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This is for every woman who has ever walked

home with her keys between her fingers.

And for my mum, who has always shown me

what it means to be a strong woman.








‘When we are struck at without a reason, we should strike back again very hard; I am sure we should – so hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again.’

—JANE EYRE

‘It seems I could do anything when I’m in a passion. I get so savage, I could hurt anyone and enjoy it.’

—LITTLE WOMEN








Prologue

AN APARTMENT, BELGRAVIA, LONDON, NOW

Before all this started, I’d thought that squeezing the life out of someone would be easy. The right amount of pressure on their windpipe and they’d just go limp, like when a kitten suddenly falls asleep.

It’s actually nothing like that.

When someone who doesn’t want to die, realises they’re going to die, they fight.

Holy fuck, do they fight. It’s astonishing how even the world’s worst monsters are desperate to keep living. Are they worried about what comes next? Can they feel those fires of hell warming their faces already?

Take the monster I’m with now, for example. He’s not worked out that struggling is pointless. He’s cuffed to the bed. The easiest thing for him would be to let it happen. Instead, he’s squirming, bucking and just hurting himself.

I give the nylon stocking I’ve wrapped around his neck an extra hard tug and watch as his eyes bulge and contort, like they’re trying to escape from his head. I like these particular stockings, they’ve got crystals on the back seam, which really give you some excellent grip. Then his eyes burst – and the whites turn completely red.

I like it when they do that.

Red eyes, blue lips, a pale yellowing skin. Oh, and some gorgeous shades of purple later as the blood pools in the lowest parts of the body. The colour palette of death is really rather pretty.

‘How does that feel?’ I say. ‘Nice and tight? That’s how you like it, isn’t it?’

He’s trying to say something, but it’s coming out guttural and muffled. I lean over and pull the other stocking out of his mouth, holding my knife – a £350 Shun, beautiful Japanese steel and newly sharpened – to his throat. I want to hear his last words.

‘Please, the kids.’

‘I think you know exactly how they feel about you right now.’

‘You’re a fucking bitch.’

‘I didn’t fuck you though, did I?’ And with that I give the stocking around his throat one last tug to cut off his air supply for good.

The other thing about asphyxiation is that it takes so much longer than you’d think. I’ve been straddled here, crushing his windpipe for a good six or seven minutes and he’s only just dropping into unconsciousness. I think about the chilled glass of Montrachet waiting for me in the other room.

Then he becomes still.

I lean forward and peer at him. He finally looks like he’s shuffled off his miserable mortal coil. I press my chest up against his, letting my ear drop to his lips.

Silence.

I ease his eyelids down over his eyes and sit back to admire my work. This is my favourite part. He looks childlike and peaceful, lying against the crisp white linen.

Almost innocent.

Almost.

I have to admit, she’s right. It does look authentic this way.

Also, there’s no blood. Blood is a shocking stain to get rid of. Even Mrs Hinch has nothing helpful on that. I once had to burn a beautiful pair of cream Max Mara slim-leg trousers because it just doesn’t come out.

And nothing is worth that.
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GREENSPEARES, CHELSEA, JUNE

I’m treating myself to a breakfast out. ‘Treat’ is a bit of a fib to be honest as I come out for a walk and a smoothie as part of my breakfast routine most days. But this time I’m actually eating something. It’s only mushrooms on toast. And I’ve left most of the toast.

I’m tucked away in my favourite seat: a bright-pink loveseat right at the back. It’s the best place to people-watch, pretend – for fifteen to twenty minutes – that I’m just like they are. It’s been my long-term go-to for soul soothing.

I’m about to take a long slug from the caffeine-heavy (come on, even angels like me deserve a vice), non-dairy but ethically sourced beverage. I’m breathing those freshly ground beans right into my solar plexus, my anxieties getting ready to hide away in a corner of my mind, when I hear—

‘Kitty! Kitty Collins? OMG. IT IS.’

There’s a squeal that seizes up every muscle in my body. I see two skinny teenage girls – with excellent brows – saunter towards me before I can take even the tiniest of sips.

‘Oh my God. This is unreal. Can we get a selfie with you? Please? Like two seconds, tops.’

Oh God, please not right now. Pretty please not right now. I look up and see them watching me as I try to take a sip of my coffee. But it’s no good. I have a thing about eating and drinking in front of other people.

My internal annoyance system is flashing dangerously close to amber. I just want a peaceful morning drink without an audience. Instead, I close the magazine I was (not) reading and smile at them. Big smile, with teeth, and extra twinkles of joy in my eyes. Just for them.

‘Of course you can!’ I say, beaming the smile that my millions (yes, millions) of followers know from Instagram-me. But the smile does seem to squash down the furious banging of irritation that’s started inside my head.

The girls squeeze in tight next to me – on the seat for two – waving their iPhones in our faces, swiping through filters with the sleight of hand of a magician. I can tell without even looking that they’re both posing and pouting trying to make themselves look sexy. Those ‘likes’ do provide an intense dopamine hit. I get it.

But I want to shake them.

Violently.

They’re probably no older than fourteen but, with make-up learned from YouTube, easily look ten years older. Do teenagers not go through an awkward phase any more? I feel a mix of pity and envy creep over me, prickling my flesh like a thousand tiny microblades. Their skin is so dewy and smooth, it’s ethereal. I have to stop myself from reaching out and stroking it.

Because that would be weird.

‘I totally ordered some of that skinny tea stuff you endorsed last month,’ Girl One says.

It takes a moment to realise she’s talking to me. What tea? She clearly reads the confusion on my face, which is something of a triumph considering how much Botox I’ve had pumped into it. And no, Botox isn’t completely vegan friendly, but something has to give.

And it’s not going to be my face.

‘You did a detox. With tea!’ she gushes, blonde hair with brown eyes almost weighed down by fake lashes. ‘You said it felt like a physical and spiritual cleanse. And you lost like five pounds in a week.’ She sighs, like she’s found nirvana.

Her eyes are shining like patent Louboutins, staring at me in the same way I stare at the New Arrivals page on Net-a-Porter.

I feel sick.

‘Oh God, no. Don’t do that,’ I say. ‘It’s not for girls as young as you. And OMG, where have you even got anywhere you could lose five pounds from?’ Possibly, eyelashes. But no. I don’t care how much the skinny teadox morons are paying. I will not kick-start eating disorders in girls. No. ‘You know, just bottled water with a squeeze of lemon is better for a colon cleanse.’

They stare at me a bit longer and I am wondering if I’m going to have to explain ‘colon cleanse’ while some of the finest SW3 residents eat their avocado toast around us. But they’re more interested in their content for social media than me. Girl Two, cheekbones I’d pay someone with a syringe for, snaps a few more selfies. Then she asks me to take a couple of ‘candids’. Jesus Christ. Then suddenly One shrieks and grabs Two by the arm.

‘We need to go, or we’ll miss the best stalls on Portobello,’ she says. ‘You know what Jynx is like if we’re late. Thanks soo much for the photos, Kitty. It was great to meet you.’

They smile their goodbyes and bustle out. Two holding her phone high, recording their journey to meet whoever Jynx is for her Insta/TikTok/Snap. I watch as they sashay down the road, oblivious to the men turning towards them as they pass, watching their slinky hips as they walk.

I sigh, deeply. I’ve helped create an unstoppable monster.

An older lady sat nearby gives me a look. It’s probably time I went home, away from people.

My drink is cold and miserable now so I order another coffee to take away and start the short walk back to my apartment block on Chelsea Embankment. My phone pings with a notification from Instagram telling me I’ve been tagged in a post.

‘Ran into this absolute stunner in #greenspears. What a babe. #KittyCollins #Chelsea #SuchASweetie.’

Several more notifications come through as followers of the girls – whose names are Eden and Persia, of course they are – respond.

‘OM-ACTUAL-GOD’.

‘Squeal! You’re so luuuuuuucky!!!!!!’

‘Was she super nice????’

‘What does she smell like?’

I turn my phone off.

This is beyond tedious.
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KITTY’S APARTMENT, CHELSEA

By the time I reach my building, I’ve walked myself into a ferocious mood. It pains every bone, as my heels click-clack over the expensive marble floor, and I muster a smile for the on-duty concierge. I have to, though, it’s part of my ‘brand’. No one wants to follow a surly, spoiled bitch on Instagram. Luckily, it’s Rehan on today, one of my favourites. He stands to greet me.

‘Sit down, Rehan,’ I say, mock-scolding him. ‘I’m not the bloody queen.’

He does a big grin. ‘Maybe not, but you the princess in my tower for me to protect.’

I give a little giggle and an eyeroll. Not feminist at all, but he likes it. And I need him to like me.

‘It’s looking to be a beautiful day already.’ He peers past my shoulder and squints into the sun, which is already beating down an uncomfortable heat despite it not even being 10am. I don’t share his enthusiasm about the current heatwave, which is making me irritable and sweaty. My T-shirt is already clinging to my underarms and I wish I’d ordered something iced from the coffee shop.

I nod in agreement. ‘Glorious.’

Rehan summons the lift for me and I step inside.

‘Of course, you are the brightest sunshine around here, Miss Kitty.’

Then the door closes, shutting him out. I let the fake smile slip from my face and massage my cheeks with relief. Why is just going out for coffee so much effort?

The elevator takes me up to my penthouse apartment. Yes, it sounds spoiled and entitled but it was actually a leaving gift from my mother before she fled to the South of France with her toy boy after my dad went missing.

It’s not a bad little sweetener for being abandoned, I guess.

Like all the other promising young women who live around here, I have money. Or rather my family has money. Lots of it. My great-grandfather was Christopher Collins – better known as Captain Collins – founder of Collins’ Cuts, the reconstructed meat products you see in every freezer and supermarket in the country. Dead animals aren’t exactly the most glamorous way to make money but thanks to the turkeys, cows and pigs of the UK, my family is stupidly rich. Although there’s only really myself and my mother left now.

So aside from the social media stuff, I don’t have a lot to do, and that existential void has been insidiously expanding into my life wanting more and more of my attention. I try to fill it with activities like ‘normal’ people. Two hours of yoga and one hour of either weights or cardio with my personal trainer each day. I travel and stay in exclusive resorts. Sometimes for free if I plug them enough on my stories or whatever. I go to parties and launches and drink Champagne and watch other people do drugs in the loos. I leave the parties with eligible men and have drunken, soulless sex. I post stories on social media giving make-up tips, trying diet and workout routines, showing how to pull your knickers just the right way to make your legs look long and your butt thick, and praising products I’ve never even tried. That is my existence.

And I hate myself for it.

I mean, truly loathe.

So why don’t I stop?

Who knows? A combination of daddy issues and the instant dopamine hits from those likes and comments. I’ve never been one to be able to wait for gratification. Even my £250-an-hour therapist couldn’t get to the bottom of that.

I spent last weekend in Marbella with my friend Maisie (607k followers), where I’d tried out the new La Perla swimwear they’d sent from their upcoming collection. I uploaded the pics last night. My favourite photo is of me in a sunset-orange bikini, staring out to sea. The colour of the two-piece makes my tan pop, my hair is the right amount of beachy and the pose makes my breasts (natural, thank you) look about as perfect as non-surgically constructed boobs can.

Perfect boobs. Perfect life. I guess that’s my ‘brand’.

I open Insta on my MacBook and start scrolling through the new comments, taking a long sip of my coffee. But it feels strange and wrong in my mouth, and I gag on it.

Dairy.

I take the lid off and look inside the paper cup. The liquid is thick and disgusting, riddled with fat and cow hormones. I take some slow, deep breaths as I resist the urge to throw it against the wall and ruin the expensive Janine Stone paint job that was finished only last month.

When I’m calm, I turn my attention back to Insta and my followers. They’ll make me feel better.

‘Wow. You are so beautiful Kitty. Inside and out.’

‘Such a gorgeous view [image: No image description]’

‘Eres simplemente impresionante.’

‘LOVING the beachwear, Kits! When’s it in shops?’

‘Wish I could’ve rubbed the sunscreen on your back babe. Lol.’

‘Perfection.’

‘Just beautiful babes. Enjoy!’

‘Hi Kitty! We’d love to send you some of our weight loss coffee to trial. Could you check your DMs please? Lots of love!’ etc.

I scroll through several pages of comments, picking my way through the ‘LOLs’ and tsunami of emojis, before I catch sight of something that turns my bones to raw ice.

‘I’d love to watch the pattern you’d make as you bleed out over that white sand. After I cut your throat.’

He’s back.

He’s calling himself something different this time but it’s undoubtedly him. The creep who spent most of the last year sliding into my DMs. His profile picture gives him away. It’s the one he used before: a warped image of a naked female torso, string wrapped around her like she’s a topside of beef. Headless, no limbs.

I sigh.

Having a stalker is a classic sign you’ve reached peak influencer status, but why can’t I have a nice one who sends things? Nice things. Why do I have to have one of the weirdos who fantasise about using my blood as lube while masturbating?

I slam my laptop shut and pace around the kitchen, wondering if I should call the police and tell them. They were useless last time though and I don’t want to spend hours in a grotty police station going over it all again. Again.

Instead, I call my go-to crisis-friend Tor (850k followers).

‘Brunch?’ I ask when she picks up. ‘The Creep’s back.’

‘Ouch. Okay. Bluebird in an hour?’
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BLUEBIRD CAFÉ, CHELSEA

‘The thing here,’ Tor says as she sinks her (third?) mimosa. Her voice is getting high and loud as it always does when she’s en route to Drunk City. ‘Is that I think you handled it perfectly last time. Don’t stop doing you, babe. Don’t let him see you’re scared.’

‘I’m not scared,’ I say.

‘Well you should be,’ she tells me pointedly. ‘He could be dangerous. Definitely report him.’

‘What’s the point? They’ll only tell me to block him. Then he’ll set up another account and do the exact same thing again. And honestly? He’s probably just a very sad man, living in his mum’s box room. In Croydon.’

Tor shrugs and attacks her eggs Benedict with surprising savagery. Pre-noon booze and righteousness have clearly built an appetite. I wince as she jabs her knife into the yellow jelly-ish domes, popping them and letting the yolk ooze out like pus.

‘That reminds me, have you been watching Dr. Pimple Popper? She’s squeezed out some mindblowers this series.’

Tor rolls her eyes at me. ‘Oh look, there’s Ben. Shall I wave him over?’ But she’s already doing it, so I don’t know why she bothered asking me.

‘Ladies.’ Ben (3,100k followers) is our friend Hen’s brother.

Yes, Ben and Hen.

He oozes like Tor’s eggs as he pulls out a chair without being asked and sits between Tor and me. He thinks he’s a total supermodel after getting a gig collaborating with a second-rate men’s fashion line. I mean, he’s not bad looking if you’re into really, really pretty boys who preen themselves and eye up women all day. He’s recently had a sleeve tattoo done and it reminds me of a mug I saw on Etsy saying, ‘It doesn’t matter how much ink you get, you’ll always be a mainstream cunt.’ He makes me shudder. Mostly because he looks like Hen in a wig.

‘You’re both looking very lovely this morning.’

He’s speaking directly to my boobs then brays like a posh donkey as he looks up at Tor and me. ‘You pair look all right too!’

Tor hoots with laughter that I pray isn’t real.

I smile sweetly but what I really want to do is take my spoon and scoop his eyes out, then use the back of it to smash them like the avocado on my sourdough.

‘Poor Kits is being hounded by that maniac again,’ Tor says to Ben, who isn’t listening. He’s busy trying to see down the waitresses’ tops when they lean over tables. ‘I’m telling her she should just carry on as normal, so he knows he’s not getting to her.’

‘He’s not getting to me,’ I attempt to interject.

‘Totes,’ Ben agrees, reclining back into his chair, with the arrogance only a rich, white man can possess, spreading his arms out wide. ‘Wait. What?’

‘Kitty’s stalker’s stalking her again.’ Tor frowns at him. ‘Have you always been this irritating?’

Ben nods, grabbing a roll from the breadbasket on the table. I won’t be touching that now. I don’t even want to think about where his hands have been. ‘Yeah, babe, it’s why none of you lot will go out with me.’ He laughs and Tor rolls her eyes again. She’ll end up with vertigo if this continues. ‘What you need is a night out, and some hot photos. Show the sicko you don’t care. It will make him so crazy,’ he says, nodding at me. Ben clearly has some nefarious anecdote about why this works but I’m not in the mood for his particular brand of misogyny right now.

‘We should go out tonight!’ Tor says, because she loves any excuse to go out and get annihilated. Even me being stalked by a maniac. ‘Get Maisie and Hen involved too. We haven’t had a proper Girls’ Night Out in aaaages.’

By ‘aaaages’ she means about a week and a half. Before Maisie and I went to Marbella. She’s doing the puppy-dog eye thing too. And her eyes are just so huge and brown and pleading that even I find her impossible to resist.

Ben stretches his arm out and around the back of my chair. ‘You know, I could tag along and pretend to be your boyfriend if you like, Kits? Scare him off with my extreme manliness.’

Ben has professional blow-dries and tints his lashes.

‘I think I’ll be all right, thanks.’

And so, it is decided. A Girls’ Night Out is ‘exactly what I need’ along with posting some ‘seriously hot pictures to the Gram’ to prove that I’m not going to be intimidated by mind games. It’s the last thing I want to do tonight but my friends can be very persuasive.

There’s a reason we’re called Influencers.

I’m not the biggest fan of girls’ nights out at all to be honest – in fact they’re something I detest with the full coldness of my heart – but I’ve quickly learned they’re something I have to tolerate. Aside from the whole clichéd female bonding experience, the worst thing about these nights is that they inevitably end up revolving around men. Either Maisie will be found sobbing in the loos about some prick who’s dumped her. Or Hen and Tor will be on the prowl for anything with a pulse and a penis. These ‘girls’ are educated, well-travelled women yet put them in spitting distance of anyone with a Y chromosome and a bit of chest hair and it’s like being on a hen party in Magaluf.

I’d imagine.

I can barely contain my unexcitement.
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CALLOOH CALLAY, CHELSEA

We start the night off in Callooh Callay, which is one of the few places I can tolerate without wanting to stab someone in the eye with a cocktail stirrer.

It’s moderately busy when we arrive. Most people are outside enjoying the hot summer evening. We order cocktails and check out who’s around. Tor gives a half-wave to a group of other girls – we call them The Extras. We’re not really friends, but they seem to be omnipresent on nights out – and in our comments sections. I’ve looked them up on Insta, obviously, and their follower numbers aren’t particularly impressive. A couple of them could learn a thing or two from watching my make-up lives.

After the cocktails, another round of cocktails appears, then a bottle or two of Veuve, which I think Maisie buys, more cocktails and someone – possibly me – suggests we all have Blow Jobs because alcohol brings out my inner basic bitch.

Things get a bit blurry after that. We take a lot of photos with our drinks. Then we move on. Our next stop is another bar where we have even more cocktails and seem to pick up three extra people – a trio of random men who, actually now I think about it, may have paid for the Blow Jobs. So obviously they think they’ve earned the real deal later. I whisper something to Tor about shaking them off but she just laughs.

‘Why, Kits? They’re funny!’

She must be drunk. I turn to Maisie but she’s draped over one of them and is laughing as he talks, all teeth and big hand gestures. I’m confused. I’d been stuck next to him at the bar and he’d bored my ears off talking about his job ‘in property’. He referred to himself as an ‘entrepreneur’.

Which everyone knows is shorthand for twat.

Bored, I look around for Hen but she’s nowhere. I’m stuck with the rowdiest and pushiest of the threesome. He’s leering over me, complaining about his girlfriend, and has been plying me with drinks, which I’ve been plying into the pot plant next to me. I hope alcohol doesn’t hurt plants. I don’t usually drink very much alcohol on nights out, to be honest. I like to stay in control. Drunk lips sink ships etc, and I don’t want anything ruining the life I’ve built. There are some secrets even my very best friends don’t know. So, when I do get drunk, it’s because I want oblivion.

And I do it alone.

Anyway, back to now and the pig sweating away next to me. He’s had his hand on my thigh since we sat down and every time I slide away from him, he slides closer. So I’m now backed into the corner of the booth we’re in, both his arms blocking any chance of escape. Unease prods at my stomach and my headache is back. All this horrible stuff with the stalker must be bothering me more than I realised. I quickly stamp the feelings down and head to the loos to get a grip.

And check my make-up.

Hen’s already at the mirror when I get there, reapplying highlighter to her already perfect face.

‘Looks like you’ve pulled,’ she says. ‘He’s quite hot.’

‘He’s also got an extreme case of Friendly Hand Syndrome. And a girlfriend,’ I say as she admires her reflection.

‘Urgh! What’s wrong with them?’ She gives my shoulder a sympathetic squeeze before making her way back out to the bar. I splash water over my face and try to focus on my breathing, fighting the banging in my brain and the anxiety everywhere else.

At around 12.30am I’ve had enough. Everyone is talking about moving on to a club but just the thought makes me feel queasy. Too many bodies and not enough antiperspirant. Anyway, I need some head space to think about what to do re the stalker situation.

I see Tor sitting alone at another table. She seems to be the only one of my friends sober enough to talk to.

‘Hey, I’m heading home,’ I say, perching opposite her.

She sticks her bottom lip out, pretending to sulk. ‘Oh, come to a club with us, Kits? It’ll be super fun, I promise.’

I shake my head. ‘I just want my bed and a cup of green tea. But thanks for forcing me out tonight. I got some good photos for Insta.’ I slide my phone to her and she scrolls through the pics I’ve posted – posing with a tray of shots, a cocktail served in half a watermelon, pulling standard Instagram poses to show off our incredibly expensive outfits.

Jesus, it’s all so desperate.

‘Great job. You look amazing. Slip off now and I’ll let the others know you’ve gone. You don’t want a drunken Maisie trying to force you to stay out. You know how relentless she can be.’

I laugh. Drunk Maisie thinks ‘no’ means ‘convince me’.

‘Will you be okay?’ Tor asks. ‘Text me when you’re home okay? So I know you’re safe.’

‘I will,’ I promise and give her a hug before I grab my bag and head for the door, blowing her a kiss on the way out.

My apartment is within walking distance of most of our favourite spots, but I usually get a car back anyway. Especially when – somewhere out there – someone wants to use my blood as a K-Y Jelly sub.

But tonight, I need the fresh air – well, thick, humid air but air nonetheless – to clear my head of thoughts about The Creep and the general stress of spending a night being cornered and groped by someone I had made it quite clear I wasn’t interested in. This is exactly why I don’t enjoy going out.

It’s not long before I regret my decision to walk though. My feet hurt in my heels, and I wonder if they were designed by men specifically to make women easier to catch.

The streets are dark and imaginary would-be assailants are lurking everywhere. I hear at least two wolf-whistles and cross my arms over my chest, trying to hide myself, to make myself small. I pick up my pace, which really isn’t easy in these heels. I try to relax my breathing, holding my keys between my fingers as a makeshift knuckle-duster. I fumble in my bag for my phone but can’t find its reassuring weight.

Fuck.

I didn’t pick it up from the table before I left. Should I go back for it?

I’m nearer home now than the bar so I’ll deal with it in the morning.

But, fuck.

Kicking myself for making such a rookie mistake, I don’t realise there is a man so close behind me, he’s almost in my skin with me, until he grabs my upper arm. Hard.

The shock makes me gasp and as I spin around, I see the handsy sleaze from earlier, holding a bottle of wine like a weapon.

He’s pissed.

And pissed off.

‘You didn’t say goodbye or finish your drink,’ he says. ‘That was a bit rude. Considering I paid for it.’ He holds the bottle out to me. ‘Go on. Drink it now. Show a bit of gratitude, you stuck-up bitch.’

I pull away from his grip and step backwards.

‘Listen, I’m really grateful that you paid for a drink, but it doesn’t mean I owe you anything. And it’s very not okay to follow me like this. I’m going home. Stop following me.’ I turn my back and continue walking, trying to remember how to stay calm.

‘Prick tease,’ he shouts after me. Then I hear the smash of glass hitting concrete, wetness splashing up my bare legs. I spin back around to face him and he’s smirking at me. The broken bottle is centimetres away from my feet.

‘Did you just throw that at me?’

He stalks over. ‘I know who you are. You’re that Instagram bird. No wonder you’ve been acting like you’ve got a pole up your hole all night. You think you’re too good for me.’

I stand my ground even though I’m now very aware of his thick, muscled arms and the five or so inches he’s got on me. Something inside me begins to stir, stretching out after a long sleep, batting my fear away with a paw.

The sleaze – I don’t even know his name – moves closer to me. Until he’s right up in my face. Close enough I can smell his booze and gingivitis breath. He grabs my arms pushing me backwards until I’m right up against the low wall that separates the embankment from the murky water of the Thames.

‘I could do you right now. That would teach you a lesson for being such an ungrateful slag.’

My knees buckle as he leans closer into me. He’s right – he could easily ‘do me’ if he wanted.

He could rape me.

He could strangle me.

He could throw my weak female body into the water and watch on the news as I’m eventually dredged up. Another woman killed because she didn’t do what a man wanted.

Not me.

Not tonight.

I bring my right knee up between his legs with as much force as I can. Which is quite a lot thanks to all the yoga and whatnot. He makes a low moan of pain and lets go of me, his hands reaching down to his crotch. He wobbles, drunk and stunned. I put my hands on his chest and shove him away from me. Hard. The movement sends him even more off kilter. He staggers backwards, unable to balance himself, and spins round, falling onto the pavement, his hands still cupping his groin as he lands facedown. He didn’t even put his hands out to break his fall. His face is going to be a mess.

Oops.

I wait for him to get back up, bracing myself.

But he doesn’t.

I gingerly take a few half-steps towards him, expecting an arm to lash out and grab my ankle.

But nothing happens and this is not a horror movie.

It’s worse.

There’s a rivulet of dark, thick liquid oozing its way across the concrete towards my feet.

Blood.

I lean in closer, still scared he’s about to jump up.

A large shard of glass sticks like an icicle through his neck. He’s fallen right onto the broken wine bottle. It’s embedded into one of the big carotid veins and torn off half his face.

He makes a gargling sound so loud in the darkness that I startle.

Then silence.

Silence.

Silence.

Where is everyone? Where are the revellers? The party people? The people I need to help me? The streets are dark and empty. Eerily so, for a not-that-late London night.

The blood continues to pump from his body. It flows towards my shoes for a moment, transfixing me.

Then I step around it and continue my walk home.

Well.

It’s not like I can call an ambulance, is it?
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KITTY’S APARTMENT, CHELSEA

The door buzzer wakes me up from a sleep so deep and beautiful, I almost forget about the previous night. I wrap my robe – a magnolia silk kimono, from Wolf & Badger – around me and pad down the hall to the entry buzzer.

Hen is there looking like a phantom as I buzz her in. It’s early, my smartwatch says 8.34am. It’s not like Hen to be up before midday after a night out.

‘What’s the emergency?’ I ask.

‘Just passing. I’m out for a run,’ she says as I hand her a glass of water from the built-in purifier. ‘Which is just as well because you left this in the bar last night.’ She pulls my phone from the hidden pocket in her Lululemons.

I’d totally forgotten about it. You know, with the dead man and stuff.

‘Oh God, thank you, Hen. I didn’t even realise until I was home.’

She peers at me. ‘Are you okay, Kits? You’re normally surgically attached to that thing.’

‘What? Oh. Yeah, I’m fine. Must’ve been drunker than I thought!’

‘Well, you need to be more careful,’ she says after a long glug of water. ‘You could’ve had an emergency. You could have been kidnapped and murdered and how would you contact us?’

‘Probably not on the WhatsApp chat, if I’m dead.’

Hen laughs. ‘Don’t make me have to microchip you, like a dog.’ She gulps down the rest of the water. ‘Ooh, maybe you should get a dog. Or a man?’

‘Your brother actually volunteered his bodyguard services,’ I say and Hen makes a face.

‘Not that type of dog.’ She laughs. ‘Right, I need to finish this run before it gets any hotter. Can I fill my water bottle up quickly?’

‘Of course, no problem.’

‘Thanks, Kits,’ she says when she’s done, standing at the door. ‘See you later.’ She gives me a peck on the cheek and a tinkly little wave from the elevator before we’re separated by the steel doors.

Jokes with Hen aside, I can’t believe I forgot my phone. And then forgot about forgetting it. It’s dead, of course, so I amble into the living area and plug it in. I curl up on one of the sofas – the Jonathan Adler Claridge in Belfast Stone – and wait the few seconds for it to come to life.

I open the news app but it takes a lot of scrolling to find what I’m looking for. The body was found by a ‘reveller’ walking home after a night out. The reveller is being treated for shock but the death of Matthew Berry-Johnson (thirty-four and ‘in property’) isn’t being treated as suspicious. A Met spokesperson said: ‘We can confirm we aren’t looking for anyone in connection with the tragic death of Matthew Berry-Johnson. An autopsy will be carried out, but it appears he was heavily intoxicated and died as the result of an unfortunate accident. We are appealing for any witnesses who may have seen Mr Berry-Johnson last night.’

A quick Facebook – yuck – search tells me he’s left behind a sad girlfriend, Hayley. I scroll through her photos. Lots of nights out with friends. Lots of holidays too. She’s young and pretty. She’ll love again no doubt. The idiot. They also seem to have a daughter. She looks about two or three. Chubby cheeks and blonde hair, always smiling. She’s called Lucy. I zoom in on some of the photos of her. She’s so happy.

I’m glad I killed her dad.

Now she has the freedom to grow up unblemished by his toxicity. He can be whoever she wants him to be. She won’t have to deal with the truth about him.

That he was a cheat. A liar. A danger.

He can live on, forever perfect, in her memories.

I wish I had that unsullied version of my own father.

God, I loved my dad so much when I was that age. He was my hero and I absolutely worshipped him. He knew everyone and everything. He always had a hilarious story for me or a fascinating snippet of information. Did you know, for example, that pigs have a similar anatomy to humans? They have the same thoracic and abdominal organs as us.

Not like cows with their four stomachs, the freaks.

Honestly, his mind would be blown now if he knew pigs’ hearts and kidneys are being successfully transplanted into humans.

One of my favourite ‘dad memories’ was when I was about seven or eight. I was sad because I’d missed the summer fair at school. It was something I always loved going to because it was a proper fair with a Ferris wheel and rides and toffee apples, not soggy cakes on a sad trestle table in the school hall.

I’d been ill with tonsillitis. But my dad actually put on a fair in our garden, complete with clowns and trapeze artists, everything, when I was better. He invited my friends without telling me. There was even a candy floss machine. It was the best day of my life. Everyone at school talked about it for months. It still comes up in conversations now occasionally. Before people remember Dad’s now a ‘missing person’ and it gets all awkward. I wish they wouldn’t do that. Sometimes I’d like to talk about him. To let everything I need to say come bursting out.

Of course, I can’t though.

My mum, on the other hand, has always been distant. I never doubted her love, and still don’t, but she’d spend days in bed or would disappear off to some retreat or another for weeks. She seemed to get exhausted by life very easily and suffered from terrible and frequent migraines. Funnily, these symptoms have all cleared up now she’s living her best life in the Côte d’Azur with oodles of cash and a man fifteen years younger. But I can’t deny her any happiness.

Not after everything.

When I was really little, I used to beg her to take me on her trips, but she’d just kiss me on the head before swishing out of the door with her oversized Chanel sunglasses perched on her nose.

I gave up asking in the end.

Things changed between my dad and me when I hit my teens. I became incredibly aware of where our money came from and increasingly annoyed that it wasn’t something more glamorous.

Ben and Hen’s dad, James Pemberton, is a big deal in the music industry and they were constantly hanging out with pop stars and getting to go backstage at all the best gigs. I mean, I got to go with them too, but it wasn’t the same.

Maisie’s dad used to be an F1 driver and is still involved in it – don’t ask me what he does though. Or how. He must be about a thousand years old. Her mum was a famous model in the Eighties and Maisie and her sister, Savannah, spent most of their teen years in places like Monaco, hanging out on superyachts with supermodels.

Tor’s mum adopted her from Sierra Leone when she was a baby. Her birth parents had been murdered and Sylvie Sunshine-Blake – a singer, sometimes actress and UN ambassador – took home the beautiful baby girl she’d fallen in love with during a televised visit to an orphanage.

That’s the official story.

Tor isn’t quite so convinced and thinks her adoption was nothing but a PR stunt, forced upon a bemused Sylvie because everyone else was doing it at the time. There are so many pictures online of a young and startled-looking Sylvie – part eco-warrior, part earth-mother – posing with her new baby. And it’s surely no coincidence that baby Tor was the Most Beautiful Child in the World. She’s often mused to me what her life would be like if she’d been born with a cleft palate or something. Tor gets on well with Sylvie though – they’re genuinely close – but the bond isn’t quite maternal. Sylvie’s like this mad, adoring older sister. And she idolises Tor. We all do. Anyway, my point is, it’s all a lot more interesting than meat.

Dad tried to get me excited about murdering animals by dragging me along to his abattoirs and meat processing plants, where he barely knew the names of the people working for him. Nothing like a nice day out at a slaughterhouse on Take Your Kid to Work Day.

‘It’s your heritage, Kits,’ he told me one particularly miserable morning after watching two absolute thugs laugh while shooting a cow with a bolt gun that didn’t even kill her. Then they heaved her into something they called the Bleed Area, hung her up by her back legs and cut her throat.

I cried.

Dad wrapped his arm around my shoulders and guided me away from the Bleed Area. ‘Don’t cry,’ he whispered. For the tiniest of split seconds, I thought he cared about me, or the cow. But he didn’t want his staff seeing his kid sobbing over a dead animal. That was the first time I’d seen blood spill from something that had been jumping and kicking just moments before.

‘It’s called “sticking”,’ Dad told me as I vomited into a feed trough, the metallic smell of cow blood so potent, it filled my mouth as well as my nose. It’s a good name. It certainly stuck with me.

I haven’t eaten meat since that day.
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HONOR OAK CREMATORIUM, SOUTH EAST LONDON

I don’t know why I decide that going to Matthew Berry-Johnson’s funeral is a good idea. It’s in SE4, for a start. And should I really be linking myself to what happened that night? Obviously the answer is no, but there’s part of me that just can’t stay away. The FB videos of that gorgeous little girl singing ‘Let It Go’ without a care in her world.

I need to know I did the right thing.

I need to know walking away while he bled to death hasn’t made me a monster.

The funeral is ten days after his body was found. It was all over Facebook so it didn’t take much brain power to find out where he was being buried. I’m still not sure what I’m hoping to gain from going. Maybe I want to make sure he was truly as horrendous as he seemed and not just a lairy lad after too many drinks.

But as I slick my lipstick on, I shake the thought from my head.

It’s not an excuse.

Humans have been able to at least act civilised for thousands of years now. If boozy nights out turn us into animals, we’d all be shitting in the streets, killing each other and chowing down on the body parts, instead of waiting (mostly) patiently in queues for kebabs and cabs.

I shakily pull on my classic Chanel funeral dress and oversized vintage sunglasses. I’ve got my cover story ready in case anyone asks who I am. It’s simple – he helped me buy some commercial property and I want to pay my respects.

I take an Uber to the crem and as we do the usual stop-start-stop journey through London, I hope that the funeral guys did a good job on his face after the laceration from the bottle. I’ve tried not to think about the way the side of his face looked like raw beef.

When we finally arrive, there’s quite a few people here, which momentarily stuns me. But then they all get in their own cars and cabs and I realise they’re not here for Matthew Berry-Johnson.

The crematorium is what you’d imagine. Bland brickwork, covered in flowers and crucifixes, trying to look like it’s something spiritual and not just a massive oven and chimney. There are still a few people milling around outside the door; I can see the girlfriend, Hayley, but not the little girl. A surprise tear leaks from my left eye. I’m thankful Hayley’s decided the funeral of her daughter’s father isn’t a social media event. I’d been concerned about videos of a distraught Lucy plastered over Hayley’s Insta, TikTok, FB, etc., purely for ‘likes’ and sympathy validation.

Once most people have gone inside, I slink in and sit in one of the back rows, next to a middle-aged lady who’s holding a giant box of Kleenex. One of those huge cardboard ones, usually found in relatives’ rooms in hospitals. Clearly planning on doing a lot of crying then. She sees me, gives me a watery smile and offers the box. I shake my head.

‘I worked with him,’ she sniffle-whispers to me. ‘Such a lovely guy.’

I try to marry this up with the man who threatened to rape me and it makes zero sense. I nod, offering my own watery smile.

The celebrant – or whatever they’re called – starts talking about the life of Matthew Berry-Johnson. She’s clearly never met him, but regales us with that fake joy only funeral comperes can nail, about how much he loved life, cricket, his family, Lucy, along with violence towards women and girls.

I made the last one up.

Then we all stand and sing some hymn I know neither the words or tune of, but nor does the woman next to me, so I’m in good company at least.

The master of ceremonies is back after that and warbles through a pre-prepared eulogy that paints Matthew as a loving partner, devoted father and much-adored son, brother and colleague. Hayley and an older woman are crying Biblical-level tears now and a part of my limbic brain wants me to stand up and shout that he threw a glass bottle at me when I refused to give him what he wanted.

I don’t, of course. Whoever made



















OEBPS/images/title.jpg
HOW TO KILL MEN
AND GET AWAY
WITHIT

KATY BRENT

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES






OEBPS/images/author1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780008536671_Cover.jpg
KATY BRENT






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H{Q





OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





