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Friday, 24 January, 11.30 p.m. – John F. Kennedy International Airport, Queens, New York City


	People who hog airport seats for hours and when they finally vacate, you have to sit in the ghost of their arse warmth

	People who crowd the baggage carousel

	People who aren’t ready when they’re next in the security line. GET YOUR FUCKING SKECHERS OFF, KAREN.

	Everyone involved with the movie version of Cats – also, Idris Elba as Macavity is off-the-charts hot in this but he’s a cat. How am I meant to feel?! Like I want to shag a cat? I don’t get it.

	Mitch Silverton – the convicted sex offender currently living under the same roof as my daughter



Don’t look. Just don’t look.

I march down endless walkways thronging with families studying leaflets for the Statue of Liberty and Empire State. I’m not looking at them. I’m not looking at their kids. I’m not looking at the other departure boards either because I am not going to London. I’m going to Gate C61 to get my connecting flight – Delta 762 to San Diego.

But there are so many children about. So many tiny reminders. Small, wriggling guilt trips everywhere I look. My throat constricts with every laugh; my stomach churns with every shriek or scream. Every single one of them sends my thoughts straight back to Ivy in my mind. Straight back to England, where I should be headed now. I should go to her. She needs me.

A ginger kid dances across my path, toy monkey wrapped around her waist. A small boy kicks his legs in his pushchair – he wants his cake now. A girl rides a blue Trunki; another sits on a luggage cart, pretending she’s on a gondola. One noms on a colossal tit. In slings, on shoulders, running in shops, along travellators, walking a toy bunny along the back of her dad’s seat.

Get out of my way. Get away from me.

I pass gate after gate seeing ‘London – Boarding Soon’ on the screen. ‘London – Now Boarding’. London. London. London.

The place where Ivy is. My baby who needs me. My baby who is in danger.

I don’t stop for the sandwich I’ve promised my grumbling stomach since Seren’s house – instead I keep walking. Only six more hours and I’ll be home, in my fiancé’s arms. Raf will talk me back to sense. I just have to turn off my brain until I get to him. I doom-scroll the latest apocalypse trend, see what Flag Twitter’s losing its shit about today. Someone’s chopping coleslaw. Someone else is cancelling some singer for a tweet they sent eleven years ago. Someone’s collapsed in the street in China and there’s a video of it doing the rounds.

Ivy needs you. Your baby needs you. 

No, she doesn’t. Claudia won’t let anything happen to Ivy. And Seren promised to keep a close eye on things. I’m allowed to call her once a month for updates. It’ll be OK. Ivy doesn’t need me, she’s better off without me, that’s what I try to tell myself. There’s always another voice in my head though – the one that never leaves.

She needs her real mum. Ivy’s living with a convicted sex offender.

I go into a shop and scan the mags. All the celebs are having babies. Smiling kids. Crying kids. Little shoes, little socks. Little girls.

Claudia married a sex offender. My baby lives with a sex offender.

I make a sharp U-turn and scan the books. It’s all autobiographies of gammony politicians and self-help books by middle-aged women who think you can be cured of anything by shoving a crystal up your backside.

The girl was thirteen. Mitch isn’t a threat to Ivy. Seren said she would keep an eye on them.

Seren lives thousands of miles away from them. She can’t do anything. Remember, she’s lied to you before, hasn’t she?

I arrive at the gate and present my boarding pass, trying to drown my inner thoughts with the conversations of others in the queue and the smell of freshly cooked churros at the Cinnabon concession.

You can save Ivy. You must kill Mitch. It’s the only way to be sure.

Pretty sure I’m just quoting lines from Aliens now.

A baby is crying in the queue behind me. Far away, but not far enough. 

I shove my earphones in. Beyoncé, ‘Save the Hero’. It starts off soft and slow and pianoey. Not loud enough to mask the kid’s wailing.

I haven’t done my ten minutes of meditation today. I’ve been doing it since Mexico. Tenoch taught me how. I focus on my breaths – try to clear a space in all the mess. Hold for seven, out for four. Release them slowly. I am here. I am breathing. I am loved.

The universe loves you, Ophelia. The sun, the animals, your flowers, they love you. That’s what Tenoch had told me. He wanted me to be better. Both he and Beyoncé were telling me how great I was, how loved I was, how they want me to be strong because I’m a hero; a hero who saved the world.

But what do YOU want? You want to kill Mitch. That’s what you want.

I breathe away the time it takes for us to board the plane and take our seats. Once I’m ensconced by the window in Row 19, I feel somewhat at peace. Doing the right thing never feels right to me but that’s why I gave her up in the first place, let’s face it. To do the ‘right’ thing. Nobody needs a serial killer for a mother. Nobody needs me.

‘Good evening, everyone, this is your captain speaking,’ crackles the announcement. ‘Welcome to your Delta Flight 762 to San Diego . . .’

The cabin doors close. They move the staircase away. The engines start up. There’s no way back. There’s nothing more I can do.

I’m going home.

My chest and head ache with short, stabbing pains, which could be the stirrings of a menstrual migraine but are more likely to be all the uncried tears screaming to get out. It feels like a heavy stone is sitting on my lungs. I turn off my music and open my Duolingo app to continue my Spanish tuition – twenty minutes a day for the past year. But I can’t concentrate. Everything’s annoying. Everything’s fractious.

The kid next to me starts grizzling the second the plane begins its ascent. It would be a little girl – a tiny, chubby-legged toddling reminder of the girl I did not go to. Like the girl I have left at the mercy of a sex offender in England. Because I am a bad, bad mother. That’s why I left her in the first place. Why I dumped her. The pain tightens.

‘She’ll settle down in a second.’ The girl’s mother nervous-laughs, flapping about like a fart in a colander, not knowing which hole to go out of, begging the kid to be quiet, squeaking her elephant toy, flicking through a lift-the-flap book about shapes, but the child is restless and nothing settles her.

Very much like myself.

Damn woman. Why bring a kid on a plane at this time of night? I try to breathe in a lungful of decent air but there’s no such thing on an airplane – it’s all farts, feet and Fenty perfume. An air stewardess who’s all pinched and pouty, and as thin as my patience, minces along to check we’re belted up.

Just bring the fucking drinks trolley already, Beverley! I think but I don’t say it out loud; instead, I breathe the fart air and flick through the channels. It’s a roll call of every programme and film I loathe. Unfunny animals. Unfunny comedians. Non-disabled actors in wheelchairs careening through pigeons on their way to their next Oscar. And an episode of The Chase where the stupid bitch takes the minus offer and STILL loses. Ugh. 

The same thought whirls around my head and won’t go away: I should have gone to Ivy. The airplane walls close in. Everything’s so small, confined, like I’m a tin can in a garbage crusher.

But soon, we are airborne. What’s done is done. And I have to live with being the worst mother in the universe.

Apart from the one next to me cos the kid is still screaming.

Once the seatbelt signs have gone off, the drinks trolley appears up ahead. I resolve to drink it dry. There’s a touch on my left arm and I snap my head round to see the toddler standing on the middle seat, all shining eyes and biscuit drool. Tiny pudge arms. She smiles at me. And I do what I don’t want to do, what every fibre in my body is telling me not to do: I melt.

‘She’s a good flier, apart from take-off,’ Useless Mom tells me.

I lean forward and take Richard E. Grunt out of my bag, my little Sylvanians pig in his blue dungarees which I sprayed with Raf’s cologne before I left home. I can’t smell it anymore – I’ve sniffed him dry. Me and the kid play peekaboo with Dicky for a bit. She reaches for him when he disappears.

‘Pig gone!’ she cries.

I magic Richard up from my sleeve and her eyes widen and she makes a grab for him again. And it’s the arrow straight to my heart. It’s not so scary after all, engaging with a kid.

The girl looks at me, expressionless, reaching. ‘Want pig! Want pig!’

No way, kid. This pig dies with me.

‘Do you have kids yourself?’ asks Useless Mom.

‘Yes,’ I say, as the snooty flight attendant with the severe Posh Spice haircut and hips like blades hands me my vodka and orange in my weak hand and my grip ain’t great so I almost drop it all over the kid. Thank God for old Righty. Anyway, I knock it back in one. I ask for another and Bev gives the up-and-down eyes to judge me but pours it out regardless.

‘I have a daughter. But she doesn’t live with me.’

‘I’m Kim,’ says Useless Mom.

‘Ophelia,’ I say, breaking out my bestest all-American gal accent that I use on strangers. I show Kim the picture of Ivy that Seren let me keep.

Kim smiles. ‘Oh, she’s beautiful. What’s her name?’

I don’t want to lie. ‘Ivy.’

‘She looks just like you. This is Imani. I’m Kim.’

‘She looks like her dad,’ I say, staring at the picture. ‘Curly caramel hair, a smile that could make the sun rise. That’s all him, not me.’

‘Would you watch her for me?’ says Kim. ‘I need the bathroom.’

‘Yeah, OK.’ She gets up and Imani gladly sits on my lap and plays with my phone, which is an old iPhone of Raf’s with some games on it that I never play; shooting games that I find too loud and Crash Bandicoot, which gives me motion sickness. Imani’s still asking for the pig every moment but I pop my earbuds in her ears so she can discover the delights of Queen Bey. I play ‘Run the World’ for her and she teaches me some fire baby moves.

‘Again! Again!’

We read the in-flight magazine and it’s all about Japan. There’s an article about kintsugi – the Japanese art of mending broken crockery with gold to highlight its brokenness and make it even more beautiful. 

‘God the Japanese are bloody brilliant. Seriously. You can get like roast dinners from vending machines there and robot prostitutes. And they are actually growing melons with Hello Kitty already on them. They’re amazing.’ I order another voddy from Bitch Spice.

Imani smashes her way through the mag but she’s getting bored so I take a pen out of my bag and hand it to her so she can draw all over Tom Cruise’s pearly whites at some premiere.

‘Did I do the right thing?’ I ask her. ‘I know I did – that’s why I did it – but why does it feel so wrong? Maybe if I was on the London plane now, that would feel wrong. Everything’s . . . wrong. I can’t make myself feel better. And the vodka measures they give on this flight are a joke.’

As Imani’s bent over the magazine, I tell myself not to but I do it anyway: I smell her hair. Milk and peaches. I get lost in it.

The girl looks back up, having completely scribbled out Cruise from existence. ‘Want pig.’

‘No, he’s asleep.’ I sniff her head again. ‘What shampoo do you use?’

‘Poo,’ she replies.

I swear if I caught someone smelling my kid, I’d be wrapping their veins and arteries around me as an extra seatbelt, but I can’t help myself. There’s so much heaven on that one teeny head. I can’t help but cuddle her in. I imagine she’s Ivy. Within moments her head is heavy on my chest. I stroke her tiny eyebrows, aka kiddy catnip. Soon her eyes close altogether.

Kim returns from the toilet and goes to take her from me. I don’t want to give her back but it’s clear from the way she is extricating Imani that she is the one who gets the privilege of lollopy cuddles like this, not me. 

I feel cold without Imani so I put Raf’s North Face on and inhale what’s left of his cologne in the collar, trying to get comfortable against the wall.

Kim picks up the New York Post when Imani’s bundled in her blankets between us, fast asleep. She tries to make conversation about the coronavirus – ‘It’s already reached France’ – and the Seinfeld repeat – ‘God that Kramer is so funny’ – but I ain’t biting cos a) I don’t care and b) no, he’s not. Her clanging arm bracelets when she’s yanking open her nuts have already pinned her in my mind as someone I’ll never be friends with anyway and I’m too tired to pretend. We exchange moans about the turbulence over Tennessee and I catch her looking at the scars on my wrist.

I usually tell people it fell off from all the wanking, just to see the reaction on their faces, but today I wasn’t in the mood for jollity. Mind you, the truth wasn’t exactly an option either. There is no polite way of telling a stranger, Oh, I hacked it off myself with a machete when I was handcuffed to a fender at the house of an ex-cartel hitman as his lieutenant ransacked the place for hidden money and he threatened to kill three children if I didn’t tell him where it was. It was either that or watch them all die, one by one.

I therefore resorted to some kind of bullshit in between the two.

‘Caught it on a circular saw at the paper mill where I work. Came clean off, right before my eyes.’

I can tell Kim’s shooketh; she’s doing the hand-on-mouth thing. I’ve done that when I’m supposed to be shocked, like whenever I hear some relative has bitten the dust or see someone getting mugged. 

‘I’ve got some motor skills back. I can toss a baseball a fair distance now. And wrap birthday presents.’

‘Does it hurt?’

‘It aches sometimes. And I get a bit of numbness. I should be wearing my brace but it’s at the bottom of my bag and I can’t be bothered to fish it out. It hurt like a motherfucker when it first happened, before I passed out.’

Kim is left speechless and stops talking to me soon after. I don’t know what I’ve said. Maybe I’ve sniffed my pig too much, I dunno. We were enthusing about our kids like two mums at the school gates hours before. A brief taste of normalcy, but those never last long. Not with me.

By the time we land at San Diego International, Imani doesn’t give me a second look. I was once Superstar Plane Woman with Magical Defacing Pen and Talking Toy Pig. Now I’m the Stranger It Takes One Sleep to Forget.

I make it through security – always dicey – and walk through the maze of blazing white corridors. Everyone from my flight has scattered – gone to baggage claim or to be greeted by family. The California sky is dark through the windows towards Arrivals. There’s a breeze as warm air gushes in through sliding doors. Kids scamper to relatives. Overtired babies grizzle on shoulders. I see Imani in the arms of a big, bald king-of-the-grill type in a checked shirt who cuddles her like she’s the jewel he’s crossed continents to find.

The thought returns – I should have gone to England. I should have gone to Ivy and saved her. He could be hurting her right now. She’s so far away.

I head towards ‘Exit’ and ‘Taxis’ but I’m so tired I run out of steam before I get to the doors. I go to check the time on my phone but it’s out of charge. It’s been such a long day. My eyes sting. My feet throb. I can’t face another journey. I can’t face making small talk with another stranger. More bullshit burgers with a side order of lies.

I should have gone to my child. It’s all my fault.

I sit on a vacant seat; sit and stare, like Tom Hanks in that movie where he’s stuck in the airport with a bad accent for two hours. Neither here nor there. I don’t know what to do. I’m in the plotline that God forgot all about. I’ve forgotten what our town is called. The number for Rafael’s parents’ place. My name is Ophelia now, not Rhiannon. I can’t be Rhiannon here.

I thought once I got back here, I would feel different but if anything I feel worse. This has fucked me up more than my conscious self can understand, especially when it’s this tired. I can’t see straight. I can’t do this anymore, pretend everything’s OK when it’s not. My head’s still pounding. I’ve got to let some tears out, but I don’t know how. I can’t cry for myself. I need something else to break the dam.

But then the crowd parts and an angel appears – a brown angel with shining eyes and thick black hair curling up at his neck, and he’s wearing the Ninja Turtle T-shirt I got him for Christmas which clings to his pecs like it was tailored just for him. He strides towards me with the biggest smile on his face – the David Guetta Face. I can’t believe it. And it feels like that first moment I saw him in Mexico, at the airport. When I was alone and unsure and so tired and then I saw his face: the most beautiful face I’d ever seen. A face that made the bustle and heat of a crowded airport suddenly the only place on earth I wanted to be. And of all the airports, in all the San Diegos, in all the worlds, he is in mine. And his arms are outstretched. 

He gathers me up like I’m a wilting plant, all my petals and leaves dangling, enveloping me in a hug I didn’t know how much I needed.

‘I thought I’d surprise you but I didn’t think I’d get this reaction.’ He laughs as I grab him and breathe in the smell of his warm neck – the scent was all him, mixed with some Hugo Boss. But I can’t stop crying.

‘Hey, what’s up? You’re not mad I came to get you, are you? Me and the guys were at home playing FIFA and Nico was winning as always so I thought I’d . . .’ He’s not laughing now – his face is different. ‘Baby, what’s wrong? You’re worrying me.’

He thinks I’ve been in New York seeing a publisher about The Alibi Clock, aka my unpublishable novel. I can’t tell him the real reason – that I’ve been to see my sister in Vermont to ask her why she ‘killed’ me and lied to the police about it. I can’t tell Raf what she told me about Ivy – I won’t be able to keep my cool. What if I lash out at him? I can’t say a fucking word. And I hate that – it was OK before I went to New York. I’d parked Ivy in a back bedroom in my mind. But now I’m back there, with her, and she’s trapped under all these boxes and only I can get her out. But I didn’t. I walked away from her. Left her to God-knows-what fate. I know she’s in danger, and it hurts in my heart. I can’t lie to him about this – he always sees it when I’m in pain.

To him I’m just Ophelia Jane White, a runaway from the English care system. Ophelia who moved to New York in her twenties to study. Ophelia who met him in 2019 in Mexico. Ophelia who was groomed by Tenoch Espinoza, an ex-cartel hitman who pimped her out to his mates.

Ophelia the whore, until he galloped up on his white horse and saved her. He knows nothing about Ivy or Seren or Rhiannon. Because Rhiannon’s the avalanche that’ll bring this whole mountain full of snow crashing down around our ears.

Tears stream down my cheeks and he wipes them away, his smile dwindling. ‘Has someone hurt you?’ I shake my head. ‘Are you in pain?’ I shake again. He cups my cheeks like I’m a priceless bowl he dares not break. ‘Tranquila, mi amor, I got you; I’ve got you.’

I grip onto him again and cry it out. He’s got me. He’s the gold in my broken fragments, piecing me together and making me feel more beautiful than I’ve ever been. This was the right decision. Thank God I came home.

He strokes my hair back from my face, kissing my scar. ‘Come on, let’s go. You look exhausted.’

As soon as he’s put on my belt and his, he settles in the driver’s seat and takes my hand in his. He doesn’t let go until we pull up at the lights on El Cajon Boulevard.

‘How’s your wrist? You’re not wearing your brace.’

‘No. Had to take it off at security in New York. Forgot to put it back on.’

‘Where is it?’

‘In my bag.’

‘Have you been doing your exercises?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Liar.’

‘I’m sure this arm is shorter than the other one,’ I say, bending my hand back and forth to stretch it out. ‘I think that hospital nicked some of it when they sewed it back on.’

‘Your muscles are weak in that wrist. Dr Zweig said that would happen if you didn’t do your exercises. You gotta keep it moving.’

I have almost full function now. I can do up buttons and turn taps on and off. OK, so I’m not going to win any awards for Best Handjob but I can do most stuff. Dr Zweig said I’ve ‘surpassed expectations’ which is medical speak for we thought we’d have to take the fucker off again. But at that moment I don’t want to talk about my hand. I don’t want to talk at all. Everything I say is lies anyway – lies that grow like tumours and spread until there’s no hope left. Lies that metastasise.

‘You said on the phone they’re publishing your book? That’s amazing.’

‘I lied,’ I say. ‘It’s rubbish; it’ll never get published. You know why? Because I wrote it. And everything about me is rubbish.’ I let go of his hand.

Without warning, he swings into the car park of a Denny’s. He switches off the engine. ‘You gonna tell me what’s happened? When you get like this, we gotta talk it out of your head. Come on, lay it on me.’

At that moment in time, staring at his handsome face, I want to tell him the lot: the killings, the real reason I was at the Hacienda, the necrophilia and all. I want to save him from myself because nobody deserves that. But I know the second I do, the avalanche will fall and I’ll lose him. I’ll lose those brown eyes forever. And that smile. And that hug. And his skin against mine when we’re in bed. And the hum of his voice against my neck when we’re spooning. And our morning cuddles. And our pillow chats last thing at night. I need him. I’m selfish like that. He smells so good – Tom Ford Noir and the last Red Vines from the glove box. It’s hard to be truthful when he’s looking at me, looking like he does and smelling like that.

‘I’m hungry. Let’s get some breakfast.’ And I’m out of the car before he can argue, striding past a hobo with his head in a bin.

A way-too-smiley-for-the-early-hours waitress called Berenice greets us at the door. She’s in her mid-sixties and she looks every damn year of it; all thick cankles and tits like sacks. But if she’s tired, it doesn’t show.

‘Good morning, guys. Table for two?’ she chirps, grabbing two menus and sitting us in a booth by the window. There are only two other tables with people at them right over the other side of the restaurant. ‘Can I get you any coffee or juice?’

‘Decaf, please,’ says Raf, not taking his menu.

‘Ma’am?’ she says, looking at me.

I take my time, scanning my menu like I’m choosing my burial shroud. ‘Bourbon bacon burger, two patties, extra bacon, Swiss cheese, double seasoned fries, wedges, wings, Salsa Huichol and large Sprite. Thanks.’

Berenice doesn’t even blink.

‘Oh and a side order of nugs,’ I add.

‘Chicken tenders?’ she says.

‘Yeah, supersize. Thank you.’

If Berenice judges me for being greedy, she’s not showing it. ‘OK, guys, I’ll be right back with your order,’ she says, bustling off.

‘She’s good. We should tip her,’ I say to nobody in particular. ‘She’s probably pulled an all-nighter. That’s not right, a woman of her age. She probably has kids. Or grandkids. Little girls . . .’

Raf looks at me. ‘You don’t even want all that food, do you?’ 

‘No. I’m trying to disgust you. Is it working?’

‘No. It isn’t.’ He reaches across the table for my hand – the weak one – and squeezes it. ‘What’s wrong?’

I rip my hand away. ‘Why do you love me? What is it? Why doesn’t this disgust you?’

‘Why do you want to disgust me? What happened in New York?’

‘What would disgust you? What could I do?’ I look outside. ‘Shall I go and offer that hobo a blowy, would that do it? The sight of me taking that crusty cock into my face. How about that?’

He pulls my hand back and stares at me, not blinking. ‘What is it?’

I want to save him – that’s all I want. To save him from a life spent with me, who will only drag him down, burn him out, torture him and probably, eventually, kill him. I love him too much for any of that.

He stares at me. ‘Ophelia? Tell me . . .’

‘“Ophelia”,’ I snort. ‘What a stupid name choice that was. There are no good words with the suffix Ophelia. I looked it up. Basophilia is a blood disorder. Zoophilia is sex with animals. Necrophilia is sex with corpses. Coprophilia is an obsession with shit. Ophelia is a ridiculous name.’

I try to size up his reaction – there is none. Leave me, I think. Get up and leave. Never look back. Go home and bag up my stuff and leave it on the kerb. You don’t deserve what I am. And I definitely don’t deserve you.

‘Baby, cálmate, come on.’

‘Why should I calm down?’ I pick at the frayed edge of the Formica table. ‘I’m sick of myself. I’m sick of being in this head and this waste-of-space body. Can’t even get to grips with my fucking level on Duolingo. I keep forgetting that pollo is chicken and polla is cock. How stupid is that?’

‘You’re not stupid.’

‘Yes, I am – I’m as stupid as a sloth. You know how stupid a sloth is? They grab their own arm thinking it’s a branch and fall to their deaths. I’m like that. Stupid. Grabbing-my-arm-thinking-it’s-a-branch stupid.’

‘Why are you so mad?’ His voice hasn’t raised once, even though mine has gone up and up. He’s just asking me. And I’m still blazing like a blowtorch with all the propane in the world.

I stare through the parking lot window at the hobo talking to a woman at the bin. The hobo looks like Steven Tyler – the woman looks like Steven Tyler’s dead mum, walking. They’re fighting over some tin foil. Calm, calm, calm, I think. Focus on the breaths. I am here. I am loved. But Ivy’s not safe, is she? And I am so far from her. Damned if I do or don’t; damned forever.

I remove the picture of Ivy from my pocket and slide it across the table.

‘Who’s this?’

I risk it and tell him her real name. ‘My daughter. Ivy.’

He picks up the photo. I don’t know what’s going through his mind but he doesn’t speak again for the longest time.

‘I gave her up the day she was born.’

He breathes out. ‘Have you been to see her?’

‘No. And I didn’t go to New York to see a publisher either. I used that as an excuse. I did write a book once but . . . anyway, I went to see my sister.’

I don’t spill the tea that Seren actually lives in Vermont or that Seren shot dead a woman pretending to be me on her own doorstep earlier this month – lies sandwiched between truths, remember. But I do tell him about my and Seren’s fractured relationship and how her being in touch with Ivy in the UK was the one golden thread keeping us connected.

‘My sister is in touch with the woman who adopted Ivy – Claudia. She’s an old work colleague. I never liked Claudia much but she’d always wanted kids and I knew Ivy would be taken care of. She’s loaded. Just bought a big house in the Cotswolds. They’ve become quite close, Claudia and Seren. And my sister promised me that she would keep in touch, let me know how Ivy is. A once-a-month phone call, nothing more.’

‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’

‘No. Because I thought I’d left Ivy in good hands. But, as it turns out, I couldn’t have left her in worse hands. I should have taken her to the zoo and dropped her in with the fucking tigers.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Seren told me that Claudia has married a man who has done time for sexual offences with a child. A thirteen-year-old girl. When he was a teacher. And now he’s living with my kid. He’s kissing her goodnight, he’s cuddling her, changing her nappy. She’s calling a sex offender Daddy. And there’s nothing I can do about it.’

Raf slides out of his seat and comes round to my side of the table to hold me. I’m shaking with pure rage. I’m dripping with it; it’s riddling through me like a fever. He rubs my back up and down. ‘Sshhh, it’s all right.’

‘I nearly went to her, Raf. I so nearly got on a different flight and went to Heathrow instead. I know where they live – I saw the address on Seren’s fridge. I’d have gone. I’d have gone to that house and . . . ripped his fucking head off.’

‘But you came back to me.’ He holds my still-shaking hands and looks into my eyes, dazed and unblinking.

‘I still want to go. I have to, I have to—’

‘—you did the right thing. You came home. You will see that in time. Sometimes we have to adapt to what’s not right and be OK with it.’

‘Where did you get that crap from?’

‘It’s not crap. I learned it in therapy.’

Raf was getting help for his mental health issues – his army PTSD and his tendency to bottle his emotions. The same emotions that got him kicked out of the army. He strokes my cheek as Berenice brings his coffee. I’m trying to hide my face by looking through the window. Steven Tyler Hobo tries the handle of the Altima.

Berenice sets down my feast and slips a scrap of paper onto my lap. Blink twice if you want me to call the cops, it says and there’s an x after her name.

When she’s gone, the kindness she’s left in her wake sort of mellows me. The burner’s on simmer now, rather than boil. I show Raf the note.

‘She’s a good person.’ He smiles. ‘Like you.’ He kisses my forehead and wipes the tears from my cheeks before I even know they’re coming.

‘I don’t know how to be good.’

‘I wouldn’t be marrying a bad person, would I?’

‘You don’t know the half of it. You don’t know what I’ve done—’

He lowers his voice. ‘You’ve killed people.’ I stop dead in my tracks, barely breathing. ‘Baby, you were living with an ex-cartel hitman when I met you. It’d be kinda stupid to think you were just there to “clean house”. I know you only told Mom that so she wouldn’t think less of you.’

‘I killed . . . a lot. I had to.’

He nods, strokes my cheek again. ‘It’s OK.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes.’

I search his eyes, trying to find the lie, but it’s not there. He means this. And it’s such a fucking relief. Like taking that heavy stone off my lungs, or at least jemmying it up. I try unloading another weight.

‘It’s kind of why I left the UK too. I wasn’t in care – that’s another story I made up. I killed . . . someone there. A man. A . . . paedophile.’

Raf sips his coffee, but the cup makes no sound when it hits the saucer. ‘I suspected it was something like that.’ He looks at Ivy’s photo. ‘He hurt her, didn’t he? Or he was gonna. It’s OK, you don’t have to say it, I get it.’

‘No, you don’t, Raf, you have no idea—’

‘—I do,’ he interrupts. ‘Ivy’s dad, right? You killed him.’

I should tell him everything right there. I should say, No, AJ was a good guy and I tipped a full kettle of boiling water over him, then stabbed him twenty-four times on my kitchen lino because he shouted at me.

But it doesn’t feel right to tell him all that. I could offload some of the heaviness, but that was one big fat boulder I still have to carry myself. I can’t dress that one up in a valiant robe – it was what it was. I had killed an innocent nineteen-year-old – the father of my child – all because he had shouted at me. All because he was rightfully angry with me. Nothing more. So I revert to type and I lie.

‘I killed a paedophile. One paedophile. And it wasn’t Ivy’s dad.’

‘You got nothing to be ashamed of. I’m only sad that your life’s been ruined by it. That’s what they do – ruin lives without taking them.’ And he sips his coffee one more time and this time, the cup does make a clink as he says: ‘I was molested by a paedophile. When I was eight.’

That pulls me up short. ‘What?’

‘This guy who worked at the pool. A lifeguard. Dragged me into the locker room when I’d gone in for a piss. He didn’t get far cos Nico came looking for me, thank God. When the guy heard Nico calling, he ran out. Years later, I found out he raped a boy the same age, few blocks away from our house. Abducted him from a trailer park about a week after. They caught him, put him through a programme then let him out. I don’t know what happened to him after that. Hopefully he went to prison for ever. Or he’s dead.’

Raf looks at me. I expect his eyes to be wet but they’re not. They’re steely brown as always. I wish I could read his thoughts.

‘The army helped me put my anger somewhere useful.’

‘What was his name?’ I ask.

‘The guy at the pool? Elliot . . . Manning? Mancini? Don’t recall. I try not to think about it. He was this lizard-lookin’ fuck with dirty fingernails and a scorpion tattoo on his neck. And he smelled of weed. I’ve never told anyone that before, not even Nico. I told you because I want you to know that the depth of feeling you have – that hatred – I get it.’

‘You do?’ I say hopefully. In one way it was pure comfort to know I’d found someone who felt the same – in another way, it was terrifying. Because I didn’t want him to be like me. I needed him to be the exact opposite.

Raf nods. ‘It’s his face I see in my head every time I’m punching the bag at the gym. I’ll never lose that hate.’

‘What would you do now, if you saw him?’ I ask.

‘Elliot?’ He shrugs. ‘I don’t know.’

‘You’d kill him, wouldn’t you? You would do that, for little eight-year-old Raf. And that other kid.’

He doesn’t answer, just picks up the photo of Ivy, a couple of his fingernails still glitter-pink and black from where I’d painted them a few weeks before. He looks better in make-up than I do. ‘Your sister would go get Ivy if she was in danger, wouldn’t she?’

‘Yeah, probably.’

‘And this guy’s done time for abusing a teenager, right? Not a baby?’

‘The girl was thirteen, Raf. That is a kid. It was when he was a teacher, twenty years ago. And he’s been married before. What if his ex-wife knew—’

‘—it doesn’t mean he’s attracted to kids in general, does it? I know what he did was bad – real bad – but if it was a one-off—’

‘—you don’t know it was a one-off.’

‘Do you?’

‘No, but—’

‘Maybe it was one mistake. You were sure about this Claudia woman who adopted Ivy, right? Else you wouldn’t have left her in the woman’s care.’

‘No, but—’ 

‘—no buts. You can’t go back there or you’ll be arrested, right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘So there’s nothing you can do about it. You have to learn to be OK with not being OK. OK?’

I don’t answer for a long time. I still don’t understand this ‘being OK with not being OK’ thing but I am getting there. ‘My sister did say I could call her once a month for an update.’

‘Good. Keep in touch with her and trust this Claudia to bring Ivy up safely. And even if this guy is on the scene—’

‘—he shouldn’t be on the scene though. And Claudia’s had cancer. What if she gets it again? He’ll adopt her and then he’ll—’

‘—you don’t know that. And even if you did, you can’t fix it. And if you can’t fix it, you gotta trust someone else will.’ He taps Ivy’s photo. ‘She’s safe. She’s got good people around her who will protect her. And we got a wedding to plan.’

I hug him and he kisses my hair. His decency overwhelms me. I want to be with him so badly but simultaneously, nowhere near him at all. I find myself doing that sometimes – like a yoyo – pushing him away only to claw him back. Ugh. Humans are so complicated! I wish I were a fucking sloth.

‘Is our first dance still “Mi Gente”?’ he asks. ‘I’ve been practising.’

I smile. ‘No, “Bonnie and Clyde”. Or something from the True Romance soundtrack.’

‘Whatever you say.’ He’d poured the gold in and mended my fragments and made it all beautiful again. This was why I came back. My world made sense with him. 

‘You really don’t care that I killed people?’ I say, tugging on the little sticky-out bit of hair at the nape of his neck.

‘You had to. Like I had to kill in the army. It was my job.’

‘Yeah, but . . . sometimes I enjoyed it. If the men were bad men.’

‘So did I.’

‘You did?’

‘Yeah. You shoot an enemy, it feels good. It’s kill or be killed.’

That would have to do. He knew I’d killed some people and that was as much as he could know. I was still amazed he was OK with that.

‘You’re so cool,’ I tell him, closing my eyes as he wraps his arms around me. ‘Whenever I’m being a cow, please know that I love you.’ He laughs. ‘No, I really do. That doesn’t change. You have to understand that. I know I’m an endless bitch but—’

‘—you’re not a bitch. You’re my queen.’

I nuzzle into him again. ‘Say more things about home. What’s been happening? You been watering my pots?’

‘Every morning, as requested. Garden looks awesome. The kids came over yesterday – Mateo and Dad were out pitching baseballs for three hours.’

‘Is Matty as good as me now?’

‘Nearly. Elijah’s in time-out cos he ordered a ton of toys from Amazon on his mom’s account.’

‘Oh dear,’ I say. ‘Wonder how he got her password.’

‘She left her phone unlocked. Mom liked your designs for the beds. She said you can start planting them out. Go heavy on roses. She loves roses.’

‘Yeah, so did my mum. So do I.’ 

Berenice reappears and asks us if we need refills.

‘Actually, can we take all of this to go, please?’

‘Sure, no problem.’ And again, if she’s pissed, she doesn’t show it. If she were a Brit, she’d definitely be spitting on my nuggets. Maybe she will when she’s bagging them up.

‘Let’s go home. I want to see your mum, and Nico and the kids and Liv. Oh, is Liv OK? You said on the phone she fell over?’

‘Yeah,’ he says, checking his Apple Watch absent-mindedly. ‘I think we both know she didn’t fall over.’

The acid in my chest that had been quelled by hearing his voice returns to burn me once more. The pall of Edo – Raf’s abusive brother-in-law – still hangs over this family, making them all miserable, namely his estranged wife.

‘That bastard. We have to go—’

‘I’m not letting you anywhere near him.’

‘I’ll be OK.’

‘I know you’ll be OK – it’s him I worry about.’ He winks at me – another knicker-melter – and produces his wallet from his jeans.

‘No, I’ll get this,’ I tell him, holding my hand over his wallet and kissing his cheek as we slide out of the booth. ‘Go start the car.’ Which, to his credit, he does.

Berenice brings over the payment machine as I remove one of the $10k stacks from my bra. ‘That’s better. Been sticking in my tit since we landed.’

She looks at me, eyes wide. ‘Y’all done a bank robbery or somethin’?’

‘Close relative died. We just got back from his will reading.’ I hand her the stack. ‘Go on, I’m in a good mood.’ 

‘Oh, stop this madness!’ She chuckles, trying to give it back. ‘Honey, I can’t take all this.’

‘You did a nice thing for me. I want to do a nice thing back. Take it.’

‘I don’t know what—’

‘Quick, take it. These moments never last long.’

She hugs me with tears in her eyes. ‘Thank you so much! What a wonderful person you are! I hope you have a really great day!’

I think she meant that and I walk out the door with every one of my bad feelings now rolled in honey and praise. So shines a good deed in a weary world. I am a good person. I can be better than I want to be. If I can keep this up – doing good stuff and making people happy and keeping the anger and fear at bay – maybe I can do this. Maybe I can live this life and not kill. Maybe I will deserve good things. With Raf here to love me, maybe I can wipe the slate clean. It’s dangerous to pin so much on one person, I know it is, but you’ve got to pin it on something. And he is all I’ve got.

In the parking lot, I give the doggy bag of food to the Steven Tyler hobo – everything except the nugs – and head back to the Altima. Engine’s running, air-con’s on. The sun’s poking its head up at the far end of the street. Hope is on the horizon again. Hope with a dash of acid.

‘How much did you tip?’

‘Ten grand,’ I say, removing another stack from my bra and then the ones tied to my waist and both shins. I chuck it all down into the footwell and he stares at it.

‘What the—’

‘Have a nug,’ I say, shoving one into his open mouth.
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A WAR HERO has revealed his horror after police dig up two dead bodies, linked to Sweetpea Killer Rhiannon Lewis, in his back garden.

Bob Stanbury, 94, was horrified when detectives turned up at his door, following a tip-off that murder victims were buried in his flower beds.

Officers turned up searching for the corpses of two lawyers thought murdered by Tommy Lewis, father of serial killer Rhiannon, and unearthed a 5ft-deep grave. Bob told the Mirror: ‘I couldn’t believe it. To think these bits and pieces being carried out in bags were people. I was so upset.’ Bob, who bought the house eighteen months ago, had planned to use it as a holiday cottage but moved in when his previous home was struck by lightning, added: ‘I’ve tried to grow things in those beds but nothing. Now I know why. I can’t stay here now. I’ll have to sell up.’

The bodies of defence lawyers Nick Philbin-Franks, 56, and Carl Frewins, 43, are thought to have been buried by notorious vigilante Tommy Lewis, around 1999. The property then belonged to Lewis’s father-in-law, Dennis Kelly, father of Rhiannon’s mother, Joedi. The search continues at Honey Cottage and other properties Tommy worked on, for the remains of a third lawyer, David Micah Robinson.

Tommy, who died in 2015, served four years for vigilante attacks on paedophiles and their lawyers, along with several other men, in the early 2000s. Rhiannon, sole survivor of the Priory Gardens Massacre, went on to become the worst female serial killer in modern history, fleeing the UK in 2019, but was herself killed by her sister during a break-in last year.

Meanwhile, the former detective on the Sweetpea case has hit out this week at colleagues for failing to follow up leads suggesting Rhiannon Lewis is alive. Nnedi Géricault, 55, who was taken off the case just after Lewis absconded, has described the Met’s handling of it as ‘incomplete’. ‘There is compelling evidence Lewis is not dead. The world has been led to believe Rhiannon was shot by her sister in a botched burglary in Vermont, USA, last year. I believe Rhiannon is still at large. I would stake my life on it.’






Sunday, 5 September 2021


	Nnedi fucking Géricault

	My sister-in-law Ariela

	Elliot from the pool

	Edo

	Shops that give you vouchers for money off when you’ve just bought the only thing you want



The old Panny D has been a boon for a serial killer in hiding. Stay-at-home orders. Forced distancing. No meaningless conversations on dog walks. Face masks. Little did I know when I had facial reconstruction surgery that I’d spend the next year and a half behind a fucking mask but there you go.

It seemed like my criminal ass was blasted off the front pages all over the world in favour of the Rona, which initially bummed me out but I knew it was all to the good. The more the death toll rose, the more toilet roll thievery, price gouging, lockdown haircuts, people wearing buckets or fanny rags as masks, 5G conspiracy theorists, ‘quarantinis’, insensitive celebs whining about boredom and all the endless stick-bleach-in-your-veins debates there were, the more my star faded into the background.

Prince Harry helped a little bit too. 

And I slowly learned to be OK with not being OK. The routine the pandemic forced on me was a game-changer. I started to relax. I slept more – every night, a full eight to ten hours sometimes. Unheard of when I lived with Craig. But lying next to Rafael, I don’t know, sleep came easier.

You wouldn’t recognise me anymore. Rhiannon 4.0 is an all-improved model. Better shapeshifting abilities. Improved self-awareness. Emotionally, a lot more stable.

Well, all right, I’m not entirely emotionally stable. But I’m much better than I was. Granted, I do still flirt with the idea of stalking pervs down the odd dark alley like the good old days, but America is a bit more gun-ho than I’m used to and I can’t afford to take the chance here. I only ever did that when I could be sure of a win – that’s where the thrill comes from.

We sleep with knives under the mattress and grilles on our doors as it is and there’s a metal baseball bat in our wardrobe which Raf says he’s used before ‘more than once’. People carry holstered guns into drug stores, museums, even the zoo. So I have to play it safer here for my own sake and my family’s. But I do keep eye and ear out for anything I can assist with – my form of community service.

I only write when I need to bleed out the daily frustrations life as a serial killer affords me and I haven’t needed to, see?

Until now.

Because last weekend, a Google alert came through on my phone and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it:

KESTON HOYLE, FORMER-DETECTIVE-TURNED-VIGILANTE, CAPTURED IN CANADA AFTER THREE YEARS ON THE RUN. 

And the past opened up to me again like a rancid flower, assaulting me with its stench.

Keston was in Dad’s gang. He’d helped me too when I had a certain corpse in a certain hole that I couldn’t get rid of. And this has got me worried – why have they found him and not me? How did they find him in Canada? Do they know I’m in the US? Are they biding their time, tying up loose ends, catching all the minnows before landing themselves the big fat trout?

All of this would be fine and I could have brushed it off but then this morning, I received another alert:

TWO BODIES FOUND AT SERIAL KILLER’S FORMER HOME

One old fart’s petunias won’t grow, he digs a bit too deep to check for tree roots and hits a femur. And suddenly my name is everywhere again. There are debates about me on morning TV. Sales of Rhiannon T-shirts spike again. Overly woke TikTokkers with no discernible qualifications perform monologues telling ‘the kids’ not to obsess about murderers and to always choose kindness.

But a very tiny part of me – the Rhiannon part – is thrilled. Because that’s the part of me that won’t die. Like that little red light in the Terminator’s eye. It’s still there – it always will be. An addict will always want the thing they are addicted to, no matter how long it’s been since they last partook. And a serial killer will always want to kill.

So these two dead dudes might not have been my kills – they were my dad’s and Keston’s – but with them two being dead and in prison, respectively, they are very much my problem. Because my face being back in the news in the UK means increased paranoia about who’s seeing me. About where I go. About what Rafael might find out about his soon-to-be wife.

I haven’t had this feeling for a while and I don’t like it. Everything feels uncertain again. Unsafe. Like I’m about to be uprooted.

The longer I’ve gone without killing (824 days) the easier it has become not to, which has surprised me because when I lived in England, I could barely go a day without thinking about it or planning the next one. But while I’ve been focusing on the good stuff, it’s been a breeze not to sweat the bad. Good stuff like family meals and walks in the park with the dogs and barrio art crawls and fire-pit philosophising and having my face slammed into a birthday cake made just for me. Great stuff like dancing with Raf around the kitchen and watching Ted Lasso with the family and laughing at all the same bits and eating fish tacos and birria from real Mexican food trucks and the endless enthusiasm. Even the bullshit smells better here. I find myself being genuinely pleasant to store clerks and delivery drivers, and sometimes even putting up a cheery hand of greeting to neighbours while out mowing our lawn or weeding.

Not all of them though, obviously. Not our racist snitch of a neighbour across the street, Marji Blumkin – aka Have Fabletics Will Karen. But more about her later.

Re: the dogs: I have six Tinks to walk most days. Six little doughnut beds, all named, lined up against the kitchen wall. Six little chihuahua face-licks in the morning. Six little mouths barking so shrilly, the sounds echo off the marble floors and grate my brain like cheese wire every time the doorbell goes. Chonk, Giblet, Diablo, Pandora, Tigre and Traumatised Bob (he’s the newest adoptee in Bianca’s posse – rescued from an overcrowding situation, and his face looks constantly like he’s having ’Nam flashbacks). I think he’s my favourite.

Some things do still get me down – I am insane, after all. The mailbox being at the end of the drive is one of them. Marji Blumkin is another. Sales tax. Not having an electric kettle. The obsession with fucking Tiger King. The way people over here say ’erb. And I hate tipping every five minutes. Oh and the whole faith-is-better-than-science malarkey. And the gun laws. And the healthcare. Seven hundred dollars for an ambulance. Seven. Hundred. Dollars.

And then there’s Eduardo, my sister-in-law’s husband. We’ll come to him later. Put a pin in him, preferably a six-foot one with a sharpened point . . .

But for the most part, I am happy. I kind of like myself these days, probably because people like me and I don’t have to pretend to like them, I just do. I can be the me I am when I’m not killing. Confident. Fun. Because I’m surrounded by confident




	Baked cookies to make the house smell of cookies ✓

	Memorised how they all liked their coffee and made sure it was on the go, all the time ✓

	Created a photo montage of Michael in happier times and got it framed for Bianca’s birthday ✓

	Entertained the kids and became Cool Aunt Ophelia, taking them to the park or baseball games or picking them up from school ✓

	Hugged everyone, even Nico’s wife Ariela, even though she stinks of cigarettes and her neck mole went in my mouth ✓

	Didn’t tell anyone how ugly they looked when they cried ✓

	Bought some organic pampering products for Bianca, drew her baths and replanted the whole back garden and maintained it for her ✓
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