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            PROLOGUE

          

          CASSIE

        

      

    

    
      Newmoor sounds more like a nursing home than a prison, but the barbed wire on the walls reminds you where you are. There’s no creeping ivy snaking up the bricks, this is a building with hard edges, devoid of any softness, formed by squares and rectangles with sharp corners. A security guard waves me through the first gate and directs me to the carpark at the back of the institution. Those sharp-edged, red-brick buildings are ahead of me, like lego blocks smashed together, and I wonder whether those are all the different wings of the prison. I can’t see any inmates, though I can see part of the outdoor area where prisoners can exercise.

      There’s a warmth to the mid-May air. This is the first week that I’ve noticed the temperature rise and suddenly summer doesn’t feel so far away. I back the car into one of the spaces, foot trembling on the brake pedal as I turn slightly too sharply. It takes me three attempts to get into the space, and afterwards, I stop for a moment to check my reflection in the mirror and take a deep breath. I have the questions ready in my pocket, but if I dwell on who I’m meeting, then my knees weaken with nerves.

      What will she be like? I’ve read so much about her. Every newspaper article, Wikipedia entry, even a criminologist’s study, but I’ve never met her. I’ve never met anyone who kills.

      Outside the car, I pull my hair into a quick ponytail, getting the hair away from my neck. I don’t want to arrive with a sweaty glaze across my forehead. I want to appear calm and collected. After a hasty vocal warm up, which I find calms my nerves, I make my way through the strange roads to the entrance to the prison. I have the prisoner number ready; I’ve tried to dress in a way to make the search easier, with no metal underwire in my bra, no zips and so on. My heart patters nervously. In a way, this is like going on a first date, I think. And when I’m patted down by one of the officers, it’s like a third date. And then I realise that my mind is rambling on to calm the bubbling nerves.

      “Can I see your bag, love?” she asks, raising two pencilled eyebrows. I take in her widely set shoulders, round middle and cropped hair and pass it over with a smile. Most of the officers talk in a similar way workmen do when they’re fixing the plumbing or cleaning out the gutters. Lots of “loves” and “sweethearts”. It has a soothing effect on me. Like I’m in the presence of my favourite aunty.

      She seems surprised when I give her the prisoner number. “Oh. How do you know her?”

      “To be honest, I don’t actually know her,” I reply. A heartbeat passes and I wonder whether to tell her. “I’m playing her in an upcoming movie.”

      Those pencilled eyebrows lift high up her forehead. “There’s going to be a movie, is there?” She tuts her disapproval.

      “It doesn’t start shooting for at least six months,” I say.

      “Still, it’s not long after, is it?” Now that my bag is clear, she leads me through the prison towards the visiting room. “For the victims’ families I mean.”

      “We’re going to be very respectful. The director is mindful of the gravity of the situation.”

      She nods, already disinterested. “Well, you’re her first visitor in a long time. There she is. Isabel Fielding.” The woman presents Isabel to me with a sweep of her hand.

      My mouth goes dry and my vision tunnels. For a fraction of a second it feels as though there is only me and her in the room. She meets my eyes, an open expression on her face. There is nothing remarkable about her at all. She’s a medium build with medium brown hair, slightly olive skin, warm eyes. Her expression isn’t exactly blank, because there’s a slight smile on her face, it’s… neutral.

      If I was choosing where to sit on a bus, I’d sit next to her. If she was working in a shop, I’d feel fine about approaching her with a question. If I was lost, I’d choose her to ask for help. On the other hand, I wouldn’t notice her in a crowd. I could walk past her several times and never remember the exact features of her face – the slope of her nose, the curve of her mouth. I’d probably forget her name if she told it to me.

      And yet… she’s the most dangerous female serial killer for decades. Possibly ever.

      “Off you go then,” the officer says, all but shoving me towards the table.

      It pulls me out of my thoughts and for the first time I notice the rest of the room. There are several small tables filling the space. Each one is filled with family, friends and inmates. Isabel will not be behind glass. She will be sat across from me. Tentatively, I walk closer. My heart is hammering, and I know I should walk faster, because I have multiple questions to ask and limited time. I may never get this opportunity again, which means I need to study her mannerisms, accent, the way her body moves.

      Isabel watches me, too, with eyes that follow me as I walk towards her. Is she sizing me up? My heart beats harder until I feel like it could burst from my chest. Finally, I sit down.

      “Thank you for allowing me to visit you,” I start. She’s silent. Blinks once. “I explained everything in the letter, but I thought I would introduce myself further. I’m Cassie Keats and, umm, Neal, Neal Ford, the director, cast me to play you.” I break for a moment to suppress a nervous laugh. “In the film, I mean. I thought I’d come to meet you and maybe ask you a few questions if that’s all right.”

      She nods once, moving her head down and up in a particularly measured and languid manner.

      “Great, thanks. How are you today? Are you being well looked after?”

      She blinks slowly, and then leans forward, making me lean back. “Do you have a picture of the person playing Leah?” she asks. Her voice takes me by surprise, too. Soft, with a Yorkshire lilt. Almost melodic. “I’d like to see that.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I scroll through my phone for a picture of Jess, the actress cast as Leah Smith. When I find a flattering one, I turn the screen around so that she can see it.

      Isabel cranes her neck and lets out a long sigh. “She looks nothing like her. You look nothing like me either.”

      “Well, we were talking about a touch of prosthetics. Maybe false teeth. I’ll make my hair colour match, obviously. But you can do a lot with mannerisms and accents.”

      “Go on then.” She smirks. “Say something in my accent.”

      “Oh, I don’t know—”

      She starts to laugh and her expression changes so suddenly that it makes me physically jolt. This is the first glimpse of the woman who carved bird wings into the backs of her victims; someone who murders for the sheer fun of it.

      “I’m teasing you,” she says. “It’s quite boring in this place. I don’t have much entertainment here.”

      I clear my throat and try to bring the interview back on course. “I heard that you still sketch. Do you draw birds?”

      She shakes her head. “Not much anymore. It’s landscapes now. I send the pictures to my mum. It reminds me that there’s a world out there.” She nods to the whitewashed stone. “Beyond the walls.”

      “She hasn’t visited you for a while, has she? Your mum, I mean.”

      “I believe I’ve been disowned because of bad behaviour. Not even little bro wants to come.” She picks at dirt beneath her fingernails. It’s the first time she’s avoided eye contact with me, and I wonder whether this is significant.

      “He’s been released from prison now, hasn’t he?”

      She nods.

      I want to ask her why he falsely confessed to the murder of Maisie Earnshaw, but I decide that would be too much for our first meeting. Instead, I take the folded piece of paper out of my pocket and examine the questions I brought. Embarrassingly, my fingers tremble, shaking the note.

      “Are those the questions?” she asks.

      “Yes, is that okay?”

      Isabel merely blinks, but I take that as a yes.

      “Okay, well, I have to ask why you enjoy killing.” I clear my throat because it’s dry again. Isabel looks up, and her eyes shine. There’s a slight pause where I turn away, intimidated by the strength of her gaze. When I turn back, it’s in time to see her lick her lips.

      “Let me tell you a secret,” she says, shuffling her legs to get more comfortable. “My entire life has programmed me to be who I am. My father was a serial killer and my mother is a drug and alcohol addict. We never received love, my brother and me. If we’d been loved, maybe I would never have started killing, and Owen wouldn’t have started lying. If I hadn’t found evidence of Daddy’s murders, then maybe my brain wouldn’t have wired itself to enjoy taking lives. Maybe I wouldn’t be like this and the world would be better for it.” She blinks again, and I notice that her posture has changed. Her shoulders have sagged, and her expression isn’t neutral anymore, it’s pitiful. Her eyebrows are scrunched together, her mouth pulled down. She stays like that, staring at me. I no longer stare at the table, instead I find myself pulled into her presence.

      “Your impulse to kill is because of your upbringing?”

      “That’s right,” she replies.

      “You’ve been in prison for over a year now, Isabel. Are you beginning to look at your crimes in a different light?”

      She opens her palms in almost a pleading gesture. “I didn’t understand right from wrong, but since coming here I’ve begun to learn. Families lost daughters and sisters because of my addiction to pain.”

      “You see killing as an addiction?”

      “Yes,” she says.

      “What about the time you were in Crowmont high security hospital? You were never violent then.”

      “No,” she says. “But my thoughts were. Every single one of them. There’s violence in everything, Cassie. It’s merely the lengths you go to, to push that violence. For me, I used violence in the way I plotted and waited and plotted until the opportune moment came.”

      “You mean, the way you manipulated Leah Smith?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it about Leah? You seem obsessed with her.”

      “It was a silly fixation,” she says. “Leah showed me a lot of compassion and it affected me. You see, I’ve never been given any compassion in my life. At all. I didn’t understand what it was. That, mixed with the medication they had me on, which made my impulses worse, and the toxic atmosphere at Crowmont, basically made me even crueller.”

      I nod my head, wishing I’d brought a pen to make notes. My plan had been to observe only, but her answers are fascinating. “There is one important question I need to ask, because it might affect my performance. Are you gay, Isabel?”

      “I have no idea,” she says. “The only pleasure I’ve had of that kind has been through violence.”

      “You haven’t had any relationships since being in prison?”

      “I’ve been in the segregation unit most of the time,” she says, following her words with a disinterested shrug. “They only let me out a few months ago.”

      “Was that because you were on suicide watch?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you don’t have that desire to take your life anymore?”

      “No. I found a higher power guiding me to be better.”

      “God?”

      “Yes. The chaplain here has been excellent at showing me there is another way to obtain love and maybe even to feel love. The love of God.” She smiles, showing teeth. There’s happiness on her face, spreading all the way to her eyes, that I’d expected to think of as cold. She doesn’t have the unemotional eyes of a psychopath at all. She has warm eyes. I smile back before I’m aware of what I’m doing.

      I decide not to push this subject any further. Her suicide attempts have been well documented in the news, from trying to hang herself with bedsheets, to an effort to cut her own throat. The religious aspect is new, but I’m not certain how sincere she is about it.

      “What will the film be like?” she asks. “Will it be violent? Will they show you killing other women?”

      “No,” I reply. “It’ll be about your escape from Crowmont.”

      “What about when I tortured Leah with my dad? Who’s playing Tom?”

      “He hasn’t been cast yet. And, no, I don’t think they are going to film that part. Whether they’ll do a sequel, I don’t know.”

      She cocks her head to one side. “How does the film end?”

      “With you being caught and taken back to the hospital.”

      “You’re rewriting history.”

      “The director feels that it’s a bold choice. Film is a great medium to explore our own wishful thinking. If you’d been found right away, then Alison Finlay and Chloe Anderson wouldn’t have died.”

      “Yes,” she says. “So many lives ruined.”

      “I hear you’re helping the police find your father’s victims. That’s admirable.”

      “The chaplain says that it’s never late to atone.”

      I nod my head. And then the officers call out that our time is up. The large woman with the pencilled eyebrows returns.

      “Did you enjoy your visit, Isabel?”

      “Very much so, Miss. Cassie is great company. Time to go?”

      “Up you come,” she says.

      Isabel turns back and smiles at me as she’s led out of the room. My fingers uncurl from the edge of the table. I hadn’t been aware I’d been gripping it at all.
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          SIX MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          LEAH

        

      

    

    
      Seb presses a mug of tea into my hands and sweeps a lock of hair away from my face, the rough skin on his fingertips giving me a pleasant shiver. And that’s the signal. That’s what brings me back to reality when I recognise that I haven’t been present in the room. He plants a soft kiss on my brow and settles back down on the sofa. The weight of him drags down the sofa cushions and I move closer to him.

      “What time is she getting here?”

      “In about an hour or so.” My fingers wrap around the mug, dragging every bit of warmth from it. And then my hand tightens against the ceramic, revealing the white semicircle of the nail plate.

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      “No, it’s okay,” I lie.

      Seb’s eyes narrow as he assesses my lie, reading the tone of my voice that I always try and fail to hide. But it’s not fair to keep asking him to be with me when he has a commitment to his family. God knows he’s broken various family arrangements because of me.

      “You should go and help Josh.”

      He grunts.

      “His Pumpkin Patch was a great idea.”

      He rolls his eyes.

      “It’s best for the farm in the long run.” I place a hand on his upper back, knowing that this is a sore subject.

      “Bloody Pumpkin Patches,” he says, finally, releasing his pent-up frustration. “We used to be a fully working farm.”

      The Braithwaites’ farm was in decline before I moved into the cottage, and since then they’ve sold the majority of their chickens, a few pigs, and most of their cattle. Seb’s older brothers have given up on the farm and both now work in York; Christopher is a supermarket manager, Jason a financial advisor. A lot of the income from the farm relies on Seb’s mother, Donna, and his younger brother Josh, giving tours to schools and locals. Now Josh has set up the Pumpkin Patch idea, a part of Halloween that seems to be growing in popularity. Seb isn’t too happy about that, but the prospect of wedding packages is causing a rift between the family. His mother wants to transform Rose Cottage into a rental for the bride and groom, and get planning permission to build three more cottages on the estate to provide accommodation for a full wedding party. But Seb wants us to continue living here together. He sees our lives laid out so clearly. Us. This cottage. Children. The farm.

      But I’m more uncertain about the future and where it will take us.

      “It’s what makes money these days,” I remind him. “And it makes children happy, don’t forget about that!”

      He grunts again.

      I remind myself not to take his grumps too seriously. They’re all for show. Seb has been nothing but attentive to the pumpkins he’s grown in preparation for Halloween, which is now less than a fortnight away. Every spare moment he has goes on those things.

      I take a sip of tea to hide my smile. “Go on. Don’t be late or your mum will blame me again.” My jaw tenses just thinking about Donna. About her disapproval of me living with her son.

      He plants another kiss on my head and a moment later I hear the familiar sounds of him pulling on his boots in the kitchen. I lean into the sofa and try to enjoy the tea while it’s hot. But I end up putting it on the coffee table as soon as the kitchen door closes firmly shut.

      If there was ever a time when a door opening or closing didn’t make my nerves tighten, I can’t remember one. Long ago, it was the sound of my father coming home. Now it signals solitude in the place where Isabel abducted me. Where I found James Gorden’s severed head on my doorstep. The dead birds on the windowsill. The envelope containing the magpie illustration. It all happened here, but when I’m with Seb, I can block it out.

      Whenever I’m alone in the house I can’t sit still. I head into the kitchen for a cleaning frenzy, scrubbing the kitchen counter even though it’s already clean. I bend down and clear out the dust bunnies behind the fridge, wipe down the shelves, attack the cobwebs in the corners of the room, and when the knock on the door comes, I almost fall from my stool. I’d forgotten all about Jess’s visit. Which means I’m a mess now that she’s arrived. Sweaty hair, dirty fingernails, the scent of bleach emanating from my body. But there’s nothing I can do about it. I quickly run my fingers through my ragged hair and open the door.

      “Hi,” she says, smiling broadly. “I’m Jess.”

      “So nice to meet you,” I reply, sticking out a hand. “Sorry, I started cleaning and got a bit lost in my thoughts. I’m all scruffy now. Come in, though.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I’m a bit of a neat freak myself. It’s nice to know other people lose themselves in cleaning. I was starting to think there was something wrong with me.” She laughs, and I observe that she’s nervous about meeting me, and it feels so alien for someone else to be intimidated by me.

      I let out an appreciative laugh, partly to try and make her feel more at ease. “Can I get you anything? A cup of tea? Glass of water?”

      “Water would be great, thanks.”

      I watch her eyes roam around the kitchen, the way they linger at the door. She must be picturing the severed head on the doorstep. Everybody does. Seb has to stop hikers from taking photographs of our cottage.

      “It was so nice of you to let me meet you,” she says. “It must be a pretty weird feeling knowing that your life is going to be depicted on screen.”

      “It is a bit,” I admit. The tap splutters and water spills over the side of the glass.

      “These situations are always weird. It can’t be helped.” She takes the water and smiles, not commenting on the damp surface of the glass. “But you have my word that I’ll do everything I can to make this experience as painless as I possibly can.” It’s when her smile widens and small dimples form in her cheeks that I see the girl I remember from the TV show.

      Jess Hopkins used to be a child actor, and a pretty famous one at that. She was the daughter in a long running sitcom, one I grew up with. I remember wanting her clothes when she was a teen, and how I used to pull my hair into a high ponytail because that was how she used to do it. All of a sudden, I’m not nervous because she’s here to talk about Isabel, I’m nervous because she’s Jess Hopkins.

      “Do you want to go into the living room?”

      “Sure.”

      She follows me in, and we settle on the sofa.

      “Neal sent you the script, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What did you think?”

      I rub my hands together for a moment. “It’s very respectful, but not exactly true to life.”

      She nods. “The ending.”

      “Is there a reason why he changed it?”

      “Well, the main reason is to be respectful about what happened to you. But also, because it’s possible there might be a sequel if everything goes well.” She lifts her shoulders as though unconvinced a sequel will happen. “And as you know, there’s been a delay. There was a funding issue, but Neal has sorted that out now. It worked out for me and Cassie because we wanted more time to research anyway.”

      “And you still haven’t cast Tom.” Saying his name has a sombre effect on the atmosphere of the room. My missing son.

      “That’s right.” She takes a sip of water and places the glass on a coaster. “It’s a shame he’s not here to meet. Have you heard from him recently?”

      I shake my head.

      She moves on. “This initial meeting is to help me get to know you a bit better. I know you’ve had a lot of trauma in your life and I obviously don’t want to press you about that or make you feel uncomfortable, but at the same time it would be great to know more about you and how those experiences have shaped you as a person.”

      Her initial nerves seemed to have calmed, and she’s so direct that it’s almost disconcerting. I wasn’t expecting her to dive in like this, but then I’m not certain what I was expecting. She’s also much prettier than me, slimmer, and has eyes that are a different colour. She moves more fluidly, like a dancer. Her accent is nicer than mine, like a middle-class TV presenter. I can’t imagine her ever being me.

      “It’s… complicated,” I begin. “I have countless conflicting thoughts about everything and how it’s affected me. I suppose I should start with my mental health.” I pause, staring down at my hands, at the grime beneath my fingernails, the red tinge of my battered fingertips. My skin will peel tomorrow because I didn’t bother wearing rubber gloves.

      “Why don’t we go for a walk?” Jess suggests. “It’s a beautiful day outside. I put on my boots in case, it’d be a shame not to use them.”

      I agree, mainly because it gives me time to avoid her questions as we put on our coats and leave the house. The cold air greets us like a swift, but gentle, slap across the face.

      “The weather really turned this week,” she says. “Lead the way, Leah. You must know all the best walks around here.”

      “Seb is the real expert,” I admit. Intuitively, I take one of the paths he used to show me not long after Isabel escaped, when he’d take me on long, slow walks to help me heal. Even these fields, these moors, bring bad memories along with the good. I don’t block them out like I often do. Jess is here to hear me talk about the bad times. I need to let them in.

      “It must have been hard to be away from him when you were in witness protection.”

      “It was. I’d think about him a lot. He… he’s a decent man and I don’t think I would’ve made it through any of it without him.”

      “You should see the guy we have cast as Seb. Hot doesn’t even begin to describe it.” She smirks. “I have a strict rule about not dating co-stars. It’s going to be a struggle this time around.”

      She giggles like a teenager and for a moment it feels like we’ve known each other for years and all we’re doing is gossiping about the fittest boy in school.

      I allow my fingers to trail the yellowing leaves of a bush as we climb up the hill. With the bright sun overhead, I almost feel like it’s summer again, and unzip my jacket. My boots dampen with the dew of the grass. Jess helps me as we scramble up a few rocks and find a nice spot to sit.

      “I don’t want to give Isabel too much power over me,” I say finally. “But the truth is, she’s still here. She’s in my head. My dreams. I think about her far too often.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “I see her hurting my son every time I close my eyes.”

      “Tom?”

      “Yes.”

      She nods.

      We’re silent for a while until Jess breaks that silence.

      “I want you to know that I understand elements of what you’re going through. Not in the same way. God, I would never claim that, but I went through things as a child that have forever changed me. And, yes, I still see his face when I close my eyes. I still feel the same pain.”

      “You do?”

      She nods her head. “PTSD is a bitch.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s the reason why I wanted this part. I fought to get it. Neal wanted Anna Young from Seattle Stories, but I threw in my name and basically pestered him until I got the part.”

      “Anna Young? She’s American, isn’t she?”

      “Her London accent was terrible, apparently. Otherwise I might not be talking to you now.” She laughs.

      “Did she go full cockney?”

      She laughs again. “Yes, full cockney.”

      “I need to make a confession,” I say, after we’ve stopped laughing at Anna Young’s accent.

      “Go on then.”

      I pick up a stone and bounce it on the heel of my hand. “I’m not happy about the movie.” The stone drops to the ground and begins to roll down the hill. “Honestly, I think it’s too soon. Far too soon. Decades too soon. This is going to feed Isabel’s ego, and believe me, it’s big enough already.”

      “I swear, I wouldn’t be on board unless Neal had promised to be responsible about the way he’s telling this story.”

      “No, you don’t understand. Isabel isn’t simply dangerous, she’s incredibly intelligent. She’s escaped one secure institution.” I grimace, trying not to dwell on the fact. “She can manipulate or ingratiate herself to make people help her. You have no idea what she’s capable of, no one does, not truly.”

      Jess nods. “I get it. But she’s in prison now, and she can’t escape prison. No one escapes maximum security.”

      Not without help, I think. Not without manipulating someone until they make a mistake. I was the one who made the mistake before, and it resulted in even more murders. My stomach turns and I try not to let my thoughts dwell on the lives taken.

      But maybe Jess is right. Isabel is in a women’s prison and she’s one of the only Category A prisoners. She was even segregated for a long time, due to her numerous suicide attempts. I know that, in theory, there’s no way she could possibly escape. But I also know how resourceful she is. How persistent. How patient.

      “I think this film is irresponsible,” I continue. “I said as much in an email to Neal, and it’s why it’s taken so long for me to agree to meet with you. But that doesn’t mean I won’t meet with you again. I, umm… I guess curiosity got the best of me.”

      “It gets the best of the best of us,” she says with a laugh. “Look, remember that you’re here and she’s in prison. You survived. You’re much stronger than you think you are.”

      I want to believe her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      “Fielding?”

      5am and there’s Rick the Dick yelling through the door, banging his skinny hand against the metal. I roll over in bed like I’m supposed to do, to show them that I haven’t died in the night. Every single one of us has to do this at 5am and 6am. The 6am roll call is because of changeover. The night staff go, and the day staff arrive. Prison is almost as boring as Crowmont Hospital, but at least the inmates come up with wicked nicknames for the guards here.

      Rick the Dick is the kind of long, thin man who leans over you and breathes coffee breath in your face when he talks. He’s the sort who’ll try to be your mate. Fat Jan isn’t that sort. No, she’s forever on guard, one hand perpetually hovering above her walkie-talkie like it’s a gun. Then there’s Gabby-zilla, Fat Elvis and Fiona Forehead. They’re the main crew who never leave. Others come and go before the prisoners can think up a new nickname.

      When the screws – yes, I’m truly one of the inmates now, even using the lingo – are satisfied with roll call, our doors are unlocked at 7:45. Breakfast is one slice of bread and butter. Everyone here is fucking starving, that’s why they all eat dehydrated noodles for breakfast.

      I shuffle out of my cell and head down to the kitchen, receiving my toast and butter while Fat Jan watches me from the other side of the room. I see her pencilled eyebrows wherever I go.

      “How are you today, Miss?” I ask her. The inmates seem to have adopted a schoolroom mentality towards the guards. When we’re being polite, it’s “Miss”.

      “Can’t complain. Did you sleep okay?”

      I sometimes wonder whether Jan has been tasked with keeping an eye on me herself, the way she follows me around with that sour look on her face, her back always straight, her large breasts poking forwards.

      “That mattress is a torture device,” I say. “Any chance of a new one?”

      “I’ll find out for you.”

      “Thanks, Miss.”

      “It’s your big day today isn’t it?”

      I nod my head and smile. Then I finger the rosary around my neck.

      “Well, hope it goes well for you,” she says with a stiff nod.

      “Thanks, Miss. I’m a bit nervous to be honest.”

      “I’m positive it’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, it’s a big deal though, isn’t it? It’s not every day that you accept Jesus Christ and absolve of your sins.”

      Jan glances away when I say that. I can see the way her stomach flipped at the thought of my “sins”. “I hope it goes well for you, Isabel,” she repeats, her tone implying she hopes no such thing.

      “Don’t worry, I know it doesn’t absolve me of everything. But it helps me see that what I did was evil. I don’t want to be evil anymore, Miss.”

      “That’s good, Isabel.” She edges away from me, backing away like prey suddenly aware of the hunter before them.

      “See you later then, Miss,” I say brightly, making my way back to my cell with the toast. It’s best not to leave the cell alone for too long when the inmates are milling around. Things get stolen all the time. Back inside my tiny room, I sit down on the mattress and wait, knowing I won’t be alone for long.

      It’s Genna with a G who comes in without asking. But I suppose we’ve come to some sort of comfortable arrangement in that way. We’ve been cell neighbours since I came out of the segregation unit six months ago, which she wasn’t happy about at first. No one wanted to be near the magpie murderer. According to the rumours, she’s psycho.

      “Got any noodles?” she asks, scratching her upper arms and pacing back and forth.

      “On the shelf,” I nod.

      “Thanks.” It comes out “fanks”. “You all right?” She doesn’t give me a chance to answer. “I’m right nervous. Can’t believe it’s come ‘round so fast.” She shakes her head and the greasy hair around her shoulders ripples back and forth.

      Genna and I are being baptised together. It was her who told me about the chaplain and how she made a lot of sense. After going with her to the chapel to pray, I found that I had to agree. Genna is a drug addict. Believing in a higher power has some weight over her decision as to whether to take drugs again or not.

      The problem is, her addiction is still the most powerful force in her world, and all she’s done now is add an extra layer of guilt to her life.

      “It’ll be fine,” I say. “Chaplain Ari will be there to help us. She’ll tell us what to say and when to say it.”

      She sniffs and scratches her chin. “I know, but, right. When I was four, I pissed myself in front of assembly, so I don’t like this public talking thing.”

      “Well, I’ll go first if you like.”

      “All right then, yeah. All right. That’s better. What time is it again?”

      “2pm.” I take a bite out of my toast. She’s asked me this five times in the last two days. “You know that.”

      She shakes her head again and then crumples the packet of noodles in her hands. “I know.” Her eyes roam over the walls of my cell. “New picture?” She nods to a pastoral of a farm nestled in a valley.

      “I did it yesterday in art therapy.”

      “Not bad. You should sell ‘em.”

      “No, that’s okay. I send some of them to my mum.”

      She grimaces. “What do you want to send them to that cow for? It’s not like she visits you.”

      It’s sweet that Genna with a G seems to like “having my back” but at the same time I don’t quite understand why. Still, I can’t suppress the smile her words ignite.

      “At least it keeps me busy,” I say, broadening that smile.

      “It’s the boredom, innit? Gets to ya.”

      “Are you craving, Genna?”

      She nods her head too many times. “It’s this fucking christening, innit? How am I ‘sposed to get through the fucking thing without a fix?”

      “Do you want more noodles, Genna?”

      She pauses, sniffs again. “Yeah, all right.”

      “Take what you need.”

      “All right, well. You’re rich so it don’t matter that much I guess.”

      “It’s our secret, Genna. Remember that.”

      “Sure.” But her eyes are glazed, staring at the packets of noodles. She isn’t hungry, but she knows they can be used as currency in this prison. Money, noodles, cigarettes, chocolate. All can be exchanged for drugs.

      “See you later, Genna.”

      She grabs as many packets as she can carry and hurries out of the cell. I finish my toast and pick up a book to read until it’s time to go to work.

      We have pointless jobs inside the prison. Some people work in the kitchen, others cultivate a vegetable patch, some even take care of a chicken coop on the grounds, but I’m a cleaner. The screws don’t want me around knives. My weapon these days is a mop and bucket.

      When the unit starts to come alive outside my cell, I know it’s time to get moving. I leave my room, make my way along the corridors and watch people as they recognise friends from other units passing them along the way. Backs are slapped, cheeks are kissed, voices squeal in delight. None of these people want to leave because all their friends are here. They feel safe here, where they have a routine and know where their next meal is coming from. I’m the only thorn in their side, one of the few female serial killers locked up for life, a dangerous anomaly in their life of security.

      “Keep it moving ladies.” Today the screw watching us is a tall, skinny young man. Not Rick the Dick. I forget his name, but he’s a try hard, and the inmates don’t respect him. I see the side-eyes and chuckles directed at him as he makes his way through the prison. Soon he’ll be potted and then he’ll probably transfer.

      Potting is not an activity that I take part in. Let it be known that I, Isabel Fielding, take umbrage at the disgusting practice where a guard is showered with collected urine, usually kept in a bottle or a bucket. Prisoners work together on this, blocking a CCTV camera, distracting the guards, and luring one away for the ambush. Then someone will throw the urine over their faces. Last time Genna with a G asked me to help and I outright refused. But, however disgusting I find the practice, I do applaud the ingenuity of the operation.

      The day goes by quickly. I mop the floors, working rhythmically, mind elsewhere, on more important things. Owen sent me a letter when I was first brought here. Keep your head down and do what you’re told, was the gist. He said that they’ll hate me. They’ll never trust me. But truth be told, I don’t need trust.

      Lunch is a basic sandwich, eaten with a considerably calmer Genna, who shares some noodles with me as a thank you. And afterwards, we make our way to the chapel.

      “Look out, Fat Jan’s about,” Genna says with a giggle.

      The most potted of all the guards, and yet she’s still here, still throwing her weight around like the OG of the prison system. Genna taught me the term “OG”.

      “Fat Jan on the prowl, nothing but a foul growl,” she adds, in a strange rap-like voice. Then she laughs again.

      “I think maybe you need to get it together, Genna.” I hiss. How did the task of keeping Genna lucid fall to me? I stare at the rest of the group stumbling into the chapel like zombies and see no one who could help.

      “You’re right,” she says, slurring slightly. “Sorry, Izza.”

      I grind my teeth together. Of all the ways to shorten my name, which is a perfectly adequate name to begin with, she’s chosen Izza.

      “I’ll be all right. You know me,” she says. “You know me.”

      We walk up the aisle between the pews like two brides, or two mourners, I can’t decide which is most apt. In front of us is the cross, built out of simple wood. No intricate carvings or depictions of bible characters. I find that I can’t keep my eyes away from it, that it holds some sort of control over me. Symbols hold a special kind of power and this one suggests numerous topics. Life. Death. Resurrection. Guilt. Sins. Absolution. Atonement. The sight of it makes me meditative and, for the first time in a while, my thoughts drift back to Leah and the expression on her face when I told her the story of how I found out my father was a serial killer, the way she leaned into my cell at Crowmont Hospital, with pity all over her face. The sadness of it all.

      Someone sent me a book through the post, but according to Jan, the sender remained anonymous. The book is about a drug addict trying hard to get clean. He slips, gets high, sells drugs to a teenage girl who ODs and dies. He feels so guilty that he almost kills himself. Later, he saves the life of the teenage girl’s orphaned daughter and afterwards he spends the rest of his life doing good deeds to atone, even though he doesn’t quite find peace. The addiction is always there to nag at him no matter what he does. When he wakes up in the morning, his first thought is always about drugs.

      Will I have the impulse to kill all of my life? Or can I stop it?

      I look around at the people in the room. I could steal a knife, or fashion one, and go to town in this room on these people. How many of them could I stab before I’m restrained? How many lives could I take? There’s no death penalty in this country, I’d simply be kept in the segregation unit, probably for the rest of my life. But realistically how many could I kill? Three? Four? Five?

      We take the nearest pew to the altar. My heart is fluttering in my rib cage, and it seems to me as though the chapel is filled with blood. Genna chews on the inside of her cheek and I nudge her with my elbow. We begin to sing.

      Soon I’ll say the words. I’ll repent all my evil acts and promise to walk in the light. I’ll begin to atone.
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