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Prologue

1999 – Ben’s House

‘You wouldn’t understand.’

His words merge, making his sentence vowel heavy: yoooooouuwoooouuuldn’tuuuuunderstaaannd. Red wine drips from the coffee table, his last gulp sloshing out of the glass as he lifts it. Drops of liquid queue at the edge, waiting for their turn to fall and disappear. What pleasure it would be to fall. To disappear.

‘The offside rule, okay?’ He glances in my direction, and I nod. ‘Females. They just don’t understand it. You don’t understand it.’

The closing credits to Match of the Day fill the small room. It’s a two-up, two-down. I can’t remember if it’s average-looking on the outside, but I suspect it is. I remember being able to see out of the windows in other houses. Faint memories. Here blackout curtains are nailed to the walls concealing the windows. Sometimes they betray him, allow slivers of light to cascade into the house. I find them. I bathe in them. I worship them. Not tonight, the only light is a dim lamp in the far corner, veiled in a dusty, fabric shade.

‘Now, I’m a patient man.’ Lie. He’s lying again. ‘But even my patience would be tested attempting to explain footie to a girl.’

He places the empty wine glass on the edge of the coffee table, and I sweep it up. He’s flicking through television channels as I approach the kitchen door. I pause at the threshold. Three knocks for permission to leave a room he is in. Hollow bangs greet my fist.

‘Proceed,’ he shouts from behind me.

The house is small enough to make this act redundant. I’ve never pointed this out. I don’t desire fist-shaped gifts or broken ribs, with the only medical attention being kisses.

Three bottles of wine are lined up on the kitchen counter. The first bottle of wine is empty. It hits the bottom of the bin with a thud. I fill his glass. Halfway. How he likes it. He’s not an alcoholic and only someone with an alcohol problem would want their glass filling to the brim, or so he tells me. I eye the two remaining bottles on the kitchen countertop, their corks removed, so they can breathe. My suffocation comes as they empty.

Three knocks to enter a room he is in. I pause at the doorway of the living room. The fat on his neck wrinkles as he looks over his shoulder at me.

‘Proceed,’ he says with a bored air.

He flicks through the television channels.

‘Look at the state of him,’ he says, nodding at a tanned man advertising perfume on the television. He shakes his head and I mirror him as he reaches for the glass. Our fingers graze one another’s as I hand it to him. Bile creeps up my throat.

‘Metrosexuals.’ There is a note of disgust in his tone. ‘There’s a man at work who is like that. What’s his name?’ His eyes narrow. ‘He goes to the tanning booth. Can you believe that? A man in a tanning salon?’ He stares at me hard. ‘Men aren’t made to be chiselled and lusted over. We’re the protectors. It’s all a bit topsy-turvy if you ask me.’ I nod my head to agree with him. ‘You’re too young for this,’ he says as he flicks to another channel with more adverts. I’m too young for many things, but that has never stopped Ben. ‘Peter, that’s his name,’ he mutters, shaking his head.

Peter from the office likes to go to the tanning salon. I cling on to details from the outside world, these accidental snippets he feeds me. I’ve spent hours imagining I’m someone else: a woman who wanders freely in the world. Perhaps, in a couple of years, I could have a job? When I’m a bit older. I picture myself wandering around an office with an armful of paper. I fantasize about day-to-day activities – filing, scanning and what I would pack for my lunch. I suspect even the pretty men are not to be trusted but, if I’m feeling generous, I might compliment a man’s tan. I know there are more men outside of this house. I know they are there. Lurking.

He pulls a cigarette from his packet and reaches for a disposable lighter on the coffee table. His thumb hits the flint wheel. Nothing. He shakes it and repeats. Another common fantasy enters my head – Ben on fire. I feel a warmth engulf me as I imagine his screams, and a smile spreads across my face like the flames would in this house.

One knock. It pulls me straight from my daydream and Ben stares at me, irritated. He repeats one knock against the table, which vibrates through me, leaving a thrum under my skin as I realize I have missed his cue. He holds the empty lighter up.

‘Jacket pocket,’ he sighs, as if I should know this.

On my feet. I make my way to the hat stand and rifle through a dozen coats to find the only one he wears. I don’t have any coats. My eyes flicker to the door, guarded by metal mesh, as if he housed a wily cat obsessed with escape. Every day he steps into this metal cage, locks it, and then opens the many, many locks on the door. He overestimates me.

At arm’s length I hand him the jacket; he grabs it and with his spare hand pats on the sofa beside him. As if there is anywhere else for me to go. A nature documentary replaces the television adverts and the narrator’s voice is low and deep. Ben takes another gulp of his cheap wine. The whole house will have a vinegary stink all weekend. He won’t notice but I will. I’ll notice the way it sweats from him, how it lingers in the kitchen, how it clings to the coffee table. It won’t leave until Monday, like an unwanted weekend guest.

He rummages through his pockets until he pulls out another disposable lighter. I make a mental note. I’ve checked his pockets before to be greeted by nothing but lint.

He brushes a strand of hair off my face, his now lit cigarette hanging from his mouth, and I fight off a shudder. He stares into my eyes and I picture nothing but a pitch-black void. He breaks eye contact and knocks once on the table. My brain scrambles for what he wants: his glass is full, his cigarette is lit, and the lighting is dim – how he likes it. I swallow a sigh.

‘I love you,’ I lie, as the dress he insists I wear on Saturdays scratches at my skin.

He nods with approval. The nature documentary turns gory, with a lion chasing a gazelle across an arid landscape. It catches Ben’s attention, affording me a reprieve. Ben grunts as the lion catches the gazelle, ripping it to shreds. He leans forward in his chair, as if he wants to join the lion feasting on raw flesh.

‘I reckon I’d make a cracking lion,’ he says, as ash from his cigarette tumbles down his T-shirt.

My mind fills with white noise as entrails splatter across the television screen and I am transported to another life: I’m a gazelle racing across a Saharan desert, my limbs stretching as I bask in vast swathes of freedom. I close my eyes taking in a landscape where I am master. My body hums with joy.

Ben places a hand on my thigh. 

I’m jolted from my imaginary world and when I rejoin it, I’m no longer alone, a lion nips at my ankles, its face morphing into Ben’s. I pinch the skin between my forefinger and thumb. The lion vanishes and I become a lamb frolicking in a field. The stars are exclamation points in the night sky. 

Ben’s hand moves higher up my leg.

I focus my mind’s eye on the lamb I have become, dancing in the air as I vault wooden fences.

Ben’s voice: maybe it’s time for bed.

The lamb in my imagination tumbles to the ground, mud sticking to its wool, and my brain zooms into a small shaven patch on the neck of my make-believe lamb. A flea. Somewhere in the distance, a lamb squeals for help as the flea drains its blood. My eyes flicker open. 

Ben takes a deep inhale on his cigarette and for a second his full cheeks become hollow. His hand curled around his wine glass is pincer-shaped. My head tilts as I picture him shrinking so small I could squash him between finger and thumb.

I look around the room at the wire mesh that guards the front door, the curtains nailed to walls, hiding the painted-shut windows and the soundproofed walls.

Ben is not a lion. Ben is a flea.
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2007 – Leicester

He’s following me.

I’ve picked up a flea somewhere between the war memorial and the university. About a quarter of a mile back. I’ve caught his reflection in the angles of bay windows jutting from the front of darkened Edwardian houses. In the window screens of cars parked for the night. A hazy image of a man, dressed in black, with a baseball cap worn low.

I like to walk alone at night. The stars are brilliant listeners, and they never have a bad word to say about anyone. Ten-out-of-ten company. And it means I don’t have to hear the other women at the refuge crying themselves to sleep. The walls are too thin. I have learnt crying comes without accent, a Scouse woman and a Welsh woman sound the same as they sob. The night sky was impressed by this factoid. I bet the man behind me knew this fact before I did.

He’s fifteen feet behind me. For now. His footsteps don’t echo. His tracksuit doesn’t rustle. His head is down but his eyes are up, watching, steady, focused. I am certain he is following me.

Dirty water from a shallow puddle soaks into the bottom of my jeans as I pause at the corner of the road. Wet denim sticks against my skin. I look left and right. One might be forgiven for thinking I am looking for traffic, but no, there are no moving cars on this street at this time. He looks at the ground, his pace slowing as I cast my eyes over him. I will him to look up. Let our eyes meet.

I cross the road and a cat appears from underneath a car and races away. I cut down a residential street filled with squat terraced houses. Their flattened fronts offer no reflections. If I ask nicely, do you think he will give me until ten to hide?

I wonder what the headline will be if they find my body in a few days? Body found by dog walker. No, woman found dead by dog walker. I can see the elation on the journalist’s face when she discovers I’m not ‘just’ any woman. When they discover who I am, what my past is, I’ll be reduced to clickbait. I can almost hear the frenzied taps on smartphones. My face among adverts for lotteries, weight-loss drugs and celebrity tattle.

The street comes to an end, and I join a busy stretch of road. Traffic lights shine in the distance, and I picture council-funded CCTV trailing me as I walk alone with a stranger in my shadows. They’ll see a twenty-four-year-old bag of bones in a hoody and jeans.

Ben told me in the past, they would re-enact someone’s final movements on television, employ an actress who was eerily similar in looks to the victim, but now they don’t need to. They can just hit rewind and watch someone’s final moments. You know, the hours, maybe the minutes before it happens. I picture myself walking down the road with the terraced houses, jumping from domestic camera to domestic camera, as if each house is capturing a different scene. Then onto the busy road, one long shot of me looking oblivious, never looking back, as though I didn’t realize what I was close to. They’ll assume, in the quiet parts of their mind, that I am an idiot. Then the grainy video will stop, a woman’s voice will explain what happens next, off camera, she will describe my murder with the goriest of details media regulations will allow. Then, if they can, they will show the after. The suspect dragging a suitcase or a bin bag. Struggling to lift literal dead weight into the boot of a car.

I stop at a pedestrian crossing. Hit the button, despite the traffic being light. I take a natural look to the left and then to the right. For a second I don’t breathe, like a balloon is in my throat, its plastic edge cloying at the sides. Maybe I’m an idiot. He’s closer. He’s narrowing the gap. The green man flashes, no beeping.

If I was smart, I would wait for the right moment and scream bloody murder from the top of my lungs. And if I did that, what then? Another girl on another day. I need to confirm this man is who I think he is.

Police patrols will increase. After they have found my body. It will be a futile attempt to reassure the local community. It won’t just be women who will carry suspicion, men will too. They’ll wear it differently though, defensively: it’s not me, it’s no one I know, it’s not all men. As a symbol of their innocence, they will offer to walk female friends and colleagues to their destinations. At least until the initial horror has waned.

They won’t remember me forever but monsters who slay women aren’t forgotten. They write books and films about them. The once scared, suspicious women will become admirers who pen love letters to their incarcerated, misunderstood Romeo.

Up ahead, buildings sunk in darkness block out an industrial skyline, a silhouette of industry. There is no innocent reason to be here at this time of night, and if he comes with me it’s the confirmation I need. I pass the first empty factory and head deeper into a maze of units and warehouses. I pass a darkened factory window and his reflection stares hard in my direction.

If he succeeds and I fail, questions will be asked from the outset. Not the right questions. They will rally the pitchforked mobs – look at her clothes, she was alone, it was the middle of the night, she should have known better. She was asking for it. As if my existence equates to consent.

In quieter corners, around water coolers, they’ll speculate that I have taken many lovers, and it is no surprise a woman like me would end up a naked corpse disposed of in a gutter, in a field, in the woods. If we don’t play by the rules men set us, then we are fair game. The media will follow suit. No apologies or corrections will be issued when they establish the facts. Nonetheless, it will be inferred that I must carry some of the blame for the events of this evening because I made a poor decision. Because I didn’t follow the rules.

The gaps between the streetlights widen the deeper I submerge myself into the industrial estate. An errant HGV is parked on the side of the road. Grey curtains are pulled across the windscreen. A trucker bedded down for the night? I make a note in case things go wrong, and I stop the laughter bubbling in my mouth. The trucker is likely a flea too, and here I am planning to serve myself up with a side of mint sauce.

Footsteps. He’s closing the gap. He doesn’t care whether I hear him. I freeze. Adrenaline courses through me, shattering the ice holding me to the spot, and again I up my pace, refusing to sprint, refusing to release his primal instincts to chase. That’s what they all want – a chase. Boys will be boys.

This location is the type of place safety leaflets suggest women avoid, alongside dark car parks, lifts, and shortcuts of any sort. Avoid wearing your hair in a ponytail – too easy to grab. Place your keys between your fingers. Fight your attacker. Don’t fight your attacker. Tell your attacker about your family – humanize yourself. Keep your mouth shut. Cry. Don’t cry. We must, they tell us, as they hand us rape alarms, stay in brightly lit, well-populated areas. Of course, I have read all the safety tips. I have watched the videos. I have heard the call to arms.

I take a shortcut through an alleyway between two buildings, our footsteps echoing in sync. I smile as my ponytail bobs up and down in the night. I enter the empty parking lot; he must be thinking this is it, now is the time. What he doesn’t know is at the back of this car park is a shortcut that leads back to the main road. I’ve taken him in a big circle.

There is one flickering streetlamp at the far end of the car park. It buzzes as a dewy glow comes and goes. Footsteps. Louder. He’s narrowed the gap. Any second now, a hand will wrap around my mouth. I pull my hood up. A starter’s pistol fires in my mind’s eye and I break into a sprint towards the footpath. His commando boots hammer against the ground as he pursues me. Tree branches slap against my face. I can almost feel his fingertips reaching out for me as we navigate the darkness. My head is telling me to keep moving. Be strategic. My heart tells another story and begs for him to catch me. Force me to kill him now. To clean the sweat breaking through my forehead with his blood. When I burst into the main street, I turn and grin. My smugness oozes through my skin, but nothing greets me.

Darkness. He’s disappeared.

I stand at a bus stop. Panting for breath. A group of students wander towards me. One cackles at another, pushing her glasses from the tip of her nose to the bridge, delighted at the comment the other has made. I want to join in. Ask what’s so funny. I picture myself in corduroy with a satchel and knock-off Doc Martens.

‘I’m so glad I didn’t end up at Manchester Uni now. Devo’d at the time,’ says a student with plaits either side of her neck. I shuffle a little closer. Manchester is where I killed my second flea.

‘I know, right? Imagine,’ replies the student with glasses.

I’m trying to imagine, but these women are maybe only four or five years younger than me, and I have no idea what they’re saying. The one with the plaits holds up her phone to glasses and a third student in a pleated skirt.

‘Another woman has gone missing.’

They both gasp.

‘It’ll be him,’ they reply in unison.

And for a second, I’m so absorbed in wondering who ‘him’ is and what’s happening in Manchester, I’m half surprised as my flea emerges from the footpath. Casual as you like. As if he hadn’t spent the last twenty minutes stalking me.

He wanders right up to the bus stop. The audacity. He leans against the glass next to the students and stares at the floor. His cologne. It’s thick. The students giggle. Whatever is happening in Manchester is forgotten. Unaware of the danger so close to them. He’s handsome – his jaw is strong, clean shaven, and his eyes a sparkling blue; it’s hard to see the monster when its smile dazzles. I wonder what his weapon of choice is – a hammer, a knife, brute strength? I take comfort knowing he can’t do anything here, with the CCTV looming and the cars passing. I have made him impotent. At least for now.

Then his voice appears. Low and steady.

‘What’s your name?’

I look behind me. He’s talking to one of the students, the blonde one with the plaits. She blushes. Her friends giggle. I want to scream. To warn them. I don’t hear her reply, but it doesn’t matter. We are all Emma, Lucy, Stacey, Gillian, Hayley, Becky, Taylor, Denise, Anna. It doesn’t matter. To him, to them, we don’t matter. Their politeness is trickery.

He nods to her reply. His head rises and – just as my eyes are about to meet his – a bus screeches to a halt. The doors open with a gasp and drunks tumble off. He doesn’t look back as he boards the 111.

‘You getting on or not?’ the bus driver shouts in our direction.

I nod and board the bus. The students hang back, waiting for another bus going in another direction. And they will never know how close they came to danger.

The bus is damp from rain and sweat. This time of night should be reserved for sleeping, but instead the bus is crammed with bodies. In the corner, a couple kiss. A small group of young women sing along to a song. I want to join in and allow my voice to crack on the high notes with abandon, but I don’t know the words. Worst of all, the bus is bright. Illuminated. Amongst the mess of bodies, I’ve lost him. There’s no seats and I stand amongst rowdy passengers with one arm in the air clinging on to a plastic strap.

I scan for his face, but as the seconds pass it becomes pixelated in my mind’s eye. Sweat makes my hand slip away from the strap. I grasp tighter, trying to regain my balance. This is not how I planned it. Regardless, I am armed with the confirmation, he is a flea.

Around me everyone is drunk, slurred words float around my head as I try to decipher what is being discussed. I stand, my body unsteady as the bus trundles along. My knuckles white as I cling to a plastic strap. All these women who surround me, travelling home, are the other girls on another night. Any woman can be the other girl on another night. 

Where is he? He appears as the bell rings, alerting the driver to stop. He was standing on the stairs to the top deck. Concealed from me, yet I was within his sight. Was he watching me?

A young woman, blonde, slender, in a sparkly dress and carrying a clutch bag, stumbles to the front of the bus. He looks away from me. A couple of sequins have fallen from her dress, leaving parts bald.

‘Thank you,’ she slurs to the driver as she disembarks.

He follows. I breathe out, realizing I have shaken the flea, but his attention has been stolen by the woman in the sequined dress. She is the other girl on another night. The bus rumbles to life.

‘Wait,’ I shout.

I step over people and force my way through the crowd towards the front of the bus.

‘This is my stop,’ I say to the driver, and he rolls his eyes as the doors open once again.

The cold hits me on the street, but neither the woman in the sequined dress or her follower turn to see me get off the bus. The doors close. Passengers chant a football anthem which fades as the bus drives into the distance. Goosebumps prick across my body. Ben’s voice appears in my mind – you won’t last a day in the real world.

I’m following the follower. Nausea hits me. Instead, I keep a distance between me and him. My footsteps change, from stomping into the night to delicate light steps, afraid an echo or a splash in a puddle will give me away.

In the distance, her dress sparkles from the light from the streetlamps. No wonder his attention was caught: she’s sparkly and golden, ethereal in the night. Her high heels punctuate her every step. When her body is found, they will suggest the clothes she wore made her vulnerable. His pace quickens. She staggers towards a darkened park. A shortcut? He begins to jog. I’m shaking. This isn’t my plan.

I break out into a sprint. As I pass him, our shoulders graze; the surprise knocks him and for a moment he holds still. I hook my arm through the woman’s and her head snaps in my direction.

‘I thought it was you,’ I say loudly, allowing my voice to take up all the empty space around us as we enter the park. ‘How long has it been? Must be six months?’ Confusion is etched across her face as her eyebrows furrow, and she frowns. ‘You’re being followed,’ I whisper, and my words hang on the still night air. She glances over her shoulder. My once-drunk party girl sobers as she spots him.

‘Oh fuck,’ she whispers, taking her shoes off. ‘My boyfriend is waiting for me on the other side of the park.’

Barefoot, she keeps pace with me. The bushes rustle and shadows move as we walk. Every so often she winces, as if she has walked across a sharp stone, but it doesn’t stop her.

‘He still there?’ she whispers.

I look back over my shoulder and he is. Two of us together has slowed him, but it hasn’t stopped his pursuit. In the distance the silhouette of a male stands near the park gate; his shadow is long.

‘Mark, Mark.’ My sequined friend shouts and the male walks forwards towards us, waving hello. I look back. Our follower has turned; he is walking out of the park and back in the opposite direction. The woman’s boyfriend approaches. She feels safe now she has a man to protect her from another man. It’s akin to taking poison to treat poisoning. At some point we need to stop drinking the poison.

I feel a statistic wriggling on the tip of my tongue. A maggot of a fact created to repulse and shock. It doesn’t quite emerge, but I am telling you, the men we know should be the men we fear. My flea, the stranger in the night, is quite the rarity. A fine addition to my collection.

Said flea is outside of the park, walking away without a care in the world. I give chase. He’s a danger to me and to all women.

‘What are you doing?’ she shouts, but I don’t look back and I don’t break my stride until I see my flea heading towards the main roads.

He enters an alleyway. He doesn’t fear shortcuts. I run down the street and he emerges from the top of the alleyway, walking at pace and without a glance in my direction.

I catch a couple of grunts as I keep a safe distance on the other side of the road. We walk. Half a mile, maybe three quarters before he stops and pauses at a house. A two-up, two-down. He reaches up to a hanging basket and fiddles with it. Then unlocks the front door and disappears into the darkness of the house.

A light from within the home flickers on. It illuminates the street and our follower is now in his very own goldfish bowl. He chucks his baseball cap against a wall. The TV switches on. A blonde woman bent over a bed. A skinheaded male bites into her shoulder as he thrusts roughly.

I wonder what made my little flea like this. Every villain has an origin story, but so does every hero.

‘I’m coming back for you, flea,’ I whisper.
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2027 – HMP Bronzefield

Today is a special day. I have a visitor. No, a guest. Visitors are people you don’t want, a clinical term for those who burden us with their presence. Guests are welcomed. I’m here. Arms open wide. Today is a special day.

The prison guard squeaks along the corridor behind me, her shiny boots making the concrete floor an off-key musical instrument. I know my guest requested to see me alone, but the governor refused; she feared I might murder them. They overestimate me.

A door swings open to a small room off B wing. The walls are green. Not mint, or lime, more baby vomit. Green is meant to calm. But right now, I’d do anything for a cigarette. My mind flickers back to old black-and-white movies with a prisoner being questioned with a burning cigarette in an unattended ashtray. Smoke swirling upwards.

I look towards the centre of the room. On a foldable chair behind a table, my guest sits. I feel old next to the young prison guard in her crisp uniform. I wonder if my guest has noticed the way the grey tracksuit washes me out? They look up. I smile.

‘Hello, old friend,’ I say.

I attempt a relaxed smile, as if this whole situation is normal. As if years haven’t passed with a blink of an eye; as if we are, like I say, old friends. I never would have believed I would see them again, to have my eyes meet with theirs; and yet here they are. They want to relive the past. I suppose my journey was theirs too. They said they would write a book. I guess neither of us knew that I would be the focus.

They extend their hand out of instinct to shake mine. I raise my wrists; the sunlight, catching in the metal of the handcuffs, dazzles them for a second. Heat rises in their cheeks. I feel their embarrassment second-hand; they are my guest and thirty seconds into my presence, I have caused them discomfort.

‘Are the handcuffs really necessary?’ I bark at the guard. She remains silent, ever alert at the door in case I, Maddie Reid, might dare to escape and make the world right. I’m not sure who it is they think they’re protecting.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper under my breath. ‘They’re always like this.’

‘That’s okay,’ they reply.

I sit in the seat opposite, resting my wrists on the table. They glance at them, every so often; stolen looks, like a child seeing something they shouldn’t for the first time. I came here clear-headed, but now my thoughts are jumbled in my brain like a wasps’ nest.

‘I need to be up front with you, Maddie,’ they say. ‘I’ve drawn a lot of public attention over the years.’

I try not to frown or stare, or show my contempt for their good fortune born from my demise. I’ve tried to follow their career, but it isn’t easy when you’re locked in a cage. My flames left me in a pile of ash, but they arose like a phoenix.

‘So, I’m writing a book. I’ve read the case notes, but I’m afraid they don’t tell the whole story and I want us to talk. I want to hear your side of the story, not interrogate a pile of exhibits. I want us to simply chat. Like friends. Like the old days. My intention is to present the facts and not change the narrative in a way that might benefit anyone.’

‘Presenting the facts would be changing the narrative. I’m not the monster they say I am.’

They nod. I can’t tell if they’re placating me or agreeing. I want to ask, but it would be rude to put my guest on the spot. If they think I am a monster, then maybe I am.

I’m not the only one who has aged. They have too. Grey in their hair. Laughter lines at their eyes. I bet their life has been joyful whilst I’ve been rotting away. I’m not bitter. We play the cards we’re dealt. It’s just sometimes it feels my hand was dealt from a pack filled with jokers.

‘I’m not trying to sway public opinion,’ I say.

I’m a cliché with a few confessions to make before I run out of time.

‘Good, because I can’t make promises like that. What I can say is a publisher is interested. The book will happen. First question: you have turned down every opportunity to explain your actions. Why now?’

‘Well,’ I tap my fingers against my skull. ‘Turns out, I have a brain tumour. So, congratulations, you get to scribe my deathbed confession.’ They pause and I watch them absorb what I’m saying. ‘I’m not looking for sympathy. I want to focus on telling my story.’

‘I’m sorry . . .’ they say. I shake my head no and they stop.

This book, it was destined from the very beginning. I wonder what took them so long. I was beginning to think they would never come at all. I bet it was an easy sell once the notorious Maddie Reid was on board. Even easier if they explained our personal connection. Did my guest have publishers chomping at the bit? I hope it left them feeling grubby.

‘How would you feel talking about your victims?’

I want to ask the questions. My entire life, I have never been the one who gets to ask the questions. I want to know what their life is like now. Are they married? Do they have children? What car do they drive? What colour is their living-room wall? I want them to tell me every banal detail of their life.

‘I don’t have any victims.’

Where are they planning to go on holiday? What’s their morning routine? How do they take their coffee? Is it still milk and one sugar? Or have they cut out sugar, cut out the caffeine? Taken up golf? What’s their handicap? I want to soak in mundanity.

‘Maddie, why do you think you’re in prison?’

I turn to look at the prison guard. She is doing her statue impression. I prefer it when they send me the unprofessional types. Either way, I never learn their names. Unlike me, they can leave when they want, and often do.

‘I wouldn’t call those men victims.’

My guest picks up a notepad and scribbles something.

‘What would you call them?’

I lean back into my chair, allowing my hands to fall heavy into my lap, the edges of the handcuffs press into my flesh. I close my eyes. Faces appear one at a time. I lean forward, and my guest is watching as my eyelids flicker open. I smile.

‘I’d call them filthy little fleas.’

A shadow crosses their face. I note the blinds are closed in the room; only a couple of slivers of sunlight make their way through the gaps. I wonder who made that decision. The prison? My guest? Who thought it was best I didn’t get a room with a view?

‘All of them?’ they say.

‘In a world made for men, I carved out a place for women to be safe.’

They know I’m right. How many lambs have they witnessed drained of their blood, their essence, because a flea attached themselves to them? I was levelling the playing field. Nothing more.

They tap the end of their pen against their notebook. Did they expect me to be all apologies? To have found God and redemption? Is this not working out the way they expected? The way they wanted?

‘Can we open the blinds?’ I ask.

My guest shakes their head and casts their eyes towards the floor.

‘The governor has said they must remain closed. I’m sorry.’

I’m not sure what they think a woman of my size could reasonably do. Throw myself out of the window. I’m small. The sort of person a good mother would want to feed. My size was a point of discussion during my trial. As if the fragility of my frame pointed towards my innocence against all those big men. They merely lingered on the fragility of my mind. How could I claim to be insane when it was those around me who were mad.

‘Shall we talk about Ben Starr?’

‘No,’ I say, sounding more abrupt than I’d like.

Why does everybody want to talk about Ben? Ben this. Ben that. They shift in their chair. That would be an easy place to start. Get my excuses in quick.

‘Where would you like to start?’

‘Robbie Jones.’

‘Robert Jones?’

‘Is that a problem?’

They remove another notepad from their bag. I want to laugh at how old-fashioned they are, running around with notepads rather than electronics like every other person. Maybe this is why they are the only person I have agreed to meet. They are pure nostalgia. They take me back to the only time in my life I was free. Their papers rustle as they flick to a page in the middle.

‘Robert Jones was a serial rapist who the police were struggling to catch at the time. Leicester is a city with a population of 350,000. The one person the police were struggling to find, and you managed to stumble across them.’

‘He found me. They always find me.’ I laugh. ‘That’s a lie. I found him, looking for me; well, looking for any lamb with their throat on display. I suppose we found each other. Isn’t it funny how life works out?’

They obsess over my victims, how did I find them? Where did I find them? You know what question comes next . . .

‘And what made you pick him?’

Bingo. Every time. What made you pick him? I would have thought the answer obvious.

‘Robbie Jones was my equivalent to a perky, blonde seventeen-year-old. I’m a serial killer.’ I shrug. ‘We tend to stick to type.’
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2007 – Leicester

Daisy Parker sits amongst the greys and blacks of the refuge’s kitchen. No doubt she spotted me sliding the ground-floor window open, my two small hands, white-knuckled, clinging onto the window sill, a small groan. A grunt as I swing my second leg to join my first.

Daisy has a baby attached to her nipple. Stone-cold tea stagnates in a mug on the table in front of her. A black-haired toddler sits on the kitchen floor, smashing two plastic cars together, dried snot flakes under his nose. Daisy’s eyes flutter open and follow me as I move through the MDF kitchen towards the communal hallway. Daisy’s shoulder-length hair is as mousy as Daisy. It hangs below her shoulders, framing a pale face which rotates between three expressions: wary, anxious and afraid.

‘You scared me, I thought you were Leon for a second.’ Daisy’s voice is light. I pause.

‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’ I stare at the baby. Annoyance dilutes the pity I feel for mothers. A screaming, shitting prison guard, holding you hostage in your own home, and yet, I marvel at the literal creation of another life. It baffles me that fleas have mothers; in my mind they crawl from nests, looking for someone to attach to. A part of me wants to snap Daisy’s neck for starting another cycle. Miracle of life. Bullshit.

We both jump as the kitchen door swings open. Vivian, dressed in her self-imposed uniform of jeans and a polo shirt that is the same colour as her socks (today is pink), fills the doorway. Her hair is butchered short and bleached the colour of pale sand. Her year-long tan makes me wonder if her hair colour was inspired by the three foreign holidays she takes a year. Unlike us, Vivian gets to leave the refuge, because she isn’t a resident, she is the senior welfare officer – whatever that means. Daisy sits straighter as Vivian appears and I find myself slumping into a chair.

‘What are you doing?’ Her words feel like a finger jabbing into my chest. I pause. Think of a lie, any lie, to get the wicked witch off my back. ‘The curfew at the Misty Women’s Refuge is for your safety.’ I’ve heard words like this before. The sacrifices I must make for my own safety seem above and beyond those of other people. I run from one captor to another, gifting my freedom.

‘Little one.’ Daisy nods towards the toddler. ‘He was making a racket, and Maddie was checking someone hadn’t broken in.’

Vivian raises her overly groomed left eyebrow into an arch.

‘In a coat and trainers?’

‘In case I needed to run, Viv.’

She nods, lazily accepting my excuse. Vivian feeds off fear. She martyrs herself to horrific fantasy, spoon-feeding night terrors to the women who stay, their cold sweats bolstering her ego. Without fear, she’d be irrelevant. She is our self-appointed protector and that means more to her than it does to us.

‘Maybe we are due a family meeting. I’m worried that stuff up in Manchester might be impacting some of the women here. Scaring them.’

‘I hear another woman has gone missing,’ I say, as my mind filters back to the students at the bus stop. Hoping one of the two women might provide more context.

‘Yeah, did you see the news last night?’ Daisy adds. ‘They found her body. She’s not the first and they think it might be a serial killer.’ Daisy’s face rotates to expression number three: fear.

A serial killer. It can’t be. No. I mentally count my number of kills and swallow a laugh as I realize Daisy and Vivian are sitting next to a serial killer. Me.

‘Yes,’ Vivian says. ‘Family meeting time. There is no harm in going over safety protocol again.’

Eurgh. Vivian’s rules are like bricks being smashed into my face. She likes to think of the women in the refuge as family, a sugary sentiment that perhaps in the moment has value to its inhabitants. I think in Vivian’s mind there is truth to it. She speaks of found family, as if it has biblical value. Really it’s an excuse to lay down the law for us all.

‘Quick word, Viv?’ I say.

Viv glances at Daisy and back to me, nodding towards the hallway. We both shuffle into the hallway as Daisy’s toddler whines.

‘What’s up?’ Viv says, meeting my eyes.

‘Did you get the permission to tell me where they buried Ben?’

Vivian looks towards her office and shakes her head no.

‘It’s an unmarked grave. No one is meant to know.’

Yet Vivian knows. Some gravediggers know. A priest knows. The police know. It appears that many people know the one thing I want to know. There’s a moment of uncomfortable silence as I stare hard at Vivian, but she doesn’t back down. She is slipping a noose around her own neck and I will kick the chair from under her. FUCKING TELL ME.

I smile.

‘I understand, Vivian.’

Her returned smile is weak as she nods at me. Without explanation, she walks away in the direction of her office, and I return to Daisy. The toddler now on her lap and the baby in a bouncer.

‘She’s not even on nights,’ Daisy says. ‘She’s been jumpy as anything lately. Do you think it’s to do with Leon going missing?’

I shrug. Pick up Daisy’s cold mug and flick the kettle on. Leon disappearing should be a source of joy for both Vivian and Daisy. The effect on Daisy is not happiness but a sense of impending dread; she has stopped sleeping and has taken on a watch, waiting for the return of her brutally violent husband.

‘Two sugars?’

She nods. Since I moved to the Misty, I have learnt many things about polite society. Such as memorizing how someone takes their tea. This is a display of familiarity. After some experimentation, to Vivian’s annoyance, I learnt I like it milky, with one heaped teaspoon of sugar. Every day is a school day when you don’t know who you are.

The baby whimpers and points chubby fists towards Daisy. She struggles to pick him up with the toddler on her lap. The toddler looks like his father, and he stares at me as if he knows my secrets, as if he can smell smoke and is wondering where the fire is. Perhaps one day the boy will arrive in the night, asking if I remember him. I will say no, regardless of the truth.

The kettle whistles as I rinse Daisy’s mug. I reach for the cheap teabags Vivian insists on keeping in the top cupboard, despite most of the women struggling to reach.

‘Do you think he’ll turn up?’ Daisy says.

I look in her direction. ‘Leon?’

I’m a clown spewing one-liners for jokes. Leon ‘Teflon’ Parker; nothing ever seems to stick. Regardless of how much evidence has marked Daisy’s body, it never seems to be enough. I smile at the black-haired toddler. He cries.

The toddler curls up in the crook of Daisy’s arm and both children sleep. I wonder if their weight makes her arms ache, or if the pain of motherhood was something Daisy was accustomed to, accepted, cherished.

‘You wouldn’t want that, would you?’ I ask through narrow eyes.

She shakes her head.

‘It’s hard not knowing. I’m always on tenterhooks.’

I nod. It’s tiring keeping up a facade of interest, but Leon’s sudden disappearance has become a hot topic amongst the women in the household. Of all the ex-partners, he was the most persistent. He would flip-flop between flowers and threats. The night he went missing, they were discussing relocating Daisy and her children to another part of the country. She didn’t want to go. Vivian insisted though: Daisy needed to go. Somewhere far, somewhere they could hide her. I don’t understand why the onus is on Daisy. Can’t they hide him instead? Somewhere far away. Maybe somewhere deep underground.

‘No one has heard from him. He’s vanished. It’s been months. I spoke to his mum for the first time since I left, and she thinks something terrible has happened. She blamed me, of course, and said I should never have walked out on him. I shouldn’t have called her, but part of me was hoping he had given up and moved on. I half thought it would be him who answered.’

Wanting answers is human. For a second, I wonder if she misses Leon’s attention – so persistent, it was like clockwork – but the look in Daisy’s eyes tells me otherwise. She wants to know if she can crack on with her life. Maybe, his disappearance hasn’t presented her with a life free from Leon; maybe it’s cast an endless doubt instead. Will Daisy be looking over her shoulder for decades to come?

Time passes as we both sit, the children on her lap and me in a coat, as if I am about to leave at any minute. We sip our tea in comfortable silence. The shadows dissolve as the sun rises. Beams of light flood into the kitchen, highlighting the hazel of Daisy’s eyes. Vivian destroys the peace when she marches in, the fire door swinging behind her.

She flings a couple of packets of store-bought croissants onto the kitchen table. The sort that are always too dry but claim to be buttery.

‘They’re a treat for everyone. No more than one each.’

Sylvia, a bird-like woman and the only other resident without children, races into the kitchen.

‘Another one of my T-shirts has gone missing, Viv.’

The hunt for Sylvia’s missing royal family memorabilia T-shirt has been as thorough as any large-scale criminal investigation. The culprit has yet to be apprehended. I hand her my croissant, which she takes without question. As I leave the kitchen, I can hear Sylvia talking about how much they mean to her, and for a moment I feel great pity for her. Then a great pity for myself. How nice it would be to have a hobby that distracted me like Sylvia is distracted by her Tees.

The lock on the ugly brown



OEBPS/images/cover.png
SIX
STRIKES

Before she gets burnt...

)
T .

i -
s 20 Wy %
. fy . & %

I

ANTONIA GRAVE






OEBPS/images/logo.png





