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Dedication
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‘A true friend stabs you in the front’

attributed to oscar wilde








Part 1: Aftermath








18 October 2021

Raf was on top of me. We lay there, surrounded by shouting and chaos and boxes of Pop Tarts falling from shelves and glass breaking and cans rolling, my back was pressed to the coldness. I looked over and the guy in the blue shirt – the deputy manager, Luiz – lay an arm’s length away, not breaking his stare. The front of his blue shirt bloomed red. He was gone. I turned my head, my face smothered by Raf’s hair. He wasn’t moving.

‘Raf?’ 

I couldn’t say it again – I couldn’t breathe; he was too heavy on top of me. Too still. I tried to push him off but he was a dead weight. I tried to wake him up, pull his shirt, slap his face, but he wouldn’t respond. Both my hands were covered in warm red wet. I’d never been so scared of a dead man in my life.

‘Come on, get up, spic lover!’ Mama Fratelli shouted again, still coming at us with her gun. Her face was bruised where I’d caught her with the can weeks before in this same supermarket. Now she had shot my husband. I deserved this. I deserved to die too. ‘Get up and face me! Not so tough now, are you, bitch?’

The warmth of Raf’s blood brought me screaming back to 
reality, and with all the strength I could muster, I heaved myself out from under him and scrambled to my feet. I fixed on her as she waddled and stamped down the cereal aisle, crunching over spilled boxes of Cap’n Crunch and Lucky Charms and smashed jars of jam and honey. My hands were red. My heart thumped. My anger surged through me like a gasoline fire.

‘Where’s your muscle man, huh?’ Mama Fratelli shrieked. ‘What you gonna do now?!’

I didn’t think. I tilted forwards and ran at her with everything I had; crunching over Fruit Loops and Frosted Flakes, full-thrust rugby tackle, roaring my head off – a sound that came from deep within my soul.

‘AAAARRRRRGGGHHHHHHH! FUCKING BIIIIIIITTCCCHHHH!’

*BOOF!* Down she went, the gun clattering to the hard floor and skittering off along a side aisle. She’d taken the one thing in this rotten life that was worth breathing for; worth leaving everything I knew for. Taken it all in three gunshots. Everyone else in the place had scattered.

Nothing was going to stop me now. Nothing could.

That molten feeling was back as I straddled her colossal form. That urge and the wetness between my thighs as I strangled her with my hands still covered in Raf’s blood. This Goonie-looking freakshow who’d killed my husband. The rippling, crippling can’t-do-anything-else-but-kill thrill sizzled through me the way it had so many times before. Oh, how I wanted her. So badly. Just like all the rest of them.

But there had been a shift. Because this wasn’t paradise anymore. I’d known paradise with him. And now he was gone. And this was hell.

‘AAAAARRRGGHHHHHHHH!’ I screamed, gripping her neck as tight as I could, smashing her head against the stone tile, again and again and again.

‘AAAARRRGGH! YOU FUCKING PIG YOU FUCKING BITCH CUNT PIG YOU KILLED HIM YOU KILLED HIM YOU FUCKING KILLED HIIIIIMMMMMMMMM!’

After a while, she stopped struggling. Blood pooled behind her head and the knocking sound her skull had made on the floor had become a wet splat. I let go of her and scrambled off. All I could hear were my own short breaths and my heart thumping in my ears.

As I stood up, the supermarket slowly came back to life around me. Glass tinkled. A CB radio crackled and echoed from the tin walls. 

‘Shots fired at the Food and Home, repeat, shots fired at the Food and Home store on the corner of Marshall and Palm. Repeat …’

Someone was crying, hunkered down in the Coffee, Tea and Baked Goods section. Heavy breathing from behind the pharmacy counter. Two guys were crouched beneath a stack of reduced-price Fancy Feast cat food. The sound system cut through my thoughts – Billie Eilish, ‘When the Party’s Over’. So crushingly appropriate. The slap-slap of rubber soles on tile as someone ran out, or in, broke into my thoughts.

Outside, groups of people had gathered in the parking lot, some talking to uniformed cops, standing around in the sunlight wearing masks. A couple of old women were crying and handing out tissues to other rubberneckers with bulging bags of groceries at their feet. Two police cars sped in.

Inside, the CB radio crackled with static again – it was coming from Luiz’s belt.

‘We’re gonna need more ambulances, all you got, man, all you got!’

‘… one active shooter … I think she’s down, shooter’s down …’

‘Ambulances rolling, they’re coming, man, just hold on …’

I walked back towards Luiz, kneeling beside his head and checking for a pulse I knew wasn’t there. I don’t know why I bothered – his eyes were still wide open. I didn’t want to look back at Raf but I didn’t want him on his own either. I would stay with him, I decided. Until they zipped up his body bag, I would stay.

‘Suspect is down, repeat, suspect is down, wearing blue jersey, red pants and black boots, mid-fifties. No movement, repeat, no movement from suspect. Weapon is disengaged …’

I choked down my fright and fury and lay back down next to Raf. He was still warm. I turned his cheek towards me, held his heavy head. Kissed his mouth.

‘Thank you for loving me.’

This was a crime scene and I was crying all over it but I didn’t care. I didn’t care if I died right here next to him.

Time was I thought love was that feeling I got after a kill, cutting through the layers of skin and flesh to the bone beneath. The anxious knot in my chest disappearing, the electrification of my limbs. But I knew now that had been lust. Smashing Mama Fratelli’s head to the floor – lust. Strangling her red neck – lust. Anything I’d ever done before I met Raf. But with him, this was love. And I couldn’t fucking believe it was gone.

There were voices inside the store now, shouting, coming closer.

‘Suspect down. Suspect down,’ one yelled.

‘Weapon’s here—’

‘Over here!’ cried a voice somewhere behind me. ‘Please hurry!’

‘It’s okay,’ I whispered into Raf’s ear, cuddling him closer to me. ‘I won’t leave you.’ My hands shook as I held him. I should have kissed him more. I should have held him for longer. A lifetime was never going to be enough for us, I knew it.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered again, my forehead to his neck. ‘I’m so sorry.’ His neck was so warm. And then … a twitch.

I reeled back to look at him – the muscles in his neck spasmed. His right eye flickered, ever so slightly. Or was I imagining it?

‘Raf?’

Please, God or whoever, please tell me I wasn’t imagining it. 

I pressed my fingers to his neck again – and then I felt it. Ever so slightly, like the fluttering of a tiny, trapped butterfly.

A pulse.

We’re losing him …

Pressure’s dropping …

No visible exit wounds …

I can’t lose mi joya, no, not my baby!

He’s not gonna die, Mom. Raf survived Afghanistan – he’s not gonna be taken out in a cereal aisle.

If he needs any blood, tell the doctors we’re all here.

Padre nuestro, que estás en el cielo. Santificado sea tu nombre …

Pressure’s dropped again …

She shouldn’t be here. Esta loca, te lo advierto ahora!

Ariela, she’s his wife …

I don’t care! She is a devil. Billy, get her out of here.

There’s no point eatin’ her head off, the girl’s in pieces. She nearly strangled the gunman to death …

Gunwoman. She was in her sixties, the cops said.

Radial pulse is strong …

It was the same woman she attacked weeks ago. She caused this. Raf could die cos of her!

She was defending Raf! Ophelia? Come on, let’s get a cuppa while we’re waitin’ for news, eh?

Raf’s a warrior. He’ll be all right.

But what if he’s not?

Then we’ll do what we’ve done before. We’ll get stronger. And we’ll be strong for Ophelia too. Right? RIGHT?






The San Diego Union-Tribune

Woman shoots Food ’n’ Home 
staff over face mask 

Reuters

Monday, October 18, 2021, 01:58 

A MANAGER of a Los Abrazos grocery store was shot dead and a store assistant wounded when a customer pulled out a gun and opened fire after she was told to wear a face mask inside on Sunday. 

Andrea Smith-Lansing, of La Mesa, had gotten into an argument with staff at the Food ’n’ Home in Los Abrazos on Sunday over their mask policy. The 62-year-old appeared to leave the store after the argument, returning moments later holding a handgun, according to a police spokesman.

Smith-Lansing first shot at store assistant Rafael Arroyo-Carranza, 36, before aiming at his colleague Luiz da Silva, 41. The store’s security guard Manny Ortiz, managed to fire back twice, causing the woman to drop her gun.

Store manager da Silva was pronounced dead at the scene. He leaves behind a wife, Natalia, 34, who is pregnant, and their four-year-old son, Ángel. His mother Miriam said last night: “It is not fair. He died a hero, doing a job he loved and protecting his staff, but I can’t believe he has gone.” 

Following an operation, Arroyo-Carranza is said to be in a stable condition at Scripps Mercy Hospital.

A witness, identified as 47-year-old Cathy Pearson, said Smith-Lansing has caused trouble in the store before. “She’s always coming in here and shouting at the staff. I’ve seen her lick food and put it back, just to cause trouble.”

Pearson saw the moment Smith-Lansing pulled out her gun.

“She was aiming it at this young woman and this guy flew in to protect her. He took most of the bullets. Then another guy got shot and that’s when the younger woman got up and ran at her, knocking her flat and just strangling her. I thought she was gonna kill her. Then the security guy took over and made a citizen’s arrest.”

The San Diego County Sheriff’s Department said the shooter has been charged with first-degree premeditated murder, attempted murder, gun charges and violating the executive order that mandates shoppers to wear masks.






Monday, 18 October – Scripps Mercy Hospital, San Diego (late evening)


	TikTok accounts that don’t edit their military homecoming videos. Open the damn door already.

	People on TikTok who don’t greet the dog during videoed reunions.

	People who film themselves crying on TikTok – oh my god, guys, I just crashed my car and broke my neck. Can you call me an ambulance? Hit the comments if you wanna see my foot facing the wrong way.

	People who use their phone on speaker in a public place.

	Andi Smith-Lansing – who almost killed the love of my life.



The TV warbled on in the corner of the family room – Sounds of the Nineties. Bryan Adams, ‘(Everything I Do) I Do It for You’. Just when I thought things couldn’t get any fucking worse.

My entire head throbbed all over. Liv’s punch didn’t hurt that much – it was her acrylics that almost tore out my scalp. She and Nico’s wife Ariela both went to town on me when they’d arrived at the hospital, screaming and raining blows until Nico and Billy pulled them away. I stayed there on the floor of the family room, curled up in a ball. I didn’t want to fight back. I think I wanted them to kill me.

I lay there for hours on that carpet where a thousand grief-stricken soles had trod, staring at a scuff mark on the skirting board of the piss-yellow wall. There was a leaflet just out of reach that had fallen from the rack above. ‘Diseases of the Heart: The Number 1 Killer of San Diego Residents’.

Until I came along, that is. 

I reached across and slid the leaflet towards me. There was a form on the back you could fill in if you wanted more advice on how to eat ‘Heart Healthy’ and ‘Limit Your Tobacco Use’. The shots rang through my mind; a never-ending nightmare loop, accompanied by the echo of my screams as Rafael lunged towards me, knocked me to the floor and saved my fucking life.

‘Come on, missis, up you get,’ said an Irish accent as the door swung shut. ‘I’ve got you another tea, nice and sugary.’

It was Billy, Raf’s best mate. I wanted Nico, my brother-in-law, or Bianca, my pseudo mum. I wanted them to scoop me up and hold me between them, stroke my hair and tell me everything was going to be okay. But they wouldn’t do that, would they? They were in another room down the hall, seeing if my sisters-in-law of no mercy, Liv and Ariela, had broken a nail while slapping me back to factory reset. Seeing if either of them needed a cuddle so warm you could fall asleep in it. 

Billy switched off Sounds of the Nineties and chucked the remote into the toy basket. ‘At least get up and wipe your nose. Yer lookin’ manky as fuck.’

‘I don’t care.’

The sound of chair legs being dragged across carpet accompanied movement on the fringes of my view as Billy came over to sit beside me. He was still trying to offer me the plastic cup of tea. I didn’t take it. He reached over to the TV unit and grabbed the box of tissues. ‘Take one.’

I didn’t reach out.

A big sigh. ‘Right, I’m not having this; come on, up now.’ 

Billy heaved me to my feet before dragging me towards a chair and plonking me down on it, like a pissed-off puppeteer. For a man with fake legs below the knee, he wasn’t half strong, but then he was an ex-soldier too, like Raf was. He pinched out some tissues from the box and wiped my nose for me. The tissues came away red. I was covered in it anyway – I looked down at my hands – Raf’s blood had dried on them now. It was still on my top and my jeans as well – Jackie Onassis for Banana Republic. Billy had gone back to the Food and Home and collected my rucksack for me once the police had finished clearing the scene but I hadn’t changed my clothes. I wanted his blood on me. I never wanted to wash it off.

‘What a mess, eh?’ I felt his hands in my hair, redoing my ponytail from where it had come loose.

‘I’m going to lose him, aren’t I? He’s going to die.’

‘No, he’s not – he’s in a bad way but he’s going to pull through.’

‘He won’t.’

‘He will.’

The ‘will’ faltered on his tongue – he didn’t know for sure either. Some doctor with too big hair and Fuck Me shoes on had minced in half an hour ago and said they’d done a chest x-ray, then an abdominal exploration which revealed three small injuries and one large intestinal one. They were operating on him now.

‘He’s not going to wake up.’ I sniffed. ‘I’ve seen Grey’s Anatomy, I know how this goes down – they open them up and it’s only then they find he’s bleeding internally somewhere and they can’t get a clamp to it and then they start overacting and shit.’

‘You’ve got to be more positive, Rhiannon.’

‘What’s the point? Everything’s fucked.’ My voice was all husky like that actress in the film with the talking kids. Billy attempted to pass me the plastic cup of tea again and this time held it to my lips. I puckered up meekly and took a sip. ‘Ugh. That’s sugary as shit.’

‘It’s meant to be. It’s for shock.’

‘I’m not in shock. I’m in realisation. I did this to him. May as well have pulled that trigger myself.’

‘Don’t talk shite.’

‘I can’t be here. It’s like when I gave birth to Ivy. I knew I loved her and that’s why I couldn’t be with her. People I love get hurt around me, Billy. Even when I don’t want them to. He’s alive for now. And he needs to stay that way. He needs to stay the hell away from me.’

 ‘Don’t talk like this.’ He took my hand but I shook it away.

‘I don’t want to see him. I don’t deserve to. His family need to see him.’ I could barely get the words out before the tears came.

‘You don’t mean a word of that. That’s why you’re bawling. When he wakes up, he’ll want to see you more than any one of us. Does your wrist ache? Here.’ He fumbled in my rucksack for my brace and strapped it on my forearm for me. The relief was immediate.

‘He knows who I am,’ I said, barely able to see Billy’s face through water. ‘He’s known for about a year. And he doesn’t care.’

Billy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Raf knows about Sweetpea?’

‘He knows everything. He read the biography.’

Billy blew out some air while he digested the facts. ‘He knew? Fuckin’ hell. He knew who you were, and he still took three bullets for you?’

‘We were booked on a flight to Mexico last night. We were running away.’

‘Is someone onto you?’

The flood of memory almost drowned me. I sat with my head in my hands. ‘Oh god it’s such a mess. That kid we rescued in San Francisco – River Goffey – he’s doing an interview in the next week or so.’

‘So?’

‘So? He’ll tell the world what we did – how I broke into the apartment, how Raf killed Elliot Mansur. How we saved him. He’ll have given police a photofit description of us already. We need to get away before the whole country knows who we are. You know what true-crime sleuths are like – they’ll be like a pack of wolves on our scent.’

‘You don’t know that,’ said Billy. He was the only other person who not only knew who I was, but also what Raf and I had done on our honeymoon – saved an eleven-year-old boy from a predatory paedophile who’d abducted him three years before. It was massive news but up until now, his liberators were just shadowy avengers. But it was only a matter of time. 

‘Anyway, why would River grass on you? You saved him – he owes you.’

‘He’s a kid. A kid in the spotlight, and a traumatised one at that. He won’t be thinking about protecting us – he’ll just want to get his story out there. And even if he doesn’t grass, there’s too much heat. I went into a Starbucks before I entered Mansur’s apartment. There’ll be CCTV footage. Someone will recognise me.’

‘Maybe not?’ Billy mewed.

I glared at him. ‘You don’t think Ariela or Liv will go to the cops as soon as they see that footage?’ I gestured to my split lip, possible nose break and eyebrow cut.

‘No, I don’t. You saved Liv, remember? You got her out of the shit when you disposed of her abusive old fella. She won’t say fuck all about you. And Ariela’s too shit-scared of Nico going to jail to land you in the brown stuff after what you did for him. They won’t say nuthin’ about you. And neither of them would dare do anything to hurt Rafael, would they?’

‘Then why did they attack me?’

‘Cos they’re scared. They thought Raf was gonna die and they were lookin’ for someone to lash out at – and they couldn’t get to the bitch who shot him, so you had to do. They’ll come round.’

‘That kid’s gonna do a world exclusive sit-down interview in the coming weeks. And he will give us away – he’ll be asked what he remembers about us and he’ll say, “She was British, he was Mexican, and I heard her call him Raf.” Everyone will know then. If it’s not one of the family, it’ll be someone from my work. And then how long will it be before it all comes out? Before people link the British female vigilante who saved a boy in San Fran to the British female vigilante who’s not in that grave in Vermont? They’re exhuming the body as I speak, Billy. The net’s closing in.’

‘Christ. So that’s why you’re going to Mexico? To hide out?’

I shook my head. ‘Not anymore. Another complication has come up in the meantime. Always does, doesn’t it? My bad luck never comes in ones – it’s always threes, fours or ninety-eights.’

‘Oh god, what now?’

‘I got a call from my sister when I was packing. I haven’t heard from her in weeks, so I knew something was up. She didn’t even text me on my wedding day. Anyway, she had a bomb to drop of her own: Ivy’s dying.’

‘WHAT?’

‘She’s got leukaemia, and she needs a stem cell transplant or she’s going to die. I shit you not.’

‘No.’ Billy’s skin went at least two shades paler as the news sank in.

I nodded. ‘Seren’s in the UK now, getting tests done. But she isn’t a match for her. I would be though, wouldn’t I? Being her biological mother.’

Billy’s face was doing some serious smell-the-fart acting. ‘You’re not thinking about going back to the UK, are ya? Not now?’

‘Raf said we could. He was going to come with me. We were just headed out to quit his job when that … cunt witch opened fire.’

Billy sat beside me in perfect silence. In the few weeks I had known him, he hadn’t been able to stay silent for any length of time, but the cogs were clearly whirring. ‘You can’t leave Rafael like this though.’

‘He can’t come with me now, can he? And Ivy needs me. Her cancer is spreading – the sooner she gets a transplant the better. I have to go.’

‘They’ll arrest you the second you land. It’d be like walking straight into the police’s arms. You can’t go back to the UK, Rhiannon.’

‘Maybe that’s what Fate’s trying to tell me. That I should go and help her and … hand myself in. Save her. Save Raf. Save everyone.’

Billy took a quick glance at the doorway before leaning in. ‘Listen to me – you’ve had a big shock. Two big shocks, including Ivy. You’re not in any fit state to make decisions, are ya? Raf would not want you to do this alone. And anyway, are you even sure your sister’s not lying to yous about Ivy being sick?’

‘Why would she lie?’

‘To get you back to the UK, of course. To get you arrested. Maybe she’s in cahoots with that sexy detective woman.’

‘Géricault’s not even on my case anymore.’

‘She sure talks about you enough on the telly.’

‘Exactly. She wouldn’t be allowed to do that if she was, would she? Hang on, you find Géricault sexy?’

‘Yeah, big time. I mean I can’t stand her either cos she won’t leave you alone but yeah, she’s got that ice queen thing going on. Keep thinking about her handcuffing me and pinning me to a wall, woof.’

‘Ugh.’

Billy shook his head. ‘Nah, it’s gotta be a trap. Well, it’s a bit out of the blue, isn’t it? First Géricault finds those two bodies at Honey Cottage that your dad buried. Then that family start talking about digging that grave in Vermont that you may or may not be in …’

‘I’m not.’

‘Obviously. And now this? It seems dodgy as fuck, like.’

‘Seren wouldn’t lie about this. If I was arrested, she’d be arrested too for lying about killing me in the first place. Believe me – it’s in her interests to keep me buried. She would not survive jail.’

‘But you can’t go back, you just can’t. That’d be it for you. For you and Raf. For Sweetpea.’

‘Some people think that would be for the best.’

‘What people?’

‘Ariela and Liv, for a start. And the British police.’

‘What about the Bad Seeds? Your fans? Your legacy? The people who believe in you?’

‘Digital nobodies.’

‘No, they’re humans who look up to you. Who you inspire. And there’s thousands of us.’ He opened his denim jacket to reveal the black tear-shaped badge with a gold crack through the middle pinned to the inside – the mark of a true Rhiannon Lewis stan. ‘You’re a symbol of empowerment. If you’re arrested, it’ll break our hearts.’

‘Who the fuck do you think I am, Katpiss Evergreen? I ain’t no symbol. And anyway, they all think I’m dead – why is it worse to be arrested than dead?’

‘The real die-hard Bad Seeds never thought you were dead. And there’s been rumours it’s not you in that grave in Vermont since the start. They prefer to think you’re still out there somewhere, killing pervs, stalking weirdos, doing your thing. The fandom’s crazy for it. You’re like an enigma. Nobody knows for sure, and they like it that way.’

 ‘They’ll all join another fandom before long. Some overrated YA fantasy novel. Tom Daley’s knitting needles. Bernie Sanders’s left mitten.’

‘You can’t get caught. It’d be like Batman getting caught.’

‘You mean The Joker. I don’t want to be that pointy-eared prick with a costume and a trust fund.’

‘Whatever, Rhiannon. Just think about this.’

‘What else can I do, Billy? I’ve no other ideas, so bring ’em on. I’ve got a dying husband in there having his spleen removed and a baby across the Atlantic who will die without my help. What would you do?’

Billy had no answers either. I kind of felt sorry for him – he didn’t have Raf’s knack of dealing with my outbursts and he couldn’t hug properly either. I needed a Mexican hug. I needed my Mexican’s hug. It was all I wanted.

A doctor came in, an average-height curly-haired woman with a nose shaped like a miniature ski slope and green eyes like mine – acid green. She said a lot of words and medical terminology and spoke more to Billy than me, but the upshot of the shoot-up was that Raf had ‘an injury to his colon which they hadn’t noticed on x-ray’. They’d removed all the bullets and had him on antibiotics. Now they were just waiting for him to wake up. She said I could see him if I wanted to. Billy thanked her and she left.

‘Have you ever been shot?’ I asked as he sat back down.

‘I’ve been blown up, that was bad enough,’ he replied, clanking his titanium legs together beneath his cargo pants.

‘No, but have you been shot? Like bullets going in you?’

‘I’ve taken four hits. I was wearing body armour but it still hurt like a motherfucker. I didn’t have to have operations for those – they were just surface wounds. Got sewn up by the duty medic. One time I broke a couple of ribs when a bullet hit the armour plate of my carrier. That was like being hit by a sledgehammer. Couldn’t catch my breath. Scary as fuck.’

‘Christ.’

‘But I’m still here. I survived, and so will Raf. You heard what she said …’

‘I didn’t hear anything beyond “We’re waiting for him to wake up”.’

‘Nothing hit an artery. They missed all his vitals. He’s gonna be fine.’

‘He hasn’t woken up though.’

‘He will, give him chance.’

I sniffed. ‘He once told me he’d die for me. We were playing Morticia and Gomez. That’s what he said. “I’d die for you, Morticia.” And I said, “I’d kill for you, Gomez.” He fucking meant it.’

‘So did you,’ said Billy.

‘I’m not used to this kind of love, Billy. It’s better if I leave.’

‘No, it’s not.’

‘I have to go. Ivy dies if I don’t. If I was put on this earth for a reason, it was to save her. I have to.’

Billy knew he was not going to win me round this time. Not even he could argue with the pros and cons of saving a two-year-old child from certain death. It was a complete no-brainer.

‘When?’

‘Soon as possible. There’s a flight to the UK at …’ I stared up at the wall clock – it was almost seven o’clock. ‘… ten p.m. I could get that one. If I went to the airport now—’

‘What, covered in three types of blood? Yeah, I doubt security would even notice. You’re not thinking straight. Fuckin’ hell, come on, you gotta snap out of this.’

‘I don’t need to snap out of it. I need to go.’ I patted my back pocket for my phone – opened up my flights app. ‘There’s some seats left on the morning flight. I could go home, get a shower, grab my passport and—’

‘You might not be able to,’ said Billy, and I followed his gaze towards the porthole window in the door. Two faces had appeared. They came in one after the other – navy-blue suits. A tall blond that looked like he’d failed the audition for Home and Away, and a tall moustachioed one with an accent.

‘Detectives Ismael Vargas and Allen Brogan from SDPD, Mrs Arroyo-Carranza,’ said Vargas, aka Moustachio. ‘We’re sorry to trouble you—’

‘But you will anyway.’

I barely remembered to mask up and affect my all-American girl accent, which had become habit when conversing with strangers – especially strangers who might want to arrest me. They sat at the table. Billy dragged my chair over for me and took it as his cue to leave.

‘I’ll be just outside, Ophelia.’

Vargas opened his notepad. ‘Who was that?’

‘Billy O’Shea. He was in the army with my husband. Got injured out. They’re good friends.’

Home and Away piped up. He wasn’t Australian, annoyingly. His accent was Texan with a dash of Can you just fucking not so I didn’t push my luck. ‘We thought now might be a good time to talk, Ophelia – that all right?’ 

‘Fine.’

In fact it went through my mind to tell them everything right there – that Ophelia was not my name. That my real name was Rhiannon Lewis, serial killer of this parish, wanted internationally on murder charges and equally adored and reviled depending on which social media thread you scrolled. But I didn’t. I just nodded and waited for him to say something else.

‘What can you tell us about the incident?’

‘What else is there to say? My husband and his colleague were shot by an unhinged Goonie-looking hick. There, didn’t take long, did it?’ I got up briefly to sling my scrunch of bloody tissues in the bin – they missed.

‘The gunwoman in question, Andrea Smith-Lansing, do you know her?’

‘You know I know her. You also know she’s a racist piece of shit and they’ve had trouble with her there before.’

‘The security footage suggests she was targeting you.’ It wasn’t a question from Vargas, more of an accusation.

‘She was. We’d had a couple of heated exchanges previously.’

‘Why was that?’ asked Home and Away.

‘I told you – she’s a racist piece of shit. Rafael was helping her put her groceries in her car one time and she was rude to him. I told her off, she told me off. I told her I’d rip off her head and shit down the stump or something. You know, the usual. A couple of weeks ago, we had another run-in.’

Home and Away checked his notes. ‘You threw the can at her head?’

‘Nine hundred thousand likes on TikTok and counting.’

Vargas stared at my blood-stained hands. ‘Rafael is a very brave man.’

More than you could possibly know, I thought. ‘Does Luiz’s wife know he’s dead?’ My question was met with two hard stares. ‘Shit. She’s pregnant.’

‘Lansing’s done jail time before,’ said Vargas. ‘Twice, both times for aggravated assault with a weapon. She’s prohibited from owning a firearm.’

‘Well, that’s a relief. Wouldn’t want her to hurt anyone, would we?’

‘It means she’ll be going to jail for a long time. Justice will be served. Soon as she comes out of hospital, that is …’

‘She’s still alive?’ I said.

‘Against all odds, yeah. But they don’t expect her to wake up.’

‘Are you honestly going to charge me for that? I thought she’d just killed my husband. I wasn’t thinking straight – I overreacted.’

Home and Away almost-laughed. ‘You broke her skull.’

‘It was already fucking broken.’ My English accent poked through again. I lost all track of my American one.

Vargas stared at my eyebrow. ‘The cut on your face. Was that her?’

‘No, that was my sister-in-law. I went in for the hug, but she lamped me. More fool me. And then I yanked her extensions out and called her a fucking bitch and then my other sister-in-law Liv smashed my face in to defend her, and she pulled my hair out as I was about to smash her face in. Then the first sister-in-law slammed me into the wall. That’s when Billy and my husband’s brother Nico pulled them both off me and I haven’t seen them since. They’re in a holding pen down the corridor.’

‘Why are they so angry with you?’

‘They think I brought this on Raf. I suppose I did. I riled Lansing up.’

‘You wanna press charges?’ asked Home and Away, pen poised.

‘On them? No,’ I said. ‘They’re his family.’

It was weird saying ‘his family’ rather than my family, like I had been saying for the past two years, but these were the pitiful facts
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The Bad Seeds 
Sweetpea fan forum New thread: She’s allliiiiiiiive!

McNoodles1301 Date: Friday Oct 23

CRYSTELLE: OK you guys, deep breaths because this is a big one, and like we don’t have this on the record as yet but it looks like the body in Vermont is NOT her. How INSANE is this?

FELIX: So the woman who allegedly broke into Seren’s house was, like, a wannabe? Some chick who’d had a ton of surgery to look like Rhiannon and stalk Seren and her family but it like wasn’t her at ALL!

CRYSTELLE: Yeah, she was like a doppelgänger but like a real batshit crazy one who’d had surgery and stuff. And she was stalking Seren for months before she showed up to break in and Seren shot her on her doorstep thinking it was Rhiannon. She actually identified her as Rhi and gave her a funeral and everything!

ALYSSA: Yeah which is crazy because, you’d recognise your own sister, right?

PAULA: I don’t know, they hadn’t seen each other for a few years, had they? Seren had moved away with her family and Rhiannon was left stuck in the UK with Creg [chorus of groans]. I don’t think he’s done any TV interviews this week, has he? Did anyone catch him on anything? [chorus of laughter] 

CRYSTELLE: Paula, you always said it wasn’t Rhiannon in that grave, didn’t you? I think you were the only one of us who was just like from the start “That ain’t her in that box, no frickin’ way.” Remember when we went and drank a toast to her at the graveside? Fun times.

PAULA: Yeah that was cool – I just didn’t believe it when the story first broke and with what Rhiannon had said in the diaries about her sister and how they didn’t get along, I thought maybe you know like it could have happened but there’s been sightings everywhere, guys. It’s tough to know what to believe.

FELIX: Yeah but there’s always sightings. All over the world, in various places.

PAULA: Yeah but something about this just didn’t ring true. And the fact she was buried so quickly and her family aren’t even religious. Something stank.

ALYSSA: And now we have this body that’s been found like half a mile from Honey Cottage, the place where Rhiannon and her sister grew up – they’re saying it’s Seren, guys. What do we think that’s all about?

GEORGIA: Unrelated. I don’t think that’s Seren, or anything to do with Rhiannon. I think we’re reaching. The woman they found in Wales was shot which ain’t Rhiannon’s MO at all. She never shot anyone before.

CRYSTELLE: As far as we know, right?

GEORGIA: Yeah, but it just doesn’t seem like something she would do. And also, what would she be doing back in the UK? It’s the last place she’d go. Kinda shittin’ on her own doorstep.

FELIX: The description of the woman who was shot in Wales suggests she is older as well so it’s definitely not our Sweetpea.

CRYSTELLE: But it doesn’t prove Rhiannon wasn’t there, does it?

ALYSSA: No but she’s no reason to come back.

FELIX: Ivy’s still here though.

GEORGIA: But she gave her away. You think she came back for her?

FELIX: I think it’s possible. If she thought Ivy was in danger – especially as we now know of her stepfather’s chequered past, shall we say …

CRYSTELLE: Yeah, him being a convict SO could be enough of a reason I guess. What would you guys do if you met her? Do you think about that kinda stuff? I know Felix has some choice ideas.

FELIX: Hell yeah. I always imagine writing to her in jail and one day she invites me in and I’m sitting across from her at the table and she leans in and grabs my balls and calls me a little bitch. That would be so hot.

GEORGIA: You are so sick and wrong, it’s unbelievable! [giggles]

PAULA: Plus if they did catch her, she’d be in a Category A prison so she’d never be allowed that close to anyone on the outside.

CRYSTELLE: Ah bad luck bud!

FELIX: Don’t mess with the fantasy. I know the reality. Having said that, I hope she doesn’t get caught. I like imagining her out there, doing her thing.

CRYSTELLE: Oh totally. I would not say a word if I saw her in the street. God, imagine seeing her in the street, just walking by!

GEORGIA: That’d be INSANE. But yeah me too, I’m saying nothing until she’s long gone. I might take a selfie though with her in the background. 

ALYSSA: Me too!

PAULA: Me three! But think of all the promo, guys, if she did get caught! All the new pictures and standees we’d get of her in her boiler suit and handcuffs at the trial, being led into the van, waving to the cameras!

FELIX: Hell yeah, that’d be awesome!

CRYSTELLE: No guys, let’s #keepsweetpeaburied, come on, be serious.

PAULA: #keepherburied.

ALYSSA: #keepherburied.

FELIX: #keepherburied.

GEORGIA: #keepherburied. Amen!




Can’t get enough of everyone’s favourite serial-killer-next-door, Rhiannon Lewis?

Don’t miss the rest of the Sweetpea series

SWEETPEA

Although her childhood was haunted by a famous crime, Rhiannon’s life is normal now that her celebrity has dwindled. By day her job as an editorial assistant is demeaning and unsatisfying. By evening she dutifully listens to her friend’s plans for marriage and babies whilst secretly making a list.

A kill list.

From the man on the Lidl checkout who always mishandles her apples, to the driver who cuts her off on her way to work, to the people who have got it coming, Rhiannon’s ready to get her revenge.

Because the girl everyone overlooks might be able to get away with murder...

Now a major TV series!

Buy Now




IN BLOOM

Rhiannon’s back and killing for two …

Rhiannon Lewis has successfully fooled the world and framed her cheating fiancé Craig for the depraved and bloody killing spree she committed. She should be ecstatic that she’s free.

Except for one small problem. She’s pregnant with her ex-lover’s child. The ex-lover she only recently chopped up and buried in her in-laws garden. And as much as Rhiannon wants to continue making her way through her kill lists, a small voice inside is trying to make her stop.

But can a killer’s urges ever really be curbed?

Buy Now




DEAD HEAD

Can a serial killer ever lose their taste for murder?

Since confessing to her bloody murder spree Rhiannon Lewis, the now-notorious Sweetpea killer, has been feeling out-of-sorts.

Having fled the UK on a cruise ship to start her new life, Rhiannon should be feeling happy. But it’s hard to turn over a new leaf when she’s stuck in an oversized floating tin can with the Gammonati and screaming kids. Especially when they remind her of Ivy – the baby she gave up for a life carrying on killing.

Rhiannon is all at sea. She’s lost her taste for blood but is it really gone for good? Maybe Rhiannon is realising that there’s more to life than death …

Buy Now




THORN IN MY SIDE

Sometimes, you can be your own worst enemy…

Rhiannon Lewis thought she finally had it all: thanks to the pandemic she’s had to keep a much lower profile but has found happiness with her fiancé Rafael and his family. For once, she is surrounded by people who love her for who she is (or who they think she is).

After over 800 days without murdering anyone, the woman formerly known as the Sweetpea Killer thinks she might have finally turned over a new leaf. 

That is until her soon-to-be sister-in-law has a run in with her abusive ex, and Rhiannon rediscovers her taste for revenge. This time, with a loving family in tow, the stakes are much higher. Wedded bliss and life as a normal person are finally within Rhiannon's reach, but you can never keep a good serial killer down.

Can you?

Buy Now 





And don’t miss the twisty standalone crime thriller that will keep you guessing…

THE ALIBI GIRL

JOANNE HAYNES HAS A SECRET. THAT IS NOT HER REAL NAME.

And there’s more. Her flat isn’t hers. Her cats aren’t hers. Even her hair isn’t really hers.

Nor is she any of the other women she pretends to be. Not the bestselling romance novelist who gets her morning snack from the doughnut van on the seafront. Nor the pregnant woman in the dental surgery. Nor the chemo patient in the supermarket for whom the cashier feels ever so sorry. They’re all just alibis.

In fact, the only thing that’s real about Joanne is that nobody can know who she really is.

But someone has got too close. It looks like her alibis have begun to run out …

Buy Now 




DARLING BUD
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Murder can be family business…

Even wallflowers have to bloom.

Sixteen-year-old Ivy is your average teenager. She’s annoyed by the scratchy labels on her school uniform, old men who wolf-whistle, and her mother the serial killer.

But is murder in her roots?

Ivy was raised far away from the shadows of Rhiannon Lewis, the Sweetpea killer, but when the local predator – better known as Ivy’s football coach – is found dead, could it be that she has discovered a taste for blood?

As suspicion grows deeper, Ivy’s only way out is to get some motherly advice. But when the internet’s unlikeliest vigilantes determine that Ivy must be punished for her mother’s crimes, she must decide whether to control the rage burning inside her.

Or to unleash her thorns…

Buy Now
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