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Part 1

Preparation

‘Parenting is a job. The most important job in the world! And you need to approach it like one – be prepared, plan, anticipate, get ahead of the problems and they won’t be problems.’

Bells Brightley, parenting blogger (MommaKnowsBest) and bestselling author of Reason for Being: Blessed to Be a Mom!

‘Prepare for kids like you’d prepare for a nuclear bomb. Fucking hide and hope the fallout doesn’t kill you.’

Hazel Matthews, mother
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Haze

‘The wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round.’

The song had been playing on repeat for the last half hour. Fox turned off the engine and it went blissfully quiet. We were parked inside an empty petrol station forecourt off the A329. It was 12.27am on a rainy Tuesday night and sensible people were tucked up at home.

‘I’m telling you this is crazy.’ Fox shook his head.

‘We have to do this.’

He gripped the steering wheel. ‘It’s just a poo.’

‘It’s a poonami. Look at him!’

Fox turned round and glanced at our four-month-old son, who was strapped into his car seat and staring at us wide-eyed. A tell-tale brown stain darkened the whole front of his white Baby-gro. If it was like that at the front, I shuddered to think how annihilated the back was going to be.

‘He seems fine with it.’

‘He is now, but how long for? What if he kicks off when we’re right in the middle of it?’

‘There must be a spare nappy in there?’ Fox gestured to the black holdall by my feet.

I rifled through it. A large knife, duct tape, a blowtorch, three screwdrivers of varying sizes, a roll of bin bags.

‘It’s only an hour round trip; I didn’t think he’d need one.’ I briefly considered fashioning something together out of a bin bag and duct tape.

‘This is your fault for trying to multitask.’ Fox put on an annoyingly good English accent. ‘He loves the car. He’ll settle in the car.’

‘He was screaming when we dropped Bibi at Jenny’s. I couldn’t ask her to look after him like that.’

‘I think she, of anyone, would’ve understood.’

‘I can be in and out of there in five minutes. Eight, tops.’

Fox sighed and looked around the empty forecourt. ‘Okay. Do it. I’ll try and fix it tomorrow.’

I paused with my hand on the car door handle. ‘Tomorrow? Shouldn’t you fix it tonight?’

‘As it is, we’ll be lucky to be in bed by 2am. And we’ll get maybe an hour and half before he kicks off again. You seriously—’

‘I just thought, if you were being so paranoid, you’d want to fix it as soon as possible.’

Fox rubbed his right eye. ‘I do. I just . . . I don’t think I can. I’m so tired I can barely see straight.’

I took a breath. ‘We always knew this was going to be tough . . .’

‘. . . But it’s worth it.’ Fox finished what had been our mantra for the last few months. He reached over and squeezed my hand. I squeezed back and got out of the car. I caught a glimpse of myself in the wing mirror and winced. My hair was piled up on my head in a knotty mum bun and I had panda eyes from where my mascara had smudged. I’d pulled on Fox’s old hoodie as we were leaving the house, and could now see it had a large spit-up stain on the right shoulder.

I unstrapped Reggie from his car seat while breathing only through my mouth and held him in my outstretched arms as I walked briskly towards the petrol station shop.

Fox

It was going to be fine. I was overreacting. It was a small detour. The chances of anyone noticing us, anyone even interacting with us, were tiny. A one per cent chance.

I looked out as a white car pulled into the forecourt. I blinked several times. I was getting myself so worked up I was clearly hallucinating, because that car looked like it had blue and yellow checks along the side of it. And blue lights on top. I blinked again. The word ‘POLICE’ was printed across the bonnet. It was there. Definitely.

Okay, calm. Think calm thoughts.

I tried to ignore my rising heart rate. We were just a normal couple. Out for a drive at midnight. With a baby.

The police car parked right next to us. Would a normal man with nothing to hide turn and look at it? My mind wasn’t working properly. I just kept staring straight ahead. Out the corner of my eye, I saw two police officers get out of the car. I gripped the steering wheel. Was I about to get a knock on the window? What could they know?

They hovered. I could feel them standing there looking at me. I leaned over and twiddled with the radio. When I sat back upright, both men were walking towards the petrol station shop.

Haze’s mobile was still in the car. It didn’t matter. She would see them soon enough.
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Haze

I’d used nearly half a packet of baby wipes, but Reggie was finally clean and once again sweet-smelling. I binned the destroyed Baby-gro. Reggie was now rocking nothing but a clean nappy and a cardigan. I stuffed the pack of nappies and baby wipes back into the plastic shopping bag.

I walked back into the shop and past the refrigerated section. That reminded me – milk. We’d run out. I picked up a large carton, and then headed towards the counter, grabbing a loaf of bread, a handful of chocolate bars and a bag of crisps on the way.

Reggie was balanced on my hip. The cashier beeped everything through. I turned to the sound of the petrol station door opening. Two police officers walked in.

Fuck.

Fucking.

Fuck.

I could picture just how freaked out Fox must be right now. When you failed to prepare, prepare to fail. I gritted my teeth and tried not to think about how ridiculous it would be if, after everything, it was a poo explosion that ruined us.

Reggie, no doubt sensing the difference in tension in my grip, wriggled and let out a little cry. I jigged him up and down on my hip. ‘Shhhh, shhhh, now.’

I swiped my card.

‘Do you want another bag?’ The cashier was talking to me.

‘No. It’s fine.’ I scooped everything off the counter into my bag with the wipes and nappies.

I spun round and gave a small nod to the police officers. Just a normal mother. Grocery shopping after midnight. With a partially dressed baby.

I walked out of the door and tried to not run to the car.

As I got closer, I saw it. The back of the boot had a small smear of what looked like a red handprint. How had we missed that? The forecourt’s lighting was illuminating it. It shone out like a beacon. I reached into the bag and pulled out the baby wipes.

I was two metres from the car when I heard a loud voice behind me.

‘Excuse me! Madam?’

I stopped and spun round on my heel, fixed grin in place. ‘Yes?’

The police officer took a step towards me. ‘You forgot your card.’ He held out my debit card.

‘Thank you, officer.’ I took it from him and looked up at his face. As long as he kept looking at me and not the car, my hope was he wouldn’t spot the handprint shining out from our minivan’s silver bodywork.

‘You’re out late with a little one.’

‘Teething. He just won’t settle unless we’re in the car. It’s messed up his whole bedtime routine. And I know he should be self-soothing, but it’s just so tricky to not give in.’ I wanted to bore the officer with such inane baby chat that he’d be begging me to leave. ‘The car just rocks them so perfectly, and when they’re teething they’re total monsters. It’s just—’

‘Tell me about it! I’ve got one the same age. Our first. It’s amazing, isn’t it? Exhausting, but amazing. Have you tried the teething granules? I think they’re much better at soothing than the gels.’

‘I . . . Yes. You’re right. Definitely much better.’

‘And Sophie the Giraffe. She’s been a lifesaver for our little one.’

How the hell did I manage to get stopped by a proud first-time father?

‘Good old Sophie!’ I jigged Reggie on my hip. He let out a little squawk. ‘I’d better get him in.’

The police officer looked at Reggie. ‘Poor little lad is probably cold.’ Was he now looking at me with actual judgement? Assessing my parenting? He leaned to look over my shoulder at our minivan.

‘Poonami!’ I cried out, trying to turn his attention back to me. ‘Annihilated his clothes.’

‘Of course.’ His face relaxed. ‘Unbelievable how much can come out of them.’ The second police officer was now out of the shop and heading towards their car.

‘Is he about four months? How many hours is he managing between feeds?’

I gritted my teeth. ‘Three, sometimes four. I’m too tired to count.’

‘We need to go!’ shouted the other officer. He looked a good fifteen years older than the proud dad.

‘Just comparing nightly routines!’

The other officer muttered something under his breath as he got into the driver’s seat.

‘We’re on four to five hours now,’ the man said. ‘And once he even slept through the night. I—’

Reggie let out a small cry at the fact I’d stopped jigging him. ‘I’d better get him home.’ I turned towards our van. ‘Have a good night!’

I had to hope the officer wasn’t watching me leave – or that, if he was, my body was blocking his view of the blood smear.

‘You too!’

As I got to our boot, I pulled a baby wipe out of the pack and swiped at the blood smear, standing in a way that would shield it from view.

I heard the slam of a car door and the sound of the engine starting. I stood perfectly still, head down staring into the shopping bag on the crook of my arm. Reggie on my hip let out a little gurgle. I kissed his head as I heard the car passing behind us. I waited a beat and then looked up to see them joining the motorway. I slumped back against the boot and took several deep breaths, then put the bag on the ground as I opened the door to the back seat.

Fox leaned round to look at me. His face was ashen. ‘What the hell was he talking to you about?’

‘New father.’ I strapped Reggie back into his car seat.

‘Do you think he suspected anything?’

I held up the bloodied baby wipe that I’d hidden in my sleeve. ‘This was streaked on the back of the boot. I just cleaned it off. They didn’t see.’

‘How did that get there? God, what’s happened to us? You’d better check there’s not any more of it.’

I shut the door and went round to the boot. Looking it over, there were no other marks, tiny or otherwise. I opened the boot slowly and peered inside. Most of the space was taken up by a tightly rolled black tarpaulin. The top had come a little loose. It had been a windy road. The very top of Clark Dixon’s bloodied head was now visible. I pushed it back inside the tarp. It didn’t look like anything had been dripping on to the interior. That was a relief – it had only been reupholstered last month. I dropped the petrol station bag into the boot next to him and slammed it shut.

‘All clear,’ I said, climbing into the passenger seat. I shook my head. ‘We must’ve been distracted loading him in and not noticed his hand had smeared on the boot. We had a lot to think about.’

I glanced back at Reggie.

‘This is exactly why we should never bring a baby to dump a body!’ grumbled Fox as he started the engine. The sounds of ‘Wheels on the Bus’ once again pained our ears.

‘We’re working parents doing the best we can.’ I took a Twix out of my hoodie pocket and ripped it open. I handed him one finger and kept the other. ‘Now, let’s get this fucker buried so we can get to bed.’

We both took a bite of chocolate as Fox pulled out onto a quiet motorway.
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28th February

7.35am: Male subject came out of the back door of his house wheeling a large black bin. Male was approached by white male in his 60s (confirmed ID Barry Fenton, next-door neighbour, head of Neighbourhood Watch). Microphone picked up below exchange:

BF: I trust there are no recyclable items inside?

Male: Of course!

BF: So no wine bottles in there? There weren’t any last week either and that’s unusual for your house.

Male: I’ve really cut back on drinking.

BF: Your wife certainly hasn’t. When I informed her yesterday that your grass had grown past regulation height, she was sloshing back a large glass of red when she asked me to ‘Go measure my dick, not her lawn.’

Male: (Laughter) She has a great sense of humour.

BF: I’m keeping my eye on you both.

Previous investigation of their bin confirmed household waste (including two empty boxes of Maltesers, one empty Ben and Jerry’s Phish Food carton and four wine bottles.)

Note – BF spotted observing their house on three different occasions and writing notes in black notepad. Potential problem.
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Haze

Life is busy.

We’re trying to have it all.

Our baby son, Reggie, is a smiley beautiful bundle of fun who thinks sleep is for losers. Our four-year-old daughter, Bibi, loves penguins, our dog Sausage and testing our patience.

If you’d asked me last year how we made it work, I’d have told you that, like any successful partnership, my husband and I divided the labour: we took it in turns and did whatever we could to make it work.

He took out the bins; I cleaned. He cooked; I washed up. He did playground; I did homework.

We were a couple that shared everything. From home, to kids, to work – we were a team.

We did bathtime together.

And we killed together.

Yes, killed.

Slice, dice, cut, stab, bash, slit, hit, bury, burn. Whatever it took to get the job done.

Our marriage wasn’t like our people’s marriages.

And our little work sideline wasn’t either.

We made the world a better place by ending the lives of bad men.

We were not your garden-variety, run-of-the-mill serial killers. We were killers with consciences and a strict moral code. A self-appointed vigilante power couple.

We were good people enacting a service no one else was willing or able to provide. If we were ever caught, we shouldn’t be prosecuted; we should be celebrated. We were doing everything right, and nothing wrong. Not really.

Some might consider it a crime how much we enjoyed the act itself. But that could just be down to the fact that vengeance gave us a wholesome thrill, rather than the actual watching-someone-bleed-out part. Give us the benefit of the doubt.

A year ago, I would’ve said that we were doing great.

Recently, it hadn’t been going so well.

It had been going pretty fucking terribly, actually.

Overworked, overwhelmed and over it.

Clark Dixon was my first foray back into killing after a self-imposed maternity leave, and I had let myself down.

We were not in the habit of having our children join us on body-dump missions. Any exposure – even as an oblivious four-month old – to that side of our life was something we worked hard to avoid. Tonight was an exception – I normally wouldn’t have crumbled, but Reggie was teething and being a particularly clingy nightmare. I couldn’t put Jenny through that while she was also trying to get her son Felix and our Bibi settled in for their sleepover.

I should’ve foreseen the poonami. I should’ve had nappies with me. Now Fox was going to have to work his magic on making sure our presence at that petrol station was scrubbed from their CCTV. We had learned from our mistakes. We would always err on the side of overcaution rather than risk being caught.

The dead man in the boot was not going to be the one that finally got us put away. He was in no way a big enough deal, a big enough prize, to warrant our downfall.

There was, however, no doubt that Clark Dixon deserved to die. A wife-beater and rapist, he’d been on our radar for a while. Jenny, my best friend and a serving police detective, had found him for us. A woman from her gym had the misfortune of being married to him. Jenny had tried to get him through the courts, but he had slithered out of their reach, so she’d marked him as one of ours.

Jenny had become an invaluable part of our little operation. Like most mum friends, we’d met at a toddler group. Unlike most mum friends, we’d had a little deviation from the normal route, by way of me killing her deadbeat ex, framing him for the European killing sprees Fox and I had enjoyed, and agreeing to Jenny joining us in our wholesome mission of tracking down and killing bad guys. But that was a whole other story.

Jenny might have only been in my life a couple of years but I couldn’t imagine existing without her. The word ‘soulmate’ had always made me want to hurl. But I did believe I had found my perfect man in Fox, and my perfect woman in Jenny. Having been so profoundly let down by all the people in my life in childhood, it felt only right that I now had not one, but two people who were everything to me.

Stepping in with childcare help was never meant to be part of Jenny’s remit, but at present we had no other options. Our children had no loving grandparents to lend a hand. Fox’s parents were poisonous fuckwits who lived in New York. My mother was dead – and she was as much use to me like that as she had been when she was alive. My father was dead to me, due to the whole issue of me having no idea who he even was.

We used to have a nanny. Helga had brought order and peace and ironed sheets to our lives. It was beautiful while it lasted – right up until she fell in love with a butcher named Tibor and followed her heart all the way back to Hungary. In bleaker moments, Fox had entertained the idea of us doing a deep dive into Tibor’s background in the hope of finding some tenuous reason to justify killing him. If it wasn’t for the risk that her heartbreak at his untimely demise might ruin her nannying skills, we might have pulled the trigger off the back of nothing more than an unpaid speeding fine.

When it came to raising kids, I knew the familiar phrase: ‘It takes a village.’ These days, our village was comprised of Jenny and her parents, Sandy and Frank. We’d looked for a suitable replacement for Helga, but it was hard finding someone we could trust with the safety of our children, especially when we were so well versed with just how depraved human beings could be. Reggie was still so small that we both struggled with the idea of trusting a stranger to look after him, let alone trusting that they’d also be capable of protecting him from hardened criminals out for blood. Luckily for us, Sandy had been a midwife and, while Frank might be hitting seventy, he was still a retired police detective who knew his way around a gun. Even the size of him would make someone think twice.

Part of the reason we were stretched so thin was that killing wasn’t our only work. It might make the world a better place, but it didn’t pay our bills – our day jobs had to do that. Fox had started his own investment management company a couple of years ago, and, while it was never going to be a passion for him, the big money helped ease the pain. I was an artist. A London gallery exhibited my large, heartfelt canvases, and sold them to people who would never truly know what had inspired them.

Our spare bedroom was a makeshift studio. I was always trying to paint, but recently I’d been so tired my mind zoned out the minute I sat down. I’d found myself spending more time staring out of the window than putting brush to canvas. I had a good view of our street. It was helping me really get to know our neighbours.

I had fought Fox on moving to an affluent neighbourhood in Berkshire, but he had been adamant. If we were going to be parents, we needed to go all in on the proper suburban dream. I still missed London – its bright lights, glut of designer shops and beloved anonymity – but being here was gradually becoming tolerable. I had realised there were benefits to the slower pace of life. I didn’t feel guilty for staying home. Without the lure of the capital’s newest and hottest restaurants, I didn’t see the point in shoehorning myself into a beautiful dress. I could kick back in my dressing gown, watch Netflix and be in bed by 10pm. Rock and fucking roll.

I’d also learned that, when it came down to it, when you stripped everything back, we were not that different from the nice middle-class families surrounding us. All of us sitting pretty in our big, detached houses. All of us with our secrets.

It hadn’t escaped my attention that the Thompsons at number nine had a strapping twenty-two-year-old gardener who every Monday spent more time inside, with the lady of the house, than outside in the garden. Or that the Hudsons, three doors down, never recycled. The blank space where their bin should have been on recycling days was a big middle finger to the status quo. It was quite something to ignore the guilt of not doing your bit to save the planet – I couldn’t work out if it was admirable or despicable. I was, however, a little more clear cut in my view on Cynthia from number thirteen. Last week, she drove away without leaving a note when her car scraped a badly parked Range Rover: a crime to which she thought there were no witnesses. Naïve, really, for someone who lived in a neighbourhood where everyone was watching each other. Judging. Competing. Hiding.

Walking up and down our street, saying hello to our neighbours, it had become clear to me: we all played nice, we smiled, we presented as good people. But no one really knew anyone. No one really knew what we were all capable of.

Fox and I really were no different to those upstanding members of the public we lived right alongside.

Killing bad men was a public service, but it was one we were forced to keep as a dirty secret. People were so squeamish, so narrow-minded.

Why couldn’t everyone see that killing a Mr Wrong was totally right?

After what happened last year in Italy, lesser killers would’ve stopped, just hung up their knives and retired. But not us. We were trying to get back into some kind of routine. Work, kids, kills. Doing the best we could to pretend it was business as usual.

I knew better than most that life was unpredictable. I braced for the bad, brushed it off and kept going. I’d had a childhood of coping, of adapting to whatever was thrown at me. Fox, coming from his sheltered, privileged, Upper East Side bubble, found it harder. I didn’t think any less of him for it. He was tougher than most and if he was struggling after what had happened, it was understandable. I was understanding, but also impatient.

I needed the old Fox back.
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Fox

‘And how did that make you feel?’ Sally Bridgers looked at me over her notepad.

‘Vulnerable.’ I’d been seeing Sally for a few weeks now, and had become rather good at using different words to encapsulate my feelings of distress. I needed help. I knew that. Italy had sparked my downward spiral. I didn’t feel in control of my life any more. The transition from family of three to family of four was joyous, wonderful, debilitating and exhausting. Our house was a mess. My mind was a mess.

Some nights I woke up in a cold sweat, the smell of oranges would fill the room and I’d deep-breathe until my heart rate returned to normal. Sometimes Haze would roll over and hold me tight. I never knew if she was awake or doing it in her sleep.

Sally’s office was painted completely yellow: the walls, the ceiling, the skirting boards. She’d clearly wanted it to feel like a warm, inviting place, but sometimes it felt like you’d stepped inside the sun. The minimalist white furniture formed little clouds. The two chairs we’d sit in, facing each other, were deep and comfortable. She sat in front of a wall of her diplomas. The only item on her white desk was a large plug-in water fountain shaped like a tree. It was also a diffuser, so as well as the permanent sound of trickling water, it also emitted cinnamon-smelling steam. It was a strange sensory overload. I was sure it was all part of some psych trick to make you open up more. Or maybe she just had really bad taste.

‘Do you have any worries about going abroad again?’

Sally had blonde hair and a hardened face that was difficult to age. My best guess being she was maybe a couple of years younger than me. She wore large tortoiseshell glasses that I had a strong feeling were just for appearance.

‘No, not at all. I understand it could’ve happened anywhere. My only worry now would be travelling with two young children instead of one.’

Sally nodded. I didn’t know if she had children. Haze had often complained about sitting next to a man at a neighbourhood dinner who only talked about himself and never asked questions. It had made me extra vigilant in my social interactions, which meant that only talking about myself with Sally had taken a little adjusting. Now that I had got used to it, there was no denying that it was also quite enjoyable.

‘Your second child is only a few months old. It can’t be easy handling a toddler and a newborn. How are you coping with that pressure?’

‘It’s not been easy. Juggling it all with work.’

‘But you’re managing?’

‘Oh my god! Oh god! Bibi! No!’ Haze was shouting.

I’d rushed into the kitchen to find Reggie, our sweet baby, sitting in his bouncy chair, seemingly unfazed by the duct tape wrapped round his whole head.

‘I just went for a pee! How are we going to get it off? It’s going to rip out his baby hair!’

Bibi was smiling next to him, gripping the roll of tape. Where had she got it from? We only kept duct tape in . . . our kill kit. I scanned the kitchen, and there was the familiar black case, open on the floor. We could at least be grateful she hadn’t used the rope, bleach or industrial bin bags.

‘There are moments where it feels . . . too much. If I was feeling better, then maybe things would be easier. It’s why I’m so desperate to go back to normal, to how I was.’

Sally tilted her head. ‘Nathaniel, I feel like we still haven’t got to the crux of why you’re here.’

I blinked at her. ‘I’ve told you. Many times. I was the victim of a violent mugging, and it’s been hard for me to move on from it.’

I’d told Sally this fabricated mugging had occurred in Italy. I’d been vague about where. Ivrea was a small town in the north-west. What had happened there had been covered on the news for a couple of days.

Sally leaned forward. ‘What’s the rush? You know that getting over trauma takes time, but you’re clearly wanting a quick fix. Why?’

It was comforting to know she was a good enough therapist to spot this. She was right: I was in a rush. I couldn’t carry on like this. My mental health could affect our physical health, and that’s why I needed to fix this. Fix me.

I took a deep breath. ‘I was having a moment with my wife, and I found it difficult to . . .’ I trailed off.

‘An intimate moment?’ Sally tapped her pen against her notepad.

The two of us, standing over a squirming Clark Dixon.

‘Very intimate.’

‘And you had trouble performing?’

Gripping the knife in my hand: a hand that wouldn’t move.

I dropped my head. ‘I couldn’t get it up.’

Sally nodded. ‘Impotence is a common side effect post-trauma. How did Haze react?’

‘She pretended she hadn’t noticed.’

Haze gently taking the knife from my hand and walking towards Dixon.

‘I felt bad that I wasn’t there for her. That I let her down. I hate her doing it alone.’

Sally dropped her pen. ‘There is nothing shameful about masturbation.’

‘Mastur— What? Oh. Right. No, I’m all for it. Of course. I just meant I felt bad that I let her down.’

Sally snorted. ‘Women usually find masturbation more satisfying. More likely to get the job done.’ She looked up to see me staring at her.

What on earth? Was that true? Did all women think that?

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I mean, interesting you feel that way.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Anyway, thank you for telling me. I understand how important this is for you to resolve. I’m sure, with all the good work we’re doing here, we’ll soon have you back at it in no time.’

‘I just want to be back to what I once was.’

I left Sally’s office feeling a little better. I wasn’t totally sure how much pretending my issues were a mugging and impotence would affect her ability to help me – but it wasn’t like I could horrify her with the truth. There was no little pill that could cure killer-instinct dysfunction.

I caught a glimpse of myself as I passed a shop window.

Forty-five.

Did I look it? Did I look like I was losing it? Like I was past my peak?

I had to fight it. Train harder. Sweat more. Do what I could to compensate for my advancing years. Haze kept telling me to get a grip, to just be grateful that my hairline hadn’t receded and that I didn’t wobble when I jogged. But I had higher standards for myself. I had to be better than okay. I had to be invincible.

I tried to work out every day. Running. Weight training. Boxing. Whatever free time I had was spent working on myself.

It was tough fitting it all in, especially on pitiful amounts of sleep. But every time I thought back to last year it gave me the kick I needed.

Haze observed this new me with the same tact and understanding my wife was so famous for. ‘Will you just chill the fuck out and have a drink?’

She was right. But winners didn’t give in to the easy option. I had stopped drinking. I couldn’t afford the extra body fat. Empty calories.

And it wasn’t just my body I was trying to shake up. It was my mind too. I had started writing poetry. I was trying to philosophise on life, to make sense of it all. I was trying to believe that I could be creative too, not just the practical, spreadsheet-filling list-maker who kept our lives ticking over. I hadn’t shown the poetry to anyone. Especially not Haze. She was the type to make retching noises whenever there was a sappy part in a movie. She loved hard, but there was no softness. No space for grand gestures and over-the-top declarations. And definitely not for my rhyming couplets debating the meaning of our existence.

I was doing everything I could to keep us safe. I had to protect myself. I had to protect my family. I knew firsthand how easily we could be attacked. Ambushed.

I had a fear now that had never been there before.

My children. My sweet, innocent, small children. I loved them so much it hurt. Dropping Bibi at the school gates each morning tore at me. How could I protect her if I wasn’t right by her side? We were meant to be okay with letting them navigate the world without us – but how? How could we do that when bad things could happen at any moment?

And now I’d lost my power. I’d had a bad man before me, and I couldn’t finish the job. I’d had my knife in hand, but I hadn’t been able to use it. What use was I to my family if I couldn’t protect them? How long until Haze thought the same? Maybe she already did?

When I thought of the me before last year, I realised I’d been living my life with blinkers on. Strutting around, feeling powerful, oblivious to just how quickly things could go wrong. I’d had my eyes forcefully opened – and I hated it. This bottled-up fear I carried around with me now, weighing me down, affected everything. If a bad thing could happen to me, it could happen to them.

I wanted to believe that kids were tough. I kept reminding myself of what Haze had gone through when she was young – and she’d come out the other side the best woman I’d ever known. Even looking back on my own childhood, I knew I had managed to survive ‘affluent neglect’. Yes, I had a name for it now. Sally Bridgers had helped me understand the abuse my brother, Julian, and I had experienced at the hands of our incredibly wealthy parents. They had over-provided for every material need, forced us into extensive tutoring and used us as show ponies – all while being cold, emotionally distant and devoid of morality. We weren’t children to them, just assets and heirs.

I knew it obviously wasn’t the same as what Haze had gone through – I could still barely control myself when I thought of all she’d suffered – but, as Sally had pointed out, my trauma was valid too. Confronting it and reacting to it was part of the healing process. I did this by making absolutely sure I would never repeat any of my parents’ mistakes.

I made sure my children felt loved. I laughed with them. I played with them. I was present for them. Not just because I knew I should be, but because I wanted to be. They were magnificent and they were mine. Every beautiful moment we’d ever shared had made me think about how devoid of regular humanity both mine and Haze’s parents had to have been to walk away from us – literally in Haze’s case, emotionally in mine.

Was this experience of abandonment the reason why we could disassociate from murder? Or had this innate ability to take a bad life with no guilt always been within us? The nature-or-nurture debate could perhaps be answered by what our children grew up to do. They might have inherited our killing genes, but we were going to give them the most goddamn boring upbringing we could and see if we could normal the bloodlust out of them. If they, too, ended up killing with abandon, the only trauma they could blame it on was that of being forced to eat broccoli.

Calming the demons within myself, hunting the demons out in the world, it was no wonder I’d been feeling so tortured and unsure of myself. Maybe this was my equivalent of a midlife crisis. Maybe because I’d had it all and done it all, it was always going to hit me harder.

I was Nathaniel Foxton Cabot II. A tall, attractive, well-dressed white man with a platinum credit card. When I walked into a room, women looked at me and men nodded at me. I’d travelled the world, stayed in the finest hotels, eaten at the very best restaurants. And I’d killed a large slew of men, all of whom had deserved it. I’d done everything I’d ever wanted to do. Things had always come easily to me.

Until they hadn’t.

I’d got out alive – but at what cost?

Now I couldn’t appreciate everything I had, as I was scared of what could go wrong next.

I knew I had to fight this insecurity. Fight my fears. I wanted to be the best me I could be. But how could I do that when my body was on a downward incline? Middle age was not kind.

Haze was more than six years younger than me. She had barely aged a day since the night we’d first met in Paris twelve years before. She still had that red dress. She still looked incredible in it. Did she look at me differently now? Could she see that I wasn’t infallible? Did that make her love me less?

Sometimes, my thoughts could be my biggest enemy. And I couldn’t escape from myself. When I was trying to drift off to sleep at night, they shouted the loudest.

I was getting older, slower, weaker.

I’d always thought I had it all figured out: kill bad guys, raise good kids. But recently it was all becoming a little more shaky.

In the months leading up to Italy, we’d upscaled our operation. Using Jenny’s police resources, we’d aimed higher than we ever had before: tearing apart sex-trafficking rings by eliminating their key supplier; going after an influential bad man who’d used his embassy contacts to escape prosecution for putting several women in hospital. For a while, we were really making an impact. No more chance encounters with drunken would-be rapists. No more just flirting with being superheroes; we were bona fide gamechangers.

And then everything had fallen apart.

I thought of the postcard from Ivrea that was still pinned to our fridge. It had arrived a year ago, the day after we got back. In case it wasn’t enough of a warning that they had our home address, the scrawled ‘Stay out of our business’ made it clear.

We’d gone from being our most efficient, our most effective, to only fitting in one bad man in a year. And I couldn’t even perform for that one. My wife had to do it for me. No wonder I was feeling crushed and overwhelmed. I was tired all the time. I wasn’t putting in enough time at the office, so my investment fund wasn’t where it should be. And then there was the nagging guilt that Reggie was not getting the same level of attention Bibi had. Just because he was the second born didn’t mean he should be a second-class citizen. Where was his perfectly put together baby book with marked milestones and photo evidence? But then, when was the last time I’d run through phonics with Bibi? And Haze, when had we last had a proper date night, time to reconnect, rather than just rowing over whose turn it was to get up for Reggie?

Father of two. Husband. Killer. I wasn’t having it all. I wasn’t killing it. I wasn’t killing anyone.

A full house of failure.
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Haze

‘Mrs Cabot!’ Mr McCabe, Bibi’s ridiculously attractive twenty-something-year-old new teacher, was waving at me from the classroom door. I’d been hovering by the school gates, waiting for Bibi to be dispatched to me. I now understood why I hadn’t yet seen her in the throng of children rushing out of the door. I was being summoned inside.

Fox had insisted Bibi attend the exclusive private school fifteen minutes from us because of its excellent academic record, although I think he was equally charmed by the straw boater hats they had to wear. ‘So charmingly English!’ Despite my scoffing, it did seem like the school was the right choice: she enjoyed going, they had good parking and her teachers’ fixed grins were near believable.

I strode towards the teacher. ‘It’s just Haze!’ I said this every time he addressed me, and still he refused to take it onboard. I had to hope it was down to an insistence on parental politeness and not due to the fact I was ten years older than him. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Bibi’s fine. She’s with Miss Dutton next door. I just need a quick word with you.’

He led me through to his classroom and motioned to one of the small plastic chairs. I squeezed into one as he sat down next to me.

I had a feeling I knew what it might be about.

We compensated for our nerves about leaving Bibi for so long by embedding trackers in her school shoes. It gave us the security of always knowing where she was and, as an added bonus, it helped us find her shoes during the morning scramble to get out the door. The events of last year might have shaken us enough to justify the need to use a tracker, but, judging by the amount of online rave reviews these devices had, we weren’t the only nervous parents out there. There was the occasional rant from someone whining about them being an invasion of a child’s privacy, but, let’s face it, she was four. She shouldn’t have anything private from us. It was our job as her parents to make sure we knew everything – including exactly where she was.

I didn’t know how these fancy schools worked, but if they’d discovered she had trackers planted on her I imagined it might constitute some kind of rule breach. Mostly because they didn’t want anyone to know that despite their brochure advertising an hour and a half a day of ‘daily play and outdoor activities in the expansive park opposite’, I’d clocked the most they ever managed was an hour and five minutes.

‘There’s been a common theme in Bibi’s drawings this last week.’ Mr McCabe moved a pile of papers towards me.

On the top was a picture of a stick figure with long hair and a dress. Next to her was a little stick figure in what looked like penguin pyjamas. Bibi had drawn herself and me. It would be adorable, except for the fact I was covered in red crayon. I looked like I’d bathed in blood.

I flicked through the pile. All varied in setting, and artistic talent, but all featured me, covered in red.

‘Have you been in an accident? That perhaps Bibi witnessed?’

The Clark Dixon murder had been a disaster from start to finish.

My aim had been off. I’d sliced his femoral artery. The spray had got me. Really got me. Bibi had walked in on me in the utility room as I was stripping down. She’d screamed at the sight of her bloodied, half-naked mother.

‘Gosh no! Nothing like that at all.’

Bibi had woken because of a bad dream and heard me talking to Jenny downstairs. Just after Jenny had left, she’d come to find me. I’d calmed her down by laughing off the mess I was in. I knew she didn’t believe the excuse about a red paint can exploding while I was working. But having shown her that I wasn’t injured anywhere, she seemed reassured that I wasn’t hurt. She knew the story wasn’t quite right, but she didn’t know the truth.

By the time Fox had returned from doing a sweep of the street cameras, Bibi was back tucked up in bed, fast asleep. I was showered and clean.

I picked up a couple of Bibi’s drawings as Mr McCabe watched me. She had talent. And, like her mother, blood spill clearly inspired art.

‘I don’t know why she drew these. I do like red dresses.’ Breezy. Cool. Normal.

Mr McCabe frowned. ‘She said, “Mama hurt,” when I asked her about them. Clearly she’s using her art to express her worries.’ I saw his earnest expression and realised he really wasn’t going to drop this. He cared about kids’ wellbeing too much. I was both delighted and inconvenienced by this.

‘Now that I think about it, Bibi did walk in on me as I was in the middle of changing my tampon, which had leaked all over my white nightdress.’

Mr McCabe gulped.

‘I guess it must’ve been a shock. I tried to explain about women’s monthly burden and how I wasn’t hurt, that it was all natural. But you know it’s hard to explain to a four-year-old you can be gushing blood and it—’

‘Okay! Got it. Right. Okay.’ Mr McCabe shuffled the papers together. He looked even more adorable when flustered.

‘I’ll talk more to her about it.’ I leaned forward. ‘Thank you for bringing it to my attention. I had no idea it’d had such an impact on her.’

I hadn’t told Fox that Bibi had seen me post-kill, covered in blood.

I couldn’t now drop that news, along with the further bombshell that it had traumatised her to such a degree
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