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About the Book


A LESSON IN CRUELTY


What Price Would You Pay for the Perfect Life?


They say you can’t always get what you want. But you can take it.


Anna wants a fresh start. She doesn’t believe she deserves it, but after three years behind bars she has finally paid her dues. Most of them, anyway.


Lucy craves the attention of the only man she can’t have, her alluring Oxford professor. He’s married - not for the first time. Maybe she should be next in line?


Marie the recluse has been locked up for too long. She’s not ready to be free, but some rules are meant to be broken.
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OUTSIDE


This is what I would do to you.


I’d drug you. Don’t worry, you wouldn’t feel a thing. I’d say go to sleep, go to sleep now, and I’d take a knife – your knife – and I’d cut and cut, all the way up your veins. That’s how they do it. I read about it at school.


Then I’d watch you bleed out like the PIG you are.


Sorry, sorry, you’re not a pig. Everyone says you’re lovely.


But I can’t take it anymore. I’m outside waiting, WATCHING, but I want to be inside.


God, I want to be inside.


Deep breath now.


Clearing dead wood, that’s all it is. A sacrifice – Iphigenia on her altar. A fair wind to take him all the way to Troy. I’m doing him a favour – all that mewling and puking will interrupt his work.


There’s nothing more important than his work.


I should have done it sooner. It’s not my fault, though. It’s YOURS; you kept it hidden from me. Better late than never.


When it’s over, the cuts made, the veins bled out, that’s when my work will be done. He’ll be free.


And I’ll be inside. Where I belong.









Part 1
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Just one more night. Then it’s done. Anna has packed, a clear plastic bin bag that contains all her worldly goods – tracksuits, a few toiletries. A pile of letters tied with string, pushed into the middle of her clothes. She gave away her mugs, her box of teabags. Travelling light.


Saying goodbye was easier than she’d thought: a rush job in the end, not the drawn-out farewell she’d feared. Anna’s done her best not to get close to anyone these last years – such things only bring bad luck. Naomi, her pad mate, got closer than most; persistent. Kind. The long months spent in lockdown during the pandemic forced the intimacy. Give it a week, though, and she’ll have put Anna out of her mind.


Anna doesn’t deserve to be remembered.


It doesn’t feel like it now, but it was only a couple of hours ago that Naomi showed her a bottle of vodka she’d sneaked in. We should make a night of it. But Anna didn’t have time to say no – without warning, she was moved out of their cell into a spare bunk in the First Nights Unit, her bed needed because of an emergency on B wing. Naomi argued, but Anna didn’t bother. You don’t mind, do you, they said, not really asking. You might even have the cell to yourself. Anna nodded, picked up her belongings, followed the guard. It’s not like it mattered. She was already halfway out, mind flying slipstream behind the train she sometimes hears rumbling in the middle of the night.


It’s good to have this time on her own, adjust to the fact that in a matter of hours, she’ll be out. This prison’s been her home for more than three years. Should she feel sad to leave? Sad would mean feelings, though, and Anna doesn’t do feelings. Not when she can help it. Locks them away with the rest. If she can’t see them, they’re not there. That’s the thing. It doesn’t matter that she’ll be free soon. She’ll never escape, not really. The voice will still be there, asking why she’s still walking, breathing, eating, sleeping – all the things she shouldn’t be.


So many nights she’s woken with a scream, bolt upright in the dark, sweat prickling on her scalp, across her neck. At first, Naomi would jump up, ask what was wrong, but Anna could never find the words – an agonising jolt, the stink of hot metal, smash of glass. A small boy crying out for his mum.


It didn’t take long for Naomi to stop asking.


Other nights, Anna’s lain awake in the dark, replaying the last moments before it all went bad. There’s another Anna out there, one who sleeps in a comfortable bed, wakes to an alarm, not to the sound of her own cries. In that world, thirty-something Anna has hit all the milestones she was meant to. Boyfriend, mortgage, solicitor at a big city law firm.


More than any of that, a family that wants her.


That Anna didn’t fuck up. That Anna made a different choice.


A split-second decision that caused all the pain in the world, when everything spiralled out of her control. Now, the ruins of her former life lie behind her, every last item scraped together like the trash it is. At least it won’t be much for them to sort out in the end.


Shouts from the cells around her, the sound of banging, a pounding on the walls. The atmosphere’s sharper in the First Nights Unit, an expectation of pain to come in the air. She’s come full circle on her last night inside, back where it all began. Memories itch under her skin. She still picks at the rash on her hands – sometimes until it bleeds. She remembers the waiting, the shame, the wave of sound as the cell door slammed shut for the very first time.


She rolls over in the bunk, trying to find a comfortable position, her shoulders hunched up. It’s the top bunk like the one she was used to, but this feels hostile, unfamiliar, the bedding inadequate, not like the soft duvet and pillow she ordered from a catalogue a year into her sentence. These she left with Naomi. Now it’s back to basics. Comfort or not, she wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway. Too many thoughts circling her mind, looping back and forth.


Tomorrow. That’s the easy part. They’ll let her out early. She’s got cash, nearly fifty quid in a hard roll stuffed into her bra.


She’ll get her bag back, the holdall she packed so carelessly years ago, the night before she was sentenced. Not much more to pack in it now. Then it’ll be time to go. She’s been told it’s a long wait for the bus, but she can’t afford a cab. Time was she’d have thought nothing of dropping fifty quid in one go. Even more. But that was before.


Before. She can barely remember that Anna, what she used to think was important. She had everything wrong. Soft, defenceless. Now she’s calcified, all weak spots enclosed – nothing but shell.


Bus, then train. She’s made the journey so many times in her thoughts, the slow stops through the countryside as the buildings get closer and closer together in the approach to London. A tube across the city, another train.


The last train she’ll catch.


She’s meant to have an appointment in the afternoon with probation, but she’s not going to bother with it. There’s no point. Not now.


She rolls over again, trying to dig herself into the thin mattress. Caught between sleep and waking. As she said goodbye to Naomi, it was as if the distance between them was expanding, the woman growing smaller and smaller as Anna pulled away in her mind, even as they hugged. Keep in touch, she said, Anna nodding yes, thinking no. No point in causing any more upset.


There’ll be no joy when she takes her first step outside the gate. No reunion for her, no partner waiting with a hug and a smile. Anna hasn’t had a single visitor since she’s been inside.


It’s not like she didn’t try. That last letter she sent to her sister. Please. Just tell me how he is. She’d posted it with such hope. A few words came back. Not known here, Return to sender, letters in black scrawled across the envelope.


The pain hasn’t gone anywhere. It still sticks to her, clawing at her chest. Their faces are blurs now.


Breathe in, breathe out. Slowly, slowly, her heart rate lowers again. She’s got a plan. The pain will be over soon. One more night, then she puts an end to it. She can see the sea stretching out in front of her, feel the cold water lapping at her feet, her thighs. Her face.


Bus, train, tube. Whatever’s left of the fifty, she’ll spend on a one-way ticket to the coast, the short shingle beach at St Leonards where she went as a kid, her sister always close at her heels. The sea again, for one last time.


She won’t need a return.


YOU KILLED MY SON


YOU KILLED YOUR MUM


I WANT TO KILL YOU


Round and round the words dance in her head, flashing before her eyes. The notes arrived every now and again through the years. She kept them all, a little pile of loathing, though she knows every word by heart.


Shifting over in her bunk, moving from flat on her front to foetal position, she clutches her arms across her head. The roll of cash digs into her breast again, reminding her of the final gift from Naomi as they hugged goodbye. She digs into her bra, pulls out a twist of toilet paper stashed next to the cash. In the middle of the wad of tissue, a pill that Naomi thrust into her hand. You could do with a decent sleep on your last night, she muttered in Anna’s ear as she did so. No nightmares.


There’s only one thing that will stop them, though. This isn’t it. She should throw the pill away, flush it down the loo, hide it under the mattress – someone else’s escape.


But there’s so much to face tomorrow, so much to do. She’s so tired . . .


No more thinking. Not for now. Anna puts the pill in her mouth and, with an effort, swallows it down.
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Shit. It’s not working. Her mind’s racing now, not quietened. Serves her right, trying to outrun the thoughts that hound her. What was it, anyway? She didn’t ask, assuming it was a sleeping pill. Maybe it wasn’t.


Anna had always said no when Naomi had offered them in the past. She didn’t deserve the peace, fleeting as it might be. Besides, she’s found herself out of bed too many times, stuck in a nightmare, hands raw from pounding against the door.


Sedatives can’t stop that. They might even make it worse.


One night, she woke to see Naomi pacing the room, folding and refolding her clothes in a pile, until she lay down abruptly on top of them and fell asleep. When Anna asked her what she was doing, she got no response – and Naomi had no memory of it in the morning, either. Anna doesn’t take risks like that anymore. She knows what happens when she loses control.


So stupid of her to swallow it down. The voice in her head is chirping at her again – Let this be a lesson to you. All she wants is for it to stop, but she can’t make it quiet, can’t make it go away, louder and louder and louder it grows . . .


Until it’s gone, drowned out by waves of calm. Anna’s brain is slowing in real time, pulse after long pulse as the sounds disappear behind a wall of water, slower and slower. Sleep is pulling at her, small hands tugging her down. Her eyes close, her breathing deepens . . .


‘You’re sleeping in here,’ a voice says, jerking her awake. She doesn’t know how much later it is.


Anna stirs. The background noises in the building around her have merged into a dull roar, but not this. It’s immediate, as if someone is in the cell, the door clanging open. She rolls over, opens an eye. It’s bright, not dark anymore. Someone is in the cell.


‘This is your bunk. Not much, but maybe it’s better than the streets.’


It’s an officer speaking. The shock of the light is harsh and yellow, dazzling Anna. She squints but can’t make out the features of the woman who shuffles in past the officer and sits down heavily on the side of the bottom bunk, her hair across her face. She’s sobbing quietly, her breath catching with an edge that jags at Anna, hooks into her.


‘Get some sleep now,’ the officer says, her voice almost kind. ‘It’ll seem better in the morning.’


‘There’s someone else in here already.’ The woman’s voice is soft, emerging through the sobs.


‘She’s being released first thing. She won’t bother you.’


‘When will I get my methadone? I need the prescription.’


‘In the morning. The doctor will definitely be in then.’


‘They should have been there tonight.’


‘I know, but there it is,’ the officer says.


No reply. The light goes off and the door slams behind the officer, the click of the lock loud, echoing throughout the cell. Silence descends, a moment of calm before the noises of the wing start up again.


Are you all right? What’s your name? Were you waiting in reception long before they processed you? The questions Anna could ask rise half-formed in her mind but she can’t speak them. She’s trapped somewhere under warm waves lulling her to sleep, spinning her in their riptide. She can’t offer any help, any comfort to this poor woman. The tranquilliser is working its magic. It doesn’t matter what’s going on around her now, how much pain there is. Anna is floating off away from it, out of any control.


Another sob; a long, broken breath. The air in the cell calms, less prickly than it was before. It sounds like the woman is unpacking, getting her stuff in order as much as she can in the twilight of the cell.


A long sniff, then, ‘Is there a toilet?’


Anna opens her mouth to reply but the words don’t come out. She can’t make her tongue work, can’t form the words. She wants to say, It’s at the end of the cell, or at least to roll over and point to the metal toilet bolted to the floor. She can’t. It’ll be obvious soon enough, though, behind its inadequate screen. The reek of bleach and ammonia cuts through even the depths of Anna’s torpor.


The woman stands up, the bunk beds shifting with the movement, and for a moment Anna senses her presence beside the top bunk, her eyes burning through the blanket that’s covers Anna’s head. Then footsteps, slow and heavy, to the back of the cell. There’s the sound of the removal of clothes. And something else. A rustling noise.


Water hitting water now, the flush, and the steps shuffle back to the bunk before she subsides on to it heavily. She’s not sobbing anymore, but her breathing is laboured, the harsh inhalations reverberating around the cell.


‘It’s me. I’m on remand. I’ve been staying at the Jericho hostel but I got nicked in the Westgate Shopping Centre. I guess it was always going to happen.’ A hoarse whisper. Her voice is so bleak that it cuts through Anna’s haze. Freezing cold water floods through the warm waves.


She’s not talking to Anna. She’s talking to someone else. The rustling. She must have brought something in, contraband hidden up inside herself that the strip search didn’t find.


A phone.


Crying again, smaller sobs, broken as she struggles for breath.


‘I know what you said,’ the woman says. ‘But I can’t bear it. I need to know she’s OK.’ Her voice rises. Anna tries to stay motionless. There’s a clicking noise coming from the phone, the distant sound of someone speaking, though Anna can’t make out the words.


‘Someone in the hostel gave it to me. What does it matter how I got the phone in here? Is everything all right?’


More crying. More clicking.


‘What do you mean, never again? You can’t do that. It’ll break her. She’s my mother.’


The clicks rise in volume, sharp staccatos of sound.


‘So I can’t even contact you? I thought I could trust you.’


A long pause. More indistinct words in reply.


‘I won’t let you do this.’


Silence. No clicking.


‘Leave her alone. I’m begging you. Help me . . . Why won’t anyone help me?’


Clicking. A pause. Then a thump, the phone hitting the concrete floor.


‘I’ve lost everything now. My poor Louise . . .’ Her voice trails into nothing.


Quiet now. Only ragged sobs. Anna can’t hold her breath anymore, exhaling as quietly as possible. She’s desperate for sleep, to shut everything out. She feels herself caught in the current of this woman’s despair. It’s unbearable.


The woman keeps crying, quietly now. Not for long though – soon the sobs from the bunk below subside, and the pill begins to work its full magic for Anna, smoothing down the jagged edges.


Sleep.
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Anna wakes with a start. Her heart’s pounding and she’s filled with a cold terror. She lies rigid, hands pressed into her sides, eyes tight shut. Petrified.


But there’s no one there. It’s quiet as the grave, the prison silent in the deep of night. She listens out, waiting to hear the smallest shuffle or sigh. Hardly daring to breathe, she opens her eyes a crack, looks from left to right, her head unmoving. No trace of life, the cell dark other than the silver gleam of moonshine leaking through the window.


Nothing. Nothing at all. Not even stirrings from the bunk below. It must have been another nightmare. Anna releases her breath, only a little, and shifts over on to her side. The dread is passing, some warmth returning to her hands.


But she’s not in her bed, she realises. The surface beneath her cheek is concrete. She’s on the floor. She must have climbed out of bed, the night terrors driving her into the unknown. She shouldn’t have taken the pill.


She opens her eyes fully, sees there’s enough light from the moon that she can get herself back into the top bunk without disturbing her pad mate. She slowly shuffles herself to her feet and climbs up.


Lying back down on her side in bed, the money in her bra digs in again. The night terror has lessened, thoughts of the day ahead taking its place. The bus, the train, the tube, the other train. Her final journey to the sea.


Anna closes her eyes, screwing up her face against all of it, everything, willing herself out of existence, waiting for sleep to come.


The next time she wakes, daylight is creeping through the cell from the window. The fear has eased its hold on Anna and she’s breathing easier now, the terror of the night before forgotten. She’s not dead yet.


The rays of sun are weak, sickly, but totally beautiful. She allows herself a moment to imagine them on her face for real, their warmth. When it happens, it won’t be in a bare enclosure, or a garden watched constantly by cameras and prison guards. She’ll be free to walk as far as she wants, to hold her hands up to the sky.


A flush of shame takes hold, scorching as it spreads from her gut, moving all over her. This is not her freedom. Hers is a life sentence. She shuts her eyes and turns away from the light. Back to where she was.


She’s thought it all through. Thought of nothing else for months. She promised herself one last attempt to contact her sister, to see if any forgiveness was possible. She knew it was futile, but one shred of hope that they might reconcile remained.


Hope died hard. Return to sender. That’s all she got back.


Everything’s gone. Family, friends, home. Her career. Nothing left to live for. No one cares.


It’s better to focus on the practicalities. The effects of the pill are gradually wearing off. It’s morning, time to get on with it. She’s got a mini box of cereal and a quarter pint of milk on the floor for breakfast. She’s not hungry, but she’ll have to force it down. She needs to keep her strength up, for just a little longer.


A scream in the background, a woman crying, incoherent shouting from somewhere down the wing. A buzzer rings and rings and rings. Morning is breaking. Anna doesn’t want to move. She wants to stay cocooned in her blanket, pinned here forever between dark and light, night and day.


But her bladder has other thoughts. She needs to pee.


Her pad mate is silent in the bunk below. Anna shifts herself over the side of the bunk and goes to the toilet at the end of the cell, sitting down with a sigh of relief. It’s still early. She can go back to bed, get a bit more rest, shore herself up against the day to come.


She rises to her feet and wipes herself, flushing because the smell is worse than the noise. Anna remembers the stranger’s conversation in the middle of the night; the whispered voice, the cry, the plea. Everyone here has something they’ve lost.


She goes to stand by the window, watching for the lifting of the light, then turns to get back into bed again. She bashes her knee on the edge climbing back up on to the bunk and lies back, swearing loudly. The impact wasn’t that hard but it stings, the skin broken, beads of blood breaking through. She wipes them off with the heel of her hand, swearing more loudly. The pain has broken any sense of calm she had – Anna’s filling up with panic, a stressed rage building up through her gut. She’s past caring if she disturbs anyone now. Gripped by an urge she can’t control, out of all proportion to the injury she’s suffered, Anna starts shouting at the top of her voice, an inchoate, wordless scream.


Nothing from the bunk below.


‘Fuck. Fuck’s sake.’


A bang on the pipes, thumps on the wall from the cell next door. Anna has woken someone up. Not her pad mate, though. Still nothing, still quiet.


Why the hell hasn’t the woman woken? Wincing at the sting in her knee, Anna jumps down again from her bunk and seizes the lower bunk’s blanket by its outside edge, pulling it straight off the bunk. She’s losing control now, a scream building up inside her, however unfair it is to disturb the woman like this. Anna needs a witness.


Nothing. No sound. No movement. No scream in reply telling Anna to fuck off. She bangs her head in frustration against the wall before kneeling on the ground to look inside the bunk.
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The woman is face down in the dark corner of her bed, lying at an awkward angle, her feet dangling over the side.


‘Wake up,’ Anna says, ‘wake up, damn it. Talk to me.’ She reaches forward and puts her hand on the woman’s shoulder, shaking her, gently at first. Nothing. She shakes her harder, determined now.


No response at all. The frustration in Anna begins to subside, a sense of foreboding rising. She takes a deep breath, aware now of a metallic, sweet tang in the air. Bracing herself against the side of the bunk, she firmly grips the woman’s left shoulder, holding it with all the strength she can muster. She pulls up slowly, steadily, and the woman begins to move. She’s not heavy, Anna realises, more inert. A dead weight.


Finally, Anna gets enough traction to pull the woman completely over on to her back. But as she does so, there’s a sickening thud. The woman’s head flops over to the other side of the bunk, beams of sunlight shining straight into the lifeless face. It lolls back at an awkward angle to reveal a gaping wound across the throat, a cut inflicted with absolute intention.


Anna drops her grasp and reels back, a sour taste rising into the back of her throat. She recoils to the other side of the cell, as far away as she can in that tiny space.


The stranger’s face is sheet white, the lips pale. There’s blood everywhere around her, soaked into the sheet and the pillow. Anna takes in a deep breath and steels herself, edging closer to try and assess the damage. Curly hair swirls out dark against the stranger’s blanched skin, spreading out over and under her neck and shoulders, matted and sticky.


She looks down the woman’s body to see the grey tracksuit, bloodstained and dirty. A delicate hand protrudes from a blood-soaked cuff, the wrist bird-thin. Compelled by some instinct she can’t name, Anna touches the cold hand, picks it up in hers. As she moves it, there’s a clink as something metal falls from the dead fingers to the floor – a loose razor blade, its edges stained. Something else the woman must have smuggled in with her.


Anna looks again at the hand in hers; the hand of someone young, the skin soft, uncalloused. The nails are short and bitten. A breath catches in Anna’s throat. She turns the hand over to see deep cuts up the wrist, inches long, vertical, each one clearly made with a fixed intention. The sodden sweatshirt sticks to Anna’s hand – she places the dead arm back down with as much control as she can muster, fighting the urge to scream.


She steels herself, moving closer still, holding her breath, trying to keep out the stench of blood. She touches the side of the woman’s face, pulls her fingers away and brings them up to her own cheek, rubbing along the solid breadth of it, tracing the curve of her brows.


She can’t hold her breath anymore. Though she inhales as lightly as possible, the smell hits the back of her throat and she retches again, desperate to spit it out. Iron, sweat.


She thinks back to the conversation she overheard last night, the horror in the woman’s voice, the pain. Anna knows about desperation. But to cut her own throat? However dark Anna’s feelings have become, however devoid of hope she is, she doubts she could do it. A gentler way, yes, but nothing as brutal as this.


She leans back on her heels, light-headed suddenly. Her hand moves to her cheek, still as cold as if she were lying on that stone floor. She’d woken there in the middle of the night. She didn’t remember how she got there. Maybe there’s more she doesn’t remember.


She stretches her hand out in front of her, the other too, turning them over. Who would have thought the old man to have so much blood in him? leaps unbidden into her mind. She’s barely touched the woman’s body, but her hands are coated, dark red encrusted under her nails and splashed up to her wrists.


Did Anna do it? Did she take that razor blade and slash her up like this? She’s walked in her sleep before. The pill . . .


She sits back on her heels, tries to survey the scene dispassionately, gulping down the escalating fear that she might have been responsible. It could have been a suicide. But the grimness of it is sinking in, the sheer horror – a diorama of death, a horror movie in real time. The blood spatters, the splashes of it up the grubby wall beside the bunk, the mattress sodden.


Anna leans against the wall opposite the bunk, her eyes closed, fighting for memory. What happened on that call?


But the more she thinks about it, the less sure she is what the woman even said to the person on the other end of the phone. It’s misty, murky, the edges blurred, words slipping through her mind like smoke. It might have all been part of her twisted nightmare, the one that drove her out of her bunk. Could it have driven her even further? To kill?


If she walked in now, to see herself sitting covered in blood like this, Anna would have no doubt that she’d done it. The woman is so slight, Anna could easily have overpowered her, slit her throat.


Anna brings her knees up to her chest, bends her head down to meet them. Today was supposed to bring relief, at last. Now it looks as if everything she’s gone through these past few years, the immense pain she’s inflicted on others, all of this was just a pale rehearsal for what’s about to come.


She was going to go to the sea, hear the waves, taste the salt on her lips for one last time. But Anna doesn’t deserve that. She doesn’t deserve anything, now. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. She turns to the wall behind her, hits her head against it, wincing at the impact.


Again, and again, and again.









OUTSIDE


Where does it start? Like all the best stories, at the beginning.


I see you, you see me, our eyes meet.


You don’t need to speak, you don’t need to smile, you don’t need to say a thing. I know what you’re thinking.


Across the lecture theatre, across the seminar room, in the tutorial. I always know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking about slipping your fingers up my top, caressing my skin, unbuttoning my shirt, pulling it gently off my shoulders, kissing my neck, your kisses trailing further and further down.


I’m thinking about it too.


Oh professor, you make a girl blush.
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Anna can’t keep it up for long. Fucking hell, she’s pathetic. She can’t stand even the smallest amount of pain.


It’s brought her back to her senses, though.


Nightmare or not, she knows what she heard. The words of the call last night go through her mind. Why won’t anyone help me? Anna could have helped; she slept instead. But she didn’t harm her. She stares down at the bloody mess that was the woman’s throat.


Of course it wasn’t Anna. She knows well enough what she’s capable of – it’s not this, not even in her worst state. She can be aggressive when she needs to be, like when she punched a woman who attacked her in the canteen. But Anna doesn’t seek out trouble.


Her head’s sore where she’s been hitting it against the wall, blood trickling down her forehead. She brushes it away, red on the dark dried smears of blood from the dead woman that stick still to her fingers.


The prison’s waking up. Shouts from the cells, the banging of doors. Footsteps along the concrete corridors. It won’t be long before they come to her cell. Think. She’s doesn’t have long.


She hasn’t called for help yet. That may count against her, when they review the evidence. Evidence that all seems to point to her – the sole other occupant of the cell, covered in blood. Means, motive . . .


The means – yes, sure. She’s staring straight at the blade, though she knows it’s not hers. But motive?


A fugue state. A night terror turned into a living nightmare. She wouldn’t need a motive. She turns her hands over again, looking at the blood-encrusted nails, flexing the fingers in and out.


If she’d slit this poor woman’s throat, there’d be some mark on her. The woman would have struggled, put up a fight. There’s nothing, though. No stiffness, no pain. Her hands are chilled, sticky with dried blood. But they feel completely normal.


Anna’s scalp is tingling. She flexes her fingers again, closes them into a fist which pulsates to the beats of her heart, strong and insistent.


Alive. It’s too late for this poor woman. But it’s not too late for Anna. She looks at the body for a moment more, emblazoning the image into her mind. Another emotion is playing through her, stronger than guilt, stronger than fear, too. It’s anger. This is not how anyone should die.


Fragments of the woman’s conversation floating round her head. It’ll break her. She’s my mother. My poor Louise . . . Who was the woman talking to? What happened to her mother?


Anna closes her eyes again. She’s so tired, so fucking tired. She climbs back on to her bunk, wrapping the blanket around her, over her head, wanting to make it all go away. But she can’t settle, thrashing her legs around under the cover and thrusting her hands under the thin pillow. There’s something in the way, something small, hard. She takes it, rolling over on to her back. It wasn’t there the night before.


Without even looking, she knows exactly what it is, the tiny object encased in a tacky, rubbery cover. She can feel buttons under the surface – a miniature phone, wrapped in a condom, smuggled in inside the woman like so much contraband Anna has seen before.


I’m begging you. Help me. Anna knows how it feels to be helpless. There must be a reason that the phone was left in her bed. It was deliberate, of course. The last act of a woman resolved to die.


However, Anna’s got her plan. She’s out, she’s going to the sea. She’s not coming back. She can’t help anyone else.


Any minute now they’re going to come and open the door for her release. Then all hell will break loose – the phone will be the first item they seize. Without thinking, she rolls out of bed, throws on her clothes, and tucks the phone into the foot of her right trainer, where she curls her toes over it, gripped by an urgency she can’t ignore.


Phone safely stowed, Anna turns her attention back to the dead woman. She hasn’t done any basic checks – is the woman still breathing, even if only slightly? Is there a heartbeat? She squats next to the corpse, half-wondering if she’s hallucinating. But there’s the gaping wound across the windpipe – she’s dead all right.


A bang on the door. Tears well up in her eyes. She brushes them aside with the back of her hand.


No time for tears.
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The key grinds in the lock. The door bangs open. Before Anna can even stand up, a prison officer files in. He stands quiet for a moment, taking in the scene. Anna watches the expression change on his face from one of professional calm to sheer panic before he slaps the mask back on again, calling immediately for back-up. Two other officers come in so fast that as she starts to get up, they knock her to the floor. They yell at her to stand back while one of them leans over the body in the bed, putting his fingers to the dead woman’s neck.


They all turn and look at Anna. She’s scooted to the side of the cell to get out of the way.


‘What the fuck’s been going on here?’ one of them asks.


Before Anna can open her mouth to speak, the other two officers, one woman, one man, have hauled her to her feet so she’s face to face with the officer by the bed.


He looks her up and down. It’s not even a lack of kindness in his eyes – he doesn’t see her as human, his gaze is as cold as that. Anna lowers her head. He reaches out and grabs hold of her right wrist, gripping so hard he could crush the bones with only a little more pressure.


‘What’s this?’ he says, forcing her arm upwards so that her hand is in front of her face.


‘What’s what?’ Anna says, though she knows perfectly well what he means.


‘This, you stupid bitch.’ He waves her hand back and forth. ‘What’s all over your hands?’


The blood drains out of Anna’s face. She feels it happen, a chill from within. She knew what was going to happen to her, she’s known all along, but now it’s real. Her fingers clench into a fist, loosen again, weak. He pushes her backwards against the wall, so hard that she hits the back of her head and collapses to the ground once more.


‘Get the fuck up,’ he says.


Anna pushes herself upwards. ‘I didn’t kill her.’ She knows the words are futile even as they leave her mouth.


‘I didn’t ask,’ he says. ‘Look at yourself. Dead woman, your hands covered in blood.’ A pause. ‘I don’t need to ask.’


Anna shakes her head. ‘She did it to herself,’ she says, knowing full well the reception that’s going to get.


‘I’ll be the judge of that.’


Words spring up to Anna’s tongue, but she forces them down. All she has now is her gut and it’s telling her to be quiet. She remembers the terror of the night before – maybe this is what it was warning her of. The woman dead, Anna blamed for it. She keeps her face impassive.


‘Keep searching,’ the officer yells at the others, who are rummaging round the bed. They’re not trying to administer first aid, nor paying any respect to the woman’s body. Any vestige of doubt Anna felt about hiding the phone leaves her, her toes clenching around it even more tightly.


‘Get back up,’ the officer screams into her face. ‘I didn’t tell you to sit down.’


Anna had not intended to crouch, but her legs are wobbling under her. She pushes herself up again, wanting to avoid more yelling. The noise is overwhelming, shouting from the officers as they try and ascertain what has happened, yells and bangs from along the corridors as the other residents start to realise that something is up, something more than the normal upheaval.


‘Out the way,’ the other officer shouts, ‘get the fuck out of the way,’ and he’s pushing her aside to let a paramedic get to the bunk. Anna moves towards the door to clear some space, but officer number one, the shouty one, grabs hold of her arm so hard that she cries out in pain. He drags her right next to him and screams again.


‘I didn’t tell you to leave the cell – do what you’re fucking told.’


Anna stands still. If she stops moving, maybe she’ll become invisible, or at least shrink until she’s so tiny they won’t notice her, and maybe she’ll be able to slip out between their fingers and slide under the bunk and lie in peace . . . She glances over at the dead woman. At least she’s far away from all this.


Officer number one twists her round and handcuffs her hands behind her back.


‘You’re coming with me,’ he says. ‘Move it.’


He pushes her in front of him, out of the cell and along the corridor to a room next to the officers’ room. It’s bare, containing only a metal table and chairs, all of which are bolted to the floor. Before he thrusts her on to one of the chairs, he rubs her down, front and back, pushing his hands hard against her breasts, her thighs. Between her legs. When he’s finished the search, he pulls her arms up painfully tight as he unlocks the cuff on her left hand. Leaving her right hand locked up, he clips the other cuff on to the table leg. She shuffles towards the edge of the seat to lessen some of the tension, but he pushes her back into place.


‘Stay exactly where you are,’ he says. He’s not shouting now, but there’s still force in his voice. He flicks at her right hand, catching it with his nail. ‘Literally caught red-handed. What the fuck were you thinking?’


Again, Anna stays completely still, and as if bored with her lack of response, the officer backs away. He walks out of the room, muttering something under his breath – she can only catch the words fucking stupid.


The minutes tick on. As the blood dries on her hands, it itches. She scratches it as far as she can reach while handcuffed, the eczema rash thick beneath her fingernails. A sharp sting tells her she’s broken through – new blood to add to the stains. She remembers when it first started, this patch of itchy flesh, sometimes burning so much it couldn’t be sated, however hard she went at it with her nails. She was sitting in a hospital bed, her head aching from the impact of the collision, horror mounting in her as the grim-faced police officers told her what she’d done.


She scratched.


Words she couldn’t process, words like life-threatening injury and caution and court. All the time, she scratched, and scratched, and scratched, unable to stop.


She can’t stop it now, either. She’s spiralling off, unable to get a grip on anything. On top of everything else, the pill hasn’t fully worn off yet. Anna wishes she could disappear between the cracks in her own mind.


She knocks her head on the hard table, snapping herself back into now. This isn’t the same as last time. There’s a tiny chance she’s responsible, she can’t rule that out, but she finds it impossible to believe.


Murder, though. Someone is dead, and she’s going to be charged for it.


Even if they have questions, they won’t bother to ask them. They’ll want to tick it off as fast as possible. Why would the police even care about the death of one prisoner at the hands of another?
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