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About the Book

A SERIAL KILLER’S GUIDE TO MARRIAGE

A couple that kills together stays together.

Hazel and Fox are an ordinary married couple with a baby. Except for one small thing: they’re ex-serial killers.

They had it all. An enviable London lifestyle, five-star travels, and plenty of bad men to kill. Not many power couples know how to get away with murder.

Then Hazel fell pregnant and they gave it all up for life in the suburbs; dinner parties instead of body disposal.

But recently Hazel has started to feel that itch again. When she kills someone behind Fox’s back and brings the police to their door, she must do anything she can to protect her family.

This could save their marriage - unless it kills them first.




For Rebecca Thornton

My oldest and best friend

I couldn’t do any of this without you

(‘this’ being life not just writing)




PROLOGUE

Maybe we should’ve tried marriage counselling. Or planned a proper mini-break somewhere, just the two of us, as soon as the cracks started showing. If this relationship was worth saving, why didn’t we do more to try and make it work? I couldn’t help but wonder: if we’d had more date nights, maybe we wouldn’t be standing here right now, in a Berkshire nature reserve at 1am, circling each other with a pair of hunting knives.

I stared at my husband; his lip was bleeding, his usually perfect, tousled hair wild.

A summer storm was brewing. The unbearable heat that had been suffocating us for the last few days was finally about to break. I shouted at him over the warm wind that was whipping both our faces, ‘Do you even still love me?’

‘How can you ask me that? Of course I do. I would’ve killed you in your sleep months ago if I didn’t!’

He was right. He would’ve.

I touched my jaw and ran my tongue over the back of my teeth. One of them had come loose. A familiar metallic taste was filling my mouth.

‘What about me?’ he shouted back. ‘Do you still love me?’

Marriage was a gamble. We all knew that. You were cashing in your chips on someone you hoped you didn’t hate twenty years down the line. We all change; we just had to hope that we would change in sync, in parallel.

‘Till death us do part.’ I spat blood onto the ground.

He tightened his grip on his knife. It was engraved and had a leather handle – a present from me for his fortieth. I’d presented it to him in a red velvet box as we were curled up on a four-poster bed in a suite with a view of the Amalfi Coast.

We had been perfect together. Totally fucking perfect.

He did this. He killed us.

The sound of thumps carried over the wind. We both turned to look at the black SUV. The noise was coming from the boot. Someone was awake.

‘We need to make a decision,’ he shouted. ‘You or me?’

I couldn’t let him do this.

I always knew our life together would involve bloodshed. I just never thought it would be ours.




Part 1

Honeymoon

‘The honeymoon marks the very beginning of your marriage. You can look the decision you made right in the face and say yes! This is us! Forever! It’s blissful. Everything is so fresh and new. You are your best selves, and you must promise each other to keep that energy going for the rest of your lives.’

– Candice Summers, number-one bestselling author of Married Means Life: How to Stay Happy, Fulfilled and Together Forever

‘Soak it up, bitches – it ain’t going to last.’

– Hazel Matthews, married woman
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Three months earlier

Haze

I really was very lucky.

I looked around our brand-new, expansive kitchen. Bespoke wooden cabinets, marble countertop, an electric five-door Aga. A family painting of three stick figures holding hands stuck to the stainless-steel fridge doors.

I grew up in many different places, but I never had a home. I grew up with many different people, but I never had a family.

Now I finally had both.

Don’t fuck it up.

I stared at the wall nearest the window as I chopped grapes at the island. Four different shades of white were painted on it. The paint codes for each option underneath. Decisions, decisions.

‘Neeeeowwwwwwwww!’ Fox walked into the kitchen, holding a giggling Bibi with her arms out like an aeroplane. He was in the suit he was wearing when we first met. It was thirteen years ago this June. The American stranger who came to my rescue in Paris. I felt a stab of something. I wasn’t sure what.

‘And crash landing!’ Fox dropped Bibi into her highchair at the oak dining table, where a bowl of porridge and banana was waiting for her.

‘Pawgee!’ said Bibi as she picked up her plastic spoon.

‘Porr-idge,’ Fox corrected, sitting down next to her. ‘She’s twenty-nine months old, she should be up to two hundred words by now. At last count, she was only at a hundred and seventy-three.’

I shrugged. ‘She’ll get there.’

Fox observed me slicing. ‘Don’t forget: to stop the risk of choking, the grapes need to be cut vertically. Not horizontally.’

I paused. And altered my slicing direction. The knife was sharp. I was cutting them faster and faster.

At forty-three, Fox was only six years older than me, but he had aged much worse. Yes, his dark blond hair still had no streaks of grey. Yes, he was still annoyingly handsome and wrinkle-free. But . . . Jesus. He kept sounding like an old man. Maybe the passport I thought was his real one was also fake. Maybe he was actually a youthful-looking sixty-year-old.

‘She’s definitely behind on her talking.’ Fox cleared his throat. ‘Studies show a baby sibling can help toddlers develop faster.’ He looked up at me over his cup of coffee.

My knife faltered and slipped.

‘Fuck!’ I lifted my left index finger, a streak of blood now colouring the end of it. I stood there staring at it as it dripped onto the white chopping board.

‘Fuccck.’ Bibi laughed.

‘Language, Hazel!’ Fox slammed his coffee down on the table. Wow, using my full name – he really was mad.

‘What?’ I shrugged. ‘Now she’s at a hundred and seventy-four.’

Our home was a four-bedroom detached house in a gated community in Sunningdale. Here, the nice mummies, whom I mostly managed to avoid, had many ways to deal with the stress of running a perfect home and raising perfect children. They focused on Pilates, day-drinking, Net-a-Porter, and the local spa, where Jonas and his tight shorts massaged away any tension in their upper backs.

I had my own way of dealing with stress, but that was not allowed anymore.

It had been one thousand, one hundred and sixty-nine days.

Tonight, we were having a few of the neighbours over for dinner. We had somehow joined a rota of entertaining one-upmanship and tonight was our turn. When Bibi was at nursery, I went grocery shopping. I always went to the same smaller but slightly out-of-the-way independent shops. Supporting local businesses and killing more time. I remembered the names of all the people behind the counters and granted each one an inane pleasantry about the weather. A smile was so fixed to my face, my cheeks began to ache.

I picked up Bibi, dry-cleaning and flowers for the table. Once home, I put Bibi down for a nap. I stood over her crib, stroking her hair as she fell asleep.

‘I love you more than anything in this world.’ I leaned closer to her. ‘I’ll never let anything happen to you.’

Don’t fuck it up.

Next to Bibi’s room, a spare bedroom had been converted into a makeshift art studio. Sheets covered the beige carpet. I sat on my stool, paintbrush in hand, as I stared at the blank canvas in front of me. Eventually, I dipped the brush into the red paint and did one little line in the centre of the canvas. And then another and another, until a stick figure looked back at me. I drew a sad face on it. I stared at it for a moment and then pushed it off the stand. Picking up my phone, I accidentally lost an hour watching Instagram reels. Then another fifteen minutes editing photos of myself to see if fashion’s latest choppy fringe would suit me.

When Bibi woke, I got her out of her cot and held her close, breathing in her sleepy neck.

I let her loose on my abandoned canvas. I took photos of her as she handprinted black and red all over it: #mummybondingtime. When we got bored of that I parked her in front of Peppa Pig as I prepared dinner. This involved placing clean baking trays onto the drying rack, spreading crumbs onto a chopping board and ripping the deli and patisserie boxes into little shreds to go into the bottom of the recycling bin. Faking it in the bedroom – unacceptable. Faking it in the kitchen – commendable.

The three couples arrived within minutes of each other.

I watched Fox slice the beef fillet. It was very rare. He cut it with precision. He barely even seemed to notice how the bright red of the steak gently wobbled as he sliced into it.

I took Mark by the arm and brought him over to Fox.

‘Isn’t he perfect?’ Fox looked up at us, large knife in hand. I waited a beat as he took in Mark and his fine suit and large, gaudy Rolex. ‘He brought us your favourite red.’

‘Perfect is a bit much,’ guffawed Mark.

Fox wouldn’t meet my eyes as he chuckled with Mark over the expense of having such a fine palate. There was no hint he remembered what the two of us used to do with men who looked like Mark.

Dinner followed the usual script. I sympathised when Raquel droned on about the difficulties of getting planning permission for their basement extension. I nodded along with Nick and Caro at the horror of interest rate rises affecting mortgage payments. I crossed fingers with Georgie for little Arthur getting a coveted school place. I sneaked a glance at the clock: 10.37pm. The final home run before the chorus of, ‘Oh, look at the time!’

‘I do worry that there are three Florences in Florence’s class,’ sighed Raquel. ‘You’re lucky Bibi is such an unusual name.’

‘She’s named after my grandmother Sabina.’

‘How lovely. Were you close?’

‘Oh yes.’ I took a glug of wine. ‘She was the only member of my family who wasn’t a total cunt.’

Raquel’s mouth dropped open.

I stood up. ‘Anyone for more raspberry pavlova?’

After the last couple was air-kissed goodbye and the dishwasher was fully loaded, we collapsed onto the sofa. Fox was a little drunk. I was a lot drunk. I put a hand on his thigh. He smiled and pulled me to him. I reached for his belt buckle. He stopped me with his hand.

‘What?’

‘Bibi plays on this sofa.’

‘I’ll clean it,’ I murmured as I pushed him back on the sofa.

‘It’s . . .’ He sat upright. ‘It’s dry-clean only. So you know, bit of an effort to—’

I unbuttoned my silk shirt. ‘We could put a towel down.’

He pressed at the sofa cushion. ‘And it’s quite soft. Probably not good for my back.’ He patted my arm. ‘Our bed is just upstairs.’

By the time the routine of locking up, checking on Bibi, removing make-up and getting undressed had been completed, Fox was asleep. I got into bed beside him and stared up at the ceiling, listening to the sound of his light snores. I wanted to scream.
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Haze

I looked around at the rabble gathered together in our village hall. My daughter was clearly the best of this sorry lot. Felix could barely pincer-grip the castanets. Sienna had no rhythm. And don’t even get me started on Lottie’s pitiful attempts with the triangle.

Today was my first session of Music Is Magic: ‘Sing the song, bang the drum, high octave fun for you and your toddler!’ I was here because my husband thought I needed mummy friends. He thought if I could find women I wanted to have lunch with, could enjoy frothy cappuccinos with while our children played, that I’d be happier. He thought that was all that was missing from my life. Yes, darling, eating avocado toast while bemoaning the lack of Montessori nursery options within a ten-mile radius: that was exactly what I needed to get my spark back.

Did he even know me?

One thousand, one hundred and seventy days.

Don’t fuck it up.

I watched as Sienna’s mother rocked to ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ with her eyes closed. Nope. No way were we going to be friends – unless she was actually asleep. That, I could relate to. Then I spotted her lips moving. She was singing. A definite no. Too keen.

Lottie’s mother was in a trouser suit and had one arm snaked around her daughter’s waist while she scrolled manically through her phone with the other. Too corporate. Too busy.

A father dragging twin boys by their hands came crashing through the doors. ‘Sorry!’ He sat down on an empty playmat, pulling the boys down next to him. They sat still for precisely twenty seconds before they got up and ran in opposite directions. ‘Sammy! Sit down. Oh, are you Sammy? Or Tommy?’

Too male. Too incompetent.

Felix’s mother looked like she’d got dressed in the dark. A misbuttoned flannel shirt and jeans with questionable stains on them. Sally, the perky teacher (although, what was she actually teaching anyone?) had asked everyone to say a little about themselves. Felix’s mother had been chattering about her single-motherdom, her gawgeous son, her life, her maternity leave, for nine minutes. Even Sally’s grin was looking a little stale now. Felix’s mother was called Jenny. I’d worked out that much before I drifted off. I watched her looking round at each of us, her eyes practically pleading, ‘Like me! Please like me!’ Too needy.

Jenny finally came to a stop, and I realised it was my turn to talk.

I wondered what they’d think of me. Too bored? Too bitchy? Too hot? I wasn’t being arrogant. I knew my incredible metabolism really pissed off other women. I thought back to the last mum group I’d faced – our National Childbirth Trust group’s first meet-up with our new babies. I could now see that rocking up in a tank top and skinny jeans with a four-week-old Bibi on my hip, while everyone else was in tracksuit bottoms and milk-stained hoodies, was probably a little galling. Telling a room full of new mums that the baby weight just fell off without any effort – that definitely felt like the closest I’d come to dying. Which really is quite something, considering.

‘I’m Haze. I’m an artist.’ I wanted to add that I was a real artist who’d had three exhibitions with reviews in high-end culture supplements describing my paintings as ‘raw, exquisite takes on female rage’. But I was trying to make friends, wasn’t I? So I’d have to let them assume it was a hobby I enjoyed while hubby was at work.

‘This is my daughter, Bibi. She enjoys the guitar the most. And we’re thinking of piano lessons soon.’ Bibi was sitting perfectly upright, the guitar in her arms. Now and then, she strummed it in perfect time.

Everyone in the circle was looking at me, but no one was really smiling. Where was the warmth they were doling out for everyone else’s intro?

I was a fearless champion of women, but I really struggled to get them to like me. Ironic?

Sienna’s mother leaned forward to Bibi. ‘Darl, could Sienna have the guitar now, please?’ She had an Australian accent. She looked up at me. ‘The kids are meant to only have a few minutes with each instrument.’

And then she plucked the guitar out of Bibi’s hands and handed it to her own daughter.

What. The. Fuck.

Bibi spun round to look at me, her eyes already filling with tears.

I dug my nails into my hands to try and stop the rage overwhelming me. I stared at Sienna’s bitch mother and imagined maiming her. Taking my time. Starting with a one-by-one nail dissection.

‘Felix is done with these. Sienna might want them instead?’ Jenny leaned forward and handed the castanets to Sienna, who immediately dropped the guitar.

‘Clack clack clack,’ she squealed.

Jenny took the abandoned guitar and gave it back to Bibi. ‘Here you go.’

She’d solved the problem quickly and quietly, while I’d merely stewed, thinking bloody thoughts. ‘Thank you.’

Jenny smiled. ‘No problem.’ A pause, and then: ‘Coffee after?’

Definitely too needy.
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Haze

Jenny was currently living at her parents’ house. She told me how Felix slept in a little bed at the foot of hers. I found her set-up depressing, I didn’t know what to say.

‘I’m hoping to move out eventually,’ she said, as she stirred her mocha. ‘I just need to get back to work, find a flat I can afford, and just generally get life back on track. You know, minor things.’ Jenny giggled as she put her mousey brown hair up in a mum-bun. Anyone with an experienced eye could tell her hair was crying out for highlights and a decent cut. Although yes, it did sound like she had bigger problems than finding the time and inclination for a makeover.

We were in a café round the corner from the village hall. It was always busy whenever I walked past. I now realised this was because of the soft-play area, where Felix and Bibi were happily jumping around, and not the quality of the coffee.

‘Have you and your husband lived here long?’ She motioned to the ruby and diamond ring on my wedding finger.

‘We moved in just before Bibi was born. We were in Knightsbridge before.’ God, how I missed our gaudy, anonymous flat. Constantly absent neighbours. Designer goods on my doorstep. Restaurants that served food I actually wanted to eat.

‘Everyone moves out for the kids, don’t they?’

‘Fox insisted.’

From the minute we were stabbed by the two pink lines of a pregnancy test, he became someone I didn’t recognise.

I looked over at Bibi, building blocks with Felix. Her little frown as she concentrated. The blue bow holding back her shoulder-length curls.

I had never regretted having her, not for one second. But I missed the old me. I missed the old Fox. The old ‘us’ was a fuck of a lot better than this one.

‘Haze and Fox. Such glamorous names. I’m not surprised; I mean, just look at you.’

I nodded. ‘Thank you.’ I never bothered with effusive denial of any compliment. I’d never understood the point.

‘What did you think of the class?’ she asked through a mouthful of almond croissant.

‘Sally is shit. And I really hope the instruments are cleaned thoroughly. One of the twins had the recorder down his pants.’ I took a sip of my coffee and winced. ‘But Bibi loved it.’

‘So you’ll go back?’

‘Yes.’ I had resigned myself to it. Seeing Bibi happy was like crack. I’d do anything for a fix.

‘That’s great. I know I’m meant to be doing it for Felix, but really it’s for me too. I’ve had a difficult few years and, well . . . I think it’d be good to have some new friends to talk to. You know, people who understand how tough it all is.’ She looked down at her mug. ‘I’m just trying to work out how the hell to be a good mum when I don’t even think I’m a good person.’

‘Aren’t we all?’

Oh God, we were bonding. Needy Jenny was going to become my friend, wasn’t she? I guessed it had to happen at some point. And it would shut Fox up about my total lack of effort. ‘You’re miserable because you won’t even try.’

Jenny looked up at me. ‘I’ve not met anyone like you.’ She smiled. ‘Normally, people would blat on about how of course I’m a good person.’

I shrugged. ‘We’ve known each other three hours. You could be good or you could be fucking terrible. It’s none of my business.’

‘There was an incident at work. It made me question myself.’ Jenny started folding creases in her paper napkin. ‘The way it all went down was pretty bad but, you know, that’s all behind me now. And I’m on some great new pills.’

I nodded in what I hoped was a comforting way.

We all had secrets, so who was I to judge?

Especially as my secrets were fourteen dead men.

Yes, you read that right.

Fourteen.

But you know what?

They all deserved it.
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Haze

I may have questioned many things in my life, but I have never questioned whether the men I killed deserved to die.

There was no lying awake at night feeling bad that they were no longer of this world. My beauty sleep was only affected by early-morning visits from a two-year-old who was ‘just not tired, Mama’.

I am well aware an ability to end multiple lives and not be affected by it is an unusual character trait. Fox was always telling me a therapist would have a field day over me and my childhood traumas. This is why you kill! You’ve been hurt! You’re acting out! Blah blah blah. But they wouldn’t get it, not really. I wasn’t doing it because I was fucked up from being fucked over (repeatedly). I was doing it because I was providing a service. To womankind.

When it came to who I wanted to die, I had a very specific type.

Straight. White. Men. Ohhhh, a therapist would say, hurting the exact demographic who hurt you, interesting. Okay, yes, you could think of it like that – or you could think of it as more of a strong feminist statement. Hear me out.

Who gets murdered the most? Women. Who kills the most? Men. Here I was, doing my absolute best to try and even the scales. And straight white men were the pinnacle of the food chain. The most privileged, entitled, unworthy. Why should they hold all the power?

I wasn’t smashing the patriarchy; I was killing it.

Literally.

One by one.

While there were women out there in public, demonstrating and shouting #metoo, I was hiding in the shadows, killing and whispering #youtoo.

My brand of feminism may have been a little more niche, but who do you think they were more afraid of?

None of my victims were innocent. Take my word for it. I analysed the evidence and decided their fates.

I was judge, jury and executioner, saving the taxpayer money by avoiding a costly trial and simply ridding the earth of one more scumbag. I was an incredibly efficient, moderately controlled, killer with an agenda.

I always thought no man was worth letting into my life. No man was worth the effort or the risk of them hurting you before you could hurt them. Until I met him.

My wild Fox.

A dark alleyway in Paris. The city of love. He appeared out of nowhere. God, he was beautiful. Tall, blond, piercing baby-blue eyes. A loosened Hermès tie, a well-cut suit. I was captivated. And that was before I saw the clip point-bladed hunting knife with a pearl handle he was holding. It had made me cringe at the off-the-shelf kitchen knife that was sticking out the pink-shirted gut of the drunk man I’d just pinned against the alleyway wall.

I had followed Pink Shirt out the restaurant we’d both been in. He’d made a scene inside; groping a teenage waitress, making her cry. Halfway down the alleyway, he had noticed me. Mistaking the hunter for prey, he punched me in the face.

Fox had come to save me.

Until he saw I could save myself.

We fucked right up against the wall, the man’s life blood draining out by our feet.

After, as we walked off together down that alleyway bloodied hand in bloodied hand, I felt sure this was it. This was something special.

We were married within six months. A small registry office ceremony followed by the honeymoon of our dreams – and our victims’ nightmares. Sex, bloodshed and room service. All my favourite things. I loved calling him my husband: ‘My husband will be right back,’ ‘My husband is just paying the bill,’ ‘My husband is going to make you bleed.’

For better, for worse; for richer, for poorer. He was a part of me now. We were a team and together we soared. We had years and years of flying high. We got so much work done. So many bad men finished. So many good times enjoyed.

And then everything changed. He changed. I wanted to have it all; he wanted to give it all up. The passion that had peppered our early years quickly drained away. There was no spice there anymore. Forget fifty shades of grey, it was death by a thousand shades of Farrow & Ball white.

Whenever I thought about my knives being packed away – my wings clipped, my fun banished, my mission ended – I’d always presumed it would be down to a stranger in uniform armed with a gun, handcuffs and evidence of my crimes.

I’d never thought it would be down to the man I loved firing a baby into my belly, a house in the suburbs, and a whine about doing the right thing.

Yet here I was.

Trapped.

Caged.

Bored.

So.

Fucking.

Bored.
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Then

Haze

When I was eight, my most treasured possession was a notebook with a sparkly unicorn on the front. It could’ve been from a well-meaning foster parent or a shrink who wanted me to write down my feelings. Or I could’ve just helped myself to it from a WHSmith. I just knew that one day I had it, and I took it with me everywhere. It was blank for months. It was so special that I didn’t want to ruin it. I could never decide what was worthy of being inside such a pretty book. And then one day, one really bad day, it didn’t seem to matter so much. I started drawing in it, copying the unicorn on the front. I knew the image so well I barely needed to check back to it. I wasn’t that happy with the finished result, but what I was happy with was that for the hour it took me, I thought of nothing else except how to get the hair just right and the hooves just so. And that was it. I was hooked.

I got lucky in that school number four had an art teacher who actually noticed me. She got everyone off my back and let me hang out with her in the art room at breaktimes rather than suffer the canteen alone. Making friends had never come easily to me. I wasn’t completely sure I liked people. I mean, understandable. I’d mostly met really shitty ones.

By eighteen, I’d aged out of foster care and crashed out of nearly all my exams, but I’d got into an art school in Kingston and that was all that mattered. I was soon living in my own tiny flat and had financial support covering my tuition. The councils and systems that had let me down for so many years were finally helping. I had nothing so foolish as actual expectations for how my life was going to turn out. But at least my art was taking me in the right direction.

Men continued to disappoint me. With their conversation, their character, their bedroom performance.

There were flashes of hope. Two, to be precise. A tutor at art school who seemed to really want to take my art to the next level, with talk of my unique talent and promises of introducing me to galleries. And I finally made a friend, a best friend: Matty. To manage to be outsiders at art school, a place where everyone prides themselves on being different, was quite an outstanding achievement on our part. But that’s how we found each other. On the fringe. Eye-rolling at the pretending-to-be-wild normality of those around us. It felt good to finally let someone in. I shared the horrors of my childhood and the men who hurt me, and he shared the horrors of his dating life and the men who hurt him. I had no family, and he’d repulsed his, so we leaned on each other. We were loners who suddenly weren’t alone.

We revelled in each other and despaired of everyone else.

Matty came bounding up to me in the hallway one day. ‘Oh my God, did you see Crystal’s latest piece? Do you think anyone is going to tell her that the Confederate flag is racist? Even when it’s covered in sequins?’

‘I nominate you. I think you’d do it so tactfully. And to thank you, she might deign to actually look you in the eye.’

Matty laughed as he ran a hand through his peroxide-blond hair. ‘No fuckin’ way. We’re totally beneath her. Shall we break it to her that those trustafarians are never going to invite her to one of their fancy parties?’

Art school was cursed with a group of rich kids who, after under-performing academically, had been persuaded to pursue their (questionable) artistic talent. It pained us to realise they were the ones most likely to get their own exhibitions thanks to Daddy and his friends. They were always so loud when showing off their superiority. I had no trouble imitating their accents.

‘Bunty, darling! You simply must join us in Hampshire for the weekend. Pimm’s and croquet time!’

Matty howled. ‘You’re too damn good at that voice!’

‘How did your tutorial go?’

Matty was an incredibly talented sculptor. He worked mostly in copper. Large pieces that spoke to me about pain in a way that words couldn’t.

‘She loved it. I can’t believe it.’ He smiled.

‘Of course she did.’

‘You know what it’s like: one day you think it’s a masterpiece, next it’s a hunk of shit.’ Matty closed his eyes. ‘It’s exhausting.’

I didn’t relate. My art was my quiet space. If I was happy with it, I wasn’t so worried what anyone else thought.

‘Let’s get ice cream and sit in the park and try and get some colour in you.’ I squidged his pallid cheeks.

‘I am an English rose. White or red. There is no in-between.’

‘If you’re the rose, I’m the thorn.’ I linked arms with him as we walked outside into the sunlight.

Matty laughed. ‘Yes! You can’t get one without the other.’ He kissed the top of my head. ‘You’re a prickly bitch, but you’re my prickly bitch.’

It was us against the world, and I felt I’d finally found the family I’d been so missing.

Throughout art school, we were the duo who didn’t care about anyone else, because we had each other. We each learned everything there was to know about the other. I knew he was weird about certain foods. ‘I got you those noodles you like. Don’t worry, I’ve eaten all the mushrooms out of it; no, I still don’t believe they come from outer space.’ And he knew I needed a little guidance when it came to talking to people. ‘Babe, it would’ve been better to say, “That’s my backpack, I’ll move it.” I just think, “Why the fuck are you touching my stuff?” might be seen as a little too confrontational.’

When it came to tapping into my violent side, Matty was the very first to see my potential. One night as we were leaving the pub, a lanky teenager charged at us. He figured a woman and a scrawny guy were easy targets. He pushed Matty to the ground and reached for my bag. But I wouldn’t let go. We tugged on it back and forth, and then I punched him in the face.

I didn’t think, I just hit. And I kept hitting. At some point, he was on the ground. But I wasn’t done with him.

Matty calling my name jolted me out of it, brought me back to reality for a second, just long enough for the teenager to scrabble away from me. I made to go after him, but felt Matty’s hand on my shoulder.

‘Leave him!’ Matty was up and dusting himself off. ‘You’re crazy. He could’ve really hurt you! What were you thinking?’

‘It was just . . . instinct?’ Growing up, I’d learned to always be prepared. Braced for whatever could be coming my way. ‘If it’d been your bag, I’m sure you would’ve done the same.’

‘I could never! I’d be too scared to throw the first punch.’

I didn’t want to tell him that the problem for me wasn’t starting, it was stopping.

The next day, I joined a boxing class a local gym was running. I also found a self-defence class at a women’s hostel. I wanted to learn how to fight. Properly fight. To make sure I could protect myself. It was easier telling myself that than admitting it was because I had liked seeing the teenager bleed. I’d liked hearing the crack of my fist colliding with his jawbone.

Matty was bemused by this new hobby. He accepted it just like he accepted all parts of me. He’d stay late at the art studio, and finish in time to meet me outside the gym, usually holding fatty fast food to make sure I wasn’t going to ‘waste away and become a super-skinny bitch’.

I’d had relationships before. Well, I guess you could call them relationships; men I’d have sex with and then kind of just made plans to have more sex with. But I kept them at arm’s length. They never got to know me like Matty did.

He had his own troubles. Sometimes I wouldn’t see him for a few days. He’d come back to me eventually. Hollow-eyed. Even paler than usual. He felt things deeply and sometimes it became too much, he just wanted to hibernate alone in his flat. I used to try and help; bang on the door bearing treats I knew he liked. Until he told me it was making things worse.

‘Just let me do my thing, babe. Okay?’

And so I did. We respected each other, acknowledged each other’s damaged bits, and loved each other all the same.

I finally understood the saying ‘Friends are the family you choose.’ I’d seen it once written in pink on the front of a greetings card, back when I was a lonely teenager. Awesome, I’d thought – I’ve struck out on both counts. No fake family. No real family.

I’d never met my father. I didn’t know his name. Or even his heritage. A problem for me only when it came to forms that wanted me to tick a box for mine. I’d draw a new one. ‘Mixed Unknown’ I’d scrawl next to it. My mother wasn’t much help when it came to answering my questions. She didn’t love me – only the bottle. When I was finally relieved of her, the day after my eighth birthday, I didn’t feel sad. I didn’t feel much about it other than resigned to what came next. I was lucky that social services found my mother’s estranged mother – my grandmother Sabina. For three months, she fussed over me, held me close, fed me nothing but mashed potatoes, as it was all she could really cook, and then died of a heart attack.

The bouncing around foster families was bad. But at least there were moments when I got to be a kid. Food appeared at the right time. I had clean clothes. Social services used to tell me my mother was working on cleaning herself up, that one day we’d be reunited. I never dreamed of her coming back and claiming me. I didn’t want it. I didn’t need her. I had no idea where she was now or if she was even alive. She’d had her chance with me, and she blew it. She didn’t deserve another go.

In our final year, in the run-up to graduation, Matty and I would work late on our art, and then he’d come with me to my evening job as a cashier at an all-night petrol station. It was easy money. He’d sit eating crisps with his sketchbook while I flicked through all the latest fashion magazines.

‘God, look at that dress.’ I turned to show him a red Valentino dress. ‘One day I’ll have a wardrobe full of this shit.’

‘Focus on your art, my thorny one.’ Matty stretched as he stood up.

‘I can do both.’ I smiled. ‘Wear the designer dress to my very own exhibition.’

‘That’s my girl. Aim for the stars. You’re a total fuckin’ princess.’ He leaned over the counter and kissed my cheek. ‘I’ve gotta sleep. Love ya.’ He walked out and waved at me through the glass. I blew him a kiss.

That was the last time I saw him.

Two days later, Matty killed himself.

Just like that. He left me. With no goodbye. That part stung nearly as badly as the whole choosing to die thing.

I lost three days in a blur of vodka, tears, and screaming into my pillow. One night, I broke into his art school studio and stole one of his sculptures – the only one that could fit into the palm of my hand. It was a bird with a broken wing. I figured he wouldn’t care that I was depriving his parents of it. And really, something beautiful to remember him by was the least he owed me.

I didn’t go to his funeral.

I hovered by some trees in the graveyard and watched. Grim-faced relatives in black. A few people our age I didn’t recognise; friends from school, I guessed. All were greeted by a couple by the church door. His parents. They didn’t look evil. They just looked grey. I didn’t need to meet them to understand why my Matty didn’t belong to them. I could’ve made a scene. Gone in there shouting that they were to blame. That their rejection of him was a part of it all. But I was too tired. No one ever warns you how exhausting grief is. There was no fight left in me.

He’d always told me he loved me. Just clearly not enough
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