ 

‘Don’t tell me. You got a Message M text?’ She sighs. Nina never stays mad very long. Maybe that’s why she is still my friend. She is a Good Person. Someone who forgives and forgets with alarming alacrity. A jumble of contradictions, she is simultaneously a terrifyingly efficient lawyer and a total sweetheart with an unexpected streak of naivety. ‘I know it’s important. I know you are trying to help. But you’ve stood me up. Again.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I am in the car and can be there ASAP. I’m not actually sure where I am, but I’m probably not even that far away!’ 

‘Don’t worry about it, I’m already on my way home.’ I hear the rattling inhale of her vape and can almost smell the sweet watermelon flavour through the phone. ‘We’ll speak tomorrow. It’s fine, honestly.’

The line goes dead, and I stare at my reflection in the windscreen, feeling suddenly exhausted. To keep some level of anonymity, I have my hood pulled up, and half of my face is hidden by sunglasses I don’t need at this time of night. Nina isn’t mad, she is disappointed. Ouch. But if there is a choice between someone’s feelings being hurt and someone’s body being hurt, feelings have to be put aside. Trust me, I should know. 

My phone flashes again. Duty calls. 

Saturday mornings are good for lots of things – long lie-ins, short coffees, slow sex, and quick runs. Being single, I’m fitting in all but the third point before I see my sister. Reclining on the small sofa in my garden, I take a sip of my espresso – strong, black, hot – and close my eyes. The caffeine does its part to wake me from the dull atrophy that I feel every single morning. It was a late one last night. When I received another message – someone thinking they were being followed – I spun around to find the caller and pick them up. 

The Message M phone line isn’t my real job. Or, more accurately, it isn’t the job that I’m paid to do. But the phone line is my real job in that it is the one I define myself by. 

It started out small a little less than a year ago, born out of anger, and it snowballed. Now, I’ve got signs in the toilets of all of the bars and pubs around the area, reading:

Are you on a date that doesn’t feel right?

Can’t shake that creepy guy at the bar?

Worried you’re being followed home?

Message M.

And, if someone needs me, what can I do but be there? If some scared young woman texts me for help, am I supposed to say, ‘Sorry, I’m having cocktails with Nina, best of luck though!’ No. I can’t. I have responsibilities to these people. I can’t have them end up like Katie. 

But on a Saturday morning, when all the party-goers are sleeping off their hangovers from the night before, there is sweet silence. If only it weren’t for that absolute cretin Sean who lives next door. I am opening my favourite book – Stephen King’s Misery – and raising my coffee to my lips when I hear the dreaded sound of his throat-clearing cough. 

‘Well, hello there, young Millie.’

Oh God. Please. Please no. 

‘Sean. Hi.’

‘Methinks you have a relaxing set-up there on this fine morn!’

I would gladly rid the world of the entire part of the population who say ‘methinks’. And I’d be sure to do it brutally. 

‘Yes. Peace and quiet on a Saturday morning.’ It’s a miracle he doesn’t hear the sarcasm, but as I’m never exactly thrilled to speak to him, he must assume that’s just the way I sound. 

‘Ahh, you enjoy that while it lasts! Once you have a few little ’uns running around, you can kiss peace and quiet goodbye!’

I would also gladly rid the world of anyone who says ‘little ’uns’, and those who rudely talk about other people’s fertility. Sean is like the centre of my death wish Venn diagram. With his shining head and the top part of his fat little face sticking over the fence, Sean looks exactly like one of the smiling stone goblins you sometimes see for sale in garden centres, bought by God knows who. His nose is bulbous, and his piggy eyes are, I suppose, friendly-looking. But that desperate friendliness drives me spare. He’s lonely, I get it. But really, that’s a him problem. 

As I’m deciding if it is possible to shake him off, or if I should just give up and go inside, my phone flashes with a text from Nina. Other than my sister, Nina Lee is the only person on earth that I care for and whose opinion means anything at all. And so earlier I’d sent her a text apologising again for yesterday evening.

Hey pal! That’s ok. I was pretty tired anyway so there’s no harm in an early night.

Good old Nina. 

The vague noise of Sean’s babbling is still wafting over the fence. He’s going on about his grandchildren now, who he purports to love but who clearly don’t return that emotion or else they’d pop round once in a while. 

‘Callie was a much better swimmer, I’ll tell you that for free. But that chubby little Indian girl cheated, I saw her push off before the whistle. I told Callie, I said don’t let—’

You are def coming to lunch tomorrow though yeah? 

Fuck. I have a semi-regular Sunday lunch date with Nina and our two friends from our final year of school, Angela and Izzy, both of whom I find low-level annoying these days. I’d been hoping to get out of it this week, but I can’t say no now that she’s forgiven me. 

Sure! 

Because it’s time for you to finally meet Hugh!

Extra fuck. I’ve been putting off meeting Nina’s latest boyfriend because he, frankly, sounds like a tool. 

‘But that bloody teacher of hers,’ continues Sean, ‘wouldn’t see sense. I just wasn’t having it. So, I went right over there and I said—’

I’ll book a table at that pub near yours. The Spotted Cow at 2

‘The cheek of her! I mean, I’m paying her wages! So, I told her—’

There is a crash of porcelain as I leap up, my body clearly deciding that it’s had enough of Sean’s shit. My coffee cup – a nice one that Katie gave me – is cracked in two on the paving. I’m adding it to Sean’s list of crimes that I’ve been mentally compiling since moving into this house eleven years ago.

‘Sorry, Sean,’ I cut across him. ‘Have to dash.’ I dart inside before he can ask any questions. 

Without slowing, I pull on my trainers, and give my Norwegian Forest cat, Shirley Bassey, a quick stroke. Then I head out into the world, pausing on the doorstep to start a new run on my Strava app. 

As I quicken my pace, the air against my skin brushes away my remnant sluggishness and the irritation that Sean has ignited in me. I push myself harder. 

But the glitter girls from the night before are still firm in my thoughts. Some guy had been following them bar to bar, not taking no for an answer. In the last one – a sticky-floored All Bar One full of dead-eyed bar staff and drunken punters – he had gotten handsy, and Rachel, the blonde, had seen the promise of aggression flash in his eyes. 

‘Scary like,’ she’d said. ‘Like – like he could do whatever he wanted? You know?’ 

Yeah, I knew. I’ve seen it first-hand, and I’ve heard similar descriptions over and over. When I got there, he was still at the bar, his chubby fingers caressing a drink. He was wearing a shiny blue shirt and too-tight jeans, and his bald head was reflecting the red lights of the bar. He looked rather remarkably like a sentient potato, minus the sentience. Knocking a large pink drink into his lap then ushering the girls into my Micra while he flapped around for a tissue was quick and easy, but their fragility has stuck with me. 

Rounding the corner of the road, the footpath opens up before me and I leave tarmac behind. The path climbs steadily, and the soft thump of my feet on the earth steadies my heartbeat, each footfall pushing the picture of the girls, with their wide eyes and spindly limbs, further out of my head. 

When I reach the top of the hill, the trees open to one side to reveal Clifton Suspension Bridge reaching across the river Avon, magnificent and overly grand. I allow myself to stop, putting my hands on my knees and bending down to catch my breath. A man with a bushy beard and too-tight vest jogging in the opposite direction passes me and I edge to the side of the path. He smiles as he passes, and raises his hand in a two-finger salute that makes my stomach turn. It is the calling card of a tech bro.

Thankfully, he doesn’t stop to talk, but he gave me the creeps, so I turn and jog back in the direction I came from, speeding up again to try and silence my mind. I need silence sometimes, need to process everything bubbling away under the noise. The constant, insufferable noise of other people. 

But no matter how fast I run today, sweat dripping down my nose and down my back, I can’t stop thinking of the girl in my car at 2am, gushing her thanks as we pulled away from a drunk guy in the suit. The gangly sixteen-year-olds laughing with relief at leaving potato man behind. The many, many texts and calls for advice and reassurance I’d had over the course of this week, this month. 

And behind it all, always behind it all, is Katie. My dear sister. 




CHAPTER TWO

I’m slowly driving to my mother’s house; it’s already past midday and my speed decreases as I get closer. If I keep going like this, then I’ll never actually reach the house. That’s basic maths. Or I thought it was, but it’s failed because I can see the damn road now, and I appear to be pulling up in front of 112 Ladbroke Drive. Oh well, guess I’ll try a different tactic next time. 

My mother is not who I’m here to see, but it’s hard to avoid her entirely if I want to see Katie. Other than Nina, my little sister is the only person who I truly, truly love and would do anything for. Ten years my junior, it’s my mission in life to keep her from harm, though I’ve not done too well as of late. 

Katie has always been the pretty one in the family, the smarter one, too. You’d think I’d resent her for getting the deeper part of the gene pool while I paddle at the edge, but I never have. When Katie got into Durham, I was so proud. My little sister, from my shit hole of a home, getting into one of the best universities in the world. Her face when she opened that letter was unforgettable. She turned white, then red with shock. We’re smart, the Masters girls. But unlike me, she took that brain of hers and applied herself in the right way. She was going to make it. But he took that from her.

The front door of my mother’s house is plastic, and I’ve always hated it. Cheap looking even in its hay day, it is now grey rather than white. The 112 is the same 112 that has been there as long as I can remember, and the 2 is rusting. I let myself in with my key, calling out as I walk over the threshold.

‘Hello? It’s Millie! Katie?’

My mum comes out of the kitchen to my right. Not who I called, but fine. 

‘Hi. How is she doing?’

‘Oh, she’s okay. You know, a bit tired. How are you, my love?’

A bit tired. Mum is the queen of downplaying things, so this assessment doesn’t fill me with hope. 

‘Has she eaten today?’

‘Hmm? I’m not sure, love. I’ve put the kettle on if you’d like some tea?’

‘I’m going up to say hi.’

The décor in this house hasn’t changed in years. Not since my father died and Mum went on a mad spree with some yellow paint in a futile attempt to ‘brighten things up’. The paint was cheap and so the walls ended up looking like the peel of a waxed lemon. It reflects onto your skin and makes you look like you’ve got jaundice. At least it’s clean though. She’s always been clean, my mum. She focuses on specks of dust to ignore the sandstorms.

My room is different. No one goes in it these days, including me. While mum doused everything else in yellow, I’d painted my walls bright, gleaming white, hung new ruby-red curtains across the window and bought all new bedding. It didn’t work though, I still can’t stand the place.

At Katie’s door, I pause for a moment to steel myself and then call out sweetly, like I’m enticing a kitten. I stare at my boots on the clean, worn-down carpet while I wait for signs of life. 

Nothing. I try again. 

‘Katie? It’s Mill. Can I come in?’ After what seems like a lifetime, I hear a murmur from inside that I take as a yes, so twist the handle and gently push open the door. My sweet sister is in bed, peering out over the covers like a hibernating hedgehog who has just been disturbed mid-January. If it wasn’t so heart-breaking, it would be funny. 

Katie makes an effort, pushing the covers down, blinking hard, and hoisting herself up on her elbows. It’s ingrained in women, this need to ‘make an effort’, no matter what the circumstances. You could be bleeding out on the tarmac, having just been hit with an eighteen-wheeler, and you’d still worry about the underwear you’re wearing. Should have made more of an effort today must be so many women’s dying thought.

My sister’s smiles are scarce, so I’m honoured to see a small upturn of her mouth when she sees me. 

‘Hi Mills. You look fab.’ She pushes her body up into a sitting position and leans back against the headboard. ‘What time is it? I can’t believe I fell asleep again.’ She looks at the clock and her pale cheeks colour. ‘Shit, it’s nearly one. Sorry. I’m a mess.’

I know she’s a mess, and she knows that I know that. And we both know it’s not just because she slept in late today. But I roll my eyes and tut loudly, and she shrugs apologetically, and we both pretend like this is a one-off. Because pretending is nicer, and it makes things feel normal. Even though what is more normal for us, is this exact situation. 

I perch on the end of the bed and we chit-chat about my life, avoiding hers. Seeing as my life is monumentally uneventful – excluding my evening job that she knows nothing about – it’s not the most riveting of conversations. Yet, I still cherish these moments with her. Every time she says something about the future – ‘I’d like that’, ‘I’ll see’ – or cracks a joke, my heart leaps with, not joy exactly, but hope. 

‘I’ll get that framed at Rick’s for you, if you like?’ I say, nodding at a photograph lying flat on her bedside table that I haven’t seen before. Katie’s cheeks flush again. 

‘No. But thank you.’ 

The picture is upside down, but I can see it’s her and her two best friends from school. I wonder if they still try and visit, or if they’ve given up now too. In it, Katie’s hair is shiny and curled, her cheeks full, and she’s grinning at the lens with an arm around her friend’s waist. I try to stop staring at it, but I can’t pull my eyes away. 

‘How is work anyway?’ she asks. 

‘Eurgh, you know. Rick is obsessed with this new type of glass we have in, which is exactly the same as the old type of glass. Glass is just glass, right? It’s see-through. It’s nothingness. That’s the point of it. But, hey, it’s work. It pays the bills.’

The cliché makes me cringe, especially as I remember that I have forgotten to actually pay my gas bill once again. Luckily, I own my house – my uncle Dale helped me buy it with part of Dad’s life insurance money – so my meagre wage covers my living expenses with some left over for savings. Even so, I’m chronically forgetful at actually paying the bills because it’s just so bloody boring. 

‘Not all nothingness is the same,’ says Katie, and the unexpected heaviness of her words makes us both pause. ‘Anyway,’ she continues with a smile, ‘weren’t you thinking of doing a course? Back at … back at Christmas? You don’t want to be at Picture This forever, right? Answering to Rick?’

By day, I’m a framer. As in, I frame pictures. It’s not glamorous, I’m aware of that. I got my A levels and everything, but I never went to university. I wanted to focus on my sister until she was old enough to stand on her own two feet in the world. So I bought a house nearby after I turned eighteen, and I worked at the framing shop around the corner as a stopgap. Then, I just never left. 

Part of me loves what I do. For all of the ghastly maternity photoshoots in fields and pathetic prom shots, sometimes, just sometimes, my job can be about making beauty even more beautiful. 

Very occasionally, I’ll be handed a painting that takes my breath away, or a photograph that touches something in my cold heart, and even more occasionally, the customer handing it over won’t say ‘that’ll do’ to the cheapest, flimsy pine wood, but will choose something solid and lasting. Mahogany, carved gilt gold, smooth polished oak. Those days make it worth it. 

‘I’m happy there for now, Kate. Honestly, it’s fine.’ 

‘It’s not because of … You don’t have to …’

‘Katie. I like it. Stop.’

Katie shrinks at my harsh tone, so I force a smile and add, ‘And I haven’t told you Gina’s latest gossip.’ After forty minutes of discussing the trials and tribulations of my irritating co-worker, Katie’s eyelids start to droop. But this is good, comparatively. She’ll feel guilty if she knows I’ve noticed her getting tired. Guilt is another thing that women feel a lot – even for being tired. I once nudged Nina in her sleep and she automatically whispered, ‘Sorry’. 

‘Right, I need to head. I’m meeting Nina.’ It’s a white lie. Really, I need to relax for a few hours before the Saturday night buzz of the phone line starts up. 

Katie coughs, and her frame shakes like it’s about to collapse. When I lean in for a hug, she feels like brittle bones and my chest tightens as I pull away. She looks like she is already falling back to sleep, waiting for me to go before she disappears again. I back to the door with a pasted-on smile and damp eyes.

‘Bye! I’ll call you later, okay? I love you.’ 

I shut the door and stand in the hallway, closing my eyes to stop the tears. When I open them, the yellow is there, glowing. Indecently cheerful. And suddenly, my upset is replaced by a cold rage. 

Katie has been in that room for nine months now, only leaving when necessity dictates it. She came home from her first term at Durham and never went back. I’m not an idiot, I know she is seriously depressed and dangerously thin, I just don’t know what to do about it. 

I do know why it started though. 

It happened just after one of the best Christmases we’d ever had. Katie had been full of stories – about her course and her grimy student flat and her new friends. She had seemed taller, bubbling with all the new things life was giving her. There had been a moment on Christmas Eve, when I’d thought that it was time for me to do something else with my life now that she had started her next chapter. Maybe do that copywriting course Nina was always on at me about. 

But she’d gone out on New Year’s Eve, while I spent the night in the pub with Nina, Angela, and Izzy, toasting in the new year in genuinely high spirits, and that’s when it all went wrong. What was I drinking when it happened? Had we moved on to the tequila by that point? Did it happen while I was holding Angela’s hair back in the bathroom? Setting the world to rights with Nina in the smoking area? Had I just ordered the bottle of expensive champagne which I then spilt all over the floor?

You know where this is going. While all of this had been happening, Katie was attacked. Well, to give it its proper term, she was raped. People shy away from that word, scared of its violence. Attacked, assaulted, hurt – they are all much easier to say than the reality. Katie, my baby sister, was raped on New Year’s Eve, and now she’s a prisoner inside her own bedroom. 

Overnight, she shrunk, in every sense. From being an effervescent, smart, joyful young woman to a grey-faced mouse who jumps at a sudden movement. A size ten to skin and bone. 

It wasn’t my fault. It certainly wasn’t hers. At times, I do blame her friends for not looking after each other that night, but I know it wasn’t their fault either. It was his fault. However, that doesn’t stop the guilt I feel day in, day out, for not being there, for failing to protect my sister – the only thing I’ve ever really tried to do. 

Since then, I’ve also tried to protect other women. Maybe it’s a form of penance, but I’m not a psychologist and have no real interest in discovering why I’m doing what I’m doing. All I know is that I failed at protecting Katie, but while she languishes in her room, I’ve succeeded in protecting countless other women. 

I had hoped she would start coming back to life week by week. But instead, she seems to draw further and further into herself. One day, I worry she will disappear entirely. 

I manage to avoid my mother when I slip out the house, though I see her disappointed face appear at the window as the engine of my car roars. 

What Katie needs is justice. But justice has been impossible to come by. 




CHAPTER THREE

Nina has dreadful taste in men. The last time I met one of her boyfriends, he banged on about his new BMW for most of the evening, and never offered to buy a round of drinks. I found it difficult to restrain myself from pulling his tie so tight his air supply would be cut off. 

I saw the BMW parked, badly, outside the pub once I had made my excuses to leave. I ran my house key along its shiny blue door – old habits are hard to break.

But I owed Nina, so I’d agreed to being at The Spotted Cow at 2pm for Sunday lunch. Last night, Message M had been strangely quiet for a Saturday, but I still didn’t get into bed until nearly three. This morning I forced myself to go for a run, but I kept checking my phone in hope of a change of plan. What I wouldn’t give to be having lunch alone with my best friend, and not having to spend my precious free time fake smiling at Hugh Chapman. 

I’m in a foul mood when I walk into Picture This – your friendly local framing shop – to collect my latest paycheck before I head to the pub. Leaning on the counter, I wait for Rick to come back with the goods, and spot a heap of frames covered in dust that he must have brought out from the back room. Unable to help myself, I grab a cloth and start to wipe them down. 

Rick comes out from the back room holding mugs of coffee for us both. He’s a decent guy, if incurably dull. He once wrote a novel, bought by no one, and has never recovered. He mentions it at least once a day. 

‘Ahh well done, Millie. They were looking a right state.’ He hands me a mug, and I realise that Rick is the person I spend the vast majority of my life with, which is depressing as hell. ‘How is your weekend going?’ 

I often try and hate Rick, but I can’t. Not fully. Yes, he pays me shit all, but it’s not like I didn’t know that going in. He isn’t a pervert, nor a misogynist, nor a run-of-the-mill bastard. He even makes me coffee now and again. 

I regret accepting the offer of coffee though as I realise that it comes with small talk, so I continue dusting the frames to blunt the intensity of the interaction. 

‘Oh, it’s been fine, nothing special. These frames new?’ 

I pull out the gaudiest of frames to wipe off the dust. It’s large and thick, silver with hundreds of Swarovski crystals embedded all the way around. What artwork would you put in such a thing? I can only imagine that the kind of person who would buy this would put their own boudoir photoshoot pictures in it. It costs £225. 

The shop is small, which doesn’t stop it stocking the largest variety of frames in the South-West. They are piled in heaps on the floor, leaving a thin path from door to desk. Every week, more arrive from somewhere. They take up every inch of wall space, which is particularly alarming because most of them contain a smiling man or fawning woman. While I work, I’m watched by a thousand judging eyes in fading faces. 

As Rick natters on about the new stock, I burn my throat by gulping down my coffee, then make my goodbyes and start towards the pub. 

I don’t want to be early, so I meander and end up buying a fabulous scarf from the Oxfam charity shop – sheer black with beaded edges – which then makes me late. 

I check out my new scarf in the reflection of a shop window, draping it over my shoulder. I’m tall and skinny, but in a way that makes me appear as a collection of sharp angles rather than a graceful gazelle. My skin is pale as paper, and my strawberry-blond hair that curls gently around my shoulders makes me – at first glance – conventionally attractive, but, once you linger, you notice that my face is hawk-like – cruel with harsh lines. Which isn’t fair, because I wouldn’t say I’m cruel at all. Not if I like you, that is. My nose is sharp with a ridge where it was once broken, my jawbone is square, and my eyes are too small to soften the overall look. 

I’m not hugely put out by any of this, it’s more an observation. People aren’t really my thing, so do I really care if they like my nose? Men don’t usually look long enough to see more than a skinny, blondish-haired woman with an okay pair of breasts anyway, so it’s never harmed my chances of dating. 

Nina is the opposite of me in almost all ways. Short with soft curves, luscious dark hair, and cute chubby cheeks with square, thick-framed glasses usually perched above them, she gets more beautiful the longer you look at her. Her parents are both Chinese and she was born in London before moving to Bristol in her teens, so she has a beautiful accent that is impossible to describe. I stick to monochrome and clean lines, whereas she opts for bright colours and low necklines to show off her fabulous cleavage. She can, quite literally, brighten up a room. 

As I walk into The Spotted Cow, I see her sat at a table in the corner, giggling in a somewhat performative way at something her new man, Hugh, has said. Oh Nina. She’s so desperate to fall into her own love story that she ends up jumping in without looking. Angela is at the bar getting a bottle of red wine and five glasses. 

‘Millie!’ Nina waves, grinning, then tries to rein in the enthusiasm in an attempt to look cool in front of Hugh. ‘Meet Hugh.’ Nina used to smoke like a chimney and has a voice that’s as low and gravelly as an expensive car. She switched to vaping earlier this year, but if anything, she’s just taking in even more nicotine. 

The man sitting next to her gives me an up-and-down look, which makes me shudder, but then springs to his feet with a sort of half wave that I mirror with awkwardness. Love is Nina’s Achilles heel, the potential of it being the only thing that can befuddle her whip-smart brain. So, it’s my job to pluck out the weeds that get too close, leaving room for something better to come along. 

I hug Nina and pull out a chair as Angela appears in a cloud of chaos and pours the entire bottle of wine into four fashionably large glasses. 

‘Millie, my babe, I haven’t seen you in weeks! Not since Sunday before last, and I was tipsy so can barely remember it! Ha ha!’ She glugs at her wine while still standing. ‘Cheers! Clink clink! Okay, I’ll be back in a sec. Need to pee. Then I have so much to update you on.’ 

Angela is someone that Nina and I went to school with who, I swear, didn’t used to be quite this annoying. She speaks constantly, only stopping to gulp drinks as if they are life-saving antidotes to recently ingested poisons. Everything she says is hilarious, but only to her. But Nina, Angela, Izzy and I have all known each other a long time, and despite her quite obvious flaws, she is my friend. 

Sometimes I worry that Angela has a lot going on in her own head. She is of average intelligence, with hair that is a mousey-coloured ball of frizz, and milky eyes the size of duck eggs that are too large for her small, chinless face. It may be the case that the abundance of both speech and alcohol she brings with her to every social occasion is an attempt to find a place in a world which would otherwise overlook her. But that doesn’t make her any less annoying. 

Angela’s departure for the bathroom leaves a brief vacuum of silence in which Hugh and I exchange pleasantries, Nina trying to facilitate. She’s nervous, and it makes me feel guilty, so I laugh loudly at some remark Hugh makes, then raise my eyebrows in her direction to show I’m impressed. She tries to hide her grin by picking up the menu and suggesting we choose our food. Even though it’s a bright day, the pub is dark and there’s a candle in the middle of the table providing an illusion of evening romance despite the lads at the bar doing Jägerbombs. The walls have moody, blackened paint, giving the impression that the place has recently recovered from a fire, though it probably cost them a fortune to achieve such a look. 

‘So, Millie, what do you do?’ Hugh asks as he sips at the brimming glass, grimacing slightly at the taste. Clearly more of a beer man. I’m actually rather surprised that he has asked me a question at all to be honest, even if it’s a wildly unimaginative one. In the past, I’ve found Nina’s boyfriends to be uniformly self-absorbed. 

‘I frame. Pictures. I work in a framing shop.’

‘Oh. Right.’ 

Yeah, I guess there isn’t much to add. 

‘And you? Plumber, right?’

‘All of it really! No job too small and all that.’ Hugh is trying, so he gets a point for that. And he has thick muscles under his t-shirt and blond hair that sticks up at odd angles in a devil-may-care fashion that I know Nina will find endearing. Trying not to stare as I catalogue this new man in my best friend’s life, I notice that his heavy-set face is perfectly symmetrical. He gives me a self-deprecating smile. 

‘He’s being modest! He is so talented! He made his own coffee table, pal. Honestly!’ Nina flicks her poker-straight, glossy hair back in a theatrical way. Thanks to a combination of expensive products and some bizarre genetic quirk, her hair always smells incredible, and she isn’t above using it to ensnare. I arrange my face in a way I hope conveys that I’m impressed, even though nailing five pieces of wood together hardly sounds like rocket science. I mean, I know frames are only four, but I’m sure the extra plank wouldn’t give me much of a headache. 

Angela arrives back at the table, knocking over her glass of wine as she sits down, though luckily, she’d nearly finished it anyway. 

‘Anyone hear from Izzy? Did you tell her the actual meeting time, Nina? We were going to start telling her a time half an hour earlier, weren’t we?’ 

‘Oh she’ll be here when she’s here,’ Nina says breathily, waving her hand in a nonchalant manner, the kind of casual person who doesn’t care about timekeeping. I know if Hugh were not here, she would be rolling her eyes at Izzy’s predictable lateness. She slips a vape out of her sleeve and inhales on it subtly. 

Gravy-filled plates arrive, along with Izzy in an expensive-smelling fug of perfume full of predictable apologies, and we eat our roasts while Angela bangs on. Nina tries to encourage a fun, relaxed atmosphere by being anything but relaxed, and despite this, Hugh keeps up a steady flow of easy chatter. He asks questions, he laughs at our jokes, and when Nina knocks her fork onto the floor while telling a story, he jumps up to get her another one. 

Though I hate to admit it, he does have a certain charm about him. Izzy’s perfume and Angela’s loud voice are giving me a headache – which I try to drink through. Izzy starts to complain about her babysitter, a common refrain, and Nina and I glance at each other then look away to keep straight faces. 

‘You coming to Jackie’s thirtieth next week, Mills?’ Izzy demands to know as the underpaid and seemingly underage waitress removes our tower of dripping plates. 

‘Um, no? Why would I go to Jackie’s thirtieth?’ 

‘Because she’s our friend?’

‘She’s your friend. I haven’t spoken to Jackie in, like, a year.’ 

Nina sighs and rolls her eyes dramatically, and Hugh leans forward in a mock ‘give-me-the-goss-girl’ pose, chin resting on the back of an outstretched hand.

‘Ooh what happened then? What did this “Jackie” do?’ 

‘Jackie is a wanker,’ I inform him. ‘Sorry, Izzy. But it’s true. She was a wanker in school, she’s a wanker now.’

Nina jumps in and turns to Hugh apologetically. ‘They had a stupid, drunken argument. Jackie called Millie a stuck-up bitch because she said she doesn’t eat from kebab vans. Millie won’t let it go.’

‘Why should I?’

‘Because you cannot hold a grudge forever! I’m always saying, you need to find a proper way to deal with anger. Sometimes, you have to let go of the past and move on!’

‘I disagree. Anyway. Hugh. Tell me more about that coffee table. Legs? Four of them?’

Finally, Izzy announces that she has to get back to the kids, giving Hugh an extravagant air kiss and telling him far too sincerely that she loved meeting him, before waving down the bored-looking waitress. Angela is looking worse for wear, so Izzy pays both their parts of the bill then forces her out of the pub to be driven home. 

The waitress half-heartedly recommends the pecan pie, and Hugh politely explains he is deathly allergic to all nuts, but can always leave Nina and me to it if we want to order one. He really is making an effort. Or maybe he is just a nice guy. Nina declines, which I’m pleased about, and I excuse myself for the bathroom. I’ve run out of small talk and the Jackie chat riled me up.

In the toilets, I shut myself in a cubicle and take a slow breath as a treat. I sit on the closed lid and read the door poetry. 

Sam was here 2019          Caz 4 Jack

	Rachel L is a slut

            Trans Rights R Human Rights

BELIEVE WOMEN

    Shoot for the moon and you may land among the stars :D 

	I f**king hate men

				Mandy loves cock

In a moment of inspiration, I find a pen in my bag and add, Jackie is a wanker. I feel better. 

Back at the table, it seems mercifully quiet. I’ve never been a social butterfly, but as I get older, I’m becoming more introverted, crawling into my shell with my cat and my regrets and my anger. Part of me loves my old school friends, but Nina aside, I have less and less patience for their general bullshit. 

‘Hugh’s bought us lunch,’ Nina says with pride bursting from her. 

Look, maybe I’m not the one to judge. I’ve never met a man worthy of this woman. Never met someone that Nina – smart, funny, kind Nina – should want to spend large amounts of her time with, and that includes myself. But she does seem happy, and Hugh hasn’t done anything wrong, so far. I still don’t feel ready to be in the man’s debt though. 

‘Thanks, Hugh, but I would rather pay. Honestly.’ I smile so it doesn’t feel like a rebuke and scribble my phone number on the receipt with the eyeliner still in my hand. ‘Text me your details and I’ll send you my share.’ He acquiesces after minimal pushback, which tells me that he doesn’t really have the money to be freely buying everyone’s big boozy lunches, but he wants to impress. It thaws me a further degree. He’s a charmer. 

However, as I walk home to feed Shirley Bassey, I decide that I’ll need to keep an eye on Hugh Chapman. Charm is a dangerous weapon, and I can’t relax until I know if the man wielding it has good intentions. 




CHAPTER FOUR

I have no desire to spawn children. Occasionally, when life really is that boring or I really am that hungover, I will flick through the Facebook profiles of women I went to school with. Some of them have multiple children! We aren’t even thirty yet! They will share photographs of a chubby-faced child staring gormlessly at the camera with captions like, ‘Can’t believe it’s been four years of joy with my perfect little family!’, followed by thirty-six posts on a local mums’ group about the time changes for Mummy and Me Sing Song club. 

No thanks. I’ll take beer over baby grows, massages over mastitis.

It’s not even that I’m too selfish to stand the tedium of running my life around someone else’s whims – though I freely admit that I am. It’s that I would have no idea how to be a mother. 

My own … fell short. To put it lightly. I grew up with a father best not spoken of, a mother who was worse than useless, and my uncle Dale who, other than Katie, is the only family member I don’t feel actual hatred for. I know exactly how much damage a shit parent can do, and I don’t want to cause damage to someone who doesn’t deserve it and hasn’t asked for it. 

It’s 2am on Friday night – the hour which sees the boundary between evening fun and night-time terrors – and I’m sitting in my Micra, shivering in my coat, while rain spatters the windscreen. Tonight, I’m wearing a dark wig under my hood. I’ve pissed off a lot of men doing this job, so I try to keep myself unrecognisable when working Message M. 

It’s been a fairly shit week. Nothing much has happened – I worked, I played with Shirley Bassey, cooked, avoided replying to text messages from friends. There was a vague plan to see Nina for drinks tonight, but she’s cancelled on me to see Hugh. I try not to blame her – I know the first fug of new romance sends people wild. But it meant that I was already in a bad mood when my mother called. 

If I had my way, Katie would stay with me. But she says she is happy where she is, and that she doesn’t want to leave her childhood room. So, it’s up to our mother to try and get her to eat some food, leave her room, and wash her hair once in a while. My mother wasn’t a good parent to me, but in her defence, she’s always loved Katie more, so she does at least try. 

Don’t get me wrong, my mother isn’t someone who tries to be cruel. She isn’t abusive – or I’d have dragged Katie out of that house years ago. But she is passive. She was never the parent. Never took control, made the tough decisions, or even told us off. She just existed, and passivity is a trait that drives me wild with fury. In front of Katie, I keep my opinions on our mother to myself though. They have a better relationship, and right now, it’s where Katie wants to live. One day I will persuade her to move in with me. 

Leaning back against the headrest, I squeeze my eyes shut and try and still my racing mind. It’s easier to be angry at my mum than accept that I’m to blame as well. My job is to protect my sister, and I’m failing. 

I went round to see her again on Wednesday. Uncle Dale’s motorbike was sitting in the driveway, and I found him in his trademark Newcastle United football shirt drinking beer with my mum in the kitchen. Katie was upstairs in a black hole of depression, looking thinner than ever. So was I surprised when Mum called me this afternoon to say that she had collapsed and been taken into hospital? No. She was sent home again pretty quickly, with firm instructions to put some weight on. My instinct was to ditch Message M for the night and rush over there, but Mum told me Katie was already asleep and I didn’t want to wake her when she needs rest. 

So, here I am, in the middle of an October night, shivering in my car, willing my work phone to give me lives to save. It’s all I can think to do. If I can’t help my own sister, I can help someone else.

Hugging my body and pulling up the hood of my coat, I wonder if I should turn the engine on to get some heat, but the petrol dial is low and it feels wasteful. Anyway, the cold feels almost pleasingly punishing. Mum told me Katie only fainted due to low blood sugar. But this is a woman who would put a plaster on a bullet wound. The sharpness of Katie’s shoulder blades feels imprinted on my arms, and when I close my eyes, I see her cheekbones propping up dark circles. I suppose that I am kidding myself that she is getting better when really she is wasting away in front of my eyes.

Leaning my head back against the headrest again, I take a deep breath to calm myself. In the darkness behind my lids, I can’t stop memories flooding in. I concentrate on my breathing using a technique I learnt during yoga. I was never very good at it. I used to lie on the floor of that studio, trying to ‘breeeeathe’ and ‘empty the miiiiind’ but really all I could focus on was trying to make my thighs strong enough to kill a man. 

In.

Katie and I laughing hysterically on a night out.

Out.

Me curled up in her bed as children. 

In. 

Katie getting into Durham University, white with shock and pride. 

Out. 

Me hugging her the day I brought all of her things home in a van after she dropped out. 

In. 

Tiny Katie rolling down the grassy hill by our house. 

Out. 

Tiny me telling her not to worry about Dad. 

DING.

Oh, thank God. It’s been raining and it’s cold, so the night’s been fairly quiet, but mercifully someone wants my help. Someone needs me. I skim the text and then slow down to read it again. It’s hard to make sense of, like the author is plastered.

Hs lokked hte door.

What?

He srrmd nick buut nw. I feel bad.
 I thn smthng ihh my wine. 

Something in her drink? Oh God, she’s not drunk, she’s been drugged. I start to type frantically, needing to know where she is before it’s too late. My phone dings again – she’s had the good sense to share her location. It’s followed by another text. 

32

My car is in gear before I have a plan, my head a confused mixture of drugs and girls, blood and wine, Katie and me.

I pull up to a Victorian terraced house ten minutes later. When I’m showing at the same location the girl shared on WhatsApp, I look frantically around and spot a blue door with the number 32 emblazoned on it. Message M usually takes me around the same old bars and clubs, or occasionally I’m contacted by women walking home alone

































OPS/images/logo.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png
She’s playing
with fire.

They’re going
to get burnt.

{24

b EVE KELLMAN





