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To my husband Jason Farrington, harbour and tempest





The Devil, that proud spirit, cannot abide to be mocked

Thomas More
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Ava

My sight is the first to adjust. Bars of light, so faint they blend into the dark, are falling across my face. Drowsiness washes over me, a terrible heaviness, and I want to close my eyes, to fall asleep again, but somehow I know this is wrong.

I don’t know where I am.

I try to sit up, but seem to have been paralysed. The top of my forehead scrapes against something hard. I can see wooden slats in front of me. I breathe out, afraid, and dust puffs back, mouthfuls of it. Instinctively, I push my hands upwards, but there’s nowhere for them to go. I’m pushing against a solid barrier. My elbows scrape wood, rough and splintered. I’m hemmed in on all sides, trapped inside a wooden box.

Panic seizes every joint in my body. I’m on fire with fear, twisting and hammering. It’s impossible to move to the side, to sit up, I’m pressed downwards, flat on my back. There’s no room to extend my legs, no room to kick, even though, frantically, I try. I’m not screaming but gasping, breathing in lungfuls of dirt, scraping the skin from my knuckles as I fight against the wooden ceiling too close to my face.

Then, suddenly I stop. My heart is in agony, trapped against my ribs, like I’m trapped against the slats of this box. I feel it thumping. Panic will kill you, a voice says in my head. Breathe.

So I breathe. I think of nothing but the breath, shallow and ragged at first, but getting slower. Someone put you in here, says the voice. I feel panic rising again, but the voice returns. Think. Who put you in here?

And so I try to remember. But nothing comes. Terror rises again. I count the slats above my face to calm myself. Two, four, six, eight. I remember the bar. I remember Jon laughing, Laura leaning over, her blue boots tucked neatly underneath her. An ordinary Sunday night, surrounded by friends, people I know. Did we speak to anyone new? But the memory stops at Laura’s boots. I can see them so clearly in my mind’s eye, their heels resting on the metal bar of the stool, ankle cut, vintage, fake suede, powder blue. Almost luminous in the dark. I even remember the day we bought them, a bargain at a second-hand store, Laura’s glee as she found them in the basket, yanking them out from amongst the battered Dr. Scholls. This isn’t helping, I tell myself. Try to remember that night.

Other fragments come back to me. Jon buying more drinks, though I stopped after two, switched to Coke, wanted to finish my coursework the next day. Not drunk then. I try to remember leaving the bar, try to picture Laura’s blue boots swinging off the stool, making their way out of the door, clacking onto Bedford Street. Then it hits me. I wouldn’t remember that, I went home early. Alone. I will myself into recalling the journey, but I can’t. There’s a vague sensation of smothering, something over my face. Or is that a false memory, a fantasy my mind has created to make sense of what’s happened?

Perhaps it was a blow to the head. That might account for my confusion. I feel a stab of terror. What if there’s permanent damage? I reach up to feel my skull. It’s cramped in the box, and hard to manoeuvre, but I’m just about able to pat against the back of my head, tentatively feel my forehead. There’s nothing matted like dried blood, no lump I can feel.

Nothing else comes back to me about the journey home, and I don’t try to force it. I know how it would have been. The walk to the bus stop. The journey to campus, the walk to halls. A trip in the dark, accomplished fearlessly a million times.

I try to work out which was the riskiest stage in that mundane journey, soothing myself by playing detective in my own kidnap, when I hear the sound of footsteps. I brace myself, about to cry for help, but then another thought seizes me. What if this is the kidnapper? My heart speeds up and I stay silent. The footsteps seem to be going up or down stairs. I hear a bolt scrape back, the creak of a door.

It’s hard to breathe I’m so afraid, and then the footsteps come closer. It’s a slow, heavy tread, deliberate. Somehow I know, I just know, that I mustn’t cry out, I mustn’t scream. Then a thud. Whoever it is has sat down on my box. They are sitting over my heart, blocking out the bars of light, strips of faded denim crushed between the slats by their weight. It makes me feel even more claustrophobic.

Be still, I tell myself. But it’s no good, my breathing is fast and shallow, whistling through my teeth. Then I hear a sound that makes me want to cry. His voice.

‘I know you’re awake.’





Frankie

The phone rings just as she takes a mouthful of tuna sandwich.

‘Bollocks!’

No prizes for guessing who it is. Frankie looks balefully at the screen, lit up with the familiar number. Briefly she imagines letting him wait, finishing her supermarket meal deal, snug in the front seat of the car. Instead she takes the call with a sigh.

‘What now? You know I’ve been filming all morning? I’ve literally just stopped for lunch.’

‘My heart bleeds,’ says Charlie, her news editor. ‘Well, eat up, I’ve got another job for you. I need you to go to Great Yarmouth. We’ve had a tip-off about police presence near Vauxhall rail bridge.’

‘Seriously? But that could be anything, maybe somebody’s dumped a bike in the Bure.’ It’s the second time this week Charlie has dispatched her to hang around the police on a punt. The first, a body on the beach at Wells, turned out to be a suicide. ‘I mean, come off it,’ she says. ‘The bridge is two streets away from the police station, what self-respecting killer is going to leave someone there?’

‘Our caller said there was quite a lot of activity. Doesn’t sound like a bike.’

There’s the familiar edge of steel in her news editor’s voice. Charlie is convinced that the recent discoveries of two murdered women could be the work of one killer – even though the police won’t confirm that – and he’s been sending reporters to check out every crime scene since. Frankie sighs again. She’s not going to win this. She never does. ‘OK, I’m on my way to Great Yarmouth. Who’s my cameraman?’

‘Well, that’s the thing. Given it is a punt, we thought you could film it yourself. Might just be a bike in the river.’

‘Bastard.’

Charlie laughs. ‘Have fun.’



Charlie’s postcode takes Frankie to North Quay just before the Bure meets the Yare. It’s Great Yarmouth’s old industrial heartland but many years have passed since any fortunes were made in fishing here; now it feels more like the outskirts of town than the centre. She drives slowly alongside a row of houses before they give way to a car rental company and a half-derelict industrial estate. Numerous wind-battered signs announce there are units to let. Frankie’s satnav orders her onto a track leading to the river. The car jounces as tarmac turns to cobbles and the buildings thin out, taken over by dirty scrubland that’s barely contained by mesh fencing.

The track stops as she approaches the brown water of the Bure and she’s about to curse Charlie for a wasted journey when she spies a snapper, leaning his considerable bulk against the mesh to take a photo. Whatever he can see is obscured by a warehouse at the edge of the river. Frankie parks up and walks to the boot of her car, hauling out her camera. The brittle autumn sunshine doesn’t take the edge off the wind, which stings her cheeks as she hurries to join the photographer, tripod bumping against her thigh. As she gets closer she recognises him. It’s a man in his fifties, an acquaintance of her cameraman Gavin, who’s worked for years on the local paper. He’s not much of a talker.

‘Hi Dave,’ she calls. ‘Anything interesting?’

‘You could say that.’

Standing beside him, Frankie sees there are several police cars parked on the forecourt of the empty warehouse. Blue and white tape flutters in the breeze. She waits for Dave to elaborate but he continues snapping as if she isn’t there.

‘Not a shopping trolley in the river, then?’

‘Nope.’

Dave doesn’t even turn in her direction. He clearly takes competition between news outlets very seriously, or else he’s a grumpy git. Frankie sets up her own camera. There are figures on the scrubland beyond the cars, uniformed officers and a couple of forensic suits, but they’re too far away for her to see much. She might get a better view if she zooms in. She presses her eye to the rubber ring of the viewfinder and turns the dial on the lens. The blur of sludgy brown and green coalesces into sharp lines. Frankie draws back as if the camera’s burned her.

‘Shit, is that a body?’

The continued snapping tells her she’s correct. Frankie hesitates, then looks down the viewfinder again. White trouser legs and blue feet block most of the view, but she can see a hand, its pale fingers curved upwards, and the shape of a slender arm resting on the mud. She doesn’t press record. The person lying on the wasteland by the river will mean the world to somebody, and even if they don’t, even if they are utterly friendless, no self-respecting editor would show a dead body on the teatime news. Feeling queasy, she goes through the motions of her job. If it’s a murder, they’ll need pictures of the scene. She zooms out, taking a few shots at a wider angle, then some close-ups of the police tape and cars. Beside her, Dave is screwing his lens cap on, getting ready to leave.

‘Have you spoken to the police?’ Frankie asks. ‘Have they confirmed if the death is suspicious?’

‘Not my job,’ he says, walking off. ‘I just take the pictures.’

Frankie leaves her camera – she can’t imagine anyone will steal it with half the East Anglian Constabulary a few yards away – and heads towards the water, looking for a way through the fence. As she approaches the Bure, it’s hard to believe this is the same river that tourists sail on through the Broads. It laps gently against the rusting corrugated metal shoring up the bank, sluggish and dark, the colour of stewed tea. The red ironwork of the pedestrianised Vauxhall rail bridge curves over the water to Frankie’s right and on the opposite bank there’s a supermarket car park. Nobody will be sending postcards of this spot home.

She squeezes past the fence where it meets the water, ignoring the warning signs, resting one trainer on the concrete verge to shove her way through. Safe on the other side, she walks towards the panda cars, but doesn’t reach them. One of the officers, a brunette about her own age, has spotted her and heads her off.

‘This is a police investigation. Can you get back please.’

‘I’m really sorry to disturb you,’ she replies. ‘My name is Frances Latch, I’m with the Eastern Film Company.’ She reaches into her pocket for her press pass. ‘We were just wondering if the death is being treated as suspicious.’

‘I’m sorry, you’ll have to call the press office. I can’t talk to you.’

In spite of herself, Frankie’s eyes have flicked over to the body lying in the mud, still some distance away but close enough now for her to see clearly. It’s a young girl, blonde highlighted hair blown over her face. She’s wearing a filthy short-sleeved pink top and jeans. For a moment, Frankie has an absurd worry she must be cold, she hasn’t even got shoes on, then the reality hits her. ‘Oh my God,’ she says, stepping backwards. ‘The poor girl. Her poor family. Who would do that?’

The officer takes hold of Frankie’s arm, steadying her. ‘You shouldn’t be here, OK? Just let the police do their job. We’ll have updates for the media later.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ Frankie says, stricken. ‘Somebody killed her, didn’t they? Somebody killed her.’

Perhaps the officer senses her horror, understands she isn’t only speaking as a journalist, because Frankie sees the closed look on her face waver, and reads the answer in her eyes. She releases Frankie’s arm. ‘Off you go now,’ she says, her voice hoarse. Stumbling slightly on the uneven ground, Frankie turns and heads back towards the fence. The police officer’s voice rings out as she reaches it. ‘And don’t fall in the bloody river!’



Frankie is conscious of the memory stick as she walks into the newsroom. A small orange oblong with a metal edge, giving nothing away about what’s inside. It’s not as if she actually filmed the woman’s body, she reminds herself; those pictures aren’t in her hands, though they are certainly in her head. The pale arm, the pink top and, worse, the vulnerable, crumpled shape of her on the ground. How long had she been dead? Who is she? It feels wrong somehow that Frankie didn’t see her face, it’s one more aspect of her humanity erased, and yet she’s also relieved not to have that image playing over in her mind too.

The newsroom is almost empty at this time of day; other reporters are still out filming, just one or two hunched over their edit machines, cutting packages for the evening show. She heads to the newsdesk, picking her way over the mess of bags and discarded newspapers, and taps Charlie on the shoulder.

‘You’re back,’ he says, spinning round on his chair to face her. As always, he’s wearing a headset with an earpiece and mic, to save him from picking up the constantly ringing phone. It makes him look like he works in telesales, though she can’t imagine anyone less suitable to flog double-glazing. ‘I’ve been on to the police,’ he continues. ‘They’re not identifying her yet, though they have confirmed they’ve found a woman’s body and the death’s being treated as suspicious. Are your rushes online?’

‘No, I thought I’d ask traffic to do it,’ she says, holding up the memory stick and nodding towards the central bank of desks where production sits.

Charlie looks embarrassed. ‘Of course. Sorry it ended up being so grim.’

‘All part of the job, I guess.’

He nods, no doubt relieved she isn’t going to start weeping over him. ‘I think for today we’ll do a live from the scene, just give whatever information we have at that point, but I’d like you to start digging for more. See if anyone knows who she is.’ He reaches out and takes the memory stick from her. ‘Don’t worry about giving that to traffic,’ he says, putting it on the desk. ‘I’ll do it.’



There’s still a half-drunk cup of tea on her desk from this morning. She shoves it aside to make room for the fresh one, and sits down, logging on to the East Anglian Police website She clicks through their news alerts, looking for any press releases about missing people. If Charlie is right, and there’s a link with the last two murder victims, Sandra Blakely and Lily Sidcup – who were both working as prostitutes – it’s possible nobody has declared this latest woman missing yet, but it’s still worth a try. All she finds is a pensioner with dementia who wandered off from his home on Sunday. No young woman has been recorded as missing in the last month.

Frankie takes a sip of tea, and opens up Twitter. She types in ‘body Great Yarmouth’ and reads through the results. At the top there’s a short update from the Norfolk Times; the bare facts, which she already knows, plus one of Dave’s photos of the scene. She scrolls through the other tweets, most of them trite RIP messages in response to the newspaper article, before she notices an image that’s been retweeted multiple times. She opens it fully, then immediately wishes she hadn’t. It’s a photo of the young woman, lying on the mud, taken from horribly close up. The photographer must have been standing right over her. She can see the dead woman’s pink top has sequins sewn on it, and there’s livid bruising on her neck. Her face is still almost entirely obscured by hair. Frankie reads the text above it.

There’s only a fucking dead body by the Bure!!! WTF??

The poster is someone called @M_VanMan but his photo is just a silhouette with no biog. Frankie reads the replies, which are mainly abuse directed at him for tweeting it: Disgusting says one Have some f***ing respect. VanMan’s attempts to defend himself I did call the fucking police FYI, knobhead gain him little sympathy. As always, there are some messages whose nastiness, even though she half expects it, takes her by surprise. Probably just a junkie. Killed for crimes against fashion, lolol, is that top from Tesco??

She is about to log off, when one tweet makes her pause. OMG I think that’s my flatmate!!!! It was posted twenty minutes ago by @Pixie95. She’s not an egg; her profile shows a heavily made-up young woman, pouting for a selfie, who gives her location as Great Yarmouth. Frankie looks at Pixie’s other recent tweets, all replies to concerned messages. Yeah, Han went missing last week. OMG can’t believe it. So so sad if its her!!!! She seems to be relishing the drama of it all, a bit too much for Frankie’s taste, but it’s possible she really does know the victim. She follows Pixie and sends her a message.

Hi I’m Frankie a TV journalist, can you follow me so we can chat? Very sorry about what’s been happening.

A few minutes later she has an interview with Pixie set up in Great Yarmouth and a possible name for the victim: Hanna Chivers.



‘Not sure about this, Franks,’ Gavin says, as they drive slowly along the terraced street. It’s behind Marine Parade and several of the houses seem to be B&Bs, with flower baskets and striped awnings. ‘Could be anyone online, couldn’t it? How do we know this Pixie person is who she says she is?’

Frankie’s cameraman has a deep distrust of the Internet. Gavin is on Facebook, but only, she suspects, because his adult children harangued him into it. He posts something about once a year, if that. ‘She’s not really called Pixie, she’s called Leah Wilcox,’ she says.

‘Exactly. That’s my point.’

‘Just here.’ She touches his arm. ‘I think it’s this one.’ The house is painted cream, its windows tacked on like boxes in a style the Victorians seem to have favoured for every English seaside resort. Gavin parks up and gets his camera kit out of the boot, refusing Frankie’s offer of help. His short grey hair sticks up in the wind, a frown of concern on his thin face as she knocks on the door.

‘You the news people?’

Leah stands in the doorway, one elbow propped on her hip and what looks like an enormous joint hanging from her fingers.

‘That’s right,’ says Frankie. ‘Thanks for having us.’

‘Come in, then,’ she says, wafting them over the threshold and padding barefoot through the dark hallway. Frankie follows her without turning round. She doesn’t need to see the furious expression on Gavin’s face to know it’s there. Leah takes them into the front room. A young man sits on a black faux-leather sofa holding a Fosters can. He raises it slightly as they walk in, but says nothing. Leah plops herself down on the sofa without introducing him. She takes a drag from her roll-up. There’s a strong smell of weed.

The only other place to sit is a small beanbag, so Frankie stays standing. Gavin puts his camera on the floor and leans on the tripod without setting it up. ‘Thanks for seeing us,’ Frankie says again, getting her notepad out of her bag. ‘Before we do any filming, what makes you think the murdered woman is your flatmate?’

‘Han went missing about a week ago. I told her work she was sick, just in case she needed some time out, you know?’

‘Did she often do that? Go missing, I mean?’

‘Dunno. She’s only been here a month, hasn’t she?’ Leah turns to the man beside her. ‘Didn’t know much about her to be fair, did we? Just that she worked at the hairdresser’s across town. What’s it called again? Curly Sue.’

Frankie jots down the salon name. ‘Why did you tell her work she was sick?’

‘So they wouldn’t fire her.’

‘You didn’t think to call the police or her family at all?’ says Gavin, not even attempting to make his question sound less like an accusation. Frankie shoots him a look.

‘Don’t know her family. And I didn’t want her to get in trouble or anything at work, thought she’d just taken off for a few days.’ Leah looks upset. ‘Fuck. Do you think I should have called them?’

‘Well, maybe it’s not her,’ Frankie replies, unsure what to say. No point making Leah feel worse.

‘She has a top like the one in that photo. And it did look like her hair.’ Leah’s voice quavers. ‘What if it really is her?’

‘Hopefully it’s not. What’s she like?’

‘Bit stuck up, I thought,’ says the man with the Fosters can. ‘Kept herself to herself. Except that time she went mental over some stupid fucking parcel.’

‘A parcel?’

‘Yeah, somebody sent her broken glass in the post. She freaked out.’

‘That sounds pretty weird,’ Frankie says. ‘And they sent it here, even though she’s only just moved in?’

‘It was a bit creepy,’ Leah says. ‘I don’t think there was a note or anything, just bits of glass. I chucked it out for her,’ she adds, tossing her head. ‘So she didn’t have to deal with it.’

Gavin nods towards the window. ‘I think we may have company.’

Through the netting Frankie can see two uniformed officers are getting out of a police car. The doors slam and they walk out of sight. A moment later, there’s a knock at the door.

‘Shit,’ says Leah, grabbing her companion’s can and dropping the joint in it. ‘Open the bloody window, Jez!’ The young man leaps to his feet.

There’s another knock and a scrape that sounds like the letterbox being pushed open. ‘Anybody home?’

‘Just a minute,’ Leah calls, hurrying out of the room.

Frankie and Gavin look at each other but say nothing, keen to overhear whatever the police have to say. Jez is flapping the netting out of the open window, trying to disperse the smell.

‘Leah Wilcox? I’m DS Ian Darlow from the East Anglian Constabulary, this is PC June Wright. Can we come in please?’

‘It’s Han, isn’t it? Oh my God, oh my God!’

‘Careful, love. Let’s just go inside where you can sit down.’

A moment later, Frankie is facing the police officer she met that morning. PC June Wright looks far from delighted to see her. ‘You again!’

‘We were just here to do an interview,’ Frankie says, gesturing unnecessarily at Gavin’s tripod. ‘Leah said she thought the victim you found this morning might be her flatmate.’

‘I’d strongly advise you not to have the press here right now.’ DS Darlow turns to Leah, who looks terrified. ‘Your choice, of course, but I wouldn’t advise it. Not at this stage.’

‘It is Hanna, isn’t it?’ Leah says. ‘Oh God, Jez, I didn’t think it would be her, not really. Jesus.’ She slumps down on the sofa.

The two police officers are staring pointedly at Frankie and Gavin, clearly waiting for them to leave. Frankie knows there are plenty of journalists with enough brass neck to try to tough this out but she isn’t one of them. ‘We’ll just be going,’ she says. ‘Very sorry, Leah,’ she adds as she passes her. Leah doesn’t seem to hear. PC June Wright moves to sit down beside her, putting an arm round her shoulders.

‘I’ll see you out,’ says DS Darlow.

There’s a scuffle as Gavin’s camera clips the police officer and they nearly get stuck in the narrow hallway. ‘We had no idea you were coming,’ Frankie says as he opens the front door. ‘We weren’t trying to intrude. I didn’t even know for sure if it was her flatmate.’

‘I realise that,’ he replies. ‘And I’m not going to take you for fools, you’ve clearly worked out who the victim is. But I’d ask you to wait until it’s official before making that public.’

‘Of course,’ Gavin says.

‘Is her death being linked to the other two murders?’ Frankie adds. ‘I’m asking off the record.’

Ian Darlow gives her a long, hard look. ‘No comment,’ he says, pulling the door shut and leaving them standing on the doorstep.

‘Blimey!’ says Gavin. ‘That was bloody awkward!’

But Frankie doesn’t reply; she’s already calling Charlie on the newsdesk.





Ava

‘I know you’re awake.’

I can’t answer, I can’t even scream. I think I’m going to black out from the terror. My mind can’t accept this is happening; maybe if I say nothing it will stop, I will wake up. The denim shifts out of sight as he gets off the box. There’s a scuffling noise and I think he’s getting down onto the floor. Then a shadow looms over me. I see it’s a face, encased in a padded ski mask, dissected by the slats. An eye presses against one of the gaps, and it stares, unwinking, into my own. Fear squeezes my chest.

‘Hello, in there. Cat got your tongue?’

I open my mouth but no sound comes out. Don’t antagonise him! screams the voice in my head. Half-remembered stories about kidnap victims who survive flash through my mind. It’s the ones who don’t annoy their captors, who don’t panic, that make it through. The ones who play nice. I know I have to answer him. The effort of speaking makes it feel as if I am dragging the word out of my throat with sandpaper.

‘Hello.’

He laughs. ‘Feeling comfortable in there?’

‘Not really. Can I get out please?’

The brown eye stares at me, until I feel naked beneath its gaze. ‘Hmmm, not today. Today, I think you can stay where you are.’

I’m desperate to ask why I’m here, plead with him to let me go, but I know deep in my bones that this would be useless. It would only make him feel more powerful, feed his cruelty. I try to keep the conversation unthreatening.

‘My name’s Ava. Ava Lindsey. I’m studying at the University of East Anglia.’

‘I know who you are. Cool customer, aren’t you, Ava? I thought you might be. I’ve been watching you for a while. My prim little psychology student.’ The hideous eye winks at me. ‘Got an even better view now.’

‘Are you interested in psychology, then?’ It’s a ridiculous question, but I want to change the subject, I can’t bear that black dot of a pupil boring into me.

‘Come on, Ava. That’s not really what you want to ask me, is it? You want to ask why I’ve brought you here, what I’m going to do with you. Why haven’t you?’

‘Well, I figure that if you want to tell me those things, you will.’

The eye shifts suddenly out of sight, the voice echoing as he moves away. It must be a near empty room I think, maybe a basement. ‘Clever girl,’ he says. ‘You’re right, I don’t like questions. For that you get some water.’ For one wonderful moment, I think he’s going to open the box, then I feel cold liquid splash down hard on my face. I gasp, spluttering, then realise that if I want to survive, I will have to try to drink. Knowing I may only have a few seconds, I close my eyes and open my mouth, swallowing as the water falls. It’s mixed with dust from the wood, I can taste the tang of creosote, and lying on my back, keeping my mouth open with the water tipping down my throat, I nearly choke. I manage a few swallows before he stops. I blink the water from my eyes, trying not to cry.

‘Better?’

Anger, more bitter than the chemical taste on my tongue, fills my mouth. I hate this man. ‘Yes, thank you.’

‘I’m glad. As a reward for being a good girl about the water, I’m going to tell you a little bit about why you’re here.’ There’s an alarming creaking noise in the joints of the box as he lies face down on its lid, his body directly above mine. My small space grows darker. I can see both eyes through the slats now, and traces of his wet pink lips as he speaks close to the wood. It’s suffocating, the sense of him lying on top of me. ‘Do you watch the news, Ava, or is it just Freud for you?’

‘I don’t really watch the news, no.’

‘So you haven’t seen anything about dead women being found in Norfolk?’

Oh God, please no. ‘I . . . I’m not sure,’ I stammer.

‘Well, it’s a shame you’ve not been watching me as closely as I’ve watched you. That’s a bit disappointing. The police aren’t helping frankly, it’s not entirely your fault, they could have made more of it. I think you’ll help me there. I’m doing a little experiment, you see, Ava. An experiment in fear. None of the others passed, I’m afraid. I’m hoping you might be different.’ He laughs again, and I can feel his hot breath on my face, blowing dust and drops of water into my eyes. ‘That would be nice, wouldn’t it? If you were the one who lived. Shall we try that?’

I feel as though the scream trapped inside my lungs is going to tear me apart. I open my lips to speak but no sound comes. This can’t be happening. My breath catches in my throat. ‘Yes,’ I hear myself say.





Frankie

Walking through the door of her flat, Frankie nearly stumbles over Jack’s shoes and flings her keys on the bench. Bags that neither of them has bothered to unpack yet form a mini obstacle course on the path to the open-plan kitchen. They’ve only just moved in together. She can’t help thinking of Leah and Jez’s dark front room, where Hanna lived for the last month of her life. It’s very different to the flat she and Jack are renting. Light and modern, right on the riverside off King Street, it’s in one of her favourite spots in Norwich.

She crosses to the kitchen, moves to dump her bag on the laminated worktop that doubles as a breakfast counter, then thinks better of it and lowers it to the floor. All the surfaces in this flat are alarmingly white and Scandi-looking. Frankie imagines herself leaving a trail of mess wherever she puts down her belongings. At least Jack is too much of a geek to notice he’s moved in with a dust devil.

He often works late, and she knows he’ll be staring at plants at the John Innes Centre for a good hour yet. Of all the professions she imagined for her life partner, food technologist was never one of them. She smiles. At least if climate change ruins all the regular crops, Jack will be safely on hand making a genetically modified variety.

She goes to the fridge and pours herself a large glass of white wine. It’s wonderfully cold. She stands for a moment, letting out a deep breath, trying to let the stress of the day drop from her shoulders. Soon after she had spoken to DS Ian Darlow, the police had confirmed Hanna Chivers’ name to the press. Thanks to Leah, they had a head start on the rest of the local media. Charlie sent her straight to Hanna’s hair salon, Curly Sue, for that most hated errand in journalism: the death knock. Even the hardest of hacks feels their heart sink when dispatched, like the Angel of Death, to disturb a grief-stricken family.

Frankie had called first, but nobody answered the phone. It took her a while to psych herself up into walking to the door, phrases like ‘paying tribute’ and ‘dreadfully sorry to disturb you’ waiting on her lips. The manager of the salon had spied her and Gavin through the glass, walked swiftly to the door and pulled it open before Frankie had a chance to knock. Frankie had stared at the woman’s face, seen her red-rimmed eyes, and the image of Hanna Chivers lying barefoot on the wasteland flashed into her mind. She saw Hanna’s hair, tangled over her face, and wondered if this woman had cut it, if she had run her fingers through the highlights that had been left to blow uncared for in the wind. Her pre-prepared speech deserted her.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she stammered. ‘I’m so sorry.’

The other woman burst into tears.

They got their interview, so Charlie was pleased, but by the time Frankie left the salon she felt drained, and a little tainted from playing voyeur to another’s pain. Maureen Grey, Hanna’s old boss, alternated between shock and tearful grief. Hanna was eighteen years old, she told them, and had just finished her apprenticeship at Curly Sue, where she was one of Maureen’s best stylists. ‘She was so alive, just so alive,’ Maureen kept repeating. ‘When the police told me she was dead I couldn’t believe it. You must have the wrong girl, I said, it can’t be Hanna, it can’t be. She had real spirit, you know? A proper bright spark. She was always here early, always laughing. A bit cheeky maybe, if I’m honest. Not afraid to answer back. She wanted to run her own salon one day. I’m sure she could have done.’ At the thought of all Hanna would now never accomplish, Maureen had been unable to continue, and Gavin turned off the camera while she cried. Frankie had thought that was quite enough to put Maureen through, but she insisted on continuing. Frankie asked if all seemed well in Hanna’s private life. ‘She didn’t gossip much,’ Maureen told her. ‘No chat about any boyfriends, which I guess is unusual. Though I know she’d had a bit of trouble in the last month. Didn’t like her new flatmates much. She mouthed off about them a few times.’

In Frankie’s experience, calling on the bereaved either results in being turned away immediately, or finding yourself with someone desperate to be heard. Maureen was the latter. It felt heartless abandoning her, she clearly could have spent the rest of the day talking about Hanna and drinking sugary tea, but Frankie had to do her live. She left it as late as she could, almost missing her slot. She was so flustered she forgot to mention the exclusive line from Leah about Hanna being sent glass in the post.

Standing now in the flat, she can hear the sound of footsteps passing in the hallway. Her neighbours must be back. Sure enough, she hears the sound of keys jangling, the gentle thunk of a closing door and then, after a pause, the muted strains of the Goldberg Variations. Just as well they’re not living next to heavy metal fans, the walls are a bit thin for the price she and Jack are paying. She pulls up a stool and sits down at the breakfast counter, massaging her temples. The glass of wine is in front of her, condensation forming on its surface. She shouldn’t get too comfortable. Dinner isn’t going to make itself. A day of horror washed down by nothing but alcohol is no way to spend the evening. Still, she doesn’t move yet, instead staring at a small drop of water as it runs down the side of the cold glass.



The next morning Jack gets up early and makes them both porridge, a peace offering for being home so late the night before. Frankie had given up and gone to bed by the time he got in. It was hard not to feel a little aggrieved, even though it wasn’t his fault. After such an awful day she had wanted to talk to him.

‘At least you should be able to report on something new now,’ Jack says, setting the honey down between them. His hair is still wet from the shower, the dark brown curls leaving a damp stain on his collar.

‘You’re joking, aren’t you? Charlie is obsessed with the idea it’s a serial killer. There’s absolutely no way he won’t squeeze a day two out of the story. After all, we haven’t even had a police interview yet.’ With an unerring sense of timing, Charlie’s number flashes up on her mobile. Frankie rolls her eyes and takes the call. ‘Don’t tell me,’ she says to her news editor. ‘You’ve lined up a nice day filming at a garden centre.’

‘Ha bloody ha,’ he replies. ‘Can you go straight to Yarmouth rather than come in to the office? Police say the family absolutely don’t want to talk, which is a shame. I suggest you and Gavin go to the scene, see if anyone leaving flowers knew her and will say anything. I think we’ll send somebody else to police headquarters. They’re not taking any questions, so it’s just going to be some copper reading out a statement.’

‘Great. So that’s a day hanging out by the Bure talking to bereaved teenagers? Gavin will be delighted.’

‘Always happy to oblige,’ says Charlie, ringing off.

Frankie puts the phone down. Jack is staring at her. ‘Are you going to be OK? Couldn’t he have sent someone else? You had to deal with it all yesterday.’

Not for the first time, she wishes she didn’t have to explain her job to him. ‘The fact I did it yesterday is the point. It means I’ve made the contacts and know the story.’ She spoons some honey onto the porridge, stirring it in. ‘It’s fine, don’t worry. I’ve got Gavin with me.’ She doesn’t add that in spite of the horror, and although some part of her never wants to think about what happened to Hanna Chivers ever again, another part wouldn’t want to be doing anything else.



The track she drove down yesterday is no longer deserted. A shrine sits at the bottom of it. Tealights in jam jars, bunches of flowers and cards, rest against the mesh in a growing pile. If there’s anything worse than a death knock, perhaps it’s loitering at places of grief, waiting to pounce on unwary mourners. She and Gavin stand as far back as they can to avoid making anyone uncomfortable. They film a short clip with one of Hanna’s teachers, retired now, but a number of the well-wishers have never even met Hanna, they’ve just come to ‘pay their respects’. A few are not averse to being filmed placing their tributes by the fence, staring thoughtfully at the candles.

Police cars are still parked in the deserted warehouse yard and a white tent has been erected where Hanna’s body lay. Gavin gets some shots of forensic officers busy at the scene. The wind from the Bure is icy, and they are about to pack up and leave when a teenage girl arrives, bearing a service station bouquet. She has streaks of purple and platinum in her black hair and mascara smudged under her eyes. It’s obvious she’s not here to sightsee. She walks to the spot by the fence with her shoulders hunched over as if she’s in physical pain. Frankie waits until the girl has laid her flowers, then approaches.

‘I’m really sorry to bother you,’ she says. ‘My name’s Frankie, I’m from the Eastern Film Company. Did you know Hanna?’

‘She was my best friend.’

‘I’m really sorry. This must be terrible.’

‘She’d been through so much. Like seriously, so much shit. And then for something like this to happen. It makes me so angry.’ The girl wipes one hand across her eyes as the tears spill over, smearing more mascara.

‘What had Hanna been through?’

‘Well, you know she was in care? She came to Norfolk when she was thirteen. That’s when we met. We were at school together. She was Hanna Raynott then. Her foster family were all right, I suppose, but it’s not the same. And then they took in some lad, and he was a right twat. Han couldn’t stand him. She moved out after school, lived with me and my mum for a bit.’ She pauses, biting her bottom lip. ‘I just feel so bad, you know? We were best mates and I didn’t even notice she was missing. When she didn’t text me back last week, I just thought she was being a bit crap.’

‘You shouldn’t feel bad, it sounds like you were a real friend to her.’ Frankie pauses. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’

‘Hollie.’

‘Hollie, I hate to ask this, and feel free to say no, but would you like to say a little bit about Hanna for the news? My colleague Gavin is just here with the camera. We’re running a piece about her on the programme tonight.’

‘I guess so,’ Hollie replies. ‘Not sure what I can say though.’ Gavin, who has been waiting nearby as discreetly as possible, hands Frankie the microphone and hoists the camera onto his shoulder, before the young girl can change her mind. Hollie looks up at him, a little uncertain, pushing the lock of purple from her eyes. ‘Are you going to be filming me?’

‘Yes, but it’s not live. We can stop and start all you like. Just look at me, not the camera. Try to pretend Gavin isn’t there.’

With a nudge from Frankie, Hollie starts talking about Hanna, about her kindness, her bravery, about the loneliness she felt in care, the friendship the two girls had, the plans they’d made. She talks quickly, gabbles even, as if determined to make it through the ordeal without crying. And all the while Frankie can see the white tent behind Hollie’s head and feels a growing sense of rage. Somebody out there is responsible for all this pain; they’ve stolen a young woman’s life and left her like trash on the wasteland, and now they’re walking about, free while everyone who loved her is left in agony. She feels so angry she can hardly breathe.

‘Did she say anything to you before she went missing? Like, was anyone following or bothering her? Her flatmates said she got sent some glass in the post.’

‘Really? Not sure I’d trust them to be honest, she didn’t like them much.’ Hanna shakes her head. ‘There was just the blog. That really upset her.’

‘A blog? What about?’

‘It was the trial, wasn’t it? Some wanker wrote this whole nasty blog about it, saying that Han made up being assaulted. It was really shitty.’

‘I didn’t know Hanna had been assaulted.’

‘Yeah, it was some perv when we were fifteen. Grabbed her outside the club toilet. Tried to stick his hand down her pants, but she punched him in the nuts.’ Hollie smiles slightly, and Frankie can hear the pride in her voice. ‘He perved over the wrong girl. She recognised him when he raped somebody else and it was in the papers. Han gave evidence at the trial, got him banged up and everything.’

‘She sounds very brave.’ Frankie feels another wash of sadness. All that bravery, and strength, for what? Hollie is squinting up at her, chewing her bottom lip, looking spiky and vulnerable. As Hanna must have been. ‘What did this blog say, then?’

‘It was like a riff on what Han said at court. Whoever it was must have got hold of her statement, and then they just put nasty comments all over it, making out how she was a liar.’

‘Sounds horrible. Is it still online?’

‘Yeah, yeah, it is!’ Hollie says, bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet. ‘Police are so fff—’ She pauses like a schoolgirl who realises she’s talking to a teacher, and glances over her shoulder in case any of the officers standing by the panda cars might have heard her – ‘so flipping useless, we complained about it, but they never took it down. Said the website wasn’t registered. Or something. So it’s still there. Hanna even changed her name to Chivers, after her nan, just so the stupid blog didn’t come up all the time. How crap is that?’

‘That’s awful,’ says Frankie. ‘Do you remember what the website was called?’

‘It had the weirdest name, like really weird. Killing Cuttlefish.’ Hollie hugs her arms round herself and shudders. ‘Like, what’s that about? Some really gross stuff on there. Makes you wonder about people, doesn’t it?’



Frankie gets in the passenger seat of Gavin’s car, slamming the door shut, waiting for him to pack the camera in the boot. Her fingers are bright pink from the cold and she has to sniff to stop her nose from streaming. She gets her phone out of her bag, to turn it off silent. Four missed calls from Charlie.

‘Can you believe it!’ he says, when she rings him back.

‘Sorry, I didn’t listen to your messages.’

‘The BBC filmed her!’

‘Who?’

‘Hanna. They filmed a short interview with her at her further education college last year, some report on more government cash for apprenticeships. Somebody over there must have stuck her name in the archive, just in case, and it came up. The lucky sods.’

‘I suppose they’re not sharing the footage?’ Frankie asks. Charlie just snorts in reply. She turns as Gavin lets himself in and sits down beside her. ‘Well, we’re on our way back now. We spoke to a teacher, as well as her best friend, and found out a load of stuff about her past. Seems she pissed off some fairly nasty people.’

‘Great!’ says Charlie. ‘Well, you know what I mean,’ he adds, obviously realising how he sounds. ‘Fill me in when you get back.’



It takes Frankie a while to get round to looking up Hollie’s blog. She doesn’t have enough signal to check it in the car, and then back in the newsroom, she gets caught up watching the footage of Hanna on the BBC website, like everyone else. It’s only about thirty-five seconds long. A few shots of her brushing a client’s hair at the college salon, a close-up of her hands, another close-up of her face, with its frown of concentration, and then a brief clip. I think apprenticeships are great, you know? You can earn as you learn and all that. When I’ve got my own salon, I’ll definitely have apprentices there.

It feels odd listening to her voice; she sounds incredibly young. Frankie plays it several times, trying to wipe out the memory of Hanna’s dead body, without much success.

She closes the tab with the video and types ‘Killing Cuttlefish’ into the search engine. Some very odd suggestions for videos on YouTube come up, but only one website with the same title. She opens it. At first it’s blank and she thinks maybe it’s been taken down by the police after all, then a blob of ink splatters across the white screen, turning it black. A circle appears, exactly like the opening titles of a James Bond movie, but instead of 007, a female silhouette walks into the spotlight. She stands still. A small red dot appears over her chest, growing larger and larger, until the whole page is red. White text appears.

Enter Forum

Frankie clicks on it. A welcome message appears, the letters fading up through the red. Brother, make yourself at home. You are with friends. Here you can rage against the Feminist Gynocracy. Here you can dream. Here you are free. A box in the bottom right hand corner reads: Join the Conversation.

Frankie enters the forum, a long list of posts, all by different writers with peculiar pseudonyms. She reads a few and finds herself entering a strange parallel world of grievance in which women run everything and men are oppressed; doubly put upon by the constraints of chivalry and feminism. She guesses it must be an extreme version of Men’s Rights Activism, a movement she has heard of before, but knows little about.

There’s no search bar to pick out Hanna’s name, so she’s forced to plough through the forum and nearly gets lost down the rabbit hole. A series of posts advocate a brave new world that is no longer run by ‘Feminazis’ or ‘The False Principle of Female Consent’. Instead, one blogger called @BetaBloke suggests women should be held in common, thus losing their sexual power over men. Posts below the line are full of rage about the bitches who have made the writers’ lives a misery and the entire site seethes with discontent.

Even after reading a few posts Frankie is none the wiser about the significance of the site’s peculiar title, and she’s forced to google some of the other jargon; there’s a lot of chat about red and blue pills, which she doesn’t understand. The website is clearly aimed at long-standing believers and no explanations are given. After some research she learns the terms are fairly common in the MRA world, a metaphor based loosely on a film she hasn’t seen, called The Matrix. The blue pill is a drug everyone takes to stay in a state of false consciousness, the world where men are supposedly in charge. The red pill is The Truth, whose takers understand that feminism rules, and that in reality, it’s women who use and abuse men. The premise is so absurd it ought to be funny, but Frankie is starting to find the bile anything but laughable.

The website seems to be UK based, given the references are almost all British. In amongst articles aimed at specific women – including the octogenarian TV chef Mary Berry – she eventually finds the piece on Hanna Raynott. The writers at Killing Cuttlefish evidently don’t have any qualms about the illegality of naming victims of sexual assault.

Written by someone who goes by the name @Feminazi_Slayer2, the post’s main target is the woman at the centre of the rape case, Amy Spencer. Her attacker, Jamie Cole, was simultaneously convicted of raping Amy as well as three counts of indecent assault against teenage girls, including Hanna. According to @Feminazi_Slayer2, the trial was a charade. The headline runs Jamie Cole: Another Victim of ‘Rape Culture’.

So the Feminists claimed another scalp this month: hapless 22-year-old Jamie Cole. Poor old Jamie was set up by a quartet of shrill little sluts, you know the kind I mean. Happy to get pissed out of their tiny minds, running round in little more than their panties, but all too keen to scream ‘Fire!’ as soon as some poor sap takes them up on their offer . . .

And on it goes. After his opening rant, the blogger proceeds to pick apart all four women’s impact statements, looking for proof that they were lying. Frankie can’t bear to read more than is necessary (she skips the section on Amy Spencer after reading that her cracked ribs were because she ‘liked it rough’) and scrolls straight down to Hanna’s statement. Like all the other women’s stories, the teenager’s simple account – which Frankie imagines being read in the childlike voice she’s just heard on the video – is constantly interrupted by the blogger’s comments.

So now we get to Hanna Raynott, the youngest of the quartet, but by all accounts something of a wild child. Not that we hear anything about her tearaway, binge-drinking antics in her ‘victim’ impact statement. Au contraire, butter wouldn’t melt, but reading between the lines we can see her little lies and slip-ups.

I was fifteen when Jamie Cole assaulted me. I was with some friends at a club, having a night out before the start of our final GCSE year. It had been a stressful few months, but I was finally feeling good about myself, and we were all having a good time.

So first off, what’s a fifteen-year-old doing in a club? Last time I checked, night clubs were for over-eighteens. So we’ve hardly got a little innocent here. Then there’s the entirely irrelevant whinging about her stressful few months. Ah, Diddums. What relevance does that have to Jamie? Zilch, that’s what.

Jamie came over to the bar and insisted on buying us some drinks but then wouldn’t leave us alone.

The poor sap ‘insisted’ did he? So by her own admission, they were quite happy to quaff his booze but not to tolerate his company. Charming.

He got quite abusive and kept wanting to snog my friend Hollie. After we told him to go away, we thought he had got the message, but an hour or so later when I went to the toilet, he was waiting outside the door when I came out.

Here I think we get to the nub of the whole thing. He wanted to ‘snog my friend Hollie.’ A little jealousy, methinks? Hell Hath no Fury etc. And she admits Jamie was not interested in her while there were witnesses, but suddenly he’s sneaking after her to the loos? More likely she gave him the wink to follow her there.

When I tried to get past him he grabbed me, and tried to get hold of my breasts. I shoved him away but he jammed me against the wall and stuck his hand in my knickers. He managed to get his hand inside me, and scratched at me with his fingernails. I was very frightened and in a lot of pain but I managed to punch him and get away.

All very traumatic, I’m sure. IF IT EVER HAPPENED. I think the last line is the crucial one here – if she’s strong enough to punch him away, how did he get his hand in her panties? By invitation, that’s how.

What happened really affected me. I was scared to go anywhere on my own afterwards and felt really dirty and disgusted. I worried about getting an infection from his scratches. He made me feel anyone might pick on me at any time, that I wasn’t safe. I already found it hard to trust people and this made it so much worse.

Blah, blah, blah. The usual spiel. You’d think these ‘victims’ just copied each other wouldn’t you? Same little lines fed to them by the Feminazis to repeat over and over. Dirty, Disgusted, Not safe BLAH, BLAH, BLAH.

I tried to forget all about it, but I couldn’t. My school work was affected and eventually I told my form teacher what had happened. I feel guilty sometimes thinking if I had reported it straight away, maybe he wouldn’t have hurt anyone else.

Again this is so transparent it’s laughable. She reports ‘the assault’ AFTER her grades drop? Blatantly just looking for an excuse. Honestly, sometimes I wonder how so many twats sitting on juries have been conditioned to believe this crap. It’s the power of the Blue Pill, people.

That night meant nothing to Jamie Cole, I was just a thing to him, but I have had to relive what happened over and over again in my head.

Again the language of the woman scorned: ‘That night meant nothing to him’ etc. Upset he never called you after your little fumble were you, sweetie? Looking for a boyfriend? Maybe try not being such a slag.

I hope one day he understands how much hurt he’s caused.

Yeah well, the poor bastard’s in jail now honey pie, so I guess he’s having a worse time of it than you, hey? You better hope nobody really gives you what’s coming to you. BITCH.

By the time she reaches the end of the post, Frankie’s stomach is churning. Just as Jamie Cole had abused Hanna, the poster’s comments, pawing and picking at the teenager’s words, are another violation.

‘You fucking bastard!’ she says, staring wide-eyed at the screen.

‘Badmouthing me again? The Yarmouth job wasn’t that bad, surely?’

She turns round to see Charlie standing behind her chair. ‘No, it’s not you for once. It’s that blog I told you about. It’s fucking awful.’

‘Budge over, then,’ he says. She gets up so he can sit down, then leans over to watch him read. Perhaps because she had been infected by the blog’s bile, it comes as a strange relief to see the disgust on his face. But what was she expecting? The MRA are a weird minority; most men aren’t like that. ‘Jesus,’ he says at last. ‘I feel like I need a shower. That really is revolting stuff.’ He shakes his head as if to rid it of the blogger’s words. They both pause for a moment, staring at the screen. ‘This looks like a credible threat to me. Do the police know about it?’

‘According to Hollie, Hanna complained but the police couldn’t take it down. So it’s been sitting online for nearly a year. She even had to change her name over it.’

‘We certainly need to ask the police if this website is forming part of their investigation. If we can confirm that, I’ll feel happier sticking our necks out to lead on it.’ Charlie moves the cursor, slowly scrolling through the text. ‘Do you want to see if there’s any mention of Sandra Blakely or Lily Sidcup on here?’

‘You’re still convinced it’s the same killer?’

Charlie sighs. ‘I know you’re all saying I’ve got carried away on this one, relying on my famous intuition.’ He stops scrolling and swivels his chair to face her. ‘But seriously, the answer’s yes. Three women strangled and dumped in a matter of months. Let’s face it, Norfolk isn’t normally that eventful. And after reading this, there’s obviously some local guy wandering about with a massive grudge against women, and against one of our victims in particular. Not like the nationals would have reported on a sexual assault case in Yarmouth, this guy must have sat in on the trial, or read about it in the local papers.’

‘But maybe he’s only connected to Hanna?’

‘Well, I guess someone will have to go through the blog to see if any of the other women’s names come up.’ He looks at her pointedly.

‘What? No, you’re joking, that’ll take hours! There isn’t even a search bar.’

Charlie presses Command + F and a search box pops up on the screen. He shakes his head at her. ‘Call yourself a reporter? There you go, get cracking.’
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