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  For my grandma Shirley, who was a formidable woman.

(not a crime boss)








  
  The Misadventures of Callie Compton is written in British English.








  
  one
Callie


It’s definitely going to sound like I’m trying to rap the theme song from  The Fresh Prince of Bel Air. The song kind of fits, though, so… This is the story all about how my life got flipped and turned upside down. I’d like to take a minute, so just sit right there (or, you know, stand) and I’ll tell you how I became a twenty-eight-year-old woman on the run from her seventy-two-year-old crime boss nan. 
Okay, not the same as Mr Will Smith, but infinitely more interesting!
The reason I have decided to start a written record of what has happened, and what is happening, is because I’m pretty sure I’m going to die soon. 
Dramatic, I hear you say. Maybe. Maybe not, but I have been on the run long enough to know, when my Spidey sense is tingling, I should listen. Right now, my Spidey sense is doing a flamenco dance through my body, complete with castanets. The hairs on the back of my neck are at attention and that, my friends, is worrying. I haven’t felt that in the whole six years I’ve been running.
I should probably back up a bit first. Why are you on the run, Callie? I hear you call. Good question, and thanks for asking. 
Cast your mind back to the days of headbands, scrunchies, tube tops, and chained wallets. That’s right; I’m referring to the ’90s, actually ‘98 to be precise. Now, picture an eight-year-old Callie: red pigtails and mucky dungarees, drawing unintelligible pictures—because I have zero artistic ability—in the dining room of a typical English cottage. Can you see me? Good.
Okay, now the story starts to head down a dark path…sorry. There I am, happy as a pig in shit and giving Van Gogh—on his craziest day—a run for his money, when in pops good old Nan aka Betty Compton, of Crosby Ravensworth in Yorkshire. Fifty-two, hair styled like Queen Elizabeth II, sporting comfy old lady slacks and a nice fitted blouse. Church attendee, avid knitter, and host of several village clubs and committees—the woman has been the quintessential old lady since her forties.
Anyway, Nan wastes no time dropping into the chair next to me and telling me my mum—who works for the family business—is dead. Just like that. “Callie, love, your mum is dead.” 
What the hell do you say to that? “Oh, cheers, Nan. Thanks for letting me know!” 
She gave no more explanation. She just dropped the bomb and left me to it. I mean, what the fuck, right?
My mum was often away, constantly travelling for work. Even so, her usual prolonged absence didn’t stop my world from crumbling when I found out she was gone for good. Nan gave me two whole days to grieve before she swooped in and began her work training me.
Obviously, as an eight-year-old, I didn’t know she was grooming me for a life of crime. The days playing dress up were the best days of my life. Every day, without fail, Nan would set up imaginary scenarios and have me play a multitude of different characters. It was awesome.
At the age of sixteen, I grew a tad suspicious. Playing make-believe as a teen didn’t feel normal. At first, I thought Nan was just super supportive, pushing me into the performing arts. Then I wondered if she was getting early-onset dementia. Then, I was sent on my first job, and it all clicked.
Now let’s fast forward to 2008: I’d just turned eighteen when Nan decided to fully bring me into the fold. My “jobs” up to that point had all been observational, gathering information on people. Nan told me the people I was spying on were competitors and my listening to their conversation was helping her keep the family business in the black. I earned the name “Callie the Chameleon” because I was so good at blending in. I could perfectly play any character Nan needed.
Two days after my eighteenth birthday Nan sits me down in the kitchen, pours me a cup of tea, and then proceeds to tell me she is the head of the biggest crime family in the UK. I’m talking drugs, weapons, extortion—you name it; she did it. After laughing at what I thought was unbelievable crazy talk, I nearly choked on my own spit when I saw her face crease with anger.
My disbelief earned me my first slap to the face. Shit really changed after that. Gone was my sweet Nan; the woman who played with me and settled my tummy when I was ill. The woman I knew and loved died that day, and from the ashes rose Betty Compton, or as she was known by everyone in “The Family”—the self-ordained “Queen B.”
A little too Godfather-y, I know, but that’s how she described the business, all the people under her employ, and herself. Can you believe the ego?
I quickly learned to toe the line, but Nan didn’t raise an idiot. I played the game. I did the jobs. For nearly four years, the assignments ranged from observation to theft. Meanwhile, I put every penny I earned into a secure account out of Nan’s reach. I prepared myself, mentally and physically, for the biggest job of all: my disappearance.
No one knew my plan. I kept the only two friends I had in the dark. I couldn’t risk Nan extracting information from them—because she would have. One thing was certain. My nan was—and still is—a sociopath. I would never have been allowed to leave; not alive, anyway.
It was June 12, 2012. I worked my magic, completing my orders for the last time. I played the part of the dutiful and loyal granddaughter beautifully. Nan was ecstatic to see me so enthusiastic about my position in the business. She was so happy she didn’t think twice about letting me take a holiday for a week in Devon. Trips abroad were forbidden and, for once, that rule played in my favour. I kissed her goodbye, jumped in my Ford Focus, and set off. That was the last time I saw Betty Compton.
I dumped the car when I was far enough away from Yorkshire, swapping it out for a motorcycle registered under one of my aliases. As well as stashing money, I also built a cache of fake identities—none of which were known to my nan or any of her cronies. With my duffle bag strapped to the bike, I headed in the opposite direction to Devon. 
I have fond memories of the Outer Hebrides. Those cold-as-fuck islands were my first stop. I spent a lovely time tucked away in a shack with Shelly the Sheep as my only companion for three months. God, those were the days. Ha! I’m pulling your leg…it was bullshit!
As much as I’d planned the perfect getaway, it was still rough making it on my own. Knowing I had the full weight of Betty’s crew hunting me didn’t help with my Zen, but after a couple of weeks, I learned to tune out the fear.
Number one rule of being on the lam: Don’t stay in one place too long. Callie Compton was gone; buried in the back garden of that picturesque English cottage in the Yorkshire dales. Long live Sarah Hay, Becky Smith, Holly Pace, and Jane White. Those are just a few of the names I’ve used over the years. My identities were—and are—airtight. I could travel without the authorities being any the wiser, which should really beg the question: How was I—and still am—able to fool the world’s authorities so easily? It’s a scary thought, right?
Anyway, after my delightful time in the Scottish Isles, I moved around Europe: Norway to Spain, Italy to The Netherlands. You name a place in Europe, and I’ve probably been there.
A massive downside to that way of life is the loneliness. Hey, listen, I was never the most social of kids, but I was always surrounded by people. Even the ones I didn’t want to be around gave me some level of comfort. Travelling left me alone with no backup. I found solace in one-night stands, but that’s as far as I could ever take a relationship. I made acquaintances in each country I visited, but they never got close enough to know my situation.
My current situation is this: me, in Sweden, sitting in a café I have frequented a handful of times. The hairs on the back of my neck are still pinging with anxiety. Someone has caught my trail; I can feel it. Now I need to decide how to handle it. I thought if Betty’s moronic henchmen ever found me, they wouldn’t be subtle. I envisioned getting jumped and then dragged into the back of one of those sketchy-ass Ford vans that scream serial killer to everyone in the world. It makes me wonder if Betty has trained her guys a little better than I’d anticipated.
Oh, one thing I forgot to mention: when I scarpered that day, I took something as a kind of insurance—Betty’s little black book. She actually kept a physical copy of all her operations and employees. Fuck me, the UK’s lawmen would cream their pants if they ever got hold of it. Betty knows that, too.
By taking it, I was telling her she had to think very carefully about her next move. Rashness could be her undoing. Making her stop and think gave me some extra breathing room to escape. She taught me to always have a back-up plan, and that book was mine. But now, after six years, maybe my time is up. Maybe Betty has finally come up with a plan to get her book and me!
My coffee is cold. I’m purposefully taking my time, pretending to read a book as my eyes scan my surroundings, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing. It doesn’t matter; Sweden is burned. I have to move on. I can’t risk staying. Pity…I really like it here.
Oh well. I pull out my little pocket map of Europe. I pause… Maybe it’s time to fly farther afield? America, Mexico, Australia, or New Zealand? Even though I detest Betty Compton and everything she is, she’s still my family. Leaving Europe feels so final. Fucked up, right?
I shake my head. I need to get moving. With my eyes squeezed shut, I jab my finger at the map. Southern Spain. Peering a little closer, I pick a small town outside of Málaga. It’s go-time.
The hard part is yet to come, though. I need to evade my hunter, get to my get-away car, and then drive the hell out of here, all without being caught by someone I haven’t spotted yet! It would be easier to flag a cab and go to the closest airport or train station, but that would be stupid. I have no control over planes and trains. There’s no telling if they’d stick to schedule, or end up getting cancelled. Plus, it would make tracking my movements too easy.
My adrenaline spikes, sending a thrill coursing through my body. God, it’s been years since I felt this kind of rush. Is it wrong that I kind of like it? Don’t answer that. 
With money left on the table for the pretty waitress I was hoping to bed at some point this week, I head for the toilets. I already know there is a window in the bathroom I can fit through. Bag first, then me. I could have probably stuck the landing better if I’m honest. But I didn’t land on my face, so…win!
Another great thing about Sweden; they’re really clean people! I didn’t land in garbage or piss, which is nice.
From my bag I pull a blonde wig. For the first time in two years, my hair is its natural colour. I now see I made a mistake. Bright red hair isn’t exactly subtle. It is, however, longer than when I first ran away. I grew up a bit of a tomboy. My nan kept my hair shortish to make sure I could wear wigs easily. I didn’t mind because I had no time to fuck about with my hair as a kid. I was too busy playing to bother with that kind of thing. Now I’m pretty adept at whipping my bushy mane into a knot and quickly donning a wig. It only takes me seconds to transform myself. Whoever is watching won’t recognise me if they catch up enough to spot me.
I edge my way to the front of the building and peer around the corner. I still can’t spot anything out of the ordinary, but that doesn’t mean my intuition is wrong. I trust my Spidey sense. Lesson two of being on the lam: Make sure you can leave in a hurry. No matter where I am, I always carry my possessions with me.
Karl the Kia is waiting for me. Yes, I name inanimate objects. I stop twenty metres away. Something is wrong. What is that? A smudge on the rear driver’s side… Someone has touched Karl! Fuck, no one touches Karl but me. Okay, that sounds a bit weird, but you know what I mean. 
Shit. I can’t enter him now. 
Okay, that phrasing was on purpose; no need to lose my sense of humour.
Plan B. I backtrack two streets. Cilla the Scooter is tucked behind a disused building. She looks intact—no one has touched her. Cilla won’t get me to Spain; she’s a city bike. But she will get me to my second get-away car thirty minutes away.
Goodbye, Sweden. You’ve been wonderful. I hope I can visit again someday. It won’t be for a while, though. I let myself wallow for a few seconds. I was really looking forward to getting to know that cute waitress a little better. I’ll just have to rely on Daisy a little longer. Daisy is my dil…never mind…you don’t need to know that. Jesus, I need to find someone to have a sane conversation with.
The roads are empty when I emerge from the back of the building. One last scan… Nope, nothing. 
Am I letting this life get to me? Paranoia is a genuine issue. How could it not be? 
No, I’m right. Someone has found me, and it’s now my job now to blend and vanish. Nice try Betty!! 
Let’s go, Cilla. It’s just you and me now.






  
  two
Daisy


Day one of Operation Find Callie Compton; therefore saving my dipshit brother from getting a bullet in the head. His employer is Betty-Fucking-Compton. So far, I have nothing. There is no trace of that beautiful woman anywhere. I should know, because despite what Betty thinks, I’ve been searching for her granddaughter since the day she disappeared. 
I grew up with Callie. My dad, or “Waste of Fucking Space,” as he is better known, moved us to that godforsaken Yorkshire hellhole when I was three and my brother Daniel was one. Obviously, at the time, I had no idea the little village I called home was the HQ of Queen B’s criminal kingdom. I learned that later.
Growing up in that environment was different for me than it was for Callie. Being Betty’s granddaughter wasn’t something she could walk away from. As far as Betty was concerned, Callie was born into the “family business” whether or not she wanted it. Fortunately for me, I was born deaf, so I was never considered an option for “The Family.” Deafness didn’t equate to usefulness; thus, I was left to my own devices, even by my own dad.
What those arseholes never figured out was I could’ve been more useful to them than they ever imagined. I am ridiculously good at lip-reading and quite formidable with puzzles and codes. Clearly, I never told them about all that. I was quite happy being left alone. It meant they weren’t paying attention to me. Big mistake, Betty!
From the age of sixteen, when I figured out who Betty was—I began collecting evidence against her. I told no one, not even Callie. She wasn’t ready to hear it and I didn’t want to put her in an impossible position. I was confident, one day, she would realise what was happening around her, and when that day came, I would share what I’d collected.
Unfortunately for me, I was away at university when Callie disappeared without a trace. Daniel—the aforementioned dipshit brother—told me a week after she’d left for a supposed “holiday,” she’d never shown up in Devon. From my dorm room, I spent every spare minute looking for her. But Callie was called “The Chameleon” for a reason.
Let’s zip to six years later, when the Wicked Witch summoned me. A bold, beefy “nephew” of Betty’s escorted me from my flat in Edinburgh to her country cottage in Hellsville, UK. In reality, she has no nephews, but calls all of her henchman by that moniker just to make them feel truly part of a family.
I hadn’t been in the cottage for over ten years. I knew she meant business when I saw an interpreter standing next to her. The poor guy was visibly shaking, clearly not there by his own design. I sat down, keeping my nerves in check. Callie could be the only reason she wanted to see me. As far as Betty knew, I had no knowledge of anyone or anything connected to her business.
So this is how the meeting went: 
The interpreter tried to sign, “Good to see you, Daisy.” His hands were shaking so violently, that if I wasn’t so good at reading lips, I would have struggled to understand his signing. Jesus…that poor guy. To save him from pissing himself, I leaned forward and put my hands on his. My eyes locked with Betty.
“I don’t need him to sign. I will understand.” 
It’s possible that was the first time Betty had ever heard my voice. I worked hard while growing up to speak like a hearing person, because people expected—and still expect—me to adapt to them to make their lives more comfortable. I succeeded, but my voice still holds a nasal sound.
“Fine.” Betty snapped, dismissing the quaking man. Hopefully, he wasn’t going to be dispatched. “Daniel tells me you’re rather good at solving things.” Ah, my dear brother, the useless prick. “Is that true?” I nodded. “Good. Find Callie, and find her fast. She has something of mine…and I want it back.”
“Mrs. Compton, how do you suggest I do that? Callie has been gone for years. I wouldn’t even know where to start!” Not true. I’d started six years ago, but she didn’t need to know that.
“Figure it out, and before you speak again, know that I have an incentive for you.” 
The door behind me opened. I felt it scuff on the carpet. I turned around and, of course, my brother was there with a gun to his head. Who could’ve predicted how this was going to turn out? Oh, right…me. Years ago. Hence why I will always call my brother a dipshit for not listening to my warnings. Oh, and fun add-on, it was my dad holding the weapon.
I probably should’ve feigned shock at sweet old Betty threatening me. As far as she knew, I had no reason to think she was the type of person to pull such a thing. I couldn’t summon the energy to pretend. I turned back to Betty and nodded. There was no reason for her to explain her threat to me. Daniel would get a bullet if I declined.
Honestly, the meeting could have been done over email. What a waste of time dragging me to Yorkshire for that.
“Bold and Beefy” escorted me back to Edinburgh. That was a fun train ride! With a knowing grin on his smug face, he left me at my flat door. Prick. When I was sure “Bold and Beefy” was gone, I opened my laptop and stared at it. There were no new clues to Callie’s whereabouts. I closed my eyes and pictured eighteen-year-old Callie. I pictured the day before I left for university, wishing with my whole heart she had been going with me. That would’ve been impossible, though. Betty would never have let her go.
Regrets are stupid, in my opinion, but leaving Callie without telling her how I felt about her is a regret I will carry with me forever. It’s super fucking cliché to fall in love with your straight best friend, although some would say it’s a rite of passage for all baby gays. Either way, I know she didn’t feel the same, but nonetheless, I should have been honest. Maybe she would have been honest with me about leaving. I’ll never know. Well, actually I might, if I can ever track her down.
How do you find someone who doesn’t want to be found? Social Media. I should have thought of it sooner; like six years sooner! 
The revelation was like being struck by a bolt of lightning. Yes, it was a long shot, but I had nothing else. I spammed every social media platform with Callie’s picture, begging the internet population for help. I spun a heart-wrenching story about her being my sister who had disappeared. Once it was posted, I sat back and waited.
The internet is full of useful people…and crazy ones. It hadn’t even been a week before I started getting legitimate messages from people all over Europe, claiming to have seen Callie. By the end of the month, I was up to my eyeballs with supposed sightings. My living room resembled a war room. I had a map of Europe pinned to the wall where my flat screen once hung. It took me weeks to sift through all the data.
Finally, I started to see a pattern. It was a surprising pattern, to be honest; one that made me rethink Callie’s assumed heterosexuality. There was a woman who looked like Callie, travelling around Europe, bedding women along the way. I’d received no less than thirty messages from women claiming to have had sexual relations with Callie, or with a woman who looked like her.
Little red pins dotted my map: Norway, Italy, Spain, Germany, and many more. Nearly every country in Europe had a sighting. I spent my evenings after work chatting with women, gathering more information. I couldn’t just assume they were telling the truth or that it really was Callie they’d seen.
I won’t lie. My heart jumped at the thought of Callie being with women. It was both irritating and exciting. I wasn’t surprised in the least when each woman I contacted gave me a different name they’d known Callie by. 
She wouldn’t be stupid enough to use her real name, nor would she keep her appearance the same. The one thing she couldn’t change, though, was her freckles. Callie has beautiful hair; it’s like looking at fire. Along with her red hair, she has distinctive freckles on her face. A couple of the women I spoke to described her freckles perfectly. That’s when I knew I was on to something tangible.
The real breakthrough came yesterday morning. I got a DM from a waitress in Sweden. She claimed Callie was in the village where she worked. The only way to know for sure was to go and verify the information myself.
Less than twenty hours later, I was checking into a quaint little B&B in Malmö, Sweden. I updated Betty with vague messages. They seemed to work for now.
Thank God I work remotely and that my supervisor has been trying to get in my knickers for the past year, therefore giving me what I want without much protest. Gary is a thirty-five-year-old man-child who doesn’t take no for an answer. I should tell him I like ladies, but why should I have to explain the reason I don’t want to go out with him? Oh—and he thinks shout-talking at me is okay, as though I’ll suddenly hear him if he gets louder. The only thing I get is a disgusting view of his tonsils. Anyway, enough about that tool.
Google Maps tells me the café is only thirty metres away. I hadn’t planned to be that close, but it worked out well. I could stand by the window in my room and watch for any sign of Callie, but first, I needed to make sure the person the waitress saw was Callie.
Thirty minutes later, I confirmed with Freja, the waitress, that she had indeed served Callie a few times over the past couple of weeks. Finally, I was getting somewhere. My next steps were crucial. Callie has been on the run for a long time, and I had no idea how she would react to seeing me. The last time we saw each other, I was still pretending I had no idea Betty was a sociopathic crime boss, and that I liked boys.
After talking to Freja, I headed back to my room and parked myself at the window. I had to get eyes on Callie myself. Freja told me Callie usually took a coffee around 11:30 a.m. It was 11:45 a.m when I caught a glimpse of her beautiful flaming hair. It was her; I was sure of it. All I wanted to do was run into the café and take her in my arms. I hadn’t realised what seeing her again would do to me.
I resisted, but did get a little closer. There was a boutique across the street that gave me a decent view of Callie sipping her coffee. She was definitely checking out Freja too, which pissed me off. As my irritation spiked, Callie paid for her coffee and left.
Now, as I’ve said before, Callie was, and probably still is, a great chameleon, but I’m no slouch myself, and I can easily disappear into a crowd. It comes from years of being ignored. I learned quickly I could use the skill to my advantage, and I taught myself to blend into the background. Honestly, that’s how I was able to get so much information on Queen B without anyone becoming the wiser.
I followed her through some back streets. Curiously, I saw her flick her head in the direction of a little Kia. She didn’t stop, only looked. I dropped back. The look might have been nothing, but I had a feeling the Kia was one of her getaway cars. I went over to check it out. Nothing obvious. I could have been wrong. It was a gamble to stop following Callie and check out the car. Sure enough, when I turned around, she was nowhere to be seen. I would have to wait until tomorrow and pray she returned to ogle Freja.
It’s now 11:27 a.m., one day after seeing Callie Compton for the first time in ten years. I’m standing in the boutique window again watching. There she is, her hair flowing freely, with the sunlight illuminating its fierce colour. I’m surprised she’s kept her hair natural. It’s not very subtle. 
She takes her seat and pulls out a book. Her demeanour is off, though. She looks edgy. Shit, I think she knows someone is following her.
Ten minutes later, she heads into the toilet with her bag. I wait nervously for her to return. A minute passes, and I know she’s decided to run. 
I take off towards the café. Instead of going in, I head to the alley at the side of the building. Fuck, she’s gone. There’s an open window, which I presume she crawled out of. Sneaky.
I pick up my pace, hoping I can catch up. As quickly as I can, I head towards the Kia. As I turn the corner, I stop and back up. There she is, walking cautiously to the car. The blonde wig is a nice touch. What is she looking at? Shit, shit, double shit. I accidentally left a smudge on the back of the car, and she’s seen it. Backing away, she hotfoots it in my direction.
I should just step out and let her see me, but I think that might be a big mistake. Betty’s reach is immense, and Callie hasn’t seen me for so long. It’s reasonable to think she will believe I’m under Betty’s thumb. Which I am, kind of.
I can’t feel the vibrations from her footsteps anymore. I need to see where she’s going. I take off in the direction I saw her last. The street leads to an abandoned building. Another vibration pulls my attention, and a scooter whips around the corner at the far side of the property. Bollocks, it’s Callie, and she’s going to get away again.
There’s nothing I can do right now to catch her, so I take down the licence plate. Now that I have the information from a vehicle I’m positive she’s using, I can implement my other talent to help her. My job is… Let’s just say it revolves around technology and I am stupidly talented. That’s not me being egotistical, it’s just a fact. I can’t describe my actual job in detail because I would get sent to prison, so I’ll stick with the umbrella term of “technology” as my occupation.
Taking out my laptop from the built in safe in my room, I open a programme I should not be using for personal tasks, but I don’t care. I came within touching distance of my best friend and the love of my life. I have been with plenty of women, but, as Sinead O’Connor correctly sang, nothing compares. No one else comes close to owning my heart; not whilst Callie is on the earth.
Concentrate, Daisy. I have work to do. I enter the licence plate of the scooter and find out it’s registered to a Cilla Black. I can’t help but laugh. For whatever weird reason, growing up, Callie had a thing for Cilla Black. I would put money on her naming the scooter Cilla. She used to name everything. Her favourite chair in the kitchen was called Chelsea. She was too adorable sometimes.
Callie was the only person in my life when we were kids, who saw me for me. I fell in love with her at first sight. I didn’t know what it was, though, because I was too young then. I just knew I wanted to be with her all the time. I was eleven when I fully understood what I was feeling. 
I should have told her.






  
  three
Callie


Cilla did me proud. It sucks having to leave another vehicle behind, especially her. She was a zippy little thing. But I have no choice. Now that I know I’ve been found, I have to be extra careful.  
Shit, how was I found? I have no online presence, change my name and appearance regularly, and I never stick around one place too long.
Those questions will have to wait. There are three thousand kilometres between myself and my next destination. After dumping Cilla, I made it to my next car within the hour. I implemented some evasive manoeuvres just in case I still had a tail.
Tanya the Toyota iQ, is patiently waiting for me. Almost a year has passed since I parked her up and covered her. She might be small, but she packs a punch. I paid for every upgrade possible. I can’t have many material things, so the ones I do have are top-of-the-line.
With my map unfolded on the steering wheel, I take some time planning the route. Ideally, I want to stay off the motorways, even if they are the quickest route. They’re fast, but they’re also jam-packed with surveillance equipment. It’s going to take me over thirty-two hours to get to my destination. A ball ache, but a necessary one. I have to put as much distance between myself and Malmö as possible.
Just south of Frankfurt, I sense a problem with Tanya. I then see a problem with Tanya as smoke starts pouring out of her bonnet. Fuck my life with a spoon. I can’t call a pickup service because that attracts too much attention, and I’d be leaving an identifiable trail. That only leaves one option: hitchhiking.
Let me tell you that hitchhiking is shit! I did it for a few months in the beginning, and to be fair, I did meet plenty of cool people, but also some crazies. My favourite was Enid Pit. She was in her late sixties, with purple hair, and had a penchant for taxidermy, as evidenced by the full menagerie in her car. Have you ever driven one hundred miles with a stuffed parrot staring at you? No? You should try it. I guarantee you won’t sleep for a week. Fun times.
Well, I have fuck all choice now. I grab my bag and stick out my thumb. The sun is shining, which is a small mercy. I once had to wait three hours in a storm before someone took pity on me and gave me a ride. It’s only forty minutes this time. An original Split Screen VW Camper Van pulls up. Hippies…I adore them.
My German is good enough I can tell them where I’m heading. They tell me they can take me as far as Lyon, in France. Perfect. Is my luck changing? I certainly hope so. 
Wolfgang—what a friggin’ awesome name—and Heidi are delightful. The air in the van is thick with incense; something sage-y I’m guessing. I spot a bong in the back and wonder if they’re game enough to share. I could use something to take the edge off. Although I’d probably end up paranoid.
Vicky the V’Dub, as I have affectionately named her, is not the fastest of vans. Wolf—he insisted I call him that, before doing a marvellous howl—and Heidi don’t seem to be in any rush either, considering we’ve stopped seven times to “feel nature’s warm embrace.” Of course they’re vegan, so dinner is a bowl of green. I shouldn’t complain, though. They’ve happily shared everything they have with me.
One hundred kilometres from Lyon, I allow myself to analyse what happened in Malmö. Betty is an astute businesswoman and scary-as-hell crime boss, but I don’t think she has the skill—nor do her goons—to track me. Who could possibly have found me? I can’t think of anything I’ve done that could alert anyone to my presence.
I have no answers. Sleep might help clear my mind. Running myself into the ground isn’t going to help. I still have a long way to go, and I’ll need my wits about me. Vicky has a super comfy bench seat, perfect for a nap. Heidi shakes me awake when we reach Lyon.
Relying on the kindness of strangers is too unreliable. I have to hire a vehicle. It’s not a problem; I have all the right ID, in many names. 
Considering someone got close, I can’t re-use any of the aliases I’ve used in the past year. In fact, I’ll use my emergency persona that has never seen the light of day. That way, no one can make a link. Rose Pickford here. Nice to meet you.
My French is much better than my German, so getting a car takes me no time at all. I want to drive to the nearest hotel and sleep for a week, but I can’t. I have to keep moving. 
Lyon to Barcelona takes me just under fourteen hours. I treat myself to an Ibis Budget hotel room. I lost count of the times I slept in my car, too worried about getting caught on a hotel’s camera system. I know underestimating Betty would be a mistake. She might not have the skills to track me, but by recent events, she’s finally found someone who can. I should lie low in my car, but I need a bed and a shower.
The hairs on the back of my neck are at half-mast. I can feel the immediate danger has passed, but it’s not completely gone. A burning hot shower helps release some of the tension from my shoulders. Masturbating helps relieve the tension built up by missing my roll in the hay with the cute waitress. I’m only human, for God’s sake.
After a relatively decent meal from the restaurant next to the hotel, I’m back in my room, tucked up in bed. Questions and panic surge through me. Life on the run is getting harder. 
I have all the tricks needed to evade Betty forever—I know that—but my mind is struggling. It’s hard having no lasting relationships, no friends to call. I close my eyes and think of Daisy. My sweet Daisy.
Daisy was my best friend in the whole world. She was beautiful, with raven hair and eyes that were nearly black. When she looked at you, it felt as if she were seeing through to your soul. Everyone around us passed her off as unimportant. I never understood why until I was older. To Betty and her “Family”, Daisy had no value because she had no usefulness. Apparently, being born deaf was enough of a reason to be cast out, even by her own dad. He’s such a twat.
Their loss was my gain, though. I studied sign language for months because I wanted Daisy to have someone who saw her as the perfect person she was. Everyone expected her to adapt to them. That’s why she tried so hard on her speech. I didn’t want that for me. I wanted to adapt to her. I remember the first time I signed to her, she almost cried. We had a great conversation, and she didn’t mock me once when I buggered up a word or sentence. Every time we saw each other after that, we signed.
Why am I thinking of Daisy? Because I’m lonely, obviously. But it has been a while since she invaded my thoughts. When I left, I had to put her in a box in the back of my head. It was just too painful to think of her. It surely hurt her to find out I’d left without saying a word, but I couldn’t risk Daisy’s safety. What I would give to have five glorious minutes with her right now.
I wake to my phone beeping. Alarms are the Devil’s work. I hate them with a vengeance. There is nothing more disturbing than being jolted from your dreams by an incessant beeping. Unfortunately, they are sometimes necessary. I need to be up and away early and I know myself too well. I’d still be snoring if it wasn’t for that godforsaken alarm.
A breakfast of hot chocolate and churros from the café close to the hotel turns my mood around. Only a thousand kilometres to go. No sweat. 
My road trip supplies look like a ten-year-old was let loose with money in a sweet shop and my teeth already hurt at the thought of eating all that sugar.
There is a young guy close to my rental car when I return from the café. I don’t have the heart to name this one. I know I will be giving it up soon. 
Who is he? My hackles raise. Is this the person who has been tracking me? 
Ducking behind a close-by vehicle, I watch him. After several minutes, I see he isn’t my hunter. He looks lost—not physically, but emotionally. I can see it in his face.
“You okay?” I speak in English because he doesn’t look Spanish.
“Oh, shit, sorry. Am I blocking your car?” 
He’s been crying. I can see the streaks on his cheeks and his eyes are red.
“No, it’s fine. Are you okay?” 
I watch his shoulders round, more tears spilling from his eyes. I look at him closer. He has a backpack and nothing else. His clothes are well kept, so I don’t think he’s homeless, but he’s definitely a stranger to this city. 
“What’s your name?” Why the fuck am I asking? I need to leave.
“C-Chris.” 
He’s a spluttering mess. Whatever is going on with the kid is serious to him.
“Well hi, Chris, I’m Rose.”
“Hey,” he replies weakly.
 His eyes are downcast. I should just smile and walk away, but there’s something about him that’s keeping me rooted to the spot.
“Okay, Chris, you look super upset, and I don’t feel right leaving you like that. Fancy telling me what’s up?”
I see him take a deep breath, like he’s steeling himself to face whatever has him so upset. 
“I ran away from home last week. I told my dad I was gay, and he went nuts. He started screaming at me. He said he was going to send me somewhere to get better, and that he hadn’t raised a faggot.”
My heart hurts when I hear his words. What the fuck is wrong with people?
“How old are you?” 
I have no idea what my next step is if he is a minor.
“I’m nineteen, twenty next month.” 
Oh, thank the universe. He’s an adult—a lost one—but still, a legal adult.
“Well, the way I see it, you didn’t run away. You left a toxic environment.”
“I don’t know what to do. I took everything I had in my bank account and hopped on a plane. I was so scared he would follow me and make me go to one of those places.”
“How much have you got left? Is there anyone you know you can visit for a while?”
“No, it was always just me and my dad. I have about fifty euros left.” 
Well, shit! He won’t get very far with that. Chris might be approaching twenty, but right now, he looks like a scared little boy.
“Listen, I’m travelling down south. You’re welcome to come along if you want.” 
Callie, you fucking moron, what are you doing? 
Maybe my loneliness has finally become too much. Chris doesn’t know me. He thinks I’m Rose, and, as long
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