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​True Crime Junkie

The Crime that Rocked Rotherham 

By James Gorden

Not long after the water ripples disturbed the usually calm water of the family pond did the details of the crime unfurl. I remember the exact moment I saw the news. It remains completely clear in my mind, as all enormous moments do, like the moment I heard about 9/11 or Princess Diana’s death. I remember the blue t-shirt I was wearing and the exact position in which I was sitting on the sofa, magazines on the coffee table alongside my Tardis mug.

The details from the police were still hazy at that point, but what I heard was enough to make me hug my niece and nephew a little more tightly the next time I saw them.

I like to think that the undulations circling over the surface of the duck pond are continuing to form a path, and that the distressing murder left behind a beautiful pattern. There are not many instances of goodness coming from badness, but I have hope that my town can be the exception, that we will breed strength, and that goodness will flow through the community.

I still have hope.

It was a bright summer’s day on the twelfth of August, 2010. On the grounds of the Fielding property, the laughter of children filtered up the long lawns from the duck pond by the edge of Scholes Woods. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the grown-ups were sipping mojitos on the patio of their expansive property. David and Anna Fielding were entertaining guests. Riya and Jason Earnshaw had brought their six-year-old daughter Maisie for a business/play date. The Fieldings’ eldest daughter, Isabel, fourteen, was watching the two younger children—including her brother Owen, eleven—while the adults discussed an investment into Jason Earnshaw’s construction company.

The Fieldings and the Earnshaws were, and still are, respected members of the community. Anna was well-known at the local church, ran raffles to help the needy, and routinely helped at the food bank. David invested in many local businesses, aiding the economy of the town. Riya and Jason Earnshaw were known as good employers who created jobs in the area.

The day was perfect until the sound of children’s laughter stopped. Jason Earnshaw would later tell the police that after a particularly animated conversation with the Fieldings, where David told the group a joke, they noticed that the children had gone very quiet.

Riya stood up on the patio and called Maisie’s name. When there wasn’t an answer, Riya and Anna hurried down the long lawn, which sloped downhill to the pond.

Isabel was the first to be found. She was walking up the lawn with her hands outstretched. Anna ran to her, asking her if she was hurt. Isabel shook her head, but she was soaked to the waist, and there was blood covering her hands and lips. Barely a second later, Jason Earnshaw recalled hearing the piercing scream of his wife. He sprinted down the hill to see his wife wading into the pond, her expensive sun dress ruined by the murky water. He hurried to her, splashing through the shallow water.

As the Earnshaws were wading through dirty water, David Fielding saw his son wander towards him from the trees. Owen Fielding walked with his head bent low, tears dripping from his nose. There was blood splattered on his trousers, but he was not wet, and he was not as covered in as much blood as his older sister. David rushed to Owen to check that the child was not hurt.

And in the centre of it all, at the very centre of the pond, a little girl lay face down. She was stripped to the waist—the police would find her daisy-print t-shirt caught on a bush in the forest a few hours later—with her hair fanning all around her. Her loose, dark curls were as soaked as her jeans.

Maisie Earnshaw was dead.

Murdered.

We know since the trial that Maisie was taken into the woods, hit with a rock, and mutilated with a knife. Her small body was then dragged out of the woods and displayed in the centre of the pond.

We know that Isabel Fielding was covered in Maisie’s blood, and that she was soaked from the waist down.

We know that Isabel Fielding was convicted of Maisie Earnshaw’s murder at the age of fourteen. She was taken to a juvenile detention centre where she was deemed to be suffering with a mental disorder.

After lengthy questioning, it was decided that Owen Fielding did not assist with the death of Maisie Earnshaw.

Rotherham continues to mourn the loss of an innocent. We have stood together to help heal the grief that has opened up within the community. Many of us feel a fraction of the intense pain that the Earnshaws must be feeling. We are all in it together, and we will continue on with the pain in our hearts, but we will be stronger and more unified because of it.


​Chapter One

I was unaccustomed to the icy bite of the northern wind. Even in early March, I’d woken to frost on the windscreen that morning and layered up my clothing. Wearing my fingerless gloves as I drove, intermittently breathing into my hands to warm them, I wondered if there was indeed some truth in the stereotype of hardy northerners and southern wimps. I cursed the broken heater in my old Punto and pressed on the accelerator, wishing to be somewhere warm.

In three hundred yards make a right turn.

Glancing from the sat-nav on my phone—adhered to the dashboard with a cheap rubber mat I bought online—to the long stretch of road before me, I wondered where exactly this right turn was. I’d been driving on the same straight road for ten minutes, heading from barren stretches of moorland to bountiful, green woodland. Trees surrounded either side of the narrow road, blocking out much of the early morning sun. I craned my neck to the right, searching for this mysterious turning. Before long I saw the tall gates—a shock of industrialisation in this untouched, rural environment—and made the sharp right turn towards the steel bars, coming to a halt next to the guard tower.

“What’s your business at Crowmont Hospital today?” the guard asked in a voice too cheerful for eight in the morning. The man was stout, with hair greying at the temples and throughout his beard. Fine lines appeared around his eyes when he smiled, which conveyed the same genuine warmth I’d noticed amongst the people of Yorkshire. Northerners were far too friendly for this half-frozen wimpy southerner in need of a strong cup of tea, or better yet, an extra two hours in bed.

“I start work today,” I said. “My name’s Leah Smith. I’m the new nurse on Morton Ward.”

Though I had travelled up for an interview, it had taken place at York Hospital rather than Crowmont. The usual wing used for interviews had been closed for refurbishments and the interviewers decided to find a more neutral location. The fact that I hadn’t actually seen my new workplace added to the first-day nerves that tickled my abdomen.

The security guard mentioned my name into a walkie-talkie while I continued to breathe onto my gloves to warm my stiff fingers.

“Cold morning, eh?” he said, moving away from his guard station and towards the car.

I nodded. “I hope it’s warmer inside than it is out.”

“Aye, well. Not much warmer.” He looked up and nodded towards the road leading through the trees. A tall metal fence ran alongside it, giving the impression of being inside some sort of steel labyrinth. “Follow the road till you get out of the trees. You’ll see the hospital then. You want to take your first right and keep going till you see the carpark. There’s another gate before the carpark, but Brian’ll let you in. That’s where Morton Ward is.”

“Right. Thanks for your help.”

“No worries. I’m Ian, by the way. I work here at the gate most mornings. I’ll be seeing you later on.” He tapped the roof of my Punto and stepped back as I pulled away.

While making my way through the strange, gated maze, I realised my fingers were trembling, and it wasn’t solely from the cold. First-day nerves were getting the best of me, or perhaps the gravity of the place rattled me—not that it should. This wasn’t my first time at a high-security psychiatric facility.

Just like Ian said, the road emerged from the trees, and I saw Crowmont Hospital for the first time. On the edge of the woods another set of gates parted to let me through, which Ian must’ve been able to operate from his tower. Then the road continued towards the hospital itself, set back away from the steel labyrinth of fences. It was almost like its own community, with outbuildings and carparks leading up to the main hospital wing, sprawling old Victorian mansion of a building, four storeys high with rows of narrow windows. Steep gables pointed up like filed teeth above the thin windows. Two sturdy pillars stood proudly on either side of the grand, wide doorway. I could not take my eyes from the dark limestone walls, and almost missed the turning Ian had told me about. It was only when I noticed the sign for the hospital that I remembered where I was and why I was here. The white and blue NHS sign grounded me back to reality. I was about to start a new job, to go with my new life in a new place. North Yorkshire Healthcare was printed along the white portion of the sign, with Crowmont Hospital underneath in the blue section.

I turned my steering wheel and followed the road towards the carpark, which was also gated, as Ian had forewarned. The security guard at this gate stepped towards the car with his walkie-talkie in hand.

“Brian?” I asked.

This man was fair-haired, with ruddy cheeks and burst blood vessels around his nostrils. I noticed faded tattoos along his knuckles, but I couldn’t work out what they said.

“Aye. And you’re the new nurse.”

“Leah Smith.” He most likely already knew my name but I blurted it out by way of greeting.

Brian’s walkie-talkie burst to life, with the person on the other end asking for an update. Brian informed the person of my arrival and waited for the go-ahead to open the gate.

“Now I know you’ll have been warned about the security measures already, but I’ll go over it quickly,” he said, obviously well-rehearsed from explaining the unusual system to visitors. “You’ll get a pass at reception. They’ll take your photograph an’ all. Security inside will tell you the rest, but you’ll have to be searched before you go on the ward. There’s a list of restricted items that you can’t take into the ward, and they’ll assign you a locker to keep your belongings in.”

“Thanks,” I replied, appreciative of the heads-up. I knew security would be tight, but when it’s your first day, it’s nice to know exactly what to expect. 

A new job in a new place, away from home. Adrenaline began to kick in, chasing away the cold. Blood pumping around my body replaced the cold stiffness in my muscles. Now my heart thudded against my ribs, so urgent that I felt the vibration of my pulse in my fingertips. The mechanics of the gate made me start as they came to life—metal scraping against tarmac, jingling as it retracted to clear my way. I snatched the gloves from my hands and took a deep breath.

As I guided my car into a parking spot—moving at a crawl, not trusting my hands on the steering wheel—I tried to convince myself the nerves had hit me suddenly because I hadn’t been at work for a few weeks, and because I’d moved somewhere new, and because the building had spooked me, nothing else. I was new to the area, new to the countryside, and felt like a fish out of water. Four weeks ago I’d still been living in an apartment in Hackney.

Almost another lifetime ago. Another life.

I turned the key in the ignition and pulled down the visor to check my hair in the mirror. Nurses don’t do make-up or complicated hairstyles. They tie their hair away and wear nothing but moisturiser. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to walk into my new job with hair poking out at all angles and cereal in my teeth. I had neither, thankfully, so I got out of the car and retrieved my sandwiches from the backseat. When I shut the door it seemed too loud in this quiet spot. I glanced at my watch: eight fifteen. I was a little early, but I knew it would take time for the staff to create my pass.

I locked the car and shoved the keys in my trouser pocket before making my way to the entrance of the ward. It wasn’t the door with the pillars, but a smaller glass door with a pass scanner on the left side. I had pressed the buzzer and was waiting for someone to let me in when my attention was caught by a dark shape out of the corner of my eye. Then I heard a squawk from above, and I lifted my chin to see where it had come from. A large magpie stared down at me from the guttering on the roof, a thin twig hanging out of its beak.

“Good morning,” I whispered, glancing behind me to check that no one had seen. It had slipped from my lips like a reflex. Good morning, Mr Magpie. It was my father who’d always said it. Then he used to wave.

One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy.

I tried not to think about the rhyme. I tried not to think about my father and his superstitions, passed on to him from his superstitious mother, passed down from her own, even more superstitious mother.

A crackling voice said hello, breaking me free of the painful memories. I cleared my throat and explained for the third time that I was the new nurse on Morton Ward and that my name was Leah Smith. The door buzzed, and I pushed it open into the small reception area.

Ian was right—it was only a little warmer inside. Not that I minded. The nerves made my once-freezing blood run warm. I clenched and unclenched my fingers as I made my way to the reception, a long white desk at the back of the white room with green carpets and faded green sofas. The woman on the front desk wore her glasses down low on her nose, and while she talked me through my security pass, she never stopped moving. She rustled her way through two piles of documents as she took my photograph, with me standing awkwardly with a tense smile on my face. No one ever looks good on a webcam, do they? No doubt a pasty face and a frozen smile would be my best choice. A temporary visitor’s pass was given to me in a plastic sleeve with a clip to attach it to my waistband.

“I’ll try and get your proper pass done by the end of the day,” she told me. “Then you can swipe in tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks,” I said, clipping the pass to the waistband of my trousers.

“I’m Sue,” she said. “I work Mondays and Wednesdays, eight till six. Yousef works the other days. There’s a lot of part-timers coming and going.” When she smiled there was a faint residue of pink lipstick on her teeth. “Not to mention the turnover.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess Crowmont isn’t for everyone. Have you worked in a high-security hospital before?”

“Yeah, a couple of years in Whitmore.”

“Oh.” She leaned in slightly. “That’s where he is, isn’t it? The strangler.” She mimed strangulation on herself, and I feigned a smile.

“Roger Cowell,” I answered. Roger Cowell was a serial killer who hit infamy after murdering fifteen women in the seventies. I was used to the constant questions after working at Whitmore for a while. I’d learnt to recognise the little glint in the eyes of the more brazen and curious. Revealing where I worked was a good way of getting to know someone. The shy, polite types would nod, smile, open their mouths to speak, but then think better of it and move the conversation onto a different topic. The loud, brash ones would immediately start asking me about Roger Cowell.

Is he evil? Can you tell, when you look at him? I’ve heard he’s lost weight and sits in his room all day staring at the walls. Does he sleep at night? Does he have nightmares? Did he tell you where the sixteenth body is?

“I didn’t work on his ward,” I replied. “So I never came into contact with him.”

Sue smiled. She was obviously aware of what it was like to work in a notorious high-security hospital. Her smile turned into a knowing nod. “There are a few like that here. The questions get annoying after a while, don’t they?”

I let out a nervous laugh. “Yes, they really do.”

Sue directed me through to the metal detectors where a security guard told me to place my car keys into a plastic tray, along with the small amount of change I’d brought and my coat and other belongings. I stepped through the metal detector, still tense about my arrival at a new job, but calmed slightly by the no-nonsense but warm people around me. The third security guard was called Simon, and was slightly younger than Ian. He wasn’t as chatty as the other two, probably because he had a more intense role in the security procedures.

After the scan, I was given back my belongings and told to put them away in a staff locker, aside from my lunch and my change for the tuck shop, which I was allowed to put in the fridge in the staff room. It was like being at a very strange, paranoid school where I was expected to be both pupil and teacher. Simon showed me to the office for the charge nurse who would give me instructions on my first day.

As I walked into the office to start my day, my palms began to sweat, and a sensation of walking to the head-teacher’s office washed over me. I was sixteen years old again, with scuffed knees from a scrap with Rebecca Boyce on the tennis courts, waiting to receive the inevitable bollocking. Pushing away the memories, I knocked lightly on the open door and the man at the desk lifted his head.

“Leah?” he asked. Even though he was seated at a desk with a cup of tea, I could see he was short and stocky with powerful shoulders. He wore a black t-shirt and smart grey trousers.

“Yes.”

He stood and crossed the room to shake my hand. “I’m Chioke Obi. Chi for short, if you like. Welcome to Crowmont. Would you like a cup of tea while we get down to it?”

“I’d love one, thanks.”

“Then let’s go into the staff room for a minute or two.” Chi grinned and rubbed his hands together. I hoped that his eagerness was infectious enough to transfer onto me, seeing as I felt about as enthusiastic as a limp piece of lettuce that morning.

I followed Chi through the small network of staff rooms to the main area, with an oval table in the centre, a small kitchen area, and a couple of uncomfortable-looking chairs.

“Milk? Sugar?”

“Milk, no sugar,” I replied.

Chi got to work with the kettle, all the time smiling, slowly putting me at ease despite my initial shakiness. After the first mouthful of soothing tea, and the first ten minutes where Chi told me more about the hospital and the ward I’d be working on, I began to relax, and the sweaty-palms sensation dissipated.

“The main thing you need to know is that you’re the primary nurse for three patients,” he said, with a hint of an African accent in his voice. “Tracy, Emily, and Isabel.” 




​Chapter Two

The first thing you notice about a high-security hospital is that the patients are not as frightening as you think they’re going to be. It’s easy to conjure up images of serial killers standing in the shadows, their features obscured aside from a set of narrowed eyes. It’s not Silence of the Lambs. I wasn’t Clarice Starling walking past barred cells, dodging the semen of a psychotic killer. I’m Leah. I’m a nurse. I was there to help my patients.

In the past, when I’d been asked questions about Whitmore, I realised that people found it much harder to picture the average patient as someone who was unfortunate, someone who had been a victim for most of their life, who was never given the start in life that they needed. What they wanted to believe was that some people were born degenerates, or that they were evil to the core. That wasn’t my experience.

In Whitmore I worked with many patients suffering from antisocial personality disorder—or sociopaths, if you want to call them that—and discovered that most of the residents under my care had been abused by a significant person in their life, usually at a very young age. Children need love and care. They need to form an attachment. When a child fails to form an attachment with a caregiver, they fail to learn empathy.

That’s how you build a sociopath.

I followed Chi through the corridors of Crowmont, still feeling the throb of my pulse in my fingertips. Despite my experience at Whitmore, I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. In some ways, Whitmore was more disturbing and more frightening because most of the patients were violent male offenders. But some were referred to us because they had self-harmed in prison, or because they had special needs. Not all were psychotic serial killers.

Crowmont was an all-female hospital. Many of these women had committed violent crimes, but the hospital was smaller than Whitmore. I knew that there were two main wings in Crowmont: One was for rehabilitation, where the patients were allowed more freedom to move around the hospital, and the other was the intensive care ward, where very sick patients struggled to socialise with each other. I was employed to work on the rehabilitation ward.

Chi had briefed me in his office. My main duties were to check in with the patients through the day. I would ensure they ate their food and took their medicine, and I would observe them quietly as they went about their day and help them if they were experiencing any difficulties. 

I met Tracy first. She sat on the sofa in the communal area of the ward, with one leg elevated. Her arms were stretched above her head, showing the scars down her forearms. She had short hair and a snub nose. She was very overweight, verging on obese—patients often take comfort in food, especially when they’re on medication that increases appetite—and in her late twenties. Chi introduced us and we shook hands.

I saw right away that Tracy was upset.

“I’m still a kitchen helper, aren’t I?” she asked Chi. “They haven’t taken that away, have they? I didn’t mean it.”

“It’s all right. You can stay on in the kitchen. But Leah is here if you need her.”

As we walked away, I asked. “What did she mean?”

Chi sighed. “There was an incident. It’s nothing to worry about, but Tracy does occasionally need extra supervision.”

I nodded my head. ‘Extra supervision’ usually meant suicide attempts.

Emily was a much smaller young woman with greasy hair to her shoulders. She was playing draughts with an older woman. She shook my hand as she fidgeted in her chair.

“Who’s winning?” I asked.

“Debbie,” Emily replied.

“I beat her every week,” Debbie boasted.

Emily gave a shrug and scratched her shoulder. “Least I’m trying.”

Chi clapped his hands together so loudly it made us all jump. “That’s the spirit. People were designed to try. That’s what we do.” He grinned until Emily tentatively broke into a smile of her own.

“Maybe we can have a game or two,” I suggested.

“You’re on,” Emily replied.

I got a good vibe from this hospital. No psychiatric nurse ever expects their job to be simple, but it was a relief to see patients smiling on my first day.

After a brief conversation about how I would be looking after Emily, and how if she had problems she should come to me, Chi led me away.

“Emily has come a long way,” he said. “She was on the intensive care ward for so long I never thought she’d make it to rehabilitation.”

“Was she a referral?” I asked, meaning someone who had come to the hospital through the legal system.

Chi pursed his lips, then glanced to the left and the right before he answered. “Yes. Emily is a convicted murderer. She killed her baby during postnatal depression. When she came to us she was on suicide watch for a month.”

I took a second to let that all sink in. “If she ever leaves here, will she go straight to prison?”

“For at least another six years,” he replied.

It was an unbearably sad case, but then many are in a place like Crowmont. The guilt that weighed down on her shoulders must have been a heavy burden to bear. Not to mention the judgment and the grief from the people in her life who were connected to her child and the crime she committed. The father. The grandparents. The uncles and aunties. An event like this would almost certainly tear the family apart.

Chi led me out of the communal area, using his swipe card to get through the door and into a corridor.

“This is where the patients’ rooms are. They’re all numbered so you can remember who goes in which room. On this ward, you need two keys to enter the room. So you would need to come and find me if you had a reason to go into the room outside the communal time. Right now, patients are free to keep their doors open, but at night they will be locked. Unless the patient is on twenty-four hour surveillance.”

“Suicide watch?” I asked.

Chi nodded.

It was procedure that I was already accustomed to. At Whitmore, there were six-key rooms, where six nurses were required to be present when the door was opened. They worked as a team, ensuring that the patient was properly restrained, each entering or exiting the room one at a time, and each with a role to play in the restraint. At the end, when a patient was taken back to his room, he would be placed down on the bed, with each nurse leaving one at a time, from the nurse furthest away from the door to the nurse closest to the door. All outings for those patients were carefully scheduled with several members of staff, from the security team who monitored the CCTV cameras to the nurses on the ward, all designed to ensure the safety of staff and patients alike. Those patients were not allowed to leave those rooms whenever they liked. 

But Morton Ward had a different atmosphere to Whitmore. Something about the long corridor of doors—almost all open, with music coming from some, the sound of chatting from others—reminded me of halls of residence at university. If not for the hospital-green walls and the heavy locks on the doors, I could have imagined I was about to go and greet a friend on my course.

Chi stopped outside the room furthest along the corridor, next to another locked door that led somewhere else deep inside the hospital. The door to this room was swung wide open so I could see the contents: a bed, a desk, a small closet to the right which led to a bathroom I couldn’t actually see but presumed existed. It was a small room and would feel claustrophobic after an extended period of time, but one that you could probably grow accustomed to if forced. And, in this case, that sense of claustrophobia was exacerbated by the clutter, chaos, and covered walls. From ceiling to floor, every inch was plastered with drawings. Corners of A4 sheets of paper curled, and Blue Tack shone through the pearl of the paper like little blue beads. In the centre of every page was a bird illustration.

Magpies. Blue tits. Sparrows. Crows. Robins. Hawks. Eagles. Finches. Cranes. Flamingos. Black wings, yellow beaks, red breasts, iridescent blues, green feathers, brown eyes. The eyes were the most arresting and seemed to watch me as I followed Chi into the room.

“Isabel, how are you doing today? This is Leah. She is going to be your nurse from now on.”

With all the birds on the walls I’d failed to notice the young woman bent over her desk. As she rose to greet me, I saw the charcoal stains on her fingers, and the fingernails bitten down to the skin beneath.

She was plump, with a soft, round face and a small belly protruding from her jogging bottoms and t-shirt. She was young, barely twenty years old, with brown eyes that twinkled beneath a fringe of medium-brown hair. Her hair was long and messy, as though she’d just rolled out of bed. But the most arresting feature was her easy smile, and the way she stood with one hand on her hip, relaxed. I wasn’t used to seeing patients in high-security hospitals appearing so relaxed.

“Oh, what happened to Alesha?”

“She moved on,” Chi said.

“But I never got to say goodbye.” Isabel’s eyebrows rose and her eyes seemed to grow larger with sadness. “Alesha was lovely. I hope she’s okay.”

“No need to worry, she’s fine. She got another job, that’s all.”

But I knew it was strange for a nurse not to say goodbye to her long-term patients before she moved on to another job. Alesha must have left in a hurry. Unless she didn’t want to upset Isabel before she left.

“So you’re my new nurse.” Isabel assessed me with eyes that trailed from my forehead to my toes. “Did you see the magpie outside?”

“Yes,” I replied in surprise. Of all the first questions I was expecting, one about a magpie wasn’t even in my top fifty.

“His name is Pepsi and I’m training him.”

I almost laughed. “What are you training him to do?”

“Eat out of my hand,” she replied eagerly, her words speeding up with excitement. “Fetch me twigs and worms. Squawk when I ask him to. Magpies are the cleverest birds, you know. They symbolise many things, too. Most people think they symbolise cunning and bad luck, but to me they’re magic. And mystery. I’ll show you Pepsi when we go on a walk into the garden.”

“I can’t wait,” I replied. “But why is he called Pepsi?”

“I found him in the garden with his foot stuck in a Pepsi can. Chi helped me get him out of the can and nurse him back to health.” Her eyes were glassy with excitement and she grinned from ear to ear. “Do you like birds?”

“They’re beautiful creatures. I can see you like them very much.” I gestured to the walls.

“I always wanted to be able to fly.” She gazed at the walls. “Maybe one day.” She came alive with movement so quickly that I took a step back, but she wasn’t preoccupied with me, it was her art she was interested in. She began to search through a pile of papers on her desk, finally retrieving the item she sought, and passed it to me. “Here, take it.”

I took the paper gently from her hands. It was a charcoal drawing of a magpie in flight with its wings outstretched, soaring through the sky. I had to admit that the artistry was excellent, and Isabel was an extremely talented girl. Looking at this bird gave me a sense of peace that I hadn’t anticipated from my anxious morning. I was aware of the effect art had on people, though I’d never truly understood it, not even when my first boyfriend—an amateur graffiti artist—used to drag me to exhibitions, but there was an ethereal quality to this picture that gave me pause.

“Thank you,” I replied, clearing my throat, suddenly self-conscious of my reaction to the gift.

“You’re welcome,” Isabel said, broadening her smile.


​Chapter Three

I’d met my three patients, I’d taken a tour around Morton Ward, and I’d eaten lunch in the break room with the other nurses. It was a relatively quiet place, not as bustling with action as Whitmore was. Even the communal areas for the patients were calmer than Whitmore, with fewer residents and a more sedate atmosphere. I began to wonder why I’d been so nervous.

“What was Whitmore like?” asked a nurse called Tanya, leaning her elbows on her knees to get closer to me.

“The same, really, except they were all men,” I replied.

“Smellier then?” she said with a laugh.

“At times, yeah.” I tried not to think about the dirty protests or the patients who refused to shower for days at a time. “I was on rehabilitation like you are, though. I never saw the bad cases in intensive care.”

Tanya’s eyes widened. “I couldn’t stand it on IC. Did for like three months and asked for a transfer. Most don’t get it, but I was lucky. There’s a biter, and she’s a little shit. One of them scratched my arm from elbow to wrist with her fucking fingernails. I know they’re ill, but it’s bloody hard. I couldn’t do it.”

We’ve all been there. There’s no way to work in psychiatric care without bites, scratches, punches, and kicks. I once spent New Year’s Eve with a black eye courtesy of Bill Jones, a man with paranoid schizophrenia who thought I was there to stab him in the ribs.

“Who was your scariest patient?” she asked, sipping on her Cup-a-Soup. “Was it Cowell?”

“Probably,” I admitted. “But I never saw him. The worst on our ward were from organised crime. Almost all of them were recruited as teenagers and turned into killers. They didn’t stand a chance in the real world. It was pretty sad.”

Tanya nodded. “It’s a recurring theme.”

“Do you have any high-profile cases here?” I asked. I couldn’t help myself. As much as I’d told myself that I never gossiped and never thought of the patients as “infamous,” there was a bubbling curiosity swelling inside and not a lot I could do about it. I was, and always will be, human.

“That’s easy,” Tanya said. “Isabel Fielding.”

The name gave me a start. “Isabel? The girl with the birds?” Isabel was my ward, and even though it was my first day, I thought Chi would have mentioned if she was a special case. “But she’s on the rehabilitation ward.”

“Yeah, because if it turns out she’s not crazy anymore, she’ll go straight to prison. She gets reassessed in May. If she’s fit to go, she gets transferred.” Tanya set down her mug and eyed the door to the break room. “Chi doesn’t like us talking about Isabel’s case because it’s so high profile. Do you remember the little girl found dead in a duck pond? She’d been murdered by a teenage girl.”

I didn’t respond right away because the blood was draining from my face, and I felt nauseated. Of course I remembered the story; it was all over the national newspapers. Three young children had been playing next to a pond. One of them had been murdered. One of them was found covered in the blood of the dead girl, who had either been struck by an object or beaten, I couldn’t remember. What I did remember was the visceral thump of disgust at the thought of a child killing another child. I remembered the way my mind refused to accept that a child could be anything other than innocent, turning away from the story and pushing the paper across the table. And then, when my mind decided it wanted more, I pulled the paper back and devoured the story from beginning to end, needing all the gory details, searching online for as much as I could find before feeling sick again and forcing myself to stop.

“Yes,” I finally replied. “I remember the story. So it was Isabel...?”

“Yup. And since then, she’s been in and out of juvenile centres, secure psychiatric wards, and now Crowmont. She’s been here since she was sixteen. She started out in intensive care and then came to rehabilitation two years ago. If she does well in rehabilitation and they decide she isn’t crazy, she goes straight to prison.”

“She’s my patient.” My voice sounded squeaky. I wished she’d never told me. Maybe I could have continued my work without ever knowing. Of course I couldn’t—the truth always comes out in the end—and I had no choice but to put my prejudices aside and continue caring for her as I would anyone else.

I was a professional.

Perhaps if I told myself that enough times I’d believe it.

“Look, you won’t get any trouble from her. She’s basically a kid, and besides, they say she’s never admitted to it, and she reckons she can’t even remember the event. Five years here and she’s not once been violent. She does what she’s told.” Tanya shrugged and picked up her mug. “Make of that what you will.”

The way Tanya stabbed the noodles in her soup made me think she believed Isabel was playing some sort of game. But I’d been a psychiatric nurse for long enough to know that patients could not keep up an act for extended periods of time. No one could.

“Anyway, I probably shouldn’t have told you all that,” Tanya admitted. “You’ll have meetings about her every week so you’ll find it all out eventually. The director monitors her pretty closely. She’s by far our most high-profile patient.”

After lunch, I spent my time in the Morton communal area, watching the patients. Tracy seemed to be a bit of a loner, choosing to spend her time on the sofas watching television. She only spoke to me when it was time for me to walk her to her therapy session. Emily was more of a social butterfly, talking with many of the patients and even chatting to me for a while. She was someone with a lot of nervous energy, wiry and lean, never still. We talked about me moving to Hutton and where I used to live in Hackney. Like I always do with the patients, I allowed myself to open up just enough without revealing too much information. I didn’t tell her about Tom, and I didn’t tell her about my parents.

But Isabel never left her room. Every so often I would have to go into the corridors to check that she was still okay. Every time I went to her room, I found her bent over on her desk working on another drawing. My main contact with her was when I walked her to art therapy.

Most nurses have a switch they can flip to deal with the stresses of the job. I’m no exception. Despite the jitters Tanya’s revelation had given me, I managed to turn off the part of my brain longing to dwell on the murder of that poor child, and instead I saw Isabel as my patient, pure and simple. I was walking her to art therapy. That was my job.

“Will you keep the drawing I gave you?” Isabel asked.

“Of course,” I said, though I’d completely forgotten about it. I’d placed the picture of the magpie in my locker before lunch, and now I didn’t particularly want to dwell upon it at all. I didn’t want to think about it because of my reaction, and because of the things I had thought about while looking at it.

What a waste of talent, I’d thought. What a shame she’s here and not out there in the world.

Of course, now I knew what she’d done. I knew who she was.

“I’m glad,” Isabel said. “As soon as you walked in the door I knew you were a symbol of magical new beginnings, just like Pepsi. I think we’re going to get on, you and me.”

“I’m glad,” I replied.

Isabel stopped and looked at me with slightly narrowed eyes, and her head tilted to one side. “Oh, you’ve been told.”

A flush of heat worked its way up my neck. “What do you mean by that, Isabel?”

“You’ve been told about what I did. I can tell by the expression on your face.” She started walking again, slower this time. “I know you’re trying not to think about it, and you’re doing a pretty good job of it, but I can still tell. You’ve got the ‘look’.”

I wasn’t sure how to reply to that, so I didn’t.

“It’s all right. I know it must be hard to work with someone like me. I know what you must think of me.”

“You’re a patient here, Isabel. I want to make sure you’re safe and well, that’s all.” I tried to give her a reassuring smile, but the smile was frozen, forced by unwilling muscles.

“It’s not so bad here,” she continued. “My brother comes to visit me. I get to do my art. It’s better now I’m on the rehab ward. I didn’t like the other one. This way.”

I let her lead the way to the art room, where we said goodbye. I told her I would be back in an hour to walk her back to her room or the communal area.

She nodded and told me she would be ready, and then she leaned closer and whispered, “Want to know a secret? I never killed that little girl.” And then she put her finger to her lips and breathed, “Shhhhh.”




​True Crime Junkie

Did Isabel Fielding Kill Maisie Earnshaw?

By James Gorden

As you know, I’m personally invested in this crime which occurred in my town. Almost seven years on, I have gone through my shock and anger that such a heinous act was committed in the place I call home. But since then, I’ve grown suspicious, and I want to air those suspicions to you, my dear readers, because I need to talk about it. No one is talking about it anymore, and now it’s time to open the conversation.

On 12th August 2010, six-year-old Maisie Earnshaw was found floating in a pond on the Fielding estate in Rotherham. Present at the scene of the crime was fourteen-year-old Isabel Fielding, and her brother, Owen Fielding, aged ten. Further away from the crime scene, but still on the estate, were David and Anna Fielding, and Jason and Riya Earnshaw, all drinking cocktails and telling bawdy jokes while their children played dangerously close to the pond.

Police had to rely on the eyewitness testimonies of the four adults and two children. David, Anna, Jason, and Riya all noted that the children went suddenly very quiet, but they had been making enough noise to drown out the sounds of the children playing. Nevertheless, when they noticed the change, they went to investigate. There, so they say, they found little Maisie dead in the centre of the pond, with Isabel covered in blood (famously, with it spread over her mouth like lipstick) and Owen splattered with blood.

What exactly happened?

Let’s first look at Isabel. What do we know about this little girl? First and foremost, it’s important to know that Isabel had shown no behavioural problems, and believe me, the media dug as far as they could into her past. There were no reports at school, no indication that she had a violent streak. She was a well-liked girl with a small group of friends. Her grades were above average but not outstanding. She was the kind of child that always remains in the middle, who is rarely singled out, the kind of student who needs little supervision because she can look after herself.

You could say to me: But, James, these are exactly the kind of children who slip through the net! That’s why this happened.

But I don’t think so. I think Isabel is a regular girl who has been stitched up by the real killer. She was quiet and co-operative at the crime scene. In the documentary Maisie: The Angel in the Pond, the interviewed police officers noted that Isabel showed signs of being in shock, and that she was confused as to what had happened. She showed no signs of the feral wild child you’d expect her to be after murdering a young girl in such a ritualistic manner.

Now, let’s look at Owen Fielding. At eleven years old, Owen was barely considered a suspect. He was questioned by the police, but they decided he was telling the truth. He told them that Isabel took Maisie into the Scholes Woods, bludgeoned her with a rock, sliced unusual marks (the police never revealed what was carved) into Maisie’s flesh, and then threw her into the pond. But why would a girl with an exemplary school record—who had no violent tendencies—do such a thing?

Owen, on the other hand, was considered top in all his classes. He was a gifted young boy and has grown up to be a gifted young man. He did have behavioural issues at school. He once stabbed a child with a pencil, and a few months ago was arrested and cautioned for assault outside a pub in Sheffield.

What if Owen was the mastermind of this entire murder?

What if Owen and Isabel murdered Maisie together?

What if someone else was involved?

It’s all possible.

It might be difficult for people to believe that an eleven-year-old brother could set up a fourteen-year-old girl in such a horrific way, but stranger things have happened between family members. And, there’s another factor... David Fielding could not account for twenty minutes in the timeline, and claimed he was “making drinks” in the kitchen. Could David Fielding have snuck around the side of the house and into the Scholes Woods? Could he have stolen little Maisie away, attacked her and thrown her into the pond, implicating his own daughter in the process?

Forensic evidence showed DNA for just Maisie on the stone that killed her. Most of the DNA on Maisie’s body was washed away in the pond. The knife was clean of fingerprints. Could fourteen-year-old Isabel Fielding, average in every way, really have masterminded this crime?

I don’t believe she could.

COMMENTS:

TrueCrimeLover: There are so many holes in the testimonies from the adults and the kids. I watched the documentary too, and you know what stood out to me? Owen Fielding never screamed. He, apparently, watched his sister kill a little girl and he NEVER screamed. Why?

JamesGorden: YES! It’s so weird. You’d expect an eleven-year-old kid to scream his lungs out. I don’t understand either. Something isn’t right.

Bundy’s Bitch: You’re so getting killed by Owen or David, lol!

JamesGorden: Umm, why?

Bundy’s Bitch: You just implicated them in a murder. If they’re guilty, you’re next, idiot!

Poe: I’m starting to think you’re right. How could any of this happen with the parents so close to them?

IHeartHannibal: You realise if you’re right it means someone smeared blood all over Isabel Fielding, don’t you?

JamesGorden: Yes, I do.

IHeartHannibal: K... I just wanted to let that sink in for a minute.




​Chapter Four

My first day working on Morton Ward was over, but I was still buzzing from new job excitement, no doubt ready to crash later as the spike in adrenaline dipped. As I turned out of the gates and onto the long country road, I waved goodbye to Ian and began my journey back towards Hutton village. It had an interesting history, Hutton, as you would imagine, being so close to a high-security hospital.

Crowmont had started out as an asylum in Victorian times, which added to its air of mystery now. On my way home, I couldn’t help thinking of Crowmont as it might have been; conjuring images of Bedlam asylum in the 1930s, a patient escaped and killed newlyweds having a picnic near the tranquil river a few miles outside the village. I read the Wikipedia article about the killing. On a bright summer day this young couple was slaughtered by a paranoid and violent man. Following the attack, a siren was erected in the village, blaring out every day at 3pm to let the villagers know all the patients were safely behind their gates. But if the villagers heard the siren at any other time than 3pm, then that meant a patient had escaped from Crowmont Hospital.

No one had escaped since 1965.

I drove through the village with my fingerless gloves on, still cold despite the signs of spring emerging in the trumpet shape of happy daffodils. They filled the grass verges and the centre of the one tiny roundabout. It was a picturesque village, the kind you expect to have a pastry named after it, with shops built within old terraced houses and a neat park with swings and a slide. No graffiti in sight.

But I had to turn out of the village to get to my new home, Rose Cottage. Out along the back roads, alongside the farms and the dirty fields housing pigs, sheep, or cows, further out until the road became a track, and the drive was part of an old muddied field closed off by a steel gate. That was where my new home resided.

Before hitting the dirt track, I passed the chicken coops owned by the Braithwaites—the family of farmers I was renting the cottage from. A man raised his head above the coops, his movement disturbing fallen feathers that were whipped up from the wind. His face was impassive amongst the small cloud of beige feathers. When I lifted a hand to wave to him, he barely even nodded. I remembered him—Seb; one of the younger brothers who had been my main contact when arranging the rent for the cottage. He was a man of few words, but had remained transparent and forthright throughout the exchange, which I valued more highly than conversation, especially after the year I’d had.

The reason I had to drive along the back roads and through the farming country to get to my new home was simply because this house was cheap. Rose Cottage was not the quaint, idyllic little retreat you’d expect from the name. It was a leaning, run-down old building with an outside toilet and a feral cat that growled from the bushes every time I walked to the door. On the day we moved in, Seb advised me to “chuck the little shit some tuna every once in a while and it’ll leave yer be,” so that was what I’d done during my first few days at the house.

The lock on the front door was stiff, requiring me to jimmy it a few times before shouldering it to get into the house. I stumbled into the kitchen and almost fell on top of Tom as he stirred a pot on the stove.

“Smells nice.” I closed the door after three attempts—finally slamming it shut with a scrape of wood against wood—and bent to remove my shoes.

“Pasta,” he said with a shrug. “How was the first day?”

Exhausting. Nerve-wracking. “Fine. How was school?”

“The bus dropped me off outside the village on the way back,” he said. “I had to walk for half an hour.”

That wasn’t good. I sighed. “The woman on the phone said the bus company came this way.”

Tom shook his head. “Guess they made it up. I asked the bus driver and everything.”

My heart clenched as I took a good look at my little brother. At seventeen years old, he deserved more than a run-down two-up-two-down home in the middle of nowhere with a sister who worked long hours and wouldn’t be able to take care of him properly. But I didn’t want him going into care, and I didn’t want him living alone, so he ended up stuck with me.

He was a good kid to put tea on for both of us, but then he’d always been a good kid, even when things were bad at our last home... a place I’d rather forget, but as much a part of me as the veins running beneath my skin.

“But apart from the bus, what was the school like? A bit smaller than at Hackney, right? Were the teachers nice? The other kids?” I made my way around to the table and started grabbing cutlery from the drawers. We weren’t completely unpacked yet but we’d made a good start. Of course, it’s easier when you don’t actually own a lot of stuff.

“Yeah, they were all right,” he said. I couldn’t help noticing that Tom didn’t meet my gaze as he answered, which I was accustomed to, especially when he lied.

Are you being bullied, Tom? No. Stares at the floor.

Did Dad hit you? No, I fell. Stares at the wall.

He had eyes that roamed around a room, a body that squirmed under pressure. He had a way of hanging his head and bunching up his shoulders so that he looked bigger and smaller all at once. In short, Tom was a target and always had been, and no matter how much I tried to protect him, there was always someone to bully him. And there was always a reason why. Tom, my younger, innocent, sweet brother, was born with a birthmark that spread from his right temple down to his cheek. The discoloured, orange-red of it was particularly arresting at first glance, which often led to little children pointing in his direction, or them leaning across to their mum and saying in a hushed but audible voice: Mummy, what’s wrong with that boy?

And Tom was gay, I was ninety percent sure of it, though I didn’t know how sure Tom was himself. He was quiet, and he wasn’t particularly flamboyant or camp; he had no dress sense—unless you counted black jeans and black hoodies as fashion—but when we’d watched Twilight together, he’d seemed far more interested in Jacob than Bella, and his band posters were never of the band, but the beautiful, androgynous lead singers.

I’d never spoken to Tom about his sexuality, not even after our parents passed away and I became his caregiver. Our alcoholic, alpha-male wanker of a father would never have accepted Tom for who he is, but Mum might have, eventually. I wanted Tom to feel like he could talk to me, but the wounds of our childhood were still too raw, and I knew he would need time.

But that didn’t stop the bullies...

And along with the psychological pressure of being bullied at school came the stress eating and the weight gain. After our parents died, I tried to turn exercise and healthy eating into some sort of a game. We couldn’t afford a fancy games console that could track our movements, and neither of us had a smart phone so Pokemon Go was out the window, but we could get off the bus a couple of stops early or find a random walker to follow for a while, making up silly stories about where they were going and what they were doing. But Tom was only interested for a few weeks before he started finding it lame. I was lame and old and no fun to hang out with anymore, but I couldn’t blame him. He was seventeen and the hormones causing his oily skin were the same hormones driving him to push me away.

“It might take a little while to find your feet,” I replied, keeping my voice as cheerful as I could.

“I told them where I was living and they all laughed. Said it was some old shack on a farm owned by a crazy family. They said people fuck pigs up here in the night.”

I almost dropped a knife onto the table. “Tom! Don’t talk like that.”

He blushed, his left cheek matching the birthmark on his right.

“Besides, the Braithwaites are fine people. They rented this cottage to us for a steal, so I wouldn’t complain if I were you.” I straightened a fork. “I’m sure there’s no pig... intercourse. Like eighty percent sure, anyway.”

He laughed, and it was wonderful. I’d made Tom laugh. That was enough of a victory for today.

*
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After dinner, Tom went upstairs to finish straightening his room while I unpacked a few extra boxes in the kitchen. As I pulled our toaster and kettle out of the box I realised how old and dirty they were. A new house meant new things, not toasters with rust spots and kettles with lime scale. I washed them as best I could, opened the cheap bottle of wine I’d bought to celebrate the new house, and took it outside with a threadbare throw and a chipped mug. There was a rusty garden chair outside the front of the house, a long-forgotten thing with tall grass growing over the legs, tangling nature and manufacturing together, rooting it in one spot.

I sipped on my wine, pulled the throw more tightly around my shoulders and watched the bats swoop and flutter in the twilight sky.

The worst was over. The worst had started with the funeral and ended when I arrived back to the cottage after my first day at Crowmont. It was over. I shed tension like a snake sheds its skin, drinking deeply, letting the wine warm my bones. This was where I was supposed to be, with my Tom, and my house. And without him.

When I heard the startling sound of an animal grunt from somewhere deep within the farm, I thought of the pig-fucking and giggled into my wine. Seb Braithwaite and his brothers might seem a little rough around the edges, but I couldn’t imagine them doing anything so disgusting. Then again, I’d never lived in the countryside before. Who knew what these rural types were up to?

I drank my wine and leaned back into the uncomfortable lawn chair. It was after ten, and the sky was a clear, dark ink stain spotted with white pinpricks. I never used to see the stars in London, but here they were in abundance. All around, the bats swooped and fluttered, more than I’d ever seen before, as though they were hunting in a pack. The movement was hypnotising, like a murmuration of starlings vibrating through the air. Soon my eyelids drooped, and I felt myself drift into a light slumber.

There were a few things I remembered about that night, but the rest was blurry, which was strange because I’d only had a couple of mugs of wine. Perhaps it was because of my long, stressful day at a new job and being worn out from moving house that week. Perhaps it was because I hadn’t eaten enough. I’m not sure what it was, but I wasn’t quite in my right mind. One of the things I remembered was clutching my mug as I slept, and waking with it still upright on my lap. I’d woken with a start, the imprint of a man’s voice in my ears. The fat ginger cat that lived in our bushes was growling, and my arms were covered in goosebumps. My breathing was laboured, and there was sweat on my forehead despite the cold night air. I placed the mug down by my feet and must have drifted straight back to sleep, because the next thing I knew, I woke up at the kitchen table, having fallen asleep with my head on the table top. After retrieving my phone from my jeans pocket, I realised that it was 4am, and I was freezing cold because the kitchen door was wide open. After that, I went to bed and set my alarm for 6:30.

Why didn’t I go to bed when I woke up in the first place? Did I sleepwalk into the kitchen? I hadn’t done any sleepwalking since I was nine years old, but it was possible the stress of the last week mixed with the wine had messed up my sleep cycle. It still didn’t feel like me, and I was more than a little perturbed by these things happening, but I had to sleep before work the next day, so I pushed it all out of my mind, and slept the remaining two hours of the night before I had to get up and do it all over again.

I still don’t remember what I dreamt.




​Chapter Five

The next day, Isabel took me out into the small, enclosed garden at Crowmont. There she introduced me to Pepsi.

He was a large magpie with a proud way of holding his head, beady little black eyes, and wings that shone electric blue in the sunlight. Chi stood by the door as I walked Isabel around the garden, her carrying her tame bird, and me walking alongside, not too close.

“Do you want to stroke his feathers?” she asked.

“That’s all right,” I replied, eyeing the large bird nervously.

“He’s perfectly tame,” she said. “He was a baby when I found him. Poor thing.” She lowered her face to the bird and pursed her lips to make a kissing noise. “It was horrible seeing him like that. But when he was better I felt like one of those girls in a fairy tale about wolves or tigers with splinters in their paws.” She laughed. “I guess it’s a strange thing for a convicted criminal to do, especially one in a hospital like this.”

“Not at all,” I replied. “You’re getting better and helping him get better at the same time. It makes a lot of sense.”

“You’re right, it does. At least, it does if I’m getting better.”

“Don’t you think you are?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I guess it depends what I’ve got to get better from.” She angled her head away from me so that I couldn’t see her expression.

“You don’t agree with the doctors about your illness?”

“They tell me I have delusions, that I’m mentally ill. They’ve been telling me that for years. They give me pills, and apparently, it stops it all and makes me better. That’s all I know.”

I supposed it must have been hard for her to have been institutionalised for such a long time. She’d been fourteen years old, barely developed as a human being. Perhaps if I’d been given medication for a mental illness for so long I might begin to grow suspicious of my own sanity too.

“The doctors have trained for a long time, and they know what they’re doing,” I said. “It might feel strange to do everything they tell you to do, especially when you’ve been here for so long, but they are here to help you.”

Isabel let out a laugh, a low, sad chuckle. “And it’s more than I deserve, if I did what they say I did.”

I decided not to continue the conversation. Yesterday, Isabel had told me she didn’t kill Maisie Earnshaw, and I got the feeling she was hoping to bring up the crime in conversation again today. One thing I’d learned working with sociopaths was that they loved to talk about their crimes. Though I was curious—too curious—to know how Isabel felt about the crime for which she had been convicted, I didn’t want to talk about it, not yet. I didn’t want to be reminded, and it all felt too personal, too soon. The barrier between patient and nurse went up.

“You told me Pepsi brings you things. What does he bring you?” I asked.

As we’d been walking around the rather sad little garden at Crowmont, I’d noticed that most of Isabel’s body language was particularly childlike. She played with her hair, tucking and untucking it from her ears; she walked in long, enthusiastic strides, sometimes bouncing on her toes; and she often licked her lips before she spoke. She did all three of these things before answering my question, excited to be talking about her bird.

“Sometimes worms. Sometimes silly things like bottle tops or crisp packets. Sometimes bits of grass or flower stems. I think birds have a different definition of things that are useful than people do. I’m not sure what I could do with a worm.”

Chi knocked on the window separating the garden from the hospital and cheerfully pointed at his watch. Isabel sighed and launched Pepsi up into the air.

“See you soon,” she said to the bird, watching as his wings unfurled against the cloudy sky. 

We began a slow walk back to the hospital, with Isabel swinging her arms lightly against her body. She glanced across at me and then down at her belly, stretching her hoody against her body.

“Do you think I should lose weight?” she asked.

The question caught me off guard, but it wasn’t the first time a patient in a psychiatric facility had asked me that question. Weight gain was a common issue, and it often made patients feel insecure or lacking in confidence.

“A healthy diet is definitely important,” I said, choosing my words carefully.

Isabel smiled. “You’re very polite, Leah, but I’ll take that as a yes.” Isabel opened the door into the hospital. “I’m going on a diet, Chi. I’ve become quite the podger, don’t you think?”

Chi tutted at her. “Why be so mean to yourself? Isn’t life hard enough already? But eating healthily is good.”

Isabel tipped her head back as she laughed. “You nurses.”

Chi lifted his shoulders. “What did I say?”

“I think Isabel thinks we’re predictable. I said the same thing about healthy eating,” I explained.

“I’m never predictable. Would a predictable nurse do this?” Chi dropped to the ground and leapt back up, spinning around in an elaborate dance move.

Isabel’s laugh deepened, and she gave Chi a quiet round of applause. Though her laugh was quiet when she cracked up, it was still infectious, and I found myself joining in. Chi was unlike any charge nurse I’d ever worked with. He ran the ward in a relaxed way, always making sure the rules were adhered to, but never seeming stressed or overstretched. He made the organisational side of the ward extremely relaxed, and for that reason I had become comfortable almost immediately. 

But it was perhaps that sense of ease that allowed me to forget where I was, because there came a time when I stopped thinking of Crowmont as a hospital, and that was how I made a terrible mistake.

*
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It’s the same old cliché, isn’t it? Doctors and nurses never take their own advice, and they end up with unhealthy habits. Yes, I was a smoker, which meant I was allowed the occasional break outside the hospital in the smoking area. I’d taken that break alone on my first day, but this time there was someone else there already. A man leaned against the wall, staring contemplatively down at the cigarette between his fingers. He wore dark blue trousers and a light blue top with the NHS logo on it. He turned and nodded towards me as I approached.

“You’re the new nurse on Morton,” he said, straightening up from the wall. He lifted his hand as though offering it to shake, then seemed to change his mind and saluted me like a soldier instead. 

I noted the way his hair was styled in a slight quiff, with plenty of hair gel. It was an unusual style for a guy his age—which I put roughly at twenty-five—seeing as most young men were sporting a beard with a fifties-style cut. He leaned back against the wall and sucked on his cigarette, and as I watched him do it a jolt of familiarity hit me like an electric shock. Ignoring the strange sensation, I flipped open my packet and pulled out my own cigarette.

“Yeah, that’s right. I’m Leah.”

“Alfie,” he replied. “I’m a porter here, and apparently, the only other bugger who smokes.” When he talked he kept his head angled away from me, which gave me a reprieve from his piercing eyes. Perhaps it was because I hadn’t had much contact with the opposite sex for a while, aside from my little brother Tom, or perhaps it was because he reminded me of someone—though I didn’t know who—but his presence definitely had my nerves jangling.

I popped the cigarette between my lips and ignited my lighter.

“I’ve been here for years,” Alfie continued. “Seen a lot of nurses come and go in that time, but I never seem to leave.”

“I’ve heard there’s a high turnover of staff.” I pulled in a drag and sucked it into my lungs. Even after the exhale I felt anxious.

“Not from me. I guess I’ve got used to it.” He brushed back his hair. “Weird thing to say, I know. It’s a weird place to enjoy working at, but I do. Does that sound wrong? Sick?”

“No,” I said, though I felt uncertain.

“It’s got a deep history, this place,” he said. “I’ve picked up a few stories working here, stuff that you’ll find on the internet if you really want to know. I guess I have some sort of inquisitive mind, you might say.” He turned to me and grinned, which made me shiver from head to toe. “Ever heard of the Peeler?”

I shook my head.

Alfie gestured to the wall of the hospital behind his head. “He was one of the patients here. Some sort of tortured artist, apparently. I think his name was William... William... O’Neil, that’s the one. It was the 1920s, and he was a famous artist, like Picasso or any of them fancy artists who painted squares and shit and said it was a banana. Well, this William fella, he was a bit of a character, and he had a blinding temper. There were these two art critics who trashed one of his paintings in the newspaper, said that old Will didn’t have any talent.” Alfie flicked ash from his cigarette. “That didn’t go down so well with Mr William O’Neil. Instead of drowning himself in whisky, like he probably should’ve done, old Will decides to travel down to London and find these two critics who said his painting was a heap of crap. He took the two of them to dinner and played all nicey-nicey with them until he invited them back to his hotel room. Then he offered them both a nightcap and a cigar, all the while acting like he was fine with the way they’d called him names in the paper, and, I mean, they were brutal. They said he was talentless, a hack, an ape with a paintbrush—nasty, nasty stuff. Now, that’s pretty difficult to get over, I’m sure you can agree.” As Alfie took a drag, I rubbed my arms for warmth, that chilly March breeze easily penetrating my cotton shirt. “Old Will slipped them both a sleeping pill. There was no way he was letting those insults slide. After the two critics had fallen asleep, O’Neil strung them both up, tying them to the beams in the room. He stripped them naked, gagged them, and slowly, agonisingly slowly, began to peel the skin from their bodies with a sharp knife, like peeling the skin from a grape.”

My lunch churned in my stomach as I took another drag of my cigarette, sickened by the story, the way Alfie had told it, and the ashy taste of smoke in my mouth. I brushed the hair back from my face and struggled to find a response.

But Alfie laughed. “Sorry, love. I forget that not everyone is as morbid as I am.”

“No, it’s okay. It was interesting.”

“There’s a whole lot of interesting in these walls,” he said with a wink. “Trust me.”




​Chapter Six

I fell into a routine more quickly than I imagined I would. Even the craggy moors and shadowed forests felt like home after a few journeys to and from Crowmont Hospital. Tom carried on at school, walking the thirty minutes from the bus stop every day without a single complaint. The exercise would at least do him some good. After work I sat out on the lawn chair and watched the bats. At the weekend I battled with the ant problem in our kitchen, putting down poison for them and staying up to make sure they didn’t escape. 

On Sunday, when I was clearing away empty cardboard boxes, I found the magpie illustration from Isabel. Pepsi stared at me with black beady eyes, and it felt as though the bird was in the room with me, waiting, watching. I snatched the paper and considered throwing it into the bin, but instead I tucked it into a desk drawer and left it there.

We lived on threadbare carpets, with curtains that needed a good wash and chairs that creaked when you sat on them. We were more solitary than we should’ve been. Tom always disappeared into his room in the evening, playing his loud bands, tapping out essays on the ancient laptop we couldn’t afford to replace. I was painfully aware of the other teenagers on their iPads, Surfaces and Mac laptops, top of the range and brand new. But my Tom would be studying for his A-levels on a laptop that took five minutes to boot, with a webcam that hadn’t worked for years.

But we were together, and that was what mattered. At least, I told myself that as I sipped wine and listened to the pigs grunting in the nearby fields.

We never talked about our parents. Sometimes I wanted to, but my own fears held me back.

Our parents were the reason we’d moved to Hutton. Tom and I had been living with them at the time; in fact, we’d lived with them most of our lives, as children tend to do. I’d even moved back after a disastrous three-year relationship with a man who made a full-time job out of finding ways to avoid an actual job. The day it happened was a day I would never forget. It was the reason I sat and watched the bats swooping through the air, sipping on wine, letting my eyes droop every night. It was the reason I woke in the morning, bleary-eyed, with a stomach churning with anxiety. It was the reason I continued to drive to work with my pulse too quick, the wine from the night before sour on my tongue.

Perhaps it was the reason I was so anxious on my first day at Crowmont. Perhaps what happened to my parents was the reason for everything that happened to me after moving to Hutton. But all I could focus on at that time was the fact that my parents were dead and I needed to look after my little brother.

At least the job seemed to be going well. Tracy took a few days to warm up to me, but before long I was supervising her as she assisted the kitchen staff, and chatting to her and Emily in the communal area. Isabel was much quieter, requiring me to go to her room most days. We mostly talked about birds as we walked together to her art therapy sessions. She would tell me all about the omens different birds brought.

On Monday, she handed me a pencil sketch of a white dove.

“Purity,” she said. “Innocence.”

“Doves are beautiful, aren’t they?” I replied. “Thank you for this.”

“I saw a dove once. Dad took me to a rich girl’s birthday party once. They had a magician there performing all kinds of card tricks. But he had this one trick where she had to go up and open a box. It was empty. Then, a few seconds later, he told her to open the box again, but this time a white bird came out and flew up into the sky. Everyone was clapping and cheering as the dove flew away, but all I could think about was that bird stuck in a box, waiting for it to be opened. How long had the bird been in there, waiting?”

“Did you think it was cruel for the bird to be stuck in the box?” I asked.

“Of course. Who wouldn’t?” she replied.

She seemed agitated as I took her to her art therapy lesson, and I couldn’t help wondering if something was bothering her today. It was later in the afternoon when I realised what it was. She had a visitor, her brother Owen. Chi told me as I ate my sandwich at lunchtime.

“You don’t need to do much,” he said. “Just hang back and make sure neither of them exchange anything. All gifts go through security, but Owen knows that. They can hug but not for too long.”

“How long is too long?” I asked.

“Until you start to feel uncomfortable,” Chi said with a smile.

The visitor’s area was a glass-panelled room with tables and chairs set out in rows. The chairs were fabric armchairs, not the rigid school chairs you see in TV dramas set in prisons. I walked Isabel to the room, noting the way she fumbled with the sleeve of her hoody, visibly nervous about the visit. Her face was paler than usual, but she had made more of an effort, washing and drying her hair, and wearing a blue-coloured top that suited her much better than the grey outfits she usually wore.

“Since he turned eighteen he’s come every week,” she said. “But Mum and Dad stopped coming a long while ago.”

I didn’t reply. It wasn’t my place to comment on her family dynamic. If we’d had more time I might have asked her if that was upsetting, or if she was okay with it, but we were close to the room, and, anyway, I wasn’t her psychologist. 

There were a few visitors in the room that day, but Owen sat closest to the door, with shirt sleeves rolled up, and his elbows on his knees. The fact that he was one year older than Tom gave me a jolt when I saw him. He was a boy, and I hadn’t prepared myself for that. Isabel was three years older than the boy sitting on a green fabric armchair in a high-security hospital, and Maisie Earnshaw had been six years old when she was murdered.

To my surprise, Owen stood and shook my hand.

“You must be Leah,” he said.

I was taken aback, but I smiled and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Owen.”

“If you’re confused, Isabel and I talk on the phone every Thursday. She mentioned that she had a new nurse.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I hope Isabel has told you nice things.”

“Of course,” Isabel said. “She’s my dove. And for you, little brother, a magpie.” Isabel handed him the black and white watercolour.

“Unpredictable and deceitful. Are you trying to tell me something, big sis?”

“They’re survivors,” Isabel said. “Just like you.”

I took Chi’s advice and stayed at the back of the room during the visit, watching as Isabel leaned towards her brother, talking quietly. I’d witnessed a few visitations at Whitmore, and they were usually either uninteresting or heart-breaking. The family visitations were the worst, when you saw young children acclimatised to visiting high-security buildings, whether in a hospital or a prison. Some patients often flit between the two, staying in the hospital for a few years, then going into prison for a while, and coming back when they decided to hurt themselves in prison. On and on went the cycle, and all the while their sons and daughters were growing up around it all.

But I tried not to judge. I tried.

As I leaned against the wall, I heard very little of their conversation. Isabel asked about their parents and Owen answered but changed the subject quickly. He told her about his nights out, about drinking too much and suffering hangovers. He was rarely animated or showed much emotion, whereas Isabel was the one leaning in, touching him on the arm or hand, smiling warmly. Owen almost seemed disinterested.

For a brief moment I closed my eyes, and a headline popped into my head: Child Killer Covered in Blood as Young Brother Watched. What must Owen have been through that day? Had he forgiven his sister? Why did he visit her? Out of duty, or another reason? I closed my mind to the thoughts rattling through it. It wouldn’t do anyone any good to dwell on them. But I was sure I wasn’t the first of Isabel’s nurses to think the very same thing.

At the end of the day, it wasn’t my business. I was there to monitor, nothing else.

As the visit was wrapping up, I gave the security guard Isabel’s watercolour of the magpie so that he could return it to Owen after it had been checked. There’s not much you can hide in a piece of paper with a bird painted on it, but Chi had told me to put it through security, and I knew how important these rules were. As he was leaving, Owen gave Isabel a brief hug before saying goodbye to me and walking out. He had a stiff gait with a straight back, not at all like the slouching way Tom walked around. Owen was the antithesis of Tom: tall, slim, handsome, and confident. All the things I would wish for my little brother. But I would not have Tom change places with Owen Fielding, not for anything.

After the visit I ducked outside for a quick cigarette break, only to be joined by Alfie again. He leaned casually against the bricks with one foot on the wall, smoking his cigarette with his hand cupped, as though ready to hide his habit should he need to. I’d noticed many men over the age of fifty smoking in the same way, influenced by the way James Dean and Marlon Brando would sneak a cigarette around the disapproving older generation in their coming-of-age films. Alfie had that air to him, as though he was from a different time. I was beginning to find his presence a comfort, even though his stories about Crowmont left me reeling.

“Here’s another one—the Monster of York. Ever heard of him?”

I shook my head.

“It was 1892 when it started. There was a workhouse in York full of little orphan kids with no home or money, living hand to hand and plate to plate. No one noticed when they started to go missing, but one day, a little boy from a wealthy family was taken and the police started a search. What they found was a foot. And later on, they found a finger. Then they started finding more body parts, all of them small, all of them from children. All of them from different children.”

I felt a tingle of nerves work its way down my arms, anticipating the horror that would unfurl during the story. I sucked on my cigarette to calm myself, wondering whether to ask him to stop telling me these tales of murder. Then I realised I didn’t want to tell him to stop. I wanted to know more.

“It was a butcher’s son,” Alfie continued. “Twenty, he was. The boy wasn’t of sound mind, but his father had always thought he was a gentle simpleton. I guess you could say he was the village idiot in them days—not PC to say it now, though, is it? The police found him leaning over a teddy bear he’d taken from one of the children, whispering how God had made him do it. The children were unworthy and had to be a sacrifice. Unworthy children, can you imagine?”

I shook my head, shivering, skin prickling.

“What I want to know is: Who was God in this sorry tale? That boy had a father, right? What if God wasn’t God, what if it was his father?” Alfie grinned.

I’d had enough for the day. I ground my cigarette into the wall and went back to work.




​True Crime Junkie

Who is Owen Fielding?

By James Gorden

A few weeks ago I wrote a blog post about Isabel Fielding and whether she really did murder Maisie Earnshaw. It got more hits than all of my other posts put together. Some of you even left some insightful comments. Some of you left some frankly disturbing comments, but let’s pretend that didn’t happen, shall we? I know I will.

Owen Fielding is now eighteen years old and still lives with his parents. He is studying his A-levels at Sheffield College, apparently. According to my sources he’s studying business studies, maths, and French. Sounds like he’s being prepped to take over Daddy’s business. 

Now, in my last blog post I mentioned that Owen Fielding was a gifted young lad who stood out among his peers. Well, these days I have a secret source, someone close to Owen who shall remain nameless. This person tells me that Owen isn’t acing his A-levels. Not even close. He’s getting Cs and Ds. That’s not what we expect from a child genius, is it? Could it be the trauma of watching his sister kill a kid without even shouting out for help? Or could it be another reason? Maybe Owen doesn’t want to be the best in the school anymore. Maybe he wants to be middle-of-the-road like his darling sister. One thing we do know is that Owen visits Isabel in Crowmont Hospital regularly. Isn’t that an odd thing to do? She is a convicted murderer, after all.

Either Owen is a pretty forgiving fella, or he doesn’t care about what Isabel did when she was fourteen. Perhaps he’s a young lad falling apart at the seams, going out drinking instead of studying, self-medicating his guilt away. Perhaps there’s something more to all this. Perhaps he idolises his sister for what she did. Perhaps... Perhaps...

COMMENTS:

TrueCrimeLover: You’re bang on, James. Owen is suspicious AF. Why didn’t he scream? Why didn’t he stop his sister? Why was there blood on his clothes? He’s not the innocent little kid people think he is.

OhioMom: James Gorden you should be ashamed. Leave the boy alone.

James Gorden: What do you even care? This didn’t happen in America. It happened here.

OhioMom: We heard about the case here too. It’s horrible what you’re doing.

James Gorden: What? Trying to uncover the truth?

RedRose: It’s a conspiracy. All the adults were in on it. Don’t you know about the paedophile ring the Fieldings were running? Check the missing persons reports. They have a satanic basement for ritual killings, I guarantee it. The Fieldings were playing a sick game getting the children to commit murder. They framed their own kids!!




​Chapter Seven

Outside of work, my focus was on the new house. At the weekend, Tom and I went into Hutton and bought a couple of cans of white paint. We painted over some of the dark mould that had crept around the windows in my room. We bought a cheap clothes rail and hung our belongings on it, pretending we were cool and arty, not poor. It was Scandi-chic and minimalist, not because we couldn’t afford wardrobes. I made batches of chili con carne to heat up in the week, and a large pasta bake to get us through to Monday. We weeded some of the garden, and I untangled the lawn chair from the weeds so I could move it around at night. I stocked up on tins in the kitchen and bought a cheap box of wine for the week.

We were almost out of the meagre amount of money our parents had left us. But I had a couple of weeks until my first month’s pay at Crowmont, and I knew we could make it last as long as we were sensible. 

Tom only ever asked me about work when I asked him about school. I think it was to prove a point. He was as terse as ever when it came to opening up about school, and I wasn’t much better about my job. I would often come home exhausted, especially if I’d been asked to help with a difficult patient. There were times when I was needed to help restrain someone, and that was never easy.

My little brother was withdrawn and quiet, even more than usual. Weekday evenings were mostly spent apart, with him disappearing into his room, and me occasionally attempting to bribe him with cups of tea to get him to let me in. Every now and then he did, and I sat on the edge of his bed with my tea, dunking a chocolate digestive into the light brown liquid as I watched him play some online game about orcs and elves.

I’d been a teenager once, not all that long ago, and yet I failed to find the words to reach him. At least during the weekends he was more open. We painted the walls together, we weeded together, we walked the farm fields together, and went to the Braithwaites’ farm-shop to buy fresh eggs and milk. All the time I found myself growing accustomed to this new rural life. There was air here, and it fed the soul. There was space, an abundance of space, that made me feel insignificant, and yet larger somehow. Even after a mere few weeks I felt more strength in my arms and legs than I had for a while. All the weeding, walking, and painting had paid off, and I was leaner and happier than I had been for a while.

But there was an itch deep down that I couldn’t scratch with long walks in the countryside, or fresh air, or time with my little brother. It festered deep within my intestines, like a tapeworm, nibbling at my insides. I wanted to scratch it so bad, and I had hoped with all my heart that this change of location would have dealt with this pesky sense of unease. But the feeling persisted, despite my attempts to ignore it.

The temperature dropped again that weekend, and the heating in the house gave up. While we were waiting for one of the Braithwaites to come and fix the problem, we had a couple of cold nights in the cottage. I wore long johns and long-sleeved t-shirts to bed, but I found myself awake at night, listening to the owls. Later in the night, the owl calls gave out to the slow patter of rain on the window, leaving tracks down the dirty pane of glass. I turned on my lamp and watched the tracks as they travelled down the panelled windows. As I watched, my eyes began to droop, and I thought for a moment that the rain was running up the window instead of down. I blinked, and it went away.

And then I fell asleep.

I woke up to Tom placing a mug next to my head. 

“You’re going to be late,” he remarked.

When I opened my eyes, I realised I wasn’t in my bedroom because the sunlight was coming from the wrong direction. My face was resting on a hard surface—the kitchen table—which I was slumped over as though I’d passed out. My laptop was a few inches away from my head, still open but now sleeping. I lifted my body and wiggled my finger across the mousepad to wake it and check the time. It was almost seven.

“How did I end up down here?” I mumbled, my mouth dry and my jaw stiff from the long sleep on such a hard surface.

“God knows. Were you drinking wine again?”

I didn’t remember drinking any wine.

“What were you researching? The Monster of York? Sounds, well, creepy.”

I barely glanced at the screen before closing down the laptop and getting to my feet. “I need to shower.”

“Take your tea,” Tom called after me.

I spun back and picked it up.

*
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On the way to Crowmont I couldn’t stop thinking about my strange night-time behaviour. This was the second time I’d woken up on the kitchen table instead of where I’d drifted to sleep. Was there something wrong with me? Why would I start sleepwalking now of all times?

I remained distracted as Ian let me through the gates and into the compound of the hospital. I parked up, grabbed my pass, and let myself into Morton Ward. With my phone and other items dumped into my locker, I started my shift.

There was group therapy on throughout the day, so I ended up spending a lot of time watching Isabel as she worked on her art in her room. We’d talked a little over the last week, mainly about Pepsi and how he was learning to “talk” on command, and how she could call his name from the door leading into the garden and he’d swoop over to find her shoulder. We’d talked a little about how her visits from her brother brightened her week, but we’d not mentioned her parents. Today we discussed her art therapy sessions and about the other patients. I had a headache, and I was quieter than usual, which Isabel noticed immediately.

“You didn’t sleep,” she said. I found it odd that she came out with a statement rather than a question. Most people would ask if I hadn’t slept, but not Isabel. She knew. She paused, looked up from her art, and smiled. “Don’t look so surprised. Of all the people you know in this world, am I not the most likely to have sleepless nights?”

It was the first time she’d referenced her crime, however abstractly, since we’d walked in the garden and she’d showed me Pepsi for the first time. 

“Is there something wrong?” she asked.

“No, not at all. I’m adjusting to a new place and a new house, that’s all it is.” I ignored the persistent itch that said otherwise.

“Your eyes can’t stay still,” she remarked. “It’s very peculiar.”

I hadn’t realised I was letting my gaze roam around the room. Perhaps it was because my mind felt fractured, or maybe I was drawn to the vibrant colours. “Your art can be quite distracting sometimes.”

“I find it distracting,” she said. “It’s a distraction from being in here. Give me another distraction. Tell me about your new house.”

“Well,” I said, proceeding with caution. “It’s an old cottage that needs a bit of love and care. We... I recently repainted some of the rooms to get rid of the mould—”

“We? You live with a boyfriend?”

“No.”

Isabel placed her pencil down on the desk and straightened her spine. “You have a housemate?”

“Yes.”

There was a moment of silence as the lie hung in the air. Isabel’s gaze never moved from mine. Could she tell that I was lying? Was she sitting there wondering why I was lying to her? I couldn’t be sure, but she seemed to let the subject drop.

“Do you have a garden?”

“Yes, but it’s very overgrown with weeds. I’ve been weeding it recently, trying to get it in order, but the grass is very high and there’s a feral cat living in the bush—”

Her eyes lit up. “A cat, how exciting! I asked Chi for a kitten once, but he said no. In fact, I think he said ‘Hell, no!’” She pouted in a comical fashion before picking up her pencil. “What have you called the cat?”

“Nothing yet. He’s wild, so...”

“Call him...” She lifted her chin as though contemplating names. “Pye. P-Y-E.”

“Where did you come up with that?”

“It’s another name for a magpie. That way we both have a pet magpie.”

“All right then, the feral cat shall now be known as Pye.”

She nodded and returned to her work. “And there you are, living in your cottage with your housemate and Pye the cat. What could be more wonderful?”

I nodded in agreement, feeling much better, with my headache finally beginning to fade.

But then I heard her say, “And here I am trapped like a bug under a jam jar, a human being treated like an animal in the zoo, dosed up on drugs and isolated from the world. They should kill me. They should put me out of my misery.”

“Isabel, don’t say that!”

Her head jerked up. “Say what? That your life is wonderful? I think it is.”

“No, the rest of what you said... about being an animal in the zoo.”

She frowned at me, confused. “I never said anything like that. I was drawing this jackdaw, see?” She held up the illustration for me to look at.

My headache returned almost instantaneously. I could have sworn I’d heard her speak, but it hadn’t sounded exactly like her—the voice had been raspier, harsher. I rubbed the back of my neck and tried to make sense of it. She had said it, I was sure. Why would I imagine such a thing? I needed to keep a closer eye on Isabel. She wasn’t as stable as she’d first seemed.




​Chapter Eight

What goes into making a sociopath? Was the Monster of York born that way, or was he created? And if he actually believed his delusions, at what point did his mind break? I’m no psychologist, but I’ve been around many. Work Christmas parties are pretty interesting when you’re sitting around a table with a bunch of psychologists talking shop. The human mind is fragile, built upon tiny impulses of electricity sending signals to the rest of the body. Our thoughts, our feelings, our language, it all comes from the brain, so when one of those little electric impulses goes haywire, we follow suit.

But that’s the point where you need to be a psychologist to understand it all. Studying to be a nurse hadn’t equipped me for understanding every part of the human mind, especially not fully understanding a sociopath. Yet, even though I knew I couldn’t comprehend every part of this complex phenomenon, I couldn’t stop thinking about what it took to break a mind.

The next day I encouraged Isabel to spend more time outside her room, deciding to use the same tricks I used to try on Tom before he got bored of it. I convinced her that there was more to drawing than just birds. That she should try drawing people.

“In that case, I’ll draw you,” she announced.

It was agreed that I would be brought out into the communal area and placed on a stool next to an open window. The April sunlight warmed my skin as I sat there, self-conscious and on display, but at least Isabel was out of her room and around others.

It was the first time I’d seen the way other patients reacted to Isabel’s presence. Of course, the vast majority were aware of the crime Isabel had been convicted of, and child murderers were viewed with contempt and suspicion. The room carried on around us—Emily and Debbie played draughts, Tracy spread out across the sofa watching one of her soaps, some of the others sipped tea and coffee, pretending to have a conversation—but all the while they kept one eye on Isabel. A couple of the less aware simply sat and gawked at her. One of the tougher girls said, loud enough to hear: “The child killer’s out.”

I immediately felt ashamed for forcing Isabel to come into the communal room, but she somehow managed to block out everything around her, slowly placing her pencils down on the table in front of her, and spreading out a large sheet of paper. She began to work, moving methodically, barely speaking, except to tell me to keep still, or to ask me to lift my chin, uncross my legs, stare out of the window. I felt like an exhibit at the zoo, sitting there with so many eyes watching me. In a way, it bonded us, going through the same experience, each being stared at as though we were in a fish tank.

A few of the other nurses broke the tension by coming over and making conversation, asking Isabel about her drawing, and praising the likeness. Most of the nurses were shy of Isabel, aware of her past and unwilling to get too close to her. They treated me in a similar manner in the break room, never asking me direct questions about Isabel, skirting around the Isabel-shaped elephant in the room. Some even considered me with some sort of awe, telling me over and over again that they couldn’t do my particular job. They avoided Isabel because they didn’t feel they could be around her. One even said the words “as a mother,” as if those without children might find the crime less abhorrent.

After what felt like hours, Isabel finally allowed me to see the finished piece.

“Wait, stay there,” she said, as I was about to get up and go to her. “I want you to see it in the sunshine.”

Isabel lifted her drawing and walked across to me, staring all the while at the paper between her fingers. She hesitated before handing it to me.

“It’s still a little rough,” she said. “I might work on it some more later.”

“I’m sure it’s wonderful.” I held out my hands to receive the drawing, my insides twisting with nerves and butterflies fluttering in my stomach. A convicted murderer was offering me a portrait of myself. Sometimes my job was bizarre.

I gently lifted the paper from her hands, forcing myself to remember that I was a nurse, and this was helping Isabel improve as a patient. I smiled at her before daring to view the drawing.

The surprise, no doubt, registered on my face. She hadn’t drawn a true likeness of me seated on the stool; instead she had drawn me out in a flourishing garden, standing and looking up at a sky filled with sunshine. All around me there were small garden birds, sparrows and tits and robins, all fluttering their wings, some on my shoulder or my outstretched hand. In Isabel’s eyes I was some sort of Disney princess, an ethereal member of the animal kingdom. 

“Well, do you like it?” she asked.

A few of the other patients began to crowd around the chair where Isabel sat. Some leaned closer in to get a peek of the portrait. Others merely glanced in our direction. 

Emily was one of the first to get a good look. “It looks like you,” she remarked. “Got your hair just right.”

I lifted my hand to my face, feeling the tight bun at the back of my head and the fringe across my forehead.

“Yes, you have captured me, I think,” I said. And I wasn’t lying, because although the experience of looking at myself on paper was odd, almost disconcerting, I felt as though Isabel had captured some sort of essence of me. No, I don’t think I’m a Disney princess, but what she’d drawn had my features, had the way I believed I looked in the mirror, and felt very true to the way I thought of myself.

“But do you like it?” she asked.

“I like it very much,” I said. “It’s a beautiful drawing.” I went to hand it back to Isabel, but she refused to take it from me.

“It’s yours,” she said. “Hang it on the wall of your crumbling cottage that needs cheering up. I can’t stand white walls, and I can’t stand the thought of you staring at white walls. You need colour, Leah. A lovely nurse like you should always be in colour.”

I looked down at my black blouse in dismay. Perhaps she was right.

After assessing my lack of fashion sense, I attempted to give her the drawing. “No, take it. You’re going to need your best work to enter when I put you up for the Koestler Award.”

The Koestler Award is run by the Koestler Trust, set up for prison and high-security hospital inmates. Any incarcerated person can enter with their original art, and cash prizes are awarded to some of the participants. I’d helped a few patients apply in the past, most notably an ex-gang member who loved to paint delicate portraits of Disney princesses lost within long stretches of enchanted forests. He would stand proudly behind his portraits of dainty Cinderellas and Snow Whites, with his pot belly poking the back of the canvas, his large sausage-like fingers gripping the borders of the painting, and his shaved head bent solemnly over his work. I thought Isabel could benefit from the potential art sales that often came with entering the award. It was a good way for people who were incarcerated to earn some honest money.

Isabel’s eyes widened. She pulled her knees up onto the chair seat. “No.”

For once, Isabel stopped smiling. She gripped her knees tightly, slumping down into the chair and withdrawing into the folds of her top.

“But...” My mouth gaped open in surprise. “I thought you would be pleased.”

Sensing the change in tone, some of the others slipped away, giving us room. Isabel shook her head before staring out the window into the garden.

“I don’t want people to see them.”

“But it’s a great way to earn some income. People buy pieces. It’s a good, honest way to make money while you’re here at Crowmont.” I placed the drawing down on the table between us.

“I don’t want people to know I’ve drawn them. I don’t want sickos collecting my art because...” She angled her chin down and her voice fell to a whisper.  “Because of what happened.”

“Isabel, it’s all right. It’s all anonymous. People don’t know whose work they’re purchasing. All they know is that it’s someone from a high-security hospital or a prison.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yes, so keep hold of this so you can apply.”

I had to admit that watching Isabel’s face brighten made me smile, and I was smiling for the rest of the day, even as I walked a tearful Tracy back from her therapy session, and even as Pye the cat hissed and scratched my ankles as I walked back up the drive to the rundown cottage. 

Isabel was right about the white walls of the cottage, and she was right about colour. The first thing I did when I got home was run upstairs, change out of that boring black shirt and put on a bright red t-shirt with yellow flowers on the sleeves. I even thought about applying lipstick, but was too hungry to wait for tea. My change of outfit earned the barest eyebrow rise from my little brother, but I didn’t care because I felt brighter.

As I set the kitchen table for that night’s feast of tuna pasta bake, I wondered if a sociopath could have the empathic abilities of an artist. Could someone truly capture a subject’s inner beauty if they themselves were a true sociopath? Was Isabel even capable of murder?




​True Crime Junkie

Who is David Fielding?

By James Gorden

Can we all agree on one thing? Yes, I know we’ll get into it in the comments, insults will be thrown around and someone will ultimately be called Hitler, but let’s pretend this isn’t the internet and agree on one thing: The person who murdered Maisie Earnshaw is a deranged psychopath. But I’m not convinced that the right psychopath is currently behind bars, or in a straitjacket, or whatever happens within the walls of Crowmont Hospital.

So, let’s take a moment and look into another potential suspect: Isabel’s father, David Fielding. A self-made millionaire with a property business that erects tower blocks and apartments in Sheffield, Leeds, and the surrounding areas. He has his hands in many pies, from restaurants to private gyms, but it’s his property business that he’s most well-known for.

How did David become the richest man in Rotherham? Well, there’s a good story involved, of course. I decided to contact David’s old business partner and university housemate, Lee Brown. Both being northern lads, David and Lee hit it off at Leeds University, both studying business degrees. In their second year they moved into a shared house together and first started up the company Field-Brown (see what they did there?). Lee and David were best mates. They worked hard and played hard. They saved money to fund their business and even managed to snag some outside investment. They were motivated young men who were going places together.

But where is Lee Brown? And why is David Fielding’s business now called Fielding Enterprises?

Let me tell you, it took a while to loosen Lee Brown’s tongue. It certainly took more than a few Peronis when we met up in Leeds for a conversation. But once the sun went down, he began to spill the beans.

Lee told me that David was his best friend and the person he trusted most in the world. Lee thought they were brothers in business and in friendship, but it soon became clear David didn’t feel the same way. There was a risky business venture the two of them decided to invest in. Lee tells me it was a mutual decision to invest, but David was the driving force behind the investment and the one who suggested it. Lee was busy with another project, but he signed everything David put in front of him, distracted and not particularly bothered about checking through the contracts.

“I trusted him completely,” Lee said. “Why would I need to read through every insignificant piece of paperwork? I was an idiot, basically. The company was up and coming. They were building apartments in and around Leeds and wanted investors from the ground up. None of those apartments even got made. The housing market imploded, the company went bust, and that was the moment I realised David had put everything in my name, not the company’s name, and not his own. He bankrupted me within months, cut me out of the business and carried on without me. I was so shocked and so hurt that I never even sued. I went home and I drank, and I never spoke to him again.”

Lee has since picked himself up again and owns his own restaurant in Wakefield. I’m glad for him, but I wanted to know more about David.

“Do you think he’s a sociopath?” I asked. We were into our fourth round by now, and I may have slurred a bit at this point, but don’t worry, the recorder was on, everything was captured. I’m not pulling this from hazy drunken memories.

Lee ran a finger around the rim of his pint glass and stared down at the table. “I’m no psychologist, so I dunno what he is, but I do know he didn’t care about me one iota. He’s all for himself and always has been. I just didn’t see it. I thought it was all bravado, you know? I thought he put on a show, but it was real.”

“What was real?”

“The women,” he went on, “the girls. He liked them a lot, and he was engaged at the time so it wasn’t right. I thought it was all exaggeration, but now I’m not sure. I think he was sticking it in whatever he could find.”

“Can I quote you on that?”

Lee looked up at me sharply. “I dunno, mate. Maybe I should go.”

I tried to persuade Lee to have another drink. I offered him a bourbon, and he agreed to stay for a while, but he barely spoke any more about David Fielding. Then, when he left, he didn’t let me walk him to the door. That was the moment when I realised Lee Brown was afraid of his own business partner. 

He left me at the bar with half a glass of bourbon left, thinking about David Fielding and his past antics. Were they the antics of an arrogant young man believing the world was at his feet and all he had to do was take it? Had he subscribed to the method of business that involves survival at any cost? Or was his ruthlessness in business indicative of a deeper flaw, one that went past the womanising and the screwing over of his friends, and cut down deep to a rotten core?

Was David a sociopath?

And if he was, did he have the opportunity to murder Maisie Earnshaw and frame his own daughter in the process?

COMMENTS:

RedRose: How can we believe anything the adults say? They could all be lying. Even the Earnshaws.

James Gorden:  Why would the Earnshaws be lying?

RedRose: Because they’re sick fucks.

IHeartHannibal: RedRose, you’re the sick fuck.

TrueCrimeLover: David went into the kitchen for twenty minutes, right? Is that long enough to kill a little girl? According to the police reports and the building plan, he could’ve gone out the front door, round the front of the house and down the hill.

James Gorden: I think so too. Time is tight, though.

TrueCrimeLover: He’s a fit man though, right? Used to run the Great North Run. Don’t see why he couldn’t sprint there and back, wash his bloody hands in the sink and serve up a mojito.

James Gorden: But why wouldn’t Isabel say something about her dad?

TrueCrimeLover: She’s too afraid. She’s safe inside Crowmont. If she ever got out, she could be his next victim.

James Gorden: Which begs the question, if David Fielding did it, why aren’t there any more victims?




​Chapter Nine

I mentioned to Isabel one day that I woke to the sound of blackbirds outside my bedroom every morning, and the next day she told me she was going to draw me a picture of them singing to me. She got me to sit just outside her room and give her extra details so she could picture the image in her mind.

“Describe your cottage to me,” she said.

“It’s an old farm outbuilding, very small, red brick, old,” I replied. It suited me to sit outside the room, because I liked to give her space. The tiny room felt claustrophobic enough without my presence in there as well. “Probably once a house for a gamekeeper or tenant farmer, I guess.” I shrugged, not exactly an expert on rural matters.

“Is it next to other houses?”

“No, it’s on its own, surrounded by fields.”

She bent over her notepad and went to work. Her brother Owen had brought her some new art supplies to use during his last visit. 

Isabel had been through a rough patch, so I was spending a little more time with her than usual. After her few hours in the communal area with the other patients, her presence had whipped everyone into frenetic excitement, and Isabel found herself targeted by bullies. I hadn’t realised, but Chi had previously been through a similar situation after encouraging Isabel to socialise more. Isabel was more than willing to leave her room, but the other patients were never happy to see her. Since she had drawn me in the communal area, the patients had been whispering behind her back, talking about the fact she’d been there with them. They wrote unpleasant messages and slipped them under her door. There was an incident where an egg was thrown into her room, ruining some of her favourite artworks.

I’d come to work to find Isabel even quieter than usual. She’d handed me her morning picture, which had been a pigeon that day.

“They’re gossips,” she’d said, about the pigeon. “Mean little gossips.” Then she turned her head away so that I wouldn’t see the red around her eyes.

“Have you been crying, Isabel?” I’d asked.

“At least it got Katy moved back to Grafton Ward.” She’d tugged at her sleeve as though hiding her hands from me.

“What is it? Did someone hurt you?”

It took a while, but I’d finally managed to get her to tell me about how Katy, one of the older and larger patients, in Crowmont for violence against others as well as learning difficulties, had grabbed her by the wrists, spat in her face, and called her a kiddie killer. 

Because it’d been my idea for Isabel to socialise, I couldn’t help but feel responsible for everything that had happened since then. Perhaps it was my guilt that caused me to relax a little and reveal more about myself than I usually would. 

“So you live on a farm?” she asked. “With your housemate?”

“On the edge of a farm. It’s a rental.”

“Sounds lovely.” Isabel bent her head and continued on with her drawing. 

The corridor was quiet today, as the sun was shining and most of the patients were by the windows that looked out into the gardens. Watching Isabel work in the silence that followed her questions put me into something of a trance, and the last fortnight of interrupted sleep began to catch up with me as I felt my eyelids droop. I inhaled sharply through my nose, forcing myself to stay awake. Despite the welcome warmth and the fact that I was tired, I still had a job to do. I still had to supervise my patient.

When I forced myself awake, I took in the sight of Isabel bent over her desk. Warm brown hair spilled over her notepad. She was dressed in her usual jogging bottoms and sweatshirt. Blue today. All of the patients wore the same comfortable clothing. There were strict rules about what could be worn. Nothing that could be used as a weapon. No belts. No drawstrings. Even buttons could cause some damage.

“You know, I still can’t remember the day Maisie died,” Isabel said, her voice far away and dreamy. “But I meant what I said the first day I met you. I didn’t kill that little girl. I don’t think I could. I don’t have it in me.”

“If you can’t remember,” I replied gently, “how do you know?”

But Isabel didn’t reply. She sighed heavily and slumped closer to the desk instead. She sounded exhausted.

As I sat and studied my patient, I noticed a couple of woodlice crawling around the carpet towards her feet. I wasn’t sure if Isabel was afraid of bugs, so I didn’t want to frighten her. 

I rose slowly from my chair. “Isabel, I don’t want to alarm you, but there are two large woodlice crawling towards you.”

She lifted her head and regarded me with interest before dropping her gaze to the carpet. Then she lifted her head and looked at me again. There was a brief pause as she glanced from me to the woodlice and back to me again. “It’s okay, Leah. I get woodlice in my room every so often, but I leave them be. I can’t bring myself to kill them.”

“What about putting them outside?”

But she shook her head. “My room is plenty big enough for a few bugs.” She grinned, and every part of that smile seemed genuine to me. Her eyes slightly crinkled. Her slightly crooked teeth were charming between her soft lips. She was pure, childlike innocence.

Let me tell you a secret. I never killed that little girl. Shhhhh.

That moment remained as clear as the sound of a bell in my mind, but I’d always assumed that her words were Isabel’s way of playing with me. Because she said them on my first day, I’d presumed she was testing me, like a person with sociopathic tendencies would. But Isabel didn’t display any sociopathic traits. She wasn’t narcissistic. She didn’t talk about herself or her crimes. She wasn’t violent. She was often nervous or insecure about her art, and she didn’t have the superficial charm most sociopaths used to their own advantage.

And then I realised that I believed her. It hit me hard, sending shockwaves down my limbs and spine. My back shot up straight in my chair, and my jaw dropped. My heart beat a little faster, and I sat there wondering what I was going to do about the girl in front of me, quietly drawing my home, young and vulnerable and locked away from society. In little over a month, she was about to be reassessed, and in that assessment, she would be found fit to go into prison rather than stay in Crowmont. I knew she would. Isabel was the patient with the best track record, who built a rapport with staff members and remained polite, mild-mannered, and obedient at all times.

But even worse...

“The killer is still out there.”

Isabel sat up and turned to me, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “What? Did you say something?”

I’d spoken out loud without even meaning to. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and shook my head. “I was just mumbling to myself about tonight’s tea.”

She nodded. “You know, I find it kind of fascinating listening to people talk about their boring chores. Alesha used to tell me about how she had to pick up her kids from school, then go food shopping, then take them home and cook for her husband every night. He worked later, so she took on more of the duties at home. I don’t suppose I’ll ever have a husband to cook for.”

“You don’t know that,” I replied. “You might leave one day.”

“And go to prison,” she said. “Big-girl prison this time, filled with women, not the kids I was with in the juvenile detention centre.”

“But you could still be released from prison one day. Can’t you?”

“Yes,” she said. “But not for a long time. Not that it matters. Here, I’ve finished your picture. Do you like it?”

She held up the pencil drawing so that I could see it. There I was, standing in front of my panelled windows watching the blackbirds cluster around. One sat on the windowsill, another hovered in the air. Three were perched on the branch of a nearby tree. They all had their beaks open, releasing song into the air. I looked at her picture, and I could hear the sound of birdsong, calling to me, speaking to me. 

“Blackbirds are good omens,” Isabel said. “They represent shyness or insecurity. The colour black is supposed to represent the supernatural. Do you believe in the supernatural?”

Her words brought back a recent memory that I had been trying hard to shut away. At first I wanted to ignore it, but then I decided not to do that.

“At my parents’ funeral I felt a strong presence.”

Isabel placed the drawing back down on her desk. “I’m so sorry. When did it happen?”

“Six months ago. They... it isn’t a happy story. My father was an alcoholic, and he killed my mum before killing himself. That’s why we moved to Hutton. I was working in a different high-security hospital at the time, and I knew there was one here. I figured I’d be able to get a job here, so we moved.” It was only after I stopped talking that I realised I was gripping the sleeves of my blouse and pulling them down as though trying to hide my hands beneath the fabric.

“You felt the presence of your parents at their funeral?”

“Just my father,” I said.

“I’m so sorry,” she replied.

I smiled slightly. That was a phrase I had grown accustomed to when I was still back in Hackney. The parents of the children at school with Tom said it frequently when I went to collect him from school. My neighbours called round with casseroles and a weak smile, the same words on their lips. Everyone liked my father. They couldn’t believe what he’d done. But the person behind closed doors is not always the person out in the world.

“So who did you move here with?”

The words pulled me from my thoughts and thrust me back into the corridor at Crowmont.

“What?”

“You said ‘we moved here.’ Who did you move with? A boyfriend?”

I was still distracted by thoughts of my father on that rain-soaked afternoon in the cemetery when I’d heard his voice call my name. Wet dirt landing on wood. The musty smell of my one good black dress that I’d pulled out from the attic storage. My mother’s perfume sprayed on my wrists.

“With my brother,” I replied. “Tom. My little brother.”




​Chapter Ten

When I left work that day I felt ashamed of myself for the way I’d opened up to Isabel. After working as a nurse for several years, it was disappointing to see how easily my guard could come crumbling down. In any other hospital, telling a patient about your private life is no big deal, but in a high-security hospital with patients suffering from illnesses such as antisocial personality disorder, those private details could be used against you.

But at the same time, I felt deeply connected to Isabel after our long conversation. I couldn’t deny that each day Isabel became more to me than a disturbed patient with a terrible crime in her past; she was a talented artist who could be sweet and considerate. Her morning drawings were often the highlight of my day, and the way we talked, you would think we were friends, or niece and aunt, or sisters. With the date of her reassessment looming over me, I felt sick at the thought of her being transferred to a maximum security prison.

No, I told myself, I was experiencing dangerous thoughts. I unlocked my Punto and speedily reversed out of the parking space, barely noticing Ian as he waved goodbye to me through the gates. I was too close to Isabel now. I’d already begun down a perilous road of believing she might be innocent. In fact, I was sure of it. There was no part of the girl sitting in her room looking at me with wide, childlike eyes that married with the thought of a murderous teenager bludgeoning a child to death before mutilating her corpse and smearing the blood across her mouth like lipstick.

The two together did not make sense.

I cooked for Tom that night, and in my distracted state I let the potatoes boil over and burned the chicken. Tom was far too polite to say anything, but I could tell by the way he chewed and swallowed quickly that he wasn’t impressed.

“How’s school going?” I asked, hopeful of directing my thoughts away from Isabel.

“Fine.”

“It’s been a few weeks now. Are the other students okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You’ve not shown me any essays for a while. Can I read some?”

“Maybe.”

I was about to give up when I noticed Tom pull down the sleeve of his shirt for the third or fourth time. I’d seen that same movement when my patients were hiding a self-inflicted wound. I reached across the table, but he pulled his arm away from me.

“What are you doing?”

“I just want to look,” I said. “Show me.”

“No, leave it alone.”

But before Tom could get up from the table I managed to get hold of his shirt and pull it back. Underneath his beaded bracelet there was a bruise about the size of a thumb.

“What’s that? Has someone hurt you?”

“It’s nothing,” he said, snatching his arm away. “I banged it on the door, that’s all.” But I knew he was lying because of the way his eyes roamed all over the walls.

“Tom...” But I didn’t know what to say. I felt rage bubbling up from my abdomen at the thought that someone would hurt my gentle brother, but at the same time I felt a deep sense of impotence, because even if I did try to step in, it could make things worse for him. When I’d first realised Tom was being bullied I’d researched as much as I could on the internet, and what I found from desperate parents’ first accounts was that the school had done little to nothing, and the bullying had escalated after they’d intervened.

“There’s nothing you can do,” he snapped.

“I can listen!” I had to raise my voice as he stormed out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind him.

Throwing my fork down onto my plate, I stood, making the chair screech against the old kitchen tiles. As I began furiously scraping leftover burnt chicken into the kitchen bin, there was a knock at the door. I opened it, already knowing it would be Seb Braithwaite here to fix the sticky kitchen door. The handle required some yanking before it opened to reveal Seb standing there, his light blue eyes flicking from me to the half-cleared kitchen table.

“Bad time?” he asked.

“No, come in.”

“Brought my tools.” He lifted his toolbox as evidence. “Thought I’d take a look at the door for you.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

His laconic nature was fine by me, and I set about tidying the kitchen, working quickly, still fuelled by my anger about Tom’s bruise. Those uptight village kids needed to be taught a lesson.  Elbow deep in washing-up suds, I resolved to speak to the school, and if necessary, the parents of the kids involved. Meddling caregiver be damned, I couldn’t sit back and see my brother miserable at the end of every day.

“That’ll do it.” Seb stood up, his height almost blocking the doorway. His broad, farm-built shoulders filled the narrow space. He demonstrated the door, pushing it back and forth so I could see that there was no more sticking. It opened and closed perfectly.

“That was fast,” I said. “I didn’t even get to make you a cuppa.”

“No worries,” he said. “Need any milk and eggs?”

I checked the fridge. “A pint would be good, and maybe half a dozen.”

He nodded. “I’ll stop by in the morning.” 

“Thanks. How much do I owe you for the eggs from last week?”

“Nowt. They’re on me.”

I was so relieved that for one embarrassing moment I felt my chin wobble and a surge of emotion stung my eyes. The tear was swiftly wiped away with the back of my hand, and I cleared my throat.

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

Just as he was about to duck through the door I caught him on the shoulder to stop him. The kitchen was tiny enough that I barely needed to reach out. He turned back slowly, with an impassive expression on his face. For a moment I wondered whether I’d annoyed him by stopping him from leaving, and considered abandoning the thought that had popped into my mind.

“Can I ask you something?” I said, tentatively, regretting the decision already.

He merely nodded.

I took a step closer, and he inched back away from me. “You can say no if you want. It’s a big favour to ask and... well, you’ve done a lot for me already. But it’s Tom. The kids at school are bullying him.” I paused to glance over my shoulder, afraid he might have wandered into the room at the wrong moment. “At first I thought it was just name-calling and usual teenage crap, but now he has a bruise on his arm and I’m worried. Your family are respected in the village.” It was more like an apprehensive fear, but I remained tactful. “Would you... Could you... maybe take him to school once or twice? It might act as a warning. Show the bastards that someone else is on his side.”

Seb exhaled through his nose and half of his mouth lifted in a slight smile. “Sure. I’ll pick him up tomorrow morning. Is that it?”

“That’s everything, yes. Thank you so much.”

As I watched him walk down the driveway, Pye leapt out from the hedgerow and Seb stumbled as he sidestepped out of the feral cat’s way. I couldn’t help but giggle as the burly farmer continued down the path to his Land Rover, swearing as he went. When he got in the cab, he turned to me and waved, and I saw that his face was red with embarrassment.

“He fancies you.”

I spun on my heel, clutching at my chest. “Tom! I didn’t hear you come down the stairs. What are you, a mouse?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
o

- N
. ©
. =)

=

ONEZFOR SQRRO
TWO FOR JOY
THREESFORA.GIRL






OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





