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Chapter One
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It was never my intention to kill anyone. I just wanted to form a support group of women where we could all complain about men. I thought we could meet for coffee or something a little stronger, vent, then get on with our lives while feeling a little lighter. The idea for the group stemmed from a conversation with my best friend Emily, after the latest incident of a man thinking he had the right to take up my personal space.

We were sitting in a quiet café in Stockport on one of the rare occasions we both had the afternoon off. I was late because I got off the bus two stops early and walked the rest of the way, which was all uphill. I explained why hill training suddenly became my preferred option to having the bus drop me off a few yards from the café.

The guy sitting behind me on the bus had rested his arm near the windowpane where I sat. His arm ‘slid off’ multiple times and his hand kept brushing against my shoulder. I had to lean so far forward that I was barely on the seat anymore. Not once did he take the hint and retract his arm. I told myself maybe I was imagining it, so didn’t say anything for fear of ‘overreacting’. Maybe there wasn’t as much space behind me as I thought. Perhaps he just had incredibly long arms, like that Mr. Man character – Mr Tickles. I glanced back as I got off the bus. His arms didn’t look that long to me, but at least he hadn’t tried to tickle me. Yet, if he had, I would have a reason to turn around and hit him with my bag of books. Otherwise, I would look like the one in the wrong, so I had to endure it. Men’s behaviour on public transport, or in public at all, made me want to drive more. But I’d been told that I’m grumpier after driving. The roads around Manchester made it impossible to get anywhere fast, and it frustrated me, so I rarely used my car.

“Women generally have a creep-dar,” Emily suggested, sipping on her mocha. “I think it’s to try to even out the playing field because there’s so many creeps out there pretending to be nice guys. So, if you thought he was a creep, he probably was.”

Still, a few days later, I took the same bus, but in reverse from Denton to Stockport and chose the seat the suspected creep sat on the previous time. Nobody was sitting in the seat in front of me, so I leaned my arm forward and rested it in the same space his hand had been. Nope, I wasn’t overreacting. He would have had to lean forward and stretch a bit, even accounting for his arm being a bit longer than mine.

It was far from the worst thing a man had ever done to me, but it was still an intrusion into my personal space. That was part of the reason it annoyed me so much. He also made me doubt myself and feel like I couldn’t say anything.

When I called Emily, and told her, she didn’t sound surprised and launched into a story about a guy who sat behind her on a bus and was leaning in so close, he could see the emails on her phone. She confirmed this when another friend sent her a funny picture, and the man behind laughed.

It became obvious this was the start of a much longer chat, so I invited her to my flat. After a few glasses of wine, Emily and I got talking about other stories we had heard from women we knew. They ranged from men following women home at night and getting angry if the woman confronted them about it, to men who couldn’t take no for an answer and thought women’s bodies were there to be touched, regardless of whether the woman consented.

Some of the more frustrating stories were where the woman went to the police, and they either didn’t do anything, or a visit from the police made the man angry. And guess what? Yes, he took his anger out on the woman who had reported him.

It made me so mad. Everyone has a story. Most people have more than one, and you can’t scroll through social media without finding a news article about a woman being harassed, or worse, by a man. I felt like I should do something, and I was tired of myself or other women always being helpless in those situations. So, I placed an ad in a local newspaper. It read:

Support group for local women

Most women have had a man stalk or harass them, or just generally make them feel uncomfortable. If you’re reading this, you’re a woman, and you can relate, join our group to vent.

I didn’t want to put any details about the venue I’d decided on or share my personal phone number as I suspected a few men might see this as an invitation to call, or just show up and find a few more women to bother. Instead, I included an email address I set up just for the support group.

I was right not to include anything other than a throwaway email address. I received dozens of emails. I guessed a lot were from men, though not all of them were obvious.

The more obvious ones suggested that women should be grateful for a man’s attention. One charmer said I probably had a big nose and a droopy face and wore dungarees in the winter, and that I looked like a fish while having sex. It was oddly specific, and I wondered if he was basing this on someone he knew. Perhaps himself, or an imagined female version of himself. Another man just emailed a picture of a certain part of his anatomy. I guess it must have been cold when he took it.

I siphoned through all the emails from people claiming to be women. The only thing I could think to do was look up the names on social media and confirm they were real people. I did this for ten of them. The rest had no online presence. I had no intention of inviting anyone to the group who I couldn’t confirm was who they said they were. I sent friend or follow requests to the ten names I found, along with a message saying who I was and mentioning the support group. Five of these responded and that’s how our little group of six was formed. I booked a meeting room ten minutes’ walk from my flat, and I hoped that I could convince the others to pay towards hiring it after a few weeks of meeting. Otherwise, it would get too expensive to pay for by myself on my teaching assistant salary.

I arrived 15 minutes before everyone else, made coffee in the small kitchen area, then sat and wondered if any of them would show up. Or what if I was wrong and they were all men pretending to be women? Anyone can start a social media profile and take a few pictures from other websites. I only felt like I could finally breathe when the others started to arrive.

Jemma was the first, followed by Kate and Lisa. Those two told me they were cousins. Kate had seen the ad and told Lisa about it. Pauline was the oldest at age 41. The rest of us were in our twenties. I thought maybe the last person, Elena had a change of heart and was just about to introduce myself and ask everyone to say what brought them here, when she arrived, out of breath and red-faced.

“I’m so sorry I’m late. I had a guy follow me on the train and I had to go into a shop and book an Uber just to shake him off.”

Instead of the formal introductions I had planned, everyone began to share similar stories and the venting began. Although I preferred that women didn’t have to deal with this crap, I was grateful for the icebreaker.

Despite only talking to all of them on social media, I felt like I knew them all. I had heard too many similar stories before, but it still left me feeling frustrated and helpless. Maybe that’s why I spoke up. We might not have much else in common for all I knew, but one thing bound us together – our fear of men.

Okay, maybe that’s a bit of an overstatement. It wasn’t all men, and I’d never run away at the sight of the opposite sex, but had always been aware it could be any man. Being attractive, or unattractive, made no difference. Neither did a man’s job, his family, friends or where they lived, even though some people tried to blame those factors on the rare occasions they were caught out. I wasn’t buying it though, Anyway, it was impossible to tell which were the ones who would follow you home at night, put something in your drink, or slowly but surely alienate you from everyone until all you had was them. Most women only found out when it was too late.

“We should do something.” I was about to ask what, when I realised it was me who had spoken.

“Aren’t we already doing something with this group?” Elena asked.

“I think she means something a little more proactive,” Kate said.

“Well, it’s not like we can kill them. Is it?” Lisa’s words lingered in the air long after she spoke them. It may have been a throwaway comment, but for one second, her angry expression told me she meant it. Her face quickly relaxed, and she shrugged.

Pauline offered to hold the next meeting at her house. I agreed, preferring not to keep paying for the meeting room. I took her address. She lived in Gorton, which wasn’t far to travel from my flat in Denton.

***
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As I walked home, I saw a couple of men, who must have been in their fifties, wolf-whistling at a girl who was barely legal. They were so self-confident in their own out-of-shape bodies that they seemed to think it was okay to wear jeans that showed their hairy bum cracks.

The girl glanced back, then quickened her pace toward the bridge leading to the retail park. This only made the men laugh like any reaction was good, even fear. One of them grabbed his own crotch and yelled “You know you want this, love.”

I had been in her place too many times and recalled the embarrassment and the nagging fear that one of them might try to get physical. It wasn’t a compliment to be ogled by a group of men old enough to be your dad. Lisa’s words replayed in my head.

It’s not like we can kill them.

Still, there must be something I could do. I made a mental note to think about our options before the next meeting, but I never got the chance to make my suggestion of setting up a system where we all checked in with each other and had a code word if one of us ever felt threatened.

The following week, I arrived at the address Pauline had given us, and I heard shouting before I had time to ring the bell.

I stopped with my hand hanging in the air just inches away from the doorbell. The first voice belonged to a man. Although I couldn't hear what he was saying, his tone and volume told me he was angry. It was an all too familiar pitch. Then I heard a female voice speaking much quieter.

I dropped my arm to my side and leaned my head towards the door, trying to hear what they were saying.

“Please,” the female voice said. It was the same tone women use when trying to calm down an irate man.

“Don't plead with me now,” the man shouted. “You never thought about me when you were flirting with him, twiddling your hair around your finger like a stupid desperate schoolgirl.”

“It was just the window cleaner. That wasn't flirting. I was paying him the money for the last three times you forgot.”

By this time, the others arrived. Kate and Lisa stood at either side of me, while Jemma and Elena stood behind us.

“Should we do something?”

I turned around to answer Jemma, but there was a loud crashing sound from inside the house. We all looked at each other.

“We need to get in there now,” Elena said.

I began to kick at the door. It certainly wasn't as easy as they made it look on TV. After a few kicks, my foot hurt. Kate and Lisa joined in, kicking and banging at the door. Unsurprisingly, it didn't budge.

“Stop,” Jemma said. “We need to work together if we want to get inside.”

She stepped forward alongside Lisa and Kate. “After three,” she told them. “Three, two, one.”

The three of them kicked out in unison. The door shook a little but didn’t open. There was no space for Elena and me to join in. We could only stand there and watch.

I considered taking my phone out of my bag and calling 999. Would the police turn up or dismiss it as a domestic?

“Again,” Jemma ordered, and the three of them counted down together.

On two, the door opened and a man in his forties filled the doorframe, looking down at us with a scowl on his unshaven face.

“What the fuck are you doing to my door?”

The five of us looked at each other, then at him. I can't say for sure what was going on in the other girls’ heads, but that was the moment I realised I couldn't hear Pauline inside. I think at least some of them realised the same thing too.

“Pauline,” Elena called out.

There was no response. We all started calling out to Pauline. Inside the house was eerily quiet.

“Will You shut up,” he demanded, lashing out and punching Kate in the face. She fell backwards onto the pavement.

It was almost as if this act unified us so that we were all temporarily on the same wavelength. The four of us glanced at Kate for just long enough to make sure she was okay. Then, we charged at the man in unison. I hadn't expected us to do this, but from the look on his face, neither had he.

This joint effort and the surprise element were enough to push him out of the way, and he stumbled at the bottom of the staircase. He fell to his back. Although he was still conscious, the impact was enough to knock the wind out of him. This bought us a minute to run inside and into the living room.

We all stopped after a few steps. Behind a grey three-seater sofa, I saw a pair of legs in black tights and a grey knee-length black skirt. A white fluffy slipper was on the right foot while the other had fallen off nearby. I was the first to step forward and peer over. Pauline lay face down on the ground, her brown hair obscuring her face. She wasn't moving and I didn't get time to confirm whether she was dead or alive.

“Bitches,” a voice growled.

I knew without turning around that it was him.

“He killed her,” Lisa said.
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Chapter Two
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I turned and looked around the room for anything that could be used as a weapon. There was a large floor lamp. The oversized creep slapped Elena, causing her to stumble backwards onto one of the two matching chairs, as I rushed towards the lamp, then wielded it like a battering ram.

The others stepped out of the way, and the round stand at the bottom of the lamp hit Richie in the stomach at full force. He doubled over in pain. Everything happened so fast after that. Kate must have recovered from her punch and found a frying pan in the kitchen. She rushed into the room and began beating him over the head with it.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s not gentlemanly to hit a woman,” she yelled. “You arrogant masochistic chauvinist son of a...”

Something told me she was getting revenge for more than just the punch outside. The wild look in her eyes was primal and about more than this man she was beating over the head with a frying pan. At some time in her life, a guy had seriously hurt her, probably more than once. Now this lout was paying the price for all of their actions. He lifted his arms frantically trying to push her away. His back was turned to us, and it would only be a matter of time before he wrenched the frying pan away from Kate and regained the upper hand.

The rest of us looked at each other, then at the large mahogany coffee table. Between us, we picked it up by the legs, lifted it as high as we could, then charged through the doorway towards him. The flat surface connected with his head. It wasn't clear if the loud cracking sound was from the table or his skull. Perhaps it was a combination of both. Kate leapt out of the way as he fell forward smacking his head on the step. This time, it was clear that the sound came from his head. I was reminded of a birthday party when I was ten, and I cracked open a pinata, then all the sweets fell out. Richie’s skull cracked just like the pinata, but the main difference was, instead of yummy goodies, the contents of his head seeped out onto the stairs. It was a grotesque sight, but oddly comforting. I knew without checking that he was never getting back up.

We stood in silence watching.

“We killed him,” Kate broke me out of my trancelike state, then there was a groan from behind the couch.

“Pauline,” Lisa gasped.

The older woman began to get up, using the sofa to help her stand. She rubbed the back of her head, and her eyes scanned the room. “What’s going on?”

I looked at the others, but their expressions didn’t help me find the words, or settle the fear rising in the pit of my stomach.

“Where’s Richie?” She walked towards the stairs, then stopped, her mouth falling open.

“We... I...” I’d never been so lost for words before.

“You killed him?” She looked at me, then at the others.

I realised I would have to string a sentence together and explain what had happened. “We were outside, and we heard shouting, then crashing sounds, and we were worried.”

“Richie punched me,” Kate said. “And we tried to kick the door in, but then he opened it. I mean we tried to kick the door in first, then he punched me. But...”

I put my hand on Kate’s shoulder. “It’s okay.” I turned back to Pauline. “Richie wanted to hurt us, and we thought he had killed you, so...” I pointed to his lifeless body at the bottom of the stairs. I didn’t need to finish my sentence.

A look of comprehension flashed across Pauline’s face, then she staggered backwards. Lisa and Kate stood at either side of her, each holding onto an arm and helping her to stay upright.

“The police...” she began.

My body froze in place, but those two words sent my mind into overdrive, I wasn’t going to prison because of some guy, especially when that man was the partner of a woman I barely knew. I couldn’t set her up for the murder though. Apart from the fact that she might give the police our names, I felt connected to her. She was just another woman who had ended up in a relationship with an abusive man. Why should she or any of us pay the price for that? The world was better without him in it.

“Okay,” I said. “Nobody knows that the six of us know each other. So, Pauline, we’ll get you cleaned up really quickly. Then you can go to a friend’s house, or just somewhere really public, so you have an alibi, and we’ll get rid of the body.”

“We will?” Elena asked.

“Well, we can’t just leave it there,” I reasoned. “There will be fingerprints and we’ll have to wipe everything down. I mean, I lost track of what we’ve touched, and then we need to take him somewhere.” I looked to the women for inspiration.

“I work at a crematorium,” Jemma said. “My parents own the place, but I’m in charge for a few days while they’re away. If we could get the body there, we could incinerate it. Then the ashes and cremains will be much easier to get rid of.”

I nodded. That would solve some of our problems. No body meant no fingerprints on the body. “Good thinking. Now, does anyone have a vehicle big enough to transport the body in, preferably out of sight?”

After a few minutes, we agreed that Lisa would hire a van, and pick us up after dark, then we would take the body to the crematorium.

Meanwhile, Kate, Jemma, Elena and I would stay here and clean up the scene and get the body ready.

It took hours. They never show you that on the television. It’s not just a simple case of wiping down a few surfaces and bundling up the body. We wrapped Richie in a shower curtain. He was heavy and I hurt my shoulder, even with the others helping me. It was unnerving the way his eyes were still open, and I kept expecting him to stagger up, like something from an old zombie movie, and try to eat our brains. So, we covered his head in several bin liners to avoid looking at it and also to stop more of the inside of his head from leaking out. My own brain felt useless. It had somehow gotten me into a situation where I had to cover up a murder that I was partly responsible for.

We used bleach on the stairs and finally decided to cover the rest of the stain with carpet that matched the other stairs. Thankfully, we found a few scraps of leftover carpet in the cupboard beneath the stairs when looking for the cleaning supplies. I assumed Richie miscalculated the size when he cut and fitted it himself and never bothered to fix his mistake. It didn’t look that bad, unless you knew or looked too closely. If things went to plan, people would assume Richie walked out on Pauline. There would be no trace of him and no reason for the police to think he was murdered.

We all handled ourselves quite well, especially as it was our first murder. Elena was the only one of us to vomit, and she made it to the toilet in time, so we didn’t have to worry about cleaning that up as well.

We wore gloves and wiped down everything that any of us might have touched. The house was cleaner than before the murder. Then Elena took a suitcase of Richie’s belongings to dump in several wheelie bins miles from the crime scene, while Kate, Lisa and I went with Jemma in the hired van. We helped with the heavy lifting parts of the cremation, then she dropped us off at our homes.

My bones ached, but I slept for a solid 10 hours and went on autopilot, getting on with my usual routine.

Several days later, I went to the local woods at 5am to dispose of the ashes.

I realised this was close to the time that runners or people out for an early morning walk with their dogs were more likely to find a dead body. I couldn’t help but smile as I scattered the ashes. The news reporters never said a jogger found someone’s ashes. I watched as the mild wind scattered them towards the trees. Perhaps Richie would become part of a tree now. At least he would be more useful in death than he ever was in life.

I walked back home and sent a text message to Pauline, with a picture of the sunrise outside. I’d agreed to send a random picture when it was safe for her to return home. Nobody should ever connect any of us to each other, but it seemed better than texting someone to say we’d got rid of the body of her partner. If anyone ever saw her texts, they would just see a picture of the sunset, but we had agreed to list each other under false names and delete all communication after reading it from now on, just in case. Pauline was listed in my phone as Doctor Paul.

I didn’t see any signs of blood on my clothing, but I put them in the washing machine anyway, trying to think if there was anything I might have missed. I put the machine on a second time, just to be certain. Then, I had two hours of sleep before I had to get ready for work.

Emily greeted me as I waited for the lift.

“Rough night?”

“Do I look that bad?” I ruffled my fingers through my wavy blonde hair, then took a compact mirror out of my bag to check my face. I had looked better, but I could pass it off as a bit of tiredness. “I didn’t sleep well.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. I just failed to mention why I didn’t get much sleep. I realised I wouldn’t be able to tell Emily about the group I set up to vent about men. I’d assumed I would tell her and invite her to come along as the seventh member. Now, I had to keep it secret.

We’d been friends since nursery, and I trusted her, but telling one person felt like the first step to more people finding out. She wouldn’t tell anyone on purpose, but it wasn’t only my secret. There were five other people involved. It wasn’t fair to them. Emily could accidentally mention one of them while we were around our other friends. I wasn’t happy about keeping such a big secret from my best friend, but it was the right decision. We usually did everything together, including applying for TA positions at the same university, and both of us were hired.

The lift reached the first floor and Emily stepped out. “Don’t forget, the new trainee is starting today,” she called as the doors shut.

Oh great, the last thing I needed was to be followed around everywhere by a newbie TA for the next few weeks. I promised I would mentor her though. I just hoped she wasn’t too annoying and clueless.

I stopped by the coffee machine in the staff canteen and got a coffee, black with no sugar. I needed something to give me a jolt and wake me up. Then, I went to the hall where the first tutorial of the day on psychology was taking place in twenty minutes.

The tutor was talking to a woman. I assumed this must be the trainee TA. I could only see the back of her. She had long black hair and wore a navy knee-length dress, a matching blazer, and light-coloured tights.

I hung my bag and coat on the stand in the corner, then walked around to the desk so I could see her.

Elizabeth, the tutor turned around and said, “Cassie, I’m glad you’re here early. I want you to meet our new trainee. She’s actually over-qualified to be a trainee, with a year’s paid experience, but she’s...”

I didn’t hear the rest of Elizabeth’s words, because I found myself staring at Elena. Judging by her wide eyes and slightly open mouth, she was as surprised to see me here as I was to see her. So much for keeping her and the other girls separate from the rest of my life.
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Over the next few weeks, I fell into a pattern. I went to work and sat with Emily whenever our lunch breaks coincided. Otherwise, I would sit with Elena, but we barely spoke. When we did, it was work-related. I had to think how I might act if she really was a trainee TA who I had just met. I’ve never been the type of person to make friends at work, but I’ve had acquaintances to talk about work issues with, such as problematic students and new coursework being introduced to the psychology degree.

In the evenings, I would tell Elena she had done a good job and that I’d see her in the morning. I didn’t see any of the others from our women venting about men group. Kate texted me once to say we should meet, but when I wasn’t doing my best to avoid Emily, I was scouring the news for anything that might incriminate me or the others.

I was too afraid to spend a night out with Emily in case she took one look at me and realised something was different. Or if I got so drunk that I blabbed to her about my group murder and cover-up adventure. Most people might see a confession as my drunken ramblings, but Emily always knew whether I was lying or telling the truth.

Best friends are supposed to cover for each other. I was sure Emily wouldn’t report me to the police, but I didn’t want to put that to the test or get her involved.

It was exactly three weeks later when I was sitting in my armchair, with a fleece blanket around my shoulders and the laptop balanced on my knee. I knew better than to do a search for news that might incriminate me. Instead, I checked the local news sites, scanning the headlines. The links I clicked were usually unrelated to murder, to help throw anyone off the scent. If I was ever suspected of killing Richie and the police took my laptop as evidence, they would see I have an obsession with the local weather, charity functions and cute animal stories, with only the occasional click on anything more serious.

Plea for Information on Local Missing Man

The headline took my attention away from the weather forecast which was rain. Suddenly, I no longer cared about how many layers I would have to wear the following day. My mind started to question how many days it might be before a neighbour saw the plea and reported the women who had been causing a scene right before Richie went missing. We weren’t exactly discreet, with our attempts to kick the door in, or during our crime. Someone could easily have heard us, or seen us arriving, or leaving with an enormous body-sized package wrapped in bin liners and a shower curtain.

My unspoken backstory was that we were moving a sofa for Pauline, but Richie wasn’t sofa-shaped. Anyone who had seen too closely would know it was a lie. I had thought we were so clever at the time, covering all the bases. No body, no fingerprints, cleaning the house, making it look like Richie packed a suitcase and left. Now, it was all unravelling in my mind, and I saw our glaring mistakes. It wasn’t just nosy neighbours who might cause a problem. What about the van hire? Or the manager where I booked the meeting room. Could the pieces be put together and lead back to me?

Surely not, but my mind was in overdrive. The police were good at this kind of thing. They must have seen it all before. They might know things that I wasn’t aware of. Maybe I should just hand myself in and explain it was self-defence.

I might have if I had been the only person to kill Richie, but any confession had to be a group decision. Besides, I didn’t want to go to jail. I hated sharing my personal space and would miss things I usually took for granted, like Cappuccino from my favourite coffee shop as a Friday treat, or my Saturday morning bacon sandwich from the cafe across the road from my flat. Prison wouldn’t have those things, and I didn’t look good in stripes. I wasn’t sure if prisoners really wore stripes or if it was just in the TV shows and films I had seen, but I didn’t want to find out.

“Okay,” I began trying to talk myself down. “Get it together, you haven’t even opened the article yet. It might not be him.”

I hovered my finger over the headline and took a deep breath, then accidentally clicked on it before I was mentally prepared.

Richie’s smiling face seemed to be mocking me. It was like he was saying I was stupid if I ever thought I could get away with it.

I closed my eyes, opened them again, then read the article.

It said he had been missing since the day after we killed him. His partner, Pauline, who wasn’t named had said she stayed with a friend for a few days, then returned home to find he’d left without a note, and one suitcase and several items of clothing were gone. Police said it looked like he had left of his own free will, but were worried about his mental state. Un-named neighbours had said he was an alcoholic and friends said he owed money to some dangerous people. The possibility that he left to get away from a dangerous debtor was been considered.

How long would it be before they traced his debtors and cleared them of any wrongdoing? Then what?

“Don’t think like that,” I told myself.

It was hard not to. There were so many possibilities, and some of them involved me saying goodbye to my freedom, and bacon sandwiches and cappuccinos, while others led to me continuing to live my life. I’d heard about people being wrongly convicted before. The police could arrest someone, and the judge might find that person guilty, even though they had no body and that person was innocent.

Did I really want that? Could I live with myself if someone went to prison for my crime? Could I live with the alternative? And besides, who is innocent? For someone to be wrongly convicted, they would have to be dodgy, and possibly guilty of something else, right?

I closed the website and reminded myself that none of the scenarios I was imagining had even played out yet. The police might just run out of leads and stop investigating. It was only a missing person, not a murder case, as far as they were aware.

I went to bed even though it had only just turned 8pm, but it took hours to get to sleep. The last thought before I nodded off was that Richie might not have been as bad as I imagined him to be. Did he really deserve to die? He might have been having a rare bad day, albeit one where he hit Pauline, but still...

When I finally slept, I dreamt that I woke up to find Richie standing at the end of my bed, dripping in blood, with a kitten in one hand and a puppy in the other.

“See, I’m not so bad. I love puppies and kittens, but you killed me.”

I woke up, sat upright, then switched on the light and reached for the book on my bedside table. Someone once told me that it’s impossible to read words in a dream, and I wanted to make sure I was awake for real this time.

The words ‘Everyone knows’ caught my attention on the random page I opened. So, I wasn’t dreaming, but the universe was clearly taunting me.

I threw the book across the room as if staring at it for too long might attract a swarm of police, who would charge into my bedroom and drag me out of the flat while all my neighbours recorded the scene on their phones.

I waited in silence for a few minutes. When I accepted that nobody was coming to arrest me, I regained control of my breathing and planned my next step. I needed to know the kind of person Richie was when he wasn’t arguing with his partner, or hitting women, who to be fair, had tried to kick his door in. I’d never really discussed what happened with Pauline. Maybe she just tripped and fell behind the couch. It sounded absurd, even as I thought it, but I believed we had done the right thing. Or legally, the wrong thing, but for the right reasons.

I looked at the clock on the wall and saw that it was quarter to six. I wasn’t going to get back to sleep
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