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Epigraph

How can I be substantial without casting a shadow? I must have a dark side too if I am to be whole.
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Wednesday, 22 January 2020 – Barnes & Noble, Fifth Avenue, New York City


	Space invaders – arm overspill, leg overstep, sole of shoe overhang

	Woman on her phone coming out of Sephora who barged into me and told me to apologise. Have wheelchair, must have attitude it seems

	Cab drivers who stink of beefy crotch sweat

	That jowly cuck news guy Guy Majors

	Grandpa Joe – you lazy, lazy bastard



You can smell Bryan coming. He’s the store manager. He bounds onto the makeshift stage with all the elegance of a dying rhino – grey trousers at half-mast, stain on hurriedly bought tie, pustules along his chin, greasy hair scraped into an elastic band by fingernails caked up with newsprint and old cum.

We’re on the mezzanine. Twenty lines of chairs in the endless Biographies section. It’s standing room only. I’m at the back, facing the aisle between a woman with a bulky handbag and a MAGA-capped Hulk Hogan lookalike with more earrings than actual ear. At the front, behind two vacant stools and mic stands, is a huge poster of the book cover with my face on:

THE SWEETPEA KILLER:

The True Confessions of Rhiannon Lewis

They’ve gone to town on decorations. Paper lei garlands draped over bookshelves, fake roses dangling from jutting Barbra Streisand memoirs, fake petals scattered around the carpet. Everyone on seats or standing is carrying a copy of the book.

My book.

Wow wow wow, fellas. Look at the old girl now, fellas.

They’re giving out iced biscuits too. Flower-shaped – nice touch. The tray is empty by the time it gets to me, of course. Typical. God forbid someone nips out the back to open another packet and refill it.

I spent the best part of my twenties trying to get a book deal. And now I have a bestselling book out with my face on the cover and my story within the pages and it’s been at the top of the (non-fiction) bestseller lists for the last four months. The only problem is I can take none of the credit. No glow radiates on me.

Opportunity has knocked and, once again, I’m fucking out.

Not one of those Best Book Awards or Author of the Year awards or invitations to New York Fashion Week has my name on it. They all have his name on it: Freddie Litton-Cheney. The man whose name is on the cover above mine. He is the author – I am merely his muse.

‘Hey, everyone, thanks so much for coming out on this freezing night,’ Bryan laughs nervously into his mic. ‘A few more minutes and we’ll welcome our special guest to the stage.’ He reads out some fire regs and notices of upcoming events with Michelle Obama and that owl who saved the kids from the barn fire, before bouncing off, black T-shirt patchy with sweat.

Clearly there’s an issue. The star turn has thrown a wobbler over the blue M&Ms or the wrong puppies they got him to play with in the green room while he waits. Nevertheless, all gussets throb with anticipation.

Freddie asked me once why I wasn’t milking my fame more, back in the days when Craig had just been banged up for my crimes and I found myself basking in ‘his’ reflected glory. I’d been offered a shit ton of telly work and magazines to tell my story as Girlfriend of a Serial Killer. Could have earned thousands. He said I was a headliner – I should be centre stage, like Deloris Van Cartier in Sister Act. And now here I am, centre stage – and everyone’s throwing flowers at my understudy. I couldn’t answer him then. I can now.

Bryan gets a message and bounds back on and through his sheen of sweat announces:

‘OK we’re ready now so please put your hands together for tonight’s guest. We are so privileged he’s been able to stop by on his tour of the States, and he’s fresh from a recording of The Ellen Show too, I’m told—’

Cue the chorus of ‘woo hoos’ and palpable hum of excitement.

‘—and he has to fly to Chicago straight after this event—’ ‘Woo hoo’ squared.

‘Mr Freddie Litton-Cheney!’

And on he bounds, with infinitely more elegance and poise than old Cum-Nails Bryan. Freddie’s in his highly polished Tom Ford loafers, a tailored cream suit and trousers so tight you can see the dead presidents on his pocket change. His grin is predictably shit-eating and as knicker-wettingly seductive as ever and I can almost hear the distant explosion of a thousand ovaries.

No wonder he’s a star.

‘Thanks so much, everybody.’ He nods with a polite British wave, before manspreading widely atop his stool so The Bulge cannot be ignored. Every one of us is now pregnant with his child. Even the chairs.

He shakes hands with Bryan – poor bastard – but to his credit doesn’t wipe it off afterwards. Hulk Hogan next to me and a couple of younger women further along are fixed on Freddie’s face. Awestruck. That’s the expression. After all, the man they are looking at is the man who has met a serial killer. The man who has hugged a serial killer. The man who has the number one bestselling book about said serial killer.

And that serial killer is little old me.

‘So Freddie, how are you enjoying New York City?’ asks Bryan, slurping up some rogue drool as a few dandruff flakes float from this thatch.

‘Oh, it’s great. I’ve been well looked after by my publisher—’

Freddie informs the crowd that he has already done a tour of major news networks, which produces a third ‘woo hoo’ from a woman in a neck brace on the Frow. He has quite the following. A whole herd of leather trousers gaze up at him – all snap-happy with their phones, all hair-did specially. The fact Freddie has been happily married to another man for years, with whom he has two children, doesn’t put them off. Every hand gesture, every hair flick is to be admired. Every time he says something mildly suggestive, they yank off their knickers and several sodden Tena Ladys fly at his face.

OK that’s a lie, but I’m sure they’re one neat vodka away from doing so.

‘You’ve heard all about the book already of course,’ he says, ‘but part of the reason why I’m doing this tour—’

International fame and a fat stack of cold hard cash?

‘—is that I want to give people the chance to ask me any questions about it, about Rhiannon herself and the time I spent with her—’

I choke back a guffaw. He doorstepped me twice and bought me one ice cream. Our conversation ranged from our favourite doughnut to reasons why Back in the Habit is the best Sister Act movie. We’re hardly besties.

‘—I’m interested in what everyone’s views are on Rhiannon and the whole story, having read the book. Have y’all read the book yet?’

I don’t know why he’s saying ‘y’all’ like he’s some hickory-smoked banjo strummer from the Bible Belt – he’s from Torquay. Anyway, a chorus of ‘Yeahs!’ follow and he grins. Once upon a time that grin could have supplexed me into a mattress and skewered me like a kebab. Now it just irritates.

Bryan invites Freddie to do a reading from said book. And I have to stand there listening to him putting the emphases on all the wrong words so my jokes fall flat and it’s all I can do to stop myself getting up, grabbing the mic and doing it myself. I can’t bear it when people tell jokes ineffectually.

After the reading, Bryan asks a series of tedious questions which are basically segues into his own book about serial killers and his time working with them – he’d visited Ted Bundy’s cousin’s niece once in jail or something. I drifted off to a nearby shelf to flick through a Patricia Highsmith biography, only half-listening.

I perk up when the convo swivels back to me.

‘The British media dubbed Rhiannon “Little Miss Vigilante” and “Ripperella”. Are those fair nicknames, do you think?’

‘Yeah, I guess so,’ Freddie smiles, teeth a-twinkling, and you can almost hear the elastic snapping on each pair of knickers on the Frow. ‘I think Rhiannon would have liked those names.’

I didn’t.

‘A lot of readers have reported that they found themselves rooting for her as they read the account, myself included actually—’

Yawn. Nobody cares, Bryan.

‘—did you root for her as you were reading her diaries for the first time?’

‘Yeah, for sure,’ says Freds. ‘I can see why people took to her. She was kind to animals and children and the vulnerable. She once saved a woman from being raped. She’s extremely popular in the UK, still is. There was a survey on British TV, not long after the story broke – 90 per cent of the respondents said they wouldn’t call the police if they met her.’

‘That’s extraordinary,’ says Bryan, with no meaning behind it because he’s too busy getting lost in his notes for the next question. ‘But there were a few particularly shocking killings, weren’t there?’

‘Dean Bishopston for sure, yeah. He was merely a taxi driver in the wrong place at the wrong time. And AJ Thompson, the father of her baby. He was only 19. They did nothing wrong.’

‘But just because the other people did do wrong, the guys in the van, the old pederast, it doesn’t mean they deserved to die, does it?’

A hush descends. My eyebrow involuntarily rises as though it’s trying to grow an extra ear to hear Freddie’s answer to this one.

‘Nobody deserves to die, of course,’ he says on a long exhale, ‘but in Rhiannon’s mind, sex offenders and paedophiles were fair game.’

‘Was she raped herself?’ asks Bryan, escalating the chat with admirable aplomb. ‘Was that why she held sex offenders in such particular disdain?’

‘If she was, she never mentioned it in the diaries,’ replies Freddie. ‘It could explain a lot but I have no evidence to suggest that, no.’

‘What about the grandfather?’ calls out an achingly thin woman with red hair three rows from the back. ‘The one she watched die in the river?’

Freddie looks in the woman’s general direction. ‘That can’t be proven, madam. She certainly didn’t divulge such information to me.’

‘What kind of vibe did she give off?’ asks Bryan. ‘Were you scared in her company?’

‘I didn’t know what Rhiannon had done when I met her. I thought she was simply Craig Wilkins’ girlfriend and he was on remand for multiple murder. I thought she was a victim. I felt sorry for her but no, I wasn’t scared of her.’

Bryan’s practically rubbing his crotch by this point. ‘What was it like when you got that mail with her diaries in?’

‘It was an ordinary morning, a few days into the New Year. My husband had gone off to work. I was taking our kids swimming and the postman rang the door. I had a parcel and I left it on the dining table.’

‘You didn’t open it up right away?’

‘No, I assumed it was some books I’d ordered for my husband for his birthday. They were coming from Australia.’

‘Right, right.’

Two mentions now of the husband but the Frow don’t seem to have noticed. One brunette is visibly unbuttoning her blouse.

‘When I got back, I made the kids lunch and we settled down to watch a film – Coco, I think it was. I put the parcel in the wardrobe and forgot it.’

Cue audible gasp.

‘I know, it’s crazy, isn’t it? But my husband’s birthday wasn’t till February so I thought I’d wrap it up nearer the time. About two weeks later, the parcel fell out of the wardrobe while I was packing away some blankets and I opened it to have a look at the books. Instead it was these two handwritten diaries. On the front it said “The True Confessions of Rhiannon Lewis, aged 27/28”.’

Another audible gasp.

‘And it began on New Year’s Eve 2017 with her realising her boyfriend Craig was having an affair. It went on to talk about her life in minute detail, and included the murders of various people. Planning it, doing it, covering it up. I couldn’t believe what I was reading.’

‘Wow, that’s completely amazing.’

‘I read them in two days. I barely slept. From the first chapter when she killed that guy by the canal and sliced off his penis, I was stunned—’

That bloody penis, it never stops coming up. The media’s always obsessed by that, even though there was only one. I haven’t severed a cock since but even so some magazines still insist on calling me The Slicer which sounds pretty cool, but others call me Lorena Bobbitt Two, Cock-A-Doodle Daisy or Buffy the Wangpire Slayer, which doesn’t even work. The first thing they ALWAYS mention is that fucking dick.

I HAVE DONE OTHER THINGS. Now I know how Daniel Radcliffe feels.

‘So was it just the diaries she sent you? The full confession we all know?’

‘And a postcard,’ says Freddie.

‘What did it say on the postcard?’

Freddie smiles, a secret smile. ‘The postcard said, When you’re shoving your foot in the door, make sure you’re wearing a big shoe.’

There follows a light-hearted but confused murmuring in the audience.

Freddie explains. ‘It relates to the last conversation we had. I told Rhiannon I was leaving the Plymouth Star, the local newspaper I used to work for, but that I still wanted to get “a foot in the door” of journalism.’

‘So she helped you?’ asks Bryan, swatting away a fly that seems hella interested in his left ear. Probably a doughnut parked in there for later.

‘Rhiannon Lewis has changed my life,’ says Freddie and the room goes silent. So quiet you can hear a fake petal fall. ‘She wanted her story to be told and she assigned me to tell it. My husband said I should take the manuscripts straight to the police. It was evidence after all and there was her ex-boyfriend Craig Wilkins, looking at a life sentence for the crimes on those pages. We had an argument about it because I was so keen to get the story out there—’

And make shitloads of money off it—

‘—but in the end I did the right thing. I gave them to the police, but not before I’d made copies. I couldn’t do anything with them at that point because I’d fall foul of sub-judicial procedure but as soon as the CPS made the decision to charge Rhiannon in absentia, I took the risk.’

Bryan scratched his temple. ‘They had a trial in the UK, didn’t they?’

‘Yeah, they had a trial with a jury and they sentenced her to life, with a minimum forty-year tariff. They issued a warrant for her arrest—’

‘—but they never found her,’ Bryan clarified.

‘Quite.’

‘I don’t get how they had evidence to jail her without her being there to go to jail,’ said Bryan, like it was the most ludicrous thing he’d ever heard.

‘They had enough evidence – a written confession in her own handwriting, bearing details only the killer could possibly know. They just didn’t have her.’

‘Ah right. So eventually, you were allowed to release the book?’

‘Yeah, once she’d been confirmed as deceased, there was nothing stopping me. The rest is history.’ He beams up at the humongous poster.

Herstory, you mean. Prick.

‘That’s incredible,’ says Bryan. ‘So your book went on sale globally in September and it’s sky-rocketed, hasn’t it?’

‘Yeah, it’s caught fire.’

‘Correct me if I’m wrong but it’s been published in thirty-four countries, is that right?’

‘I believe it’s thirty-six now. And we’ve sold the film rights too.’

‘Oh wow,’ says Bryan. Cue gasping, flailing and a rapturous applause.

Yawn.

‘It’s been life-changing. I can pay my bills without worrying now, myself and my husband have new cars, our kids are in good schools—’

Freddie talks with ease, enthusiasm, and occasionally expressive flourishes of his arms. Piano player’s hands. Creative fingers. His eyes are alive and passionate about his subject, which in this case happens to be moi.

Twenty hands shoot up into the coffee-thick air of the bookshop as we come to the Q&A.

‘How do you think she got out of the UK, Freddie?’ whines a Roseanne Barr-esque woman with purple hair, fifth row from the front.

‘I don’t know for sure,’ says Freds.

‘Neither do the cops!’ a Metallica-beard dude shouts from the back.

‘Well, quite,’ Freddie chuckles. ‘According to the police, the last phone signal that came through on her mobile bounced off a transmitter on the Western Esplanade in Southampton which suggests she left from Southampton Docks, doesn’t it? But there was no record of anyone called Rhiannon Lewis boarding a cruise ship at the terminal. She simply disappeared.’

‘Did she catch a ride on some smaller boat?’ suggests a small guy near me who had been watching videos of himself dicking about with his cat on Tik Tok before the gig had got going.

‘There were theories that she was hiding in Portugal or Spain with one of her dad’s cronies. There were sightings of her in Africa, Thailand, Buenos Aires as well but there was no telling what was true.’

Old Lady Chunky Blue Heels on the aisle shoots her bingo wing up. ‘What do you think made Rhianna murder in the first place, Mr Cheney?’

Rose West Fucking Wept – my name’s on the cover of the damn book she’s bought and she still can’t say it right.

‘Could be any manner of things,’ says Freddie. ‘We could speculate that it comes from the brain injury she suffered when she was six. Her father was a vigilante and she used to watch him at work in wild fascination for his violence – and this was from an early age, remember.’

Cue serious faces all round, one batting of eyelids and several lost little headshakes. Poor kid, poor poor Rhianna.

‘Studies have shown that children with weak or dispassionate relationships with their mothers often lapse into patterns of violent crime—’

He’s talking like a criminology YouTuber. I’m briefly impressed.

‘—or you could surmise that she was just a bad seed.’

‘Amen,’ says Old Lady Chunky Blue Heels.

A woman with a beaky nose and Pot Noodle perm gets the roving mic. ‘Did you get to interview her sister? Do you know how she feels about it all?’

‘No, she wouldn’t talk to me,’ says Freddie. ‘She wanted no part in this story. Which is ironic when you consider her role in it.’

Another Texan throwback pipes up. ‘I read that most serial killers don’t just stop killing – that there may be a cooling-off period but that they never stop because it is a predilection which cannot ever be curbed or rehabilitated. Now what I want to know and what you might be able to tell me, sir—’

There’s always one. It’s as certain as the scrawny autistic kid will win Countdown – the guy who takes as long as he pleases to ask a question.

‘—in your opinion do you think she carried on killing people after she left the UK, sir? Because we don’t know anything about what she did after killing that woman at the farm shop up until the point she—’

Freddie butts in. ‘Yes, I do. I do think she carried on killing.’

The lesser-known Carry On film.

‘Rhiannon Lewis is a killer. That’s what she did, that’s what she enjoyed. I’ve spoken to a number of criminal psychologists while working on the book, and they’re all in agreement: there is no way she stopped after Sandra Huggins. She got better at hiding it, that’s all. And herself.’

Another arm shoots up. Guy with big cheeks and a stained Jeffrey Dahmer T-shirt gets the mic. His hand’s been up a while. He’d cream his jeans if he knew I was in the room.

‘Why d’you think Rhian left her story for you to tell, Mr Litton-Cheney?’

‘I think I got lucky,’ he replies. ‘If it hadn’t been me, it would have been someone else. Maybe at the newspaper office where she used to work.’

Mmm, no, he has me wrong there. I wouldn’t piss on anyone in that office if they were thirsty, let alone give them the scoop of the century.

Woman in yellow coat with too-red lipstick and smokers’ mouth creases shoots up a hand. ‘I didn’t appreciate all the cursing in the book,’ she complains. ‘Was that your input or hers? Some of it was quite disgusting.’

‘It’s all hers,’ Freddie smiles ruefully.

‘Why does she have such a filthy mouth?’ the old bint quacks on.

Freddie laughs. ‘I don’t know why you’re more offended by that than her killings, madam, but I guess the amount of rage Rhiannon carried around with her could help to explain it.’

A chorus of giggles follows, like he’s offered a wittier bon mot than Oscar Wilde. He hasn’t, the malodorous cockswerve. Getting my laughs. But I might rescind that insult if he defends me again to one of these nobs.

Old man hand goes up. He’s bought a stack of books about the Civil War and hasn’t bought Freddie’s yet. This is clearly a subject too beneath him to spend good money on but he was in the bookshop anyway and it’s a free event so he thought, Why not? ‘That last murder in the dairy – why was it so disproportionately brutal, do you think?’

It was a farm shop but thanks for listening.

‘Well, she had just given birth,’ says Freddie. ‘I think it may have been a hormonal surge. She’d been tracking Sandra Huggins for some time.’

My chest clenches with the mention of the birth but I sweep it away quickly, thankful that one of the Frow blondes, who’s had so much facial surgery she looks like she’s been set on fire and stamped out, finally gets her time to shine.

‘Hey, Freddie.’ Cue inexplicable giggle. ‘It’s so great to meet you.’ Another giggle. ‘We met when you were doing a signing in Austin last week—’

‘Oh yeah, I remember you, thanks for coming along.’ He clearly doesn’t remember her at all. I’m better at reading people’s real meanings now. His tongue paints the lie while his eyes shield the truth.

‘Could you tell us what you working on now?’ Another inexplicable giggle.

‘Uh, I have a few ideas in the pipeline that I’m working on but to be honest with you, this one has taken over my life somewhat.’ He scratches his eyebrow. ‘There’s so many people who want to hear Rhiannon’s story and in lieu of Rhiannon herself, it has befallen me to tell it.’

Hmmm, chin rub. Sounds disturbingly like he’s run out of ideas. Hardly surprising since I was the one who gave him this one.

I want to ask him a question, but refrain from doing so because that’s who I am now: reticent. Quiet. Calm. As invisible as mist. There but not there.

Pretty soon the Q&A comes to an end and Bryan announces where Freddie will be sitting to sign books. Everyone rushes off. A tall Trump pout-alike with tits to her knees pushes me out of the way to get in front, her too-fat-for-rings fingers clutching my story like a portable life support machine.

I retrieve my bag and my box from under a table of half-eaten iced biscuits and pass a stand with the few remaining books on. I pick one up. On the central pages there are pictures – me and Craig on some night out, me with the PICSOs – People I Can’t Shake Off – me looking bored next to Elaine at some prayer evening, banging a tambourine. Joining WOMBAT – the Women of Monks Bay and Temperley – had been a brief and ill-fated attempt to get good with God. I didn’t last long before they kicked my ass out.

A line snakes back from Freddie’s signing table. I take the book to the tills.

And I wait. Listening to the chatter. Theories. Opinions. Did my mother hit me? Did I actually kill my own dad? Why did I use so much cling film when I chopped AJ up and buried him in the flower beds – didn’t I care about the environment at all? I watch Freddie, sipping his Huel, interacting with his fans, posing for selfies, kissing cheeks, baptising babies, curing cancer.

My turn comes. I stand before the table and slide the book towards him.

‘Hey, thanks for coming.’ He smiles easily, looking up briefly before opening the front cover, readying his pen. ‘What name was it?’

I clear my throat. ‘Deloris.’

‘De-lo-ris,’ he writes.

‘—Van Cartier,’ I add in my best American accent.

He slowly looks up at me, his smile vanishing as colour drains from his cheeks. His pen hovers but after a moment he hands the book back trying not to look directly at me. I don’t take it from him until our eyes meet.

He stares until he blinks. His brow sweats. Gotcha.

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘Fancy meeting me for a drink? If you’ve got time.’

His mouth hangs open, but snaps shut quickly. ‘I h-h-have a flight.’

‘Ah, no worries.’ His fingertips press down on the page he’s signed. ‘Hey, be careful, don’t smudge the ink.’

The lady behind me giggles, gazing at Freddie adoringly. She doesn’t hear our conversation because my voice is set to a volume only he can hear and everyone else is gossiping too loudly. He reaches for his drink again.

‘There’s a bar down the street. Sluggers. I’ll be in there.’

He nods as the giggle bitch urges me out of the way so she can have Freddie to herself, starting with some interminable anecdote about how she’s making a special pilgrimage to attend every event on his US tour. She asks for a selfie and a ‘cheeky smooch’. She’s a Brit. Ugh. They’re everywhere.

Freddie stares at me as I walk away from his table, a trickle of sweat snaking down his temple. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a trickle of piss escaping the confines of those tight tight trews.

I head straight out into the icy wind howling up Fifth Avenue towards Sluggers which is dark but atmospheric and I grab the last booth, furthest away from the TV monitors booming out some baseball game – the Cincinnati Cocksuckers versus the New England Bollockheads or something.

I don’t have to wait long. As sure as huevos is huevos, Freddie walks in half an hour later, breathing heavily as if he ran here.

‘That was quick,’ I say as he approaches my booth. I close his book that I’ve started reading and push his beer towards him.

‘Told Bryan I wasn’t feeling well.’ He slides in opposite me. He hasn’t taken his eyes off me.

‘Take your coat off then, if you’re stopping.’

He wriggles himself out of it with some difficulty because, like everything he wears, it’s a size too small. Still can’t catch his breath. His eyes drift to the square box beside me. To my bag, my folded-up coat. Back to me.

‘So… how have you been?’ I ask.

It takes him ages to speak and when he does, it’s almost too quiet to hear. ‘You’re dead. You’re… dead.’

I check my pulse in my neck with two fingers. ‘Nope, still here.’

‘They identified you. Seren identified you. They shut the case. But … you’re here.’

‘Yes, Freddie.’ I remove Richard E. Grunt from my pocket and make him do a wave. ‘I’m here too, Freddie,’ Richard squeaks.

Freddie’s eyes go too wide. He still hasn’t touched his beer.

‘I didn’t drug it, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

He nods, looking down at the bottle. ‘I don’t understand this. You look… like a different person.’

I pocket Richard and sip my cocktail. ‘Yeah, I kind of am.’

He peeks under my Yankee cap, looks around my face, down to my denim dungaree dress and roll-neck. ‘I didn’t recognise you.’

‘That’s the general idea.’

Freddie goes into the kind of blink overdrive you only do in a sandstorm.

I sip my drink. ‘Mmm, this is lovely. It’s called a Pink Panther. Vodka, pineapple juice and grenadine. Did I tell you about the time I was on the dole and I got a job dressing up as the Pink Panther giving out leaflets on Weston-super-Mare seafront? Only lasted a day. Five pounds fifty-seven an hour to climb into a sweatsuit a million nonces had wanked in? So not worth it.’

‘Rhiann—’

‘—no, no no, don’t speak the name that shall not be spoken, Freddo.’

He leans in as a home run is scored and loud booming cheers go up around the bar. ‘How did you do it? How?’

‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

‘I have money. From the book. I’ve put it to one side. I did everything you wanted me to. Changed your friend’s name, your solicitor, your dad’s friends—’

‘Didn’t matter anyway. They still arrested Heather and Marnie for “aiding and abetting”. Never caught Keston though.’

‘No. He vanished.’

‘We’re good at that. I was glad Marnie and Heather didn’t do jail time.’

‘They both spoke up for you.’

‘I know. Good friends. The PICSOs all sang like canaries. Hashtag bad friends. Still, it’s nice when the trash takes itself out.’ I drained my Pink Panther and signalled to the waitress for another one.

‘You seem… happy. Confident. Sort of settled.’

‘Shouldn’t I be?’

He shakes his head and sinks a few gulps of his beer. Wipes his mouth. Looks back to the bar. Looks back at me. ‘Am I dreaming?’

The cluster of fat, baseball-capped men around the TV screens whoop at something and there follows a hasty symposium on whether the referee’s decision is correct or not. Someone didn’t hit a ball right or something.

‘I can get it to you, the money. A fake account or something—’

‘That’s not why I’m here.’

‘It’s not?’

‘Nope. I’m on a layover. Had some time to kill before my connection. Brought a present for someone…’ I tap the top of the box, ‘and I was walking past the bookstore when I saw the poster in the window. Thought I’d stop by and say hello. Complete coincidence.’

‘A layover from where? Where do you live? Where have you been?’

‘I could tell you some stories but you have a flight to catch.’

Freddie takes a deep breath, checks his Breitling Chronomat watch – ten grand’s worth – lets the breath go. ‘I’m going to miss it.’

‘Not if you run. You can get a cab right outside—’

‘No,’ he says, staring me down. ‘I am going to miss it.’ He fumbles for his phone and clicks into his voice recorder app.

‘No, Freds,’ I say, holding down his hand. He looks at my hand like a tarantula’s crawled into view.

‘Can I at least make notes?’

‘If you must.’ He fumbles in his knapsack for a pen and a battered leather-bound journal, opening it out to a brand-new double page, smoothing it down and breaking the spine. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Everything,’ he says, eyes flicking towards the box again. ‘Absolutely everything.’






Part 1: Europe








Wednesday, 22 January 2020 – Sluggers Bar, Fifth Avenue, New York City

‘I had to get to Madeira. Bobby Fairly had it all worked out from there.’

‘Bobby Fairly, Bobby Fairly,’ Freddie mutters, furiously scribbling in writing I recognise from my Gazette days as shorthand. I never did shorthand. They wouldn’t pay to send me on the course. He riffles through a list of bullet point reminders. ‘There’s no Bobby Fairly mentioned in your confession.’

‘Well, there wouldn’t be. He wasn’t integral to my former story. He’d been a friend of my dad’s from his boxing days.’

‘A vigilante like Keston Hoyle?’

‘No, Bobby was a money man. Funded my dad’s gym, sponsored him and Keston when they boxed for the county. Sent care packages to Dad in jail, all sorts. Probably cos Dad had something on him. Bobby was one dodgy fucker from what I’ve learned. Anyway, I found his number in the shoebox of trinkets I’d saved from my parents’ house before I sold it.’

‘Did you know him?’

‘I met him once, when I was six. Before Priory Gardens. We’d gone on holiday to Madeira and stayed at his hotel – me, Mum, Dad and Seren. I have flashes of memory from that week – me and Seren playing on pool noodles pretending they were horses. Eating cake with green bits in. Going down a hill in a big basket. A dead lizard in the bath. I didn’t kill it.’

‘Right, OK,’ says Freddie, turning back to his half-empty page.

‘So Bobby lived on Madeira and I called him to arrange it a few days before the end of the year.’

‘Just get here and I’ll sort everything,’ he’d told me. He didn’t even ask what I’d done – I said it was a Code Red and he understood. He was Northern. Sounded like Shaun Ryder’s asthmatic grandad.

‘And I’d like an American passport.’

Cue the sharp intake of breath, the clicking of tongue, the cogs whirring. ‘Right, well that’ll be one fifty.’

‘One hundred and fifty pounds? That’s reasonable.’

Cue the throaty laugh. ‘That’s grand, love. A hundred and fifty grand.’

‘GRAND?’

‘Well, yeah.’

‘One hundred and fifty GRAND? That’s nearly all my money!’

‘That’s what sanctuary costs nowadays. That includes a new passport, your place to stay while you recuperate from your surgery and yer—’

‘Surgery?’ I shrieked. ‘You mean I have to go full Mickey Rourke?’

‘If necessary. And we’re fast-tracking it, so that’s what it’s gonna cost.’

‘Fuck me pink and slice me sideways!’

‘Do a BACS transfer – get it done today, then it’ll come out before New Year. In’t meantime, get disconnected. Close all your digital doors.’

‘Yeah I have. Just my phone to go.’

‘Get rid. Cut up your credit cards ’n’all. We’ll set up the odd account to plant some disinformation. I can get that going today. Make it look like you’ve gone to Argentina or Uzbekistan.’

‘Why would I go to Uzbekistan?’

‘Don’t matter, does it? We’re planting false seeds. The police’ll be rattling every cage fo’ yer, including mine eventually.’

‘OK so I googled some flights from Exeter Airport and there’s one to Madeira leaving—’

‘—no, no, not a flight and not direct,’ he interrupted. ‘A cruise. That’s what you want. Anything leaving from Southampton via Madeira for two weeks or more. And book it for two people. You and your husband,’

‘Book a cruise for two people for two weeks? That’ll cost a fortune!’

‘You said money weren’t a problem. I mean, faking your death would be cheaper if you wanted to go down that road—’

‘—no, I don’t want to die. Not yet anyway.’

‘Right, so book it.’

‘Won’t they be suspicious of a lone woman getting off a cruise midway?’

‘Not if you book a partial cruise, no. Tell them you want to sail to Madeira, then hop off and say you and your husband intend to rejoin the ship at, say, Barcelona or somewhere. No, Italy. Rome, Civitavecchia. By the time you’re due to rejoin the voyage, you’ll be well gone and the dibble won’t have a clue. How up the shoot are yer?’

‘Do you mean my pregnancy? I’m thirty-three weeks. Ish.’

‘What’s that in English?’

‘Nearly eight months.’

‘Pad it out for now so you look dead fat. And we’ll need to get documents sorted for it when t’time comes. Any friends or family?’

‘No, I don’t have any.’

‘You must do.’

‘Well, there’s Seren and Marnie but—’

‘Don’t go near their social media and don’t google yourself. Once they know you’re gone that’s something they’ll monitor. The dibble have got software that’ll intercept key words and search patterns. They’ll tap into any search they think you’ll make.’

For a crusty, he was quite internet savvy. I was impressed. He’d clearly talked someone through this before. ‘What will happen exactly when I get to you?’

‘I’ll sort it, don’t worry. I’ll make some calls today. You get yourself to my gaff. You can play purser on my yacht while you lie low, get your sea legs and then we’ll get you gone. All right, cock?’

‘Gone where?’

‘South America, most likely. I’ve got a few contacts who owe me favours. I’ll see what I can sort out. You changed your image yet?’

‘I bought a wig and some lenses for my passport. Keston got me an Australian one. If I go somewhere remote, I might not need surgery though?’

‘Oh, you will. If you’re as hot property as you say, and you want to re-integrate, you’re gonna need a new face. It don’t hurt for long. You have to wear bandages for a few weeks. You’ll look hangin’ for a bit but once they come off, you’ll look and feel mint. Like, brand new and that. You’ll still feel like yer a hundred and fucking eighty but you’ll look dead good, swear down.’

‘Great.’

‘But before that, the more immediate stuff is a case of adapting. You’ve got to change every habit for a new one, swear down. Become someone else quick as you can, like.’

‘How? How do I change every habit?’

‘Do the opposite of everything. Change your shopping habits, the food you eat, the food you don’t eat. ‘Ast any hobbies and that?’

‘Gordon Ramsay programmes. Sylvanian Families. Sadistic torture.’

‘Anything that can mark you out as Rhiannon Lewis you’ve got to jettison, dead quick. What sort of scran do you like?’

‘Maoams. Pancakes. Pop Tarts. Anything in Nutella. Coffee.’

‘Not anymore. Get into all that wellness bollocks – edamame beans, protein powder, kombucha, all that sorta crap. I know it sounds painful, believe me I couldn’t get me underpants on of a morning if I haven’t had a Full English but needs must. Quit alcohol ’n’all, get into that green shit they’re all drinking. You educated?’

‘Eight GCSEs, three A Levels, degree in—’

‘—not anymore. Act dead thick. Wouldn’t know shit if you swallowed it.’

‘Fucking Hell’s bells.’

‘And stop swearing. And stay away from anyone British and from CCTV. Try and change your accent ’n’all.’

‘I’ve been practising Australian. I watched the end of Neighbours today.’

‘Good. Watch Home and Away ’n’all. And that film wit’ her whose face don’t move. Keep working on it. Once your story breaks, all ears’ll be pinned back for a British voice, especially a bird on her own.’

It all seemed like a lot of extra work. ‘Fu-dging he-ck.’ Polite swear words tasted like arse in my mouth.

‘The price for freedom is everything you once were, Rhiannon. Text me when you’ve booked your cruise and lemme know what date you get here. Ditch your phone. And don’t call me again.’

‘Are you sure you can get me gone?’

‘Consider it sorted. Just get to my gaff. And do the transfer, there’s a good girl.’

‘OK. Thanks,’ I mewed, still uncertain about the patronising prick but unfortunately that prick was the one prick from which my future hanged. Bobby had enough dodgy contacts to keep me and the baby hidden forever.

‘But you didn’t take the baby with you?’ says Freddie, mid-scribble, smoke emanating from the nib of his Visconti ballpoint.

‘No. She arrived early on 27 December, the day Bobby received my money. The day before I was to set sail on the Flor de la Mer. I had to leave her behind.’

He nods. ‘This was before you killed Sandra Huggins?’

‘Yes. Just before.’

Freddie clears his throat and flicks through his notes. ‘You got your solicitor to sign her over to Claudia Gulper, is that right?’

‘Yeah. I was so hell-bent on turning old Huggins into a one-woman Red Wedding, the baby was a mere obstacle. Once she was gone, I could let rip.’

‘Do you regret leaving her behind?’

A gnawing began in my chest. A biting, vicious little pain I try to push down. ‘You’re a serial killer who has just hacked a woman to pieces and stuck her head on a large singing Santa, on the same day you’ve given birth and abandoned your baby at the hospital. You’re all alone having fled the UK with leaking nipples, an aching vajoodle and police hot on your arse who will throw the key away if they catch you. How do you think I was feeling?’






Monday, 31 December 2018 – at sea – one day to Madeira


	Hen parties on cruise ships

	Stag parties on cruise ships

	Old people on cruise ships who take their sweet time to get around cos they know they’ve only got the buffet and the grave to get to now

	Other people on cruise ships, including the captain whose boring updates keep cutting into my naps

	My sister, Seren



As it turned out, I’m not a great traveller.

The baby blues kicked in the moment the ship left Southampton. And those fuckers kick hard, lemme tell you. I became a smelly, sobbing zombie who stayed in her cabin for the most part, eating junk, bleeding from my loosy goosey and watching re-reruns of Friends – the older episodes before Phoebe’s wig, Chandler’s weight fluctuations and Rachel’s constant nipples.

I was all at sea, emotionally, physically, literally. From the time I boarded the ship on 28 December to my port of sanctuary, I had four days. Four days to wait it out. Four days to stay as invisible as possible. Four days to bide my time and pray the British police force was as slow and inept as I’d always hoped they would be.

My cabin became my own sort of womb – all-encompassing. Safe. Cool and calming, absorbed from most noise, save tannoy announcements, the low hum of the distant engines and the occasional smattering of Mediterranean rain on my sloping window. I was on Deck 9, Room 510 at the front or the ‘forward’ and my stateroom overlooked the helipad, underneath the radar.

Just the way I liked it.

But it was purgatory with a travel kettle and tiny soaps. I told the room steward – Gabriel with the ridiculous biceps and chemical-toilet-blue eyes – that I had sea-sickness which explained why I wasn’t joining in with the New Year’s fireworks up on deck. The only thing that could tempt me outside was a visit to the on-board pharmacy for more king-sized panty-liners to mop up my endless womb leakings. I had nobody to talk to, save Richard E. Grunt and The Man in the Moon, but they never talked back. It’s not like Alexa – you can’t ask a question and get an instant answer. After a while, I stopped trying.

My third day at sea, sick of the Friends theme tune and feeling like a lump of clay, I managed to wash and ventured a walk around the Flor de la Mer at the ass crack of dawn. I couldn’t get my bearings at all – it was a confusing puzzle of corridors, lifts, spangly staircases, auditoriums, fountains, casinos, designer shops, clubs, pubs, pools, pizza shacks, sushi restaurants and cafés, linked together by a chaotic swirl of blue carpet.

My body was not mine anymore. It had stretch marks in new places, sags in others, unexpected leaks everywhere. I couldn’t look in a mirror without wanting to smash it. I had aches and pains and constant mind fog. My anger – the scaffolding that kept me upright – had disappeared.

There was no more yearning to hack down every Tom Dick and Harriet who pushed past me in the line for bagels. No desire to do anything other than sob and sleep. Had the old me slid out along with Ivy’s afterbirth? I didn’t have a clue. I located the Business Centre in the bowels of the ship and bought myself some Internet access – $17.00 for the day, I shit you not. I needed to google my post-partum symptoms to check they were all normal. And for the most part, they were. I ticked every box:


	‘After pains as your uterus contracts back’ – tick. I was popping paracetamol like Maltesers.

	Night sweats – tick

	Absence of libido – tick. Normally I can get turned on watching the Yorkshire Vet ram his arm up a heffer but since Ivy, Gobi gusset.

	Perineal discomfort – tick. ‘Try wearing loose clothes to give it an airing and lukewarm herbal sitz baths to soothe the area,’ the website suggested. I had to sit my vadge in a bowl of herbs? FML

	Burning piss – tick

	Sore porn-star tits – Tick. They ached like hot boulders.

	Constant tiredness – tick

	Piles like The Borrowers are stabbing your arsehole with tiny knives – tick

	Incontinence when you sneeze – tick. I always dreamed of being in TLC when I was a kid, little did I know that it meant the Tena Lady Club

	Persistent sadness – tick tick tick tick BOOM.



All the other advice was to do with the rapid changes to ‘the new mum’s life’ – the sudden sense of responsibility. Breastfeeding. Adjusting to the baby’s unpredictable sleep pattern. Dealing with the demands of visitors who all want to see the baby. Of course I had none of this but there wasn’t a section on Dealing with Giving Birth But There Being No Baby.

And that was the worst symptom of all: I missed her. And I couldn’t understand why. I was a serial killer, for fuck’s sake. Days before I had chopped a woman to pieces and stuck her head on a singing Santa. Serial killers don’t have feelings. Rose West needed shovels, not cuddles. It takes a lot for me to cry. Even when Britain’s Got Talent wheels out the hydrocephalic magician who’s lost his mum to cancer and they play ‘Snow Patrol’ when Simon hits the Golden Buzzer – I’m dry as a bone. Craig is the one who always buries his head in What Car? so I can’t see his quivering lip.

But Ivy, apparently, was the difference.

I googled Seren while I was in the Business Centre. I knew I shouldn’t have but I wanted to see her face. To see some shred of home. In an ordinary world – in that damn parallel universe where I imagine the correct version of me lives – Seren would be on the end of the phone giving me advice and parcelling up second-hand onesies.

But we weren’t in that universe – we were in this one. And I’d given Ivy up so I could keep on killing. And my sister was the one who’d called the cops.

Seren had no online presence to speak of but her nine-year-old daughter Mabli’s got a vlog where she talks about her pets and does the odd children’s book review and sometimes she’ll appear in the background, folding washing or dancing along to a song. I must have watched twenty videos. Most of them were Mabli talking about various pets dying on her. Hamsters, guinea pigs, fish. She was fed up with creatures she loved dying. I felt that.

I googled Wherryman and Armfield too, the solicitors where Heather Wherryman worked – the only person who could tell me what I needed to know, that Ivy was OK. I still had her business card in my purse. My fingers itched to dial her number.

But deep down somewhere, a little thought owl was unravelling from its deep winter’s sleep and flapping its wings.

Don’t! it squawked. Don’t do it! Too soon! Too soon!

And, of course, the pesky owl was right.

Aside from a few barflies propping up the counters and the distant trill of jazz coming from the Chill-Out lounge, there didn’t seem to be anyone else about as I wandered, through the meandering corridors, up and down deck, as lonely as a twat.

Until I stood at the railings on the top deck, looking out onto the blackest sea, allowing the cold to seep through my clothes, my bones, and a woman in a grubby blue dressing gown appeared, carrying a crying baby.

The sound of that shrill screaming tore right through me. And I couldn’t find any anger to divert it either. The sound took me straight back to Ivy. And quicker still to Priory Gardens where my mind got stuck. It took me to smashing glass. Shouting. To our childminder’s screams as she scurried upstairs. To the Fireman Sam theme trilling along behind Antony Blackstone as he launched himself at my friends. To that look in his sweaty eyes as he brought his hammer down. To waking up and seeing him hanging up there, swinging back and forth from the wooden eave. To the blood I woke up tasting.

It all started there.

‘She’s still alive! This one, she’s got a pulse. It’s faint but it’s there…’

‘It’s all right, Sweetpea. You’re all right now, nothing can hurt you.’

‘Can’t seem to settle him,’ said the woman in the dressing gown.

I tore back inside the ship like I was a crying toddler myself and the cabin was my dad’s open arms. But I got lost. I must have gone to every deck but they all looked the same. I got so confused I couldn’t even remember my room number. All I wanted to do was collapse onto my bed and scream.

Chest thumping, mouth dry, legs drained, piles stinging, I gave up and sat as gently as I could on a sofa beside the elevators in the Entertainments Quarter. I was opposite a small cinema – The Classics Lounge – open twenty-four hours. I went inside the empty theatre and settled into a seat at the back. It was Kevin Costner films all night long. Waterworld had just started.

I woke up as some wolf was shot dead. Totally different movie.

The sleep did me good. I was at least level enough moodwise to blend into a snaking line of tourists who were headed up to the main restaurant. There’s no such thing as a good time to hit the buffet on a cruise, I learned. There’s always an assortment of besandalled old funts coughing around the pancake station, jostling for the strips of bacon that have actually seen an oven and the corners of French toast that don’t look like they’ve been gang-banged.

There were so many people – I wasn’t more than an arm’s length away from anyone at all times – and yet I’d never felt so alone. Luckily, this feeling of loneliness never lasts long for me because human beings are, basically, cunts. All of them. Eventually. They are. You wait.

I must have walked through at least three farts and saw an old man eating half a grapefruit like it was a vagina. It totally curbed my appetite. I found a table to myself, as out of the way of the throng as I could get, and I watched the families congregating.

A man I’d seen walking around the top deck a few times, who I’d dubbed The Man Who Walks, was sitting alone, shaking pepper onto eggs and sausages, gearing himself up for another exhausting day of ambulation. He glanced up at me before looking away.

Misery loves company. But this old misery thought he was a prick.

I was interrupted by a Breaking News bulletin on the TV wall opposite.

TENERIFE PLANE CRASH LATEST: Over 200 feared dead

The tickertape along the bottom of Sky News spat out various titbits of information – how the passengers were mostly British and the British Embassy was helping to locate families.

Nothing about Sandra Huggins. Nothing about me. Nobody gave a shit. I watched the other passengers, enjoying their waffles, sipping their coffees, admiring the dolphins.

And I thought: why the hell was I running? What was there to run to?

Keston Hoyle had been right: Ivy was my future. And I had given it away to spend a lifetime on the run, killing people who didn’t even matter. I had a mouthful of pancake and I couldn’t swallow it. I took it out and placed it on the side of my plate. I wondered if I’d have the courage to jump overboard. To dive down into that freezing blue mass and call time on this waste of a life.

But on Day Four the sun rose and the engine shuddered as we pulled into the port of Madeira and dropped anchor. I’d made it to Bobby Fairly’s island. Sanctuary. A chance of a future, however alien it felt. And I had already paid him so I at least had to find out what I’d bought, didn’t I?

I probably should have topped myself when I had the chance.






Tuesday, 1 January 2019 – Madeira


	Couples who indulge in gross amounts of PDA

	People who say they genuinely prefer Scandi Noir to normal Noir. No you fucking don’t.

	Influencers. Do I need a reason?

	People who aren’t ready to order/pay after a longassed wait in line

	Pushy bellhops – I’ve carried my own bag across the continent. Why do you get £20 for carrying it up one flight of stairs?

	The entire British government



I packed my rucksack, made myself as plain as possible in my white-and-navy holiday shorts and T-shirt combo, brown contact lenses and Sally Bowles wig, which was growing ever more ropey with the salty wind, and headed outside my cabin to whatever life Bobby Fairly had bought me.

The corridor was deserted but for my room steward, Gabriel, folding towels on a cart. He was from Austin, Texas and called me ‘Darlin’’ a lot which I kinda liked. Time was if you called me ‘Darling’ or ‘Sweetpea’ I’d have held a knife to your carotid, but it didn’t bother me so much at that moment.

‘I’m from Brizzie,’ I said, trying out my best Australian accent when he asked me where I was from.

‘Brizzie?’ he replied.

‘Brisbane, Straya?’ I said, and his gaze lingered a mite too long. I couldn’t tell if it was a Christ what a terrible Australian accent gaze or if he’d seen me on a news bulletin.

But then he said, ‘Well, have a nice day, Hilary from Brizzie.’ And he winked at me. A definite fuck wink.

He was built like Anthony Joshua and ordinarily, I’d have invested in some shameless flirting, but on this occasion there were no gussy flutters to speak of. My piles were throbbing and I’d had a terrible night’s sleep. When I had managed to lose myself I’d dreamt about Ivy as a tiny pink butterfly I couldn’t catch.

I walked with my head permanently tilted through the corridors, going over my new identity in my mind in the best Aussie accent I could muster.

Hilary Sharp, pleased to meet ya. I’m a ditsy, gym-obsessed clean-living Australian gal born on a sheep farm in Coober Pedy in South Straya. My folks are Moira and Alf Stewart, my brothers are Chris and Liam and I love surfing and barbies and we have a pet kookaburra called Chook…

I didn’t even believe me. I just had to get to Bobby and everything would be all right.

But as the lift doors opened on Deck 7, I bumped straight into the couple I’d spoken to when I first came aboard – Ken and Gloria Prosser from Yorkshire. I’d even had my photo taken with them on the gangway. I had hoped that the sheer size of the ship and the number of passengers meant I almost certainly wouldn’t come across them again.

Clearly, Fate had other plans.

‘Oh hello, petal!’ shrieked Gloria, tottering into the lift towards me in her white-and-gold strappies. ‘We thought you’d gone overboard!’

‘I’ve… been in the gym, mainly,’ I said, phasing in the Aussie accent and affecting my most angelic Bindi Irwin smile. ‘Toning myself up so I can load up on the old carbos.’ I was thankful for the sunlight streaming in which meant I could reasonably put on my sunglasses to hide my lying bitch eyes.

‘Frightened your husband will have gone off you?’ Gloria chuckled.

It was only then I remembered what I’d told them – that I was meeting my husband in Madeira. I couldn’t even recall if I’d given him a name.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘He works out a lot too. We’re both real gym… kangaroos.’

‘You’d get on with our Ryan,’ she said, rolling her eyes as they stepped into the lift beside me. ‘Our son lives in the gym, don’t he, Ken?’

Ken was studying the day’s itinerary, half-moon glasses perched on his nose. ‘Yeah, he can’t get enough of it. Got muscles like the Statue of David! He’s in there now, in’t he, Jayde?’

I noticed the woman who’d got into the lift behind them, holding a sleeping baby and gripping the hand of a young boy in a dinosaur onesie picking Smarties from a tiny box. Jayde had black skin, a sparkling, Beyoncé-esque smile, and she wore what I would have worn as Holiday Mum – grey bandeau maxi dress that waterfalled where it didn’t cling. She was fucking stunning but I couldn’t help staring at the baby in her arms, whose chubby cheek she was stroking. Jayde was everything I wanted to be and everything I wasn’t.

‘Who’s this then?’ I said, desperate to seem like the least freaked-out woman around children ever, gesturing towards the baby in her arms.

‘This is Sansa and Tyrion,’ she replied, scruffling
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