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‘Pioneering the ‘why-dunnit’ ’
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A trail of white fog from my unsteady breath indicates I’m alive, yet I can barely feel the icy breeze that nips my skin, a sense of awareness as unobtainable as my sense of belonging. I’ve found myself in the middle of an isolated street. How that’s happened I’m not sure, but the early hours denote a false illusion that all is calm, despite an irritating clack of stilettos against uneven paving demonstrating otherwise. In fact, nothing about this moment confirms I wouldn’t be better off dead. Nobody would notice. I doubt anyone would care. 

I was attending a party a few hours ago but I don’t remember much about it now, my memory sporadic, hazy. All I know is I woke up a short while ago with a vile taste of sick in my mouth and a headache that feels as if my skull has imploded. I was barely able to move, my body throbbing in places I know could not have been caused by the consumption of alcohol alone. I was in a bed not my own, and I didn’t recognise my surroundings—shadowy grey walls, heavy bedding, male body odour, thick, like soup. I wasn’t wearing any underwear.

I stare at my wrists, angry bruises already forming, grip marks around my skin. In this light, it’s difficult to tell if my imagination isn’t to blame, yet my hips ache too. I’m not imagining that. I take a moment, a breath. Despite not wanting to go to the party, I was there anyway, grinning like a demented freak, pretending to be having fun, raising a half-empty glass towards anyone who might show me enough attention to guide me through the evening unscathed. The music was too loud, my dress too short, most of the men in attendance consumed by beer goggles that heightened their attraction to me for the wrong reasons. As it is, I now feel oddly strange, as if something happened without my consent, although I’m too incensed to conclude what. I wish I’d stayed at home.

I don’t realise I’m crying until I can no longer see where I’m walking. Tears burn my eyes, stinging my sinuses, thoughts I can’t control pounding metaphoric fists against my skull. I remove my shoes and throw them into the road, slamming hard against the tarmac breaking a heel. I don’t care. I want to claw at my face, scream aloud, race into the path of an oncoming vehicle. Instead, I shiver because I don’t have a coat, my handbag dangling from my trembling shoulder.

I lean over and vomit on the kerbside, a sudden staleness hitting me from nowhere. My privates are throbbing and there’s bruising around my inner thighs that, until now, I’ve tried to ignore. I pull myself into a standing position, my spinning head ensuring I almost stagger backwards in protest. I don’t wish to acknowledge the obvious, don’t want to believe it’s true. I manage to take several steps before it hits me, the balls of my feet taking the impact of unforgiving stones that elevates my heartbeat. 

I think I’ve been raped.

***
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I can’t keep walking, my legs refuse to cooperate, so I slide to the ground and sob. I should go to the police, report the crime, but I don’t remember what happened. I don’t even know if there is a crime to report. It will probably make things worse anyway, my past dealings with such people not something I want to think about right now. If I was attacked, surely I‘d remember? I’d have fought back, kicked out, done something to prevent the unwanted attention? Anything would be better than what I’m left now to deal with, by myself. Alone.

A passing stranger attempts to speak to me but I don’t hear them, too busy dealing with the carnage in my head, no time to worry about what’s going on in theirs. When I feel a hand on my shoulder, everything becomes too much and I clamber to my feet and run. Stones and debris bite into my skin but I don’t care, can hardly feel it, more important things on my mind. I race along the street, only stopping to lean against a lamppost when I’m out of breath. I already feel out of my mind.

I’m desperately trying to think back, yet nothing logical is coming to mind. I have just left the house of a friend, his party I attended, the very reason I am in this street now because of an invite I should have declined. Yet again, can I even call Liam Goodman a friend? No. Probably not. He is an acquaintance, nothing more. A colleague. We’ve worked together at The Royal Eastcliff Hospital for the last three years, spending the occasional lunch break together, sharing a joke, my job as an A&E receptionist ensuring nothing gets past me. I can’t dwell on the fact that it was his bedroom I woke up in, unable to recall how I got there. I merely wanted to support him, celebrate his promotion, my needs set aside for the evening to pander to his. I can’t imagine he’d hurt me. I’m sure he’s not that kind of person.

I suck in a lungful of air. Who am I kidding? Of course he wants more from me. Men always do. I didn’t believe it mattered until now, a possibility jumping into my mind I’m not comfortable considering, the idea he’d willingly attack me something I can’t easily disregard. Has he grown tired of waiting, taking matters into his own hands, taking advantage? 

Ice is forming now, clinging to the surrounding trees, nothing to keep away the cold air that chills my bones. My bare feet ache, the freezing pavement readily rubbing blisters into my numb skin. I stumble around until I find myself in the middle of Eastcliff town centre, watching from a distance two young women leaving a club: chatting, giggling. Adjusting their clothing, checking hair and makeup in mirrors that double as mobile phones. I don’t know why I’m here, I barely know what I’m doing, yet I can clearly see what they can’t. I see danger. I see what will happen if they’re not mindful to watch each other’s backs, stay alert. Keep safe. 

I wish I understood the male species but the sad truth is I don’t. Most of them assume they can do what they want without consequence, acting without remorse, women nothing more than a target of their impossible lust. I used to believe that, if I could remove myself from all thoughts of men, I might stand a chance of a normal life. My lesbian phase lasted an entire summer, two fumbled attempts behind me, a woman’s touch something I assumed would help my mindset and ease my suffering. It didn’t. It merely confirmed I’m not a lesbian. 

I am, in fact, nothing now but a lost soul who doesn’t find women sexually attractive yet equally can’t abide the touch of a man. It isn’t something I dwell on. I despise how testosterone is used carelessly for selfish gain, a pointed, phallic symbol of everything I loathe about the male species, the thing in their trousers a sad consequence of who they are. Their thoughts are never on anything other than sex, the monsters between their legs to blame for that. 

I lick my lips. The copious amount of wine I drank earlier is seemingly unable to quench my insatiable thoughts, an unsupported quest for answers leaving my entire body quivering. I ignore several sideways glances from Friday night revellers heading home, musing over my intentions, my motives. It doesn’t matter. I’m silently pondering how to protect my fellow females from a pain they don’t yet know is coming—like a stalker, lying in wait, wondering how and when I can make my move. I’m a coiled spring, my mind set only on saving all women who can’t appreciate how much they need saving, these innocents forever the subject of unfettered attention. My heart is pumping, my eyes wild, irritation prickling violently. 

I observe with silent frustration as an intoxicated male leans towards a potential victim, wilfully absorbed in cleavage that has been lustfully placed on display. The woman is attracting the wrong type of attention, laughing, tilting her head to reveal bare flesh, a shoulder, a leg, her heart beating swiftly in exposed neck veins that await the vampire’s attack. To any outsider, this is a mutual interaction, two willing adults connecting in conversation—innocent, normal, consensual. Yet, I see nothing but monstrous consequences that will leave this poor thing naked, exposed and trembling with fear she will never dislodge no matter how much therapy is thrown her way. I know. I’ve been there, worn the t-shirt, still have it hanging as a painful reminder in the back of my goddamn wardrobe. 

Aside from Liam (who I’m now unexpectedly uncertain about), most men disgust me. I can’t help the way I feel about that. I hate how they behave, how they look at women, each one assuming every female desires their attention. If she doesn’t reciprocate, they assume her gay, a real man able to show a woman what she’s missing. Even gay men seek the same attention, often sleeping with those they meet on a whim, one-night stands deemed normal. But gay men pose no danger to women of course, their endless lust shared with each other instead of females who can’t defend themselves from the nightmare of heightened arousal. Everyone is looking for sex, it seems—everyone but me.

‘Are you okay?’ someone asks, aiming a concerned face towards me that I don’t immediately acknowledge. I stop dead in my tracks, my heartbeat quickening. I can’t think, can’t respond, this night triggering something in me I’m not even aware exists. A consistent thud of music is keeping pace with my heart, surrounding laughter engulfing my senses. 

‘Can I buy you a drink?’ he queries. I don’t know what the time is but it’s assumedly still early enough for the alcohol he now wants to ply me with, still dark enough to disguise his motives.

I almost miss the question, my focus set on a woman applying lipstick, smoothing her hair, straightening her dress. 

‘You okay?’

The same voice is growing louder and I turn to see a male, approximately thirty, potentially older, although I can’t tell in this light. He is smiling, beer-goggled eyes and rosy cheeks confirming he’s already consumed too much.

‘I’m fine,’ I mutter as politely as I can, stepping to one side, his proximity too close. His aftershave is overwhelming, a muted blend of musk and sweat that makes me feel sick. 

‘Let me buy you that drink?’ he repeats. Louder, in case I missed him the first time.

‘No. Thank you.’ I’m still trying to be polite. He should be grateful.

‘You look lost.’ He won’t leave me alone, won’t take the hint, closing the gap I’ve readily created between us. ‘I’m Lee.’ He holds a steady hand towards mine, a simple gesture, nothing more. He probably believes he’s a nice guy. I know better.

‘I’m fine,’ I repeat, louder, firmer, in case he didn’t hear me the first time. I try not to snap, try not to glare at him in disgust. The last thing I need is to engage in anything that might accidentally pass for conversation. 

‘Do you have a name?’ he asks flatly, taking in my unkempt appearance, my bare feet.

I’m not about to tell him, not about to express the profound hatred I’ve held my entire life for the male species. I can guess what he wants, of course, yet I give no smile of encouragement to lead him on, tears already burning the edges of my eyes, blinking back a pain I’m unable to control. Recent events are catching up with me, the party still vivid, my body still sore. It was a mistake coming here. 

‘Leave me alone.’ I’m biting my lip so hard I can taste blood.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.’ Lee steps away, wounded now, his hands raised defensively. He looks disappointed. ‘Can I make sure you get home safely?’ He looks at me as if he assumes I need saving, yet all I want is for him to turn his attention to something else, anything other than me.

‘No!’ I spit the word towards him as if he’s strangling me with it. ‘I’ll be fine.’ I need to leave. Now. 

I break into an unsteady jog, a gust of wind taking me by surprise, whipping the edge of my dress around my exposed legs. 

‘Are you sure you’re okay? Can I call someone for you?’ Lee is behind me, his voice raised, troubled.

‘People like you make me sick,’ I scream loudly, causing attention I don’t need, spitting out words I don’t want in my head. So far he has done nothing to warrant my wrath, yet here I am offering it anyway. 

‘What did I do wrong?’ Lee doesn’t know, doesn’t see what he is. Why won’t he leave me alone?

‘You’re all the same. Delusional. Twisted. You’re all freaks.’ I can’t help the words that catch the back of my throat as I yell into the darkness. I turn around, the guy already at my back now, his presence shocking, overbearing. He’s a sexual predator, nothing more, a symbol of everything I despise. I’m panicking, annoyed by my decision to come here instead of going home, frustrated by my inability to think straight. The darkened street is imposing, strangers either too drunk or too far away to notice, no aid coming my way. I glance around, uncertain, nothing of my brain intact. 

‘I’m sorry if I upset you.’ Lee is still talking, holding large hands towards mine as if he assumes I need his help. Yet, his body language is telling its own story, intent on trouble. I believe he’s going to attack me. I can’t help it, can’t take the risk. Not again. I reach into my bag, grappling wildly for my phone, the bloody thing eluding me as my trembling fingers probe against a torn seam. I’m still crying. I can’t help that either. 

When Lee steps into my personal space, I see nothing beyond the opportunity for him to rape me, my mind unravelling swiftly. I won’t allow that to happen, I can’t. Liam’s touch still too painful, his imposing scent still tickling my nostrils. I stumble backwards, fumbling inside my bag for something, anything I can use as a weapon, momentarily shocked when I pull out a knife. I don’t recall putting such an item into my bag, no idea where it came from. 

Lee doesn’t initially react when I stab him, neither of us registering what I’ve done until I see the blood, my blade plunged deep into his belly. He staggers backwards, his face contorted, shock setting in. 

Jesus Christ. What the hell? 

He should have stayed away, heeded my warning. Instead, he drops to his knees like a ragdoll, both hands pressed against his gut as angry blood spills between his fingers. He doesn’t speak, probably can’t, isn’t yet able to register what’s unfolding. His once-flushed cheeks have already turned pale. He falls to the ground, his unstable legs unable to keep him upright. 

I take this as my cue to leave, racing along the street as if I’m being chased, away from unaware strangers and imminent detection. I can’t bring myself to turn around or acknowledge my actions, already halfway home when it hits me, my thoughts stopping me in my tracks. 

I just killed someone.
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I run until my legs ache, until my bare feet are blistered, sore, unwilling to propel me forward another step. I stop, forcing air into my overwrought lungs, all logic and pride gone. I stare at my hands. There is no blood but I see crimson red, all the same, trickling over my palms, between my fingers. I can barely keep them steady, pointedly scolding me for what I’ve done. I can’t even bring myself to look at my reflection in a nearby shop window for fear of what I might see, nothing but a hollow demon staring back, searching frantically for something I will never find.

My sanity has escaped me in a single impossible action, clawing my neck, tearing my throat, silencing an insatiable need for clarity over a situation I can never now change. I hear nothing beyond my failing heartbeat, the town behind me already falling silent—as if watching, judging. It takes some doing but I eventually find my mobile phone lodged inside a torn seam of my bag, barely able to hold it steady long enough to check the time. I almost don’t believe it’s four o’clock in the morning. How did it get so late?

Panic is rising in my chest but nothing I do seems to ease its increasing wrath. If I’m not careful it will devour me whole, nothing left but ash that would have once been my skin and bone. I find spontaneous combustion oddly fascinating, though I don’t know why such a thought has popped into my head. It’s hardly appropriate. Perhaps because it matches how I feel. Forgotten, lost, my bones crumbling to dust beneath the weight of my sins. As it is, I can barely catch my breath, feeling as if I’m the one who’s been subjected to a brutal stabbing and not the poor bastard I’ve left for dead in the street. Shit. What the hell have I done? 

I can’t go home. My home is too familiar, a ready meal left in the microwave no doubt causing a stench by now along with perfume I earlier spilt on the carpet. Instead, I glance skyward, hoping for a glimpse of a passing raven, nothing left to sedate my fragile mindset aside from the hope of their presence. I wish I could fly. If I could, I’d have flown away by now, my body locating freedom my mind never will, escaping my private hell once and for all. I adore ravens, always have. Those beautiful birds the one creature on this entire planet that possess the power to calm my mood, my home full of reminders—feathers, pictures, books. 

I have a sudden urge to climb higher, to gain a better vantage point and locate my Arcadian companions before penance finds me. It holds the potential to calm my emotions and bring back much-needed clarity to my evening. Besides, I need to work out my next move. I notice a nearby multi-storey car park, nothing left to lose, climbing concrete steps until I can go no further. Yet, it isn’t until I step into the thin air above that I begin to sob, my brain finally succumbing to the harsh reality of my situation. 

Mascara has dried on my skin. I can tell by the tautness of my cheeks, my face no doubt pale and drawn. It usually is when I’m stressed. I probably look like shit. I didn’t dare look in a mirror before leaving Liam’s house, couldn’t bring myself to check. Instead, I slowly opened his bedroom door, the music downstairs still thumping, his guests unaware of what was unfolding above. I had tiptoed out of his back door, unsure where I was going, unconvinced I wanted answers to questions I wasn’t yet ready to ask. My shoes were grasped in my trembling hands, tears rolling down my cheeks, my hair like a bird’s nest, my throat as dry as toast. I didn’t make a sound, couldn’t. My embarrassment displayed openly to anyone who might find me like that. I didn’t want to know where Liam was. 

Now, I honestly just want to scream, pound the concrete beneath me, cry into the night. How has my evening turned out like this? Then it hits me. What did I do with the knife? I frantically tip the contents of my handbag across the empty car park in frustration, exposing a bared soul that is surely now doomed. Nothing. Shit. There are fingerprints on that knife. My fingerprints. Why was I even in possession of a knife?

I should probably confirm at this stage that I have bipolar disorder. An unfortunate factor of my condition is that I sometimes do things without warning, my mental health forever suspending me in limbo, my own personal hell to placate. Maybe I subconsciously picked it up in Liam’s kitchen, just in case. My brain on autopilot, my unconscious thoughts in control.

I peer into the void, the darkness ready to engulf me, the black sky not enough to cover my deluded actions. It’s still out there somewhere, ready to cut me open for what I’ve done, a simple unsuspecting discovery only a matter of time. Did I leave it on the ground or sticking out of Lee’s body? Jesus. It doesn’t bear thinking about. He was on his back when I left him, blood seeping into the cracks of the pavement, the guy easily able to identify me if he lives to tell the tale. I’m panicking, my throat tightening with each ridiculous breath I take. I need to calm down, nothing I can do now able to change what’s already done. 

I slump to the ground, my knees buckling under my chin, my lips chattering with fear. The surface below me is cruelly hard and unfeeling against my body, as if mocking my recent actions, my failing thoughts. All I wanted was to protect women from the same fate I’ve experienced. Now that fate has taken control, it seems, making me do things I never assumed myself capable. My failing mindset was hell-bent on causing chaos, reaching its own conclusions, imagining impossible ideas I genuinely can’t bear to consider. It took less than a second to bring the guy to his knees, his flesh at my whim, his entire life in my hands. 

I cast off my thoughts with a scoff, clambering to my feet in an attempt to throw aside painful emotions I can’t abide in my head. He might not even be dead. Yet, if he is alive I’m definitely screwed, the guy easily able to identify me if asked. I don’t exactly blend in. I’m barely five foot four, my long blonde hair always drawing attention, blue eyes that sparkle green when I laugh, freckles often viewed as cute. I’m not cute. I see nothing but an invitation for pain, a calling card I was given at birth to ensure men can abuse me at will. I cover them with makeup. It saves a lot of hassle.

Feeling sick, I shakily make my way over to the ledge and lean my head against railings purposefully erected to prevent unwanted jumpers from taking their lives. Oh, the irony. I’ve spent many evenings up here, my feet dangling over the edge, watching a vague sea view in the distance, dreaming of a far better place than this. I now can’t get close, can’t sit where I need to be, a thin layer of metallic mesh holding me back, laughing, taunting. 

I reach my fingertips through the gaps and tug, the panel rattling loudly, my judgment clouded by suffering. I can’t help it when I scream into the clouded sky, bellowing towards a heaven I’m not convinced exists. My fingers hurt but I don’t care, the sharp edges drawing blood, my shouting unnoticed. I force the metal as hard as I can, my strength given over to the object in my grasp, to my frustration, my pain. I hate my life. I hate my life!

I scream into the void, not caring who might hear. It happens to be true. What is this all for anyway? Life. Why do I keep going around the same loop of relentless shit, my existence designed purely to keep me suspended over an abyss of nothing?

A screw dislodges as if answering my call, freeing a section of the panel from its rusted fixings. I take it as a sign, a higher power responding, the ravens proclaiming hope I never expected to find. I gasp as the metal comes loose in my hands, rattling in the breeze, providing an unfathomable opportunity for me to slip through. My fingers are bloodied but I feel nothing as I prise a section upwards, bending the mesh enough to crawl out to the ledge beyond. It takes some effort, but I’m on a mission, nowhere left to go now but down, nothing of my thoughts intact. 

My dress pops a seam as I crawl through the gap, a cool breeze lifting the edges, cooling my skin. I’m vulnerable, no underwear to protect my modesty, no protection from certain death that awaits me below. All I require is silence. No more drama, no more pain, no more impossible thoughts of men consuming me in the dark. I allow my feet to dangle over the edge, nothing but fresh air between my body and the ground. It would take no longer than a second to slip over the side, to slip away to some other place. 

I wish I could confirm that suicide isn’t on my mind but that would be a lie. Thoughts of suicide rarely leave me, the idea consuming me now as if I’ve been planning it for a while, no detail left unchecked, nothing on my mind but death. I glance across to the rooftops below, understanding how the ravens must feel, away from the relentless drama that comes with humanity, their lives far simpler than the raged souls who live down there. 

I close my eyes, tears still falling, my eyelids swollen, sore. Why am I crying? Have I not welcomed this moment in my dreams, when the painful throb of my brain allows a possibility that I might, one day, end it all? This is, in fact, the one thing I’ve considered for years. I’ve never told anyone, of course, my reasons kept private, my pain mine to endure alone. I stare into oblivion—everything so small, tiny cars, tiny people, none of them aware of my pathetic existence so high above this town. 

It would be easy to jump. Fast. After all, I feel nothing but pain anyway so a little more won’t matter. I don’t want to continue like this, don’t need tonight’s ordeal in my head. I take a breath. How long will it take my body to hit the ground? How far will I fall before my brain registers what I’ve done? It will be too late by then to change my mind and nothing will matter after that. I’m cold, exposed, yet I feel little beyond a fundamental desire to raise my arms into the air and fly away.

I close my eyes, imagining the majestic flap of a raven’s wings, unencumbered, free, the “Corvus Corax” powerful, beautiful. He drifts silently through the clouds above me, watching, waiting, his heartbeat strong. I often imagine what it would be like to be a raven—sturdy neck, dense beard of shaggy throat feathers, bright glossy eyes. I close my own, a patter of talons distinctively close now, large claws clipping over the concrete ledge towards me. My friend’s call is loud, prominent, a throaty gurgling croak, much deeper than his common crow cousin. I want to call out to him, respond, acknowledge, but I dare not open my eyes for fear of losing this precious moment. He’s so close. I can almost touch him. 

Fresh tears sting my face and when I finally dare to look, my friend the raven is seated next to me, his black eyes piercing mine. I smile. He seems to smile back. He isn’t really here, of course, yet I’m grateful that my mind has temporarily removed some of my burdens, this single moment of escapism the only thing I need. He yells at me, flapping his large wings, the two of us locked in this impossible, incredible moment. He assumes I’m in the wrong place, wondering why I’ve climbed so high. I reach out. I only want to touch him, to feel the warmth of his body, but he jumps away from my grasping fingertips, leaving nothing but struggling air between us. When he takes flight I want to flap my arms in response and follow. I want him to lead the way, lead me to freedom, take me to a place I can finally call home. 

I look down. A single black feather has settled on my lap. I pick it up and run my fingers across its surface. It’s so beautiful, so soft. I believe it’s a sign, a symbol of forgiveness when I can never forgive myself. I release a tiny yelp, unsurprised by how my voice is snatched away on the breeze as if I’d never opened my mouth at all. Taking a breath I prepare for take off, clambering to my feet, my throbbing bare soles ready to leave this earthly ground forever. I close my eyes, an odd calm creeping over me. 

I can do this.

I can fly.
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I was in the middle of a dream when my buzzing phone woke me up. It wasn’t ideal, yet DCI Paul Mannering’s disgruntled voice and unwelcome background noise were enough to confirm the encroaching chaos before I’d even planted my feet on the bedroom carpet. I was enjoying a well-needed lie-in, my rare day off holding the potential to placate my brain and rationalise my impossible thinking into some kind of semi-passable order.

‘Newt? You there?’ My friend’s mannerisms as always, a stressed undertone, denoting he was not enjoying his morning as much as I previously assumed I might.

‘Good morning to you, too,’ I muttered, stifling a yawn, padding into the kitchen across several cold floor tiles, the heating not yet on, my bare feet as now numb as my brain.

‘Yeah, sorry, morning.’ Paul returned my mutterings with his own, the man forever distracted, a distant angry horn confirming he was already deep in police business, my day racing to catch up.

‘Where are you?’ I was asking but wasn’t exactly interested, his phone call made to extract information he assumed I’d provide without question. I was pouring coffee. Under normal circumstances such a simple indulgence would have woken me up. My friend’s requirements holding the power to flesh my depleted ego, wake him up. However, it wasn’t yet five o’clock in the morning. I was in no mood for chitchat.

‘Freeman House Car Park,’ Paul responded, flatly, unaware he had already put me in a bad mood. A forceful breeze snatching most of his words into the air. ‘How quickly can you get here?’

‘Why?’ I took a sip of hot black liquid, grateful for the soothing warmth, only realising I’d forgotten to add sugar when a bitter taste hit my tongue.

‘I need you to talk someone off a roof,’ he confirmed. ‘I have two officers up there at the moment but the young lady is having none of it. I know you’ve dealt with this type of thing before.’ He paused. ‘I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent.’ I could hear the passive aggression in his voice, the words he wasn’t using. “You’ll be doing me a favour.” I always seemed to owe him one.

I added sugar to my mug with a sigh, glad Paul ignored my reaction. Freeman House Car Park was a couple of streets from my flat. I could get there on foot, no need to take my car. It was probably just as well. The way my old Volkswagen Beetle was performing lately, I could do without the stress. I glanced out of the window. A light frost had coated everything in a thin veneer of white, a low fog drifting lazily across the glass. I wondered how desperate a person would need to be to end up on a rooftop in this weather.

‘Didn’t the council put metal panels around the edges to stop people trying to jump?’ It made the place look unsightly but at least it saved lives.

‘They did, but she somehow managed to get onto the ledge anyway. Keeps saying she can fly.’

Paul’s words saddened me. Suicide consumes a person, taking them beyond rational consideration, reasonable thinking. The concept that this young lady believed she could fly told me she wanted an escape, not death. A way to deal with something her mind couldn’t. It wasn’t a comfort. ‘Do we know who she is?’

‘Not yet.’

‘How did you get involved?’ Suicide attempts were usually dealt with by uniformed police, not CID.

‘We were just passing when I noticed her out on the ledge. We couldn’t exactly leave her up there, could we?’

‘We?’

‘Myself and DI Avery.’

It made me smile how Paul always used formal titles whenever he was in the midst of police duties, turning from relaxed friend to highly professional detective. It was how he dealt with things, got the job done. I imagined the roll of Tony’s eyes, a shake of an exhausted head.

‘Where were you going at this time of the morning?’ It seemed early, even for Paul.

‘To a stabbing in town that I’ve now had to allocate to DS Baker. Actually, I need to get off the phone and see how she’s doing. Any more questions?’

‘Not that I can think of.’ I hoped Alice was okay. She deserved the occasional weekend off, too. The poor woman just as much at Paul’s beck and call as I was. It was a shame that crime rarely took a break.

‘Good. Then shall I see you shortly?’

‘Okay, fine.’ I breathed, taking a large gulp of much-needed coffee. ‘Give me ten minutes.’

***
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My haste saw me burn the back of my throat with coffee while searching for a clean item of clothing, my housekeeping failures met with unrequired frustration. I subsequently ventured into the morning air dressed in a crinkled shirt, a tank top that had acquired an odd-looking stain, shoes that needed cleaning. It was Saturday morning, my supposed day off, my day set aside for relaxing, marking essays, eating crap. Instead, I was now heading towards the unknown: Paul and his team of disgruntled officers already waiting, radios in hand and a mental health team on standby. Between us, we had witnessed many suicide attempts, many deaths, this day nothing new, but it never got easier, never felt any less troublesome to deal with.

Paul looked tired, as always. His frustrated expression something I’d grown oddly accustomed to in recent months. He nodded when he saw me, thankfully ignoring my hastily assembled appearance, merely glad I was willing to help.

‘Thank you,’ he muttered, his own jacket doing nothing to stave off the incoming cold, the thing pulled tightly around his neck. He was shivering.

I glanced towards a young woman standing bare footed on a high ledge, the dress she was wearing wholly inappropriate for the occasion by the way she, too, was trembling. She was crying, yelling, expressing to officers already with her to leave her alone. Twice she looked as if she was going to jump, nowhere else to go but down, her potential actions creating a fresh wave of panic from everyone.

‘What makes you think I can talk her down?’ I was staring skyward, craning my neck, unsure my presence would be enough. Freeman House Car Park had no lift, jagged concrete steps my only way up, urine and filth my only unfortunate companions.

‘Because that’s what you do.’ Paul didn’t look at me, too busy waiting for me to deal with the situation so he could get on with his day in peace, more pressing matters to attend.

I smothered a sigh, unwilling to comment, instead heading inside the building, eager to help. I was grateful he didn’t see me running out of steam halfway up, forced to puff and pant the rest of the way hunched forward like an old man. I needed to get fitter, start jogging, join a gym. My sister-in-law, Stephanie, had joked about my health for a while, confirming my podgy belly and flabby arms. I hoped this young woman hadn’t decided to jump by the time I reached her. I was unconvinced that, in my haste, I wouldn’t join her on a potential swift route down.

‘Dr Newton?’ A male uniformed officer was waiting for me as I reached the top step, the morning breeze far cooler up here, icy and unwelcome. It took my breath.

‘It’s Dr Flanigan, actually,’ I corrected, still panting, the coffee I’d earlier consumed not yet enough to wake me up. I was often referred to by my first name, Newton seemingly only remembered as the guy who’d discovered gravity.

‘Sorry,’ he muttered, a rosy flush appearing on his cheeks. ‘My colleague has been speaking with the young lady.’ He shook his head, changing the subject. ‘But she’s refusing to budge. I’m not sure how much help you’ll be at this stage.’

I nodded, knowing what he meant. Anyone considering suicide does not hang around; excuse the expression. They venture high for a reason, wanting a way out, nothing and no one preventing their ultimate goal. Yet, I assumed if she was going to jump, she would have done so by now, the fact she was still on that ledge confirming she needed help, not a coffin. Several police officers had gathered below us, flashing lights adding nothing to this young woman’s troubled mindset, or mine. This attention something she probably didn’t need in her day.

‘Do we know her name?’ I asked, not anticipating the blast of cold air that almost took my balance. Shit. I glanced towards the ledge, impressed the fragile thing was retaining hers.

‘She isn’t saying much,’ the officer confirmed, shaking his head, directing me towards the chaos. ‘Just keeps saying she can fly.’

From this position, the young lady appeared near frozen to the bone, the fresh autumnal weather hardly appropriate for her outfit. She was trembling, goose-bumped skin exposed, arms outstretched, no shoes. A female officer was currently reaching her head through the damaged panelling, her pleas disregarded. I assumed her words were being carried away on the morning wind, this location hardly conducive for a rational conversation. She looked grateful when she noticed my approach, stepping back into the safety of the car park.

‘Are you the psychologist?’ she asked, looking as out of breath as I was, her hair lifted in places, cheeks flushed.

I nodded. ‘What do we know?’

‘Hardly anything. She won’t speak to me.’ The constable shrugged, her limited training not exactly helpful in situations like these.

‘Did you get her name?’ I asked again, keen to establish a basic form of communication. I wondered what had been said to this poor girl that had resulted in nothing but fresh air and a cold chill.

The female officer shook her head, nothing on her expression telling me she wasn’t glad for the respite I was about to provide.

Taking a handkerchief from my pocket to protect my hands, I peeled open the mesh as wide as it would go, catching my hair on the damaged wire in the process. A gush of wind whipped past my cheek, making me momentarily grab the ledge. I glanced at the officers behind me, knowing what they were thinking, knowing they were waiting for me to take control so they didn’t have to.

‘Hi there,’ I called out. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’

The young woman was standing with her head down, her makeup-streaked face and runny nose confirming her volatile state of mind. She didn’t acknowledge me, didn’t want anyone’s help. She didn’t look that old. Highlighted blond hair spiralled down her back, ruffled, as if she had just got out of bed.

I slid my legs along the cold ledge, holding on with both hands, my knuckles white. I hoped she wouldn’t notice, accidentally glancing towards the ground below, closing my eyes in protest. It was a long way down, my legs still throbbing from the effort it took to get up here. I had never been good with heights.

When the young lady finally looked my way, she seemed shocked to see me, her private world the only space that existed until now. I was careful to retain a safe distance, of course, my legs left dangling over the edge because there was nowhere else to place them, my buttocks clenched tight in protest to the swaying panels behind me. There was no way I was letting go. I may have been holding my breath. Paul and his team were hovering below, tiny dots in the distance, the uniforms of several police officers reflecting flashing lights of their imposing vehicles. At least it wasn’t raining.

‘My name’s Newton. Newton Flanigan,’ I confirmed loudly, grateful to be in close enough proximity now to be heard over the dewy air. ‘It’s cold up here.’ I was stating the obvious, merely trying to engage the girl, gingerly turning up the collar of my jacket for effect. ‘You must be freezing?’ I had only been here a few minutes and I already was. All I wanted was an acknowledgement, for her to appreciate the position she was putting us both in, and a coffee. I considered removing my jacket and handing it to her. She looked as if she needed it. Yet, I was unsure what such a proclamation would achieve. She might lose her footing and slip, this day reaching an unsatisfactory conclusion, tipping the balance of Paul’s frustration completely. She didn’t reply. I wondered what she was thinking. By the look on her face, nothing good.

Instead, we sat on that ledge for a good ten minutes, silence that would have otherwise driven me insane sliced into by a biting wind that hurt my ears. I was taught long ago that silence often allows the other person some well-needed space. You don’t have to fill every gap with chatter, instead allow them the time they need to consider their emotions, their actions. It is a rule I still follow to this very day, designed to convey a non-judgmental position, providing a notion that conversation is optional and therefore unforced. Eventually, when the stillness becomes too heavy, it triggers a discussion that might not otherwise occur, setting up an opening for potential therapy. After all, this is their time, their rules.

It wasn’t helpful that I was freezing to death, a sharp chill nipping my ears, penetrating my soul. I needed to hurry things along, no coffee up here to keep me alert, no ticking clock to help pass the time. The girl was holding a black feather in her tiny white hands, its glossy surface at odds with the paleness of her trembling fingertips.

‘That’s nice,’ I stated. I was attempting to reach her on a level she might appreciate, already tired of the silence, that simple object no doubt holding a meaning I was yet to understand. A small bag sat next to her, no bigger than a purse, covered in sparkling gems, the sort usually reserved for parties, nightclubs, weddings. She was dressed as if she had recently left one, her evening ending in unconfirmed chaos I was not about to highlight. It no doubt contained her mobile phone, keys, lipstick, girly things. She wasn’t wearing shoes, did not have a coat. I wondered about her life, who might be missing her, the type of friends who would allow a young woman to leave a party alone.

‘I’ve never really liked birds,’ I continued, unconcerned that I was speaking more to myself than my newly acquired companion. It was a lie, of course. I had nothing against them. I was merely trying to distract the moment, provoke a reaction.

The female turned to face me, for the first time allowing cold eyes to meet mine, narrowing defensively. I’d hit a nerve. Good. I smiled, continuing as if this was a normal day for me, this high ledge somewhere I often contemplated my thoughts. I tried not to shiver, tried not to allow my teeth to clatter together in protest. It wasn’t easy.

‘The way they fly around, no fear of falling from the sky,’ I chided. ‘It isn’t something I’d want to do.’

‘You know nothing,’ she spat, stroking the feather as if she needed its limited protection to stave off my unwanted words. At least she was talking to me.

‘Then why don’t you explain it?’ The one thing I knew about suicide was that those considering it were either serious or wanted help they felt they might not otherwise find. They either ended things amid insurmountable pain, no one aware of their actions until it was too late, or they sat on rooftops, thinking, waiting for someone to notice. I assumed this young lady fell into the latter category. She would be dead by now, otherwise.

‘Why don’t you fuck off?’ she spat. Emotion. Good. Emotional people are usually willing to vocalise their feelings, even if it’s to do nothing other than lash out.

‘Dirty, disgusting things, aren’t they, birds?’ I was glancing blankly towards a dark grey sky, the pale sun barely peeking over the horizon. I was staring at nothing in particular, clinging to cold metal as if my life depended on it, hoping this young woman wouldn’t notice how absolutely terrified I was. ‘They shit from a great height, leave feathers and filth all over the place and make other people clean up after them.’ I shuddered, pretending to be repulsed. I needed a reaction, anything to distract her mind from death.

‘I disagree,’ she muttered, sobbing quietly now. ‘I love how free they are.’ If nothing else, she was willing to give me that much. Bingo.

‘I can understand that,’ I sighed casually, stretching my legs out in front of me in an attempt to avoid cramp, scratching my cheek, the upside of my actions making me appear relaxed. I wasn’t. ‘Birds don’t have walls to cage them. No rules. No constraints. Especially ravens.’ I didn’t look at her, instead kept my eyes focused ahead, staring towards low passing clouds, not daring to look down in case I fell or noticed the perpetually disgruntled features of my good friend below, Detective Chief Inspector Paul Mannering never one to mince his words. I didn’t want him to see my ashen skin or wide eyes. He was probably wondering what was taking so long.

The young lady sighed, dropping unsteadily to the ledge beside me, dropping her guard, no fear of slipping, falling to her death. She dangled her legs over the edge, mimicking mine, kicking goose-bumped skin into the morning air. I was grateful she was sitting down, at least, unable to prevent the relieved sigh that left my lips.

‘How did you know this is a raven feather?’ she asked, her interest piqued, my mouth automatically curling into a smile. She was holding it aloft, examining it, turning it over, pointing it my way.

I didn’t. But it was black, fairly large and thankfully I had a nephew who never stopped talking about them. It was a lucky guess. ‘My nephew loves ravens,’ I replied truthfully. Timothy was on my mind now, my brother’s youngest son the brightest in his class. My sister-in-law Stephanie and her boys lived close enough to The Tower of London for Timothy to take a keen interest, that famous home of the ravens unwittingly becoming Tim’s obsession from a young age. He knew each of their names, how far they could travel for food if they had to, the lengths they will go to find a mate. He even dressed up as one for an entire week until Steph was forced to take action. He needed a bath. I smiled at my memories, glad I had some to keep me company. It was more than I could say about this poor young thing. What was her story? What had led to this impossible moment? I glanced her way. I didn’t even know her name.
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‘I love Ravens,’ a soft voice emerged from my right-hand side.

‘I bet you wish you could fly away.’ It wasn’t a question. The girl had already confirmed she could. I was merely continuing the conversation no one had yet engaged her in. 

‘I guess.’ She was crying again.

‘I know how you feel.’ Why I said such a thing, I have no idea. I didn’t know anything beyond wanting to get off this rooftop. I was trying to empathise with her emotions, that’s all. It seemed to fit the moment. Nothing else would suffice. I certainly didn’t want to fly. Ever. There have only ever been two people in my life who have tried to get me on a plane. My brother: our family trip to Spain ending up with my head down the toilet and a missed flight. And a girl I was dating who’d arranged a weekend trip to Paris as a surprise. Imagine her surprise when I refused to go through the airport doors. Needless to say that relationship didn’t last long. 

‘You? What the fuck do you know about my feelings?’ My companion scoffed, shaking her tear-stained head in defiance. She was still shivering, her chattering teeth now joining the commotion, joining mine.

‘I probably know more than you realise,’ I stated, a little too confidently, attempting a smile, momentarily glad for Tim’s incessant bird chatter and my impossible failings. I promised to thank him later for the vital snippets of information he had unwittingly provided. He would be pleased to know he held the power to save someone’s life. ‘I can tell you the names of all seven ravens in The Tower of London but I don’t yet know your name.’ I smiled, hoping she would appreciate I was no threat, praying she wouldn’t grow tired of my words and jump.  

The young woman turned away from me and shook her head. I tried not to take it personally.

‘So, how far do you think a bird can fly?’ I was impressed I’d thought of such a question, asked with nothing more in mind than to initiate a casual conversation. I already knew, of course, Tim’s statistics forever lodged in my head. That’s what happens when you don’t have kids of your own. Other people’s take over.

The young lady displayed a flicker of emotion, a gesture that could almost pass for a smile. ‘Wild ravens can fly up to a hundred miles in a single day.’ She sounded pleased to confirm it, her death seemingly not as important as the daily habits of wild birds.

‘Wow, that’s impressive,’ I confirmed, a genuine smile on my own face, the first time today I was able to display something other than exhaustion. ‘Although, I’d struggle to drive that far without several cups of coffee in my system, at least two toilet visits planned ahead of time, and a bag of sugary sweets in my possession before I could even think about getting to my destination.’ I thought again about Stephanie and the boys stuck in London without me, my monthly visits nowhere near enough to ensure my continued support. I never drove to London, a train journey safer, faster. I wished my brother Isaac could see how well his boys were doing, his absence not enough to slow the passing of time. It wasn’t something I needed to dwell on.

I swear the young lady laughed. It was a tiny but genuine gesture, heartfelt. I turned to see her tear-streaked features looking at me, red and swollen, her mind blatantly troubled. Her eyes were blank, yet her mouth was willing to show something of her personality, something I wasn’t expecting. Hope.

‘I’m Angela,’ she confirmed, finally willing to give me her name. ‘Angela Healy.’

Progress. 

‘It’s very nice to meet you, Angela.’ I held a hand towards her, hoping she would reach back. She didn’t. Her skin was prickled with goosebumps, a warm blanket needed to prevent hyperthermia, a hot drink needed to comfort me. I didn’t know her story, couldn’t understand her pain, but she was oddly willing to allow a glimmer of hope that I might potentially help her, at some point. That was something. I was grateful.

‘What are you doing up here?’ It was an honest question and one that required an answer before I either lost my grip or the respect of the police, whichever came first. I could sense their twitching legs, chattering teeth, radios that never stayed silent. They probably wanted a coffee, a warm room. We all did.

Angela glared at me as if she’d forgotten her unfathomed reasons for today’s interruptions, the very fact I’d asked forcing an unwanted consideration she didn’t want to share. She shook her head, a silent scoff emerging that I understood more than she knew. I’d unwittingly brought her back to the present moment. To a place she probably did not want to be. 

‘You can talk to me,’ I stated, unable to help my casual remark. It was, after all, why I was here. I needed to know what she was thinking, what had happened to bring her to this moment, how I could help make things better. We couldn’t speak properly until I understood her motives, her reasons. I tried to force a smile but my facial muscles ached, the icy wind setting my jaw into an uncomfortable position. My teeth were still chattering.

‘You’re not interested in talking to me.’ Angela didn’t look my way, instead continued to entertain herself with the feather in her grasp.

‘I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.’ I could think of far better places, my bed still calling. I was, in fact, only here at all because Paul had asked me, got me out of bed, woke me









































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A sinister read that left me completely bieé
Amanda Cassidy 4

ONLY WHERE THE B RAVESD ARE
TREAD, DOES EVIL PREVAKS -





d2d_images/image001.jpg
NICKY SHEARSBY





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg
SRL PUBLISHING





d2d_images/image000.jpg
)

SRL PUBLISHING





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg
THELOST
RAVEN





d2d_images/scene_break.png





