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			Prologue

			 

			 

			Murder without motive: 

			what made Connie Cross kill?

			Experts say Cross’s behaviour was ‘rarest of the rare’

			 

			Questions remain about what led 31-­year-­old Connie Cross to murder at least seven people, in a killing spree that spanned more than a decade.

			During her trial, prosecutors offered several possible motivations, including the impact of childhood trauma, but admitted that they ‘may never know for sure’ what led her to kill. None of her victims were known to her, making the puzzle even more complex.

			DI Jason Mecham, lead detective on the case, says that, despite failing to make any connection between Cross and the victims, who were killed in myriad different ways, there ‘is no doubt in my mind’ that she is guilty. Some victims were stabbed, some were poisoned. One man was pushed into the Thames in the middle of the night.

			A notebook found in Cross’s home – listing dates, times and methods for all the killings, and, crucially, information pertaining to the crimes that only the killer would know – was the vital piece of evidence linking her to the murders, and led to the jury unanimously finding her guilty.

			

			Jon Stretch, originally convicted for the murder of one of Cross’s victims, Ken Fitt, who was stabbed to death in a Camden alleyway, has since been released from prison. He is seeking compensation for wrongful conviction.

			‘She should be hanged,’ Stretch said. ‘I spent nearly three years in prison for something I didn’t do, all because of that b***, and that’s time I can never get back.’

			The police have come under fire for not recognising a link between some of the murders sooner – namely the fact that, in two of the killings, prescription drugs were found in the victims’ systems that could not be explained.

			For ten years, Cross worked as a locum pharmacy dispenser at a string of chemists across London. Patients and colleagues who knew her described her as mild-­mannered and unassuming.

			‘She was quiet. A hard worker,’ commented Mr Bhalla, who employed Cross for eight months to cover a maternity leave at his pharmacy in Richmond. ‘Not the sort of person you would ever imagine to do something like this.’

			Police now know that she stole drugs from the pharmacies she was working at to poison some of her victims.

			Cross was originally arrested at the scene of a house fire which she started in another apparently unmotivated attack on a local family.

			

			‘Connie Cross is, thankfully, a one-­off,’ DI Mecham said last week, speaking after her dramatic sentencing. ‘Female killers are rare. Female serial killers are even rarer. The extent of her offending and the sporadic, seemingly random nature of it meant that she was sadly able to go undetected. I’m very grateful to all my team for their tireless work uncovering the extent of Cross’s crimes, and the fact that the jury have delivered the right verdict. Our thoughts as always are with the victims and their families, and we hope they can take some comfort knowing that justice has finally been served and that Cross will never be released from custody.’

			Cross was sentenced to seven whole-­life tariffs, meaning she will die behind bars.

			She is only the third woman alive to have been sentenced to a whole-­life order.

			The killer refused to come up from her cell to attend the sentencing, meaning she also failed to hear the victim impact statements.

			A law firm representing the families of some of Cross’s victims described her refusal to appear in court as ‘the final insult’.

			‘By not facing the consequences of her actions, it shows her complete contempt for our judicial system,’ said Clare Matthews, a solicitor for law firm Marsh & Matthews.

			Whole-­life orders, like the one handed to Cross, are reserved for crimes of exceptional gravity.

		

	
		
			

			NOW

		

	
		
			

			Olivia

			The moment the letter arrives, she is in the middle of stripping the boys’ beds.

			A job she has put off for a month. She kept meaning to do it, but every time she ventured into one of the boys’ bedrooms, a sob would threaten to choke her and she didn’t want to be that woman: sitting alone, crying on her son’s bed.

			She hears the metallic clang of the letterbox in the hallway below. Nothing interesting ever comes through the post these days, but something about the sound in the still, silent house pulls her out of her inertia, and she abandons the fitted sheet and makes her way downstairs.

			Jason always used to joke that he was psychic.

			‘I can tell a wrong’un when I see one,’ he would say. ‘I get a feeling about them. An aurora.’

			‘Aura,’ Olivia had corrected him. Spelling and grammar weren’t Jason’s forte.

			‘Yes,’ Jason replied. ‘One of them. I just feel things, you know?’

			Olivia has never believed in psychic powers, but she has a soft spot for gut instinct, and perhaps they are actually the same thing.

			

			From her position on the stairs, the pile of letters on the doormat looks innocuous enough. But somehow, she senses it. Her heart begins thudding as she approaches the mat and picks up the bundle.

			Credit-­card bill for Dan.

			Junk mail.

			And there, at the bottom, is what she somehow expected to see today: an envelope addressed to her.

			With Connie’s name, wing, cell and prison number printed neatly in capitals across the top left.

			She’s replied.

			Olivia takes the letter up to Thomas’s bedroom, debating whether to finish making the bed before she opens it. She decides she better had.

			Perhaps she’s not as ready to face Connie as she thought she was.

			She lays the letter down on Thomas’s chest of drawers. The boys have identical furniture in their bedrooms – Dan’s idea, of course – and yet the rooms not only look completely different, they feel completely different too.

			It amazes her that her twins once shared the same egg and yet have turned out to be nothing alike, except for in the way they look.

			It also amazes her, but in a more devastating way, that they are now old enough to be living independently. That they have finally left her, and Dan, behind.

			Her heart cracks just that little bit more.

			

			Empty-­nesting.

			She has googled it incessantly, but has found nothing to help her. Just the same tired advice over and over, about taking up a new hobby and planning a holiday and getting a dog and congratulating yourself on completing the mission of successfully raising a child (or, in her case, two) to the age of eighteen.

			Children who are so self-­confident – thanks to your awesome parenting! – that they actually wanted to leave home.

			It’s been two months now, and it turns out that her solution to this endless malaise is a little more radical than anything suggested on Mumsnet.

			Her solution – or the hope of one, at the very least – lies in the letter that sits patiently on Thomas’s chest of drawers, beneath his Arctic Monkeys poster, which he didn’t take to university with him because apparently Arctic Monkeys are now ‘lame’.

			She will make Thomas’s bed. She will allow herself to lie down on it for one minute and remember her sporty, outgoing boy, and will send a message into the ether that Mum hopes he’s having a nice day and that he’s eaten at least some vegetables this week, and she will hope that he can feel her love, even though he’s more than 150 miles away and they haven’t spoken since the weekend.

			She will make Thomas’s bed, even though he won’t sleep in it for at least another six weeks.

			And, once that’s done, she will read the letter.

			 

			She doesn’t read it in his room, of course. It would feel wrong, somehow. Disrespectful.

			

			Her boys know nothing about Connie, of her life before, and that’s just how it should be. Their family was too consumed by Rory’s recovery to pay much attention during her trial, even though the rest of the country was completely gripped by it.

			She takes the letter to the kitchen, which feels silent and soulless without the echo of someone’s music somewhere off at the back of the house, or the figure of a tall creature standing in front of the fridge, rummaging for sustenance.

			Dan likes the new peace that permeates their home. And, if she’s honest, she hates him for it. Theirs has been a long marriage, with plenty of episodes of deep frustration on both sides, but there’s nothing quite like the irritation she feels at his patent relief that the boys have left home.

			She makes a cup of tea and sits at the kitchen table. If Dan knew what she was doing, he would probably say she was insane.

			She wonders, though, if he would simply ignore her behaviour, or whether he would care enough to be angry with her about it? She’s not sure. Their marriage has been stretched threadbare for so long now, and she can no longer tell exactly what it would take to make it snap. Perhaps his anger would, in some way, be healing. A demonstration that she does still matter. That she isn’t just a dull part of the landscape of his life, but someone he actually loves. Someone he actually sees.

			He doesn’t understand her mountainous grief at the boys’ leaving, because he has a life outside of them, which he’s had since they were born.

			Perhaps it was madness to go back to this. The most extreme reaction to a void that she knows is impossible to fill.

			

			But Connie Cross was the reason she left the police force.

			Connie Cross opened up the void that, for so many years, she has filled with her boys. Their hopes, their dreams, their needs. So much of them. So little of her.

			And so, in a way, it feels right that she should face Connie once more, to help her find some meaning in a life that now feels pointless, spent. Like a shoe worn through to the sole.

			The tea burns her tongue. She can’t put it off any longer. She’s not scared, anyway. She’s excited.

			She turns the envelope over, slides her finger under the flap.

			The paper is ruled. A disconcerting yellow. Torn from a notebook, a jagged edge implying it was done in haste.

			She doesn’t know what she expected. Something more formal.

			Before she has even taken the letter out of the envelope, her eyes catch on the first two lines, neatly printed in black biro.

			 

			Dear Olivia,

			Of course I remember you.

		

	
		
			

			Connie

			She spends twenty-­two hours of every day inside her cell.

			Whenever she thinks of it like that, it strikes her as impossible that she will spend twenty-­two hours of every day inside a room just three metres by two metres, until the day she dies.

			But it’s not impossible. It’s court mandated.

			Still, she can’t quite believe it. Perhaps it’s self-­preservation, not to acknowledge it’s true.

			When she first arrived at HMP Goldbridge, they placed her on suicide watch inside the health-­care wing. As a prisoner with no hope of parole, she was considered at high risk of killing herself. Sometimes she felt it was almost expected of her, that she was letting them all down somehow for not giving it a go.

			There were CCTV cameras watching her at all times. And, every ten minutes, someone was meant to come and check on her in person, but the prison was understaffed and so it ended up being more like every hour.

			Each time she heard the hatch to her cell open, Connie would sit up on the bed and say, ‘Still alive. Sorry.’

			It wasn’t really a joke. She just didn’t want them to come in.

			

			Some of the guards who came to check on her would clearly rather she wasn’t still alive. One less psychopath to look after – she could understand that.

			She was only in the special unit for five months in the end, but it felt interminable. She spent the hours lying on her hard, plastic mattress, looking around at the small room she was in and wondering how on earth anyone could manage to commit suicide when there was nothing in there that could be used even to inflict a light injury. And she had experience being creative in these situations.

			In the end, the only possibility she came up with was bashing her head against the painted breeze-­block wall, but it would be hard to do enough of that before a guard would inevitably hear and intervene.

			She didn’t try it.

			‘What do I need to do to convince you that I’m not going to kill myself?’ she asked one of the more amenable guards, Sarah, who often brought her dinner (that day: an anaemic-­looking chunk of shepherd’s pie) and a breakfast pack for the morning.

			‘Not ask questions like that,’ Sarah replied. She was a large, no-­nonsense Scottish woman, and, although they were nothing alike, something about her demeanour reminded Connie of Rosemary.

			She missed Rosemary. So much it hurt.

			She still had Boris. But he wasn’t talking to her.

			He had to come with her, of course, because he had no choice in the matter, but he refused to speak. To acknowledge her. Ever since the fire, even Boris had abandoned her.

			

			She understood why, but it hurt.

			It should be you who’s dead.

			That was the last thing he ever said to her. She couldn’t argue with it. All the good things she’d done had been wiped clean by her one mistake.

			‘Surely my time on the special unit must be coming to an end soon?’ Connie asked Sarah. ‘Who gets to decide, anyway?’

			It wasn’t that she was in any particular hurry to leave this wing. It was just that being incessantly watched created the most intense sense of claustrophobia she had ever experienced.

			‘You know who. A whole committee of people who think they know better than us,’ Sarah replied.

			Sarah had a chip on her shoulder about the prison management. Connie wondered if she was the sort of guard that could be corrupted. She wondered how people even started those conversations. It wasn’t as though someone like her had much to offer in return.

			‘Not long now,’ Sarah said, her voice a little softer. ‘They’ve got some headcases being transferred in, so I expect they’ll be needing this cell soon anyway. You just keep up your good behaviour, and you’ll be out of seg soon enough.’

			Connie did as she was told.

			Throughout her life, she’s almost always done as she’s been told.

			Apart from the obvious times, of course.

			 

			She was moved on to the main wing five months after she arrived. A board of prison officials informed her that they had made the apparently arbitrary decision that she was no longer likely to top herself, and that was that.

			

			There seemed to be no logic to the timing of this decision and Connie was fairly sure the truth behind it was exactly as Sarah had said: they just needed her cell.

			From that day, she was finally part of the main prison population. Wing 4, for protected ‘special’ prisoners (read: most hated). Room 14.

			It’s a cell, but they don’t call them that in the women’s prison. As cells go, it’s not a bad one. She has her own en suite, she has a television and even a kettle. She has books. Newspapers and magazines.

			Notepaper.

			But twenty-­two hours with only these meagre substitutes for human company would send even the most rational person insane, eventually.

			And so, when Olivia’s letter arrived, it was something of a firework in her otherwise grey world.

			Connie ripped a sheet of paper from her notebook and pressed the pen to the paper.

		

	
		
			

			Olivia

			Dear Olivia,

			Of course I remember you.

			I was surprised to receive your letter, even though I have often thought of you over the years. Wondering what happened to you. I know you said you were leaving the police to look after your twins. But was that the whole story?

			I thought it was a shame. Of all the police I dealt with, you were the one I had the most respect for. I hadn’t realised there were quite so many stupid people working in the justice system before that point, but let’s just say, they have well and truly learnt me that lesson now.

			(I can’t be too rude or the powers-­that-­be won’t read me a bedtime story tonight.)

			I have a memory of the last time we met . . . But, in all ­honesty, I can’t be sure that it’s real. I was very upset that day. You ­probably remember.

			So, your proposal. It’s an interesting one. Sorry, but that’s all I can say for sure, now. That I’m interested.

			I’ve had other approaches from people wanting to write books over the last five years, of course. But I have turned them all down, as I’m sure you know.

			

			I have no desire to ‘tell my story’. You might have realised that from the fact I refused to give evidence at my trial. I have no interest in fame or notoriety.

			I could explain to you why I did what I did. But the reasoning would seem so simple that you wouldn’t be able to accept it. That’s what I’m afraid of, do you see? In my mind, it’s better to keep quiet than to share everything and not be understood.

			It’s incredibly odd to have strangers talk about you as though they know you. As though they have worked you out, when you know that they have it so very, very wrong. It feels like you are living in a movie. Or having an out-­of-­body experience.

			And sometimes, it makes you feel as though you are insane.

			I’m not, though. They have tried-­and-­tested me for that. Multiple times, in fact.

			I might not want to tell my story, but I do have some desires, which perhaps I can share with you over time. And so, I would like you to visit me. I’m not sure I can be of any help to you, but let’s see.

			It’s lonely here. Of course, that’s the whole point. It would be kinder to kill people like me, because living a life without any hope for change is the most effective form of torture. That’s just the truth of it, I’m afraid.

			I’m only allowed two one-­hour visits each month, but my ­calendar isn’t exactly full. I can add you to my visitor list, then you can arrange a visit on the government’s website, much like booking a hair appointment. But with more patting down, less friendly chit-­chat.

			

			It can take up to two weeks for the paperwork to go through, so I suggest waiting a fortnight from when you receive this letter and then booking a visit.

			I look forward to seeing you again, Olivia. It’ll be interesting to see how you have changed.

			Connie

			 

			Olivia reads the letter twice. The tone doesn’t marry with the memory of Connie that she has in her head. But then that’s not terribly surprising. The last time Olivia saw Connie, Connie was just sixteen years old.

			An overgrown child, in a stained grey school jumper, cuffs stretched over her hands. Purple shadows beneath her eyes.

			Now, she’s in her thirties.

			Olivia can’t remember her exact birthday. But it’s sometime in the early summer, around the time her mother died. She remembers the paperwork, the worry at what would happen to this child who was suspended on the boundary of adulthood and suddenly left without parents, and then the relief when a simple solution emerged: Rosemary, a neighbour who lived upstairs. Offering to become Connie’s official guardian.

			Her case was expedited, and within a short amount of time it was sorted. Connie had a place to live, someone to care for her, and Olivia, sleep-­deprived to the point of hallucination from her six-­month-­old twins, was finally able to collapse.

			It was a collapse she has never come back up from. The end of her career. And the start of another one: as a full-­time mother.

			She bites her lip and folds the letter carefully back into the envelope. She will do as Connie has instructed: wait a fortnight, then request a visit on the government website.

			

			HMP Goldbridge: the south-­east’s biggest female prison.

			Olivia knows that the percentage of female serial killers in the UK is so low it’s almost statistically insignificant. Connie has killed at least seven people. She is an anomaly, and no one likes those.

			Olivia takes the letter up to the bedroom and places it in her tall chest of drawers alongside the photographs of Laura from when they were teenagers that she can’t bring herself to throw away.

			The slim upper drawer is designed so that, if you didn’t know it was there, you wouldn’t ever find it. The drawer that holds the secrets of her past.

			She sits on the bed for a while, gazing out of the window at the small cul-­de-­sac, thinking of her time in the police, and her closest colleague, Jason. He is still in the force. They qualified together, but, since she left, he’s risen through the ranks. The last time she looked up his Facebook page, she saw that he’d been promoted to detective inspector.

			She can’t deny that he deserved the promotion. He deserves all the success he’s had.

			He is a good detective.

			But a cruel voice still whispers in her ear: He wasn’t as good as you.

			He was involved in Connie’s initial arrest, five years ago. Which means he must know so much more about Connie than Olivia does now.

			What would he think, if she told him her plans?

			

			Now the first step has been taken, the first hurdle overcome, she feels a reassuring sense that the world is opening up to her, that it approves of her idea. Giving her a new sense of purpose.

			Friends had told her she’d feel like this, eventually. Once she’d got over the initial grief of having an empty house. Perhaps they were right.

			What she needs is a project, something to really sink her teeth into. And this is more than a project. This is a mission. This is catharsis.

		

	
		
			

			Connie

			Today, her door is unlocked twenty minutes late by an officer she has never seen before. Someone new.

			The prison has been short-­staffed ever since she arrived, but this man is older than her usual guards – perhaps in his forties – and he has the dark shadows under his eyes and unhealthy pallor of someone who has worked as a prison officer for a long, long time.

			She can tell when they’re new to the job. This guy is not new. This guy is a veteran.

			One of the things that most surprised her when she first came to prison was just how many male prison officers there were.

			For some reason, she had assumed that only female prison officers would be allowed to work in female prisons.

			But it turned out that not many women wanted to work in prisons and so the majority of the officers were men. Many of whom didn’t have the best of intentions towards the women they were supposed to be guarding.

			Guarding. Protecting. Supervising.

			All euphemisms. She preferred the more honest, more medieval terminology: incarcerating.

			

			Sadistic men taking care of vulnerable women. What could go wrong?

			This one has a wedding ring on, but she knows this doesn’t mean much. She also knows better than to engage with him, but that doesn’t stop him engaging with her.

			‘Connie Cross,’ he says, as he takes a step into her cell. ‘The Connie Cross.’

			She doesn’t respond. She looks over at Boris, who is staring at her smugly, clearly in one of his sarcastic moods. He might not want to talk to her, but she can tell what he’s thinking by the look in his eyes: This is going to be fun.

			The guard winces as she lifts her face towards his.

			‘They were right. Those scars are nasty in the flesh, aren’t they? Still, an honour to meet Goldbridge’s most special prisoner. I’m Gareth Simmons, your new S.O.’

			As she makes a move towards the now-­open door, he stands in the way, blocking her exit.

			‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ he says.

			Does he expect her to be surprised? She’s the most famous prisoner on the wing. The most famous in the entire prison, probably.

			She takes a deep breath. She won’t look him in the eyes. That’s what he wants. He wants to rile her. To get a reaction out of her.

			It’s a twisted sport to them, but you can’t play mental tennis with someone who refuses to pick up their racket. It’s been five years now, and she’s never played a single game. Not even once.

			‘OK, Miss Cross. Icebreaker for you!’ He grins, his mouth filled with freakishly white, oversized veneers. Alongside his patchy grey stubble, they make him look cartoonish and ridicu­lous. She wonders how much he paid for his mouth full of Tic-­Tacs. ‘I’m a man, just how you like them. So, tell me. I’m curious. If you had the opportunity, how would you finish me off? Knife? Gun? Poison?’

			

			She can smell the coffee on his breath. She doesn’t move. Doesn’t even twitch.

			He is meant to be taking her to the exercise yard so that she can pace up and down alone and breathe in some relatively fresh air. But it seems he doesn’t want to do that. Not yet, anyway. He wants to play with her instead.

			‘The guy on the building site – now, that was inspired. Did you know they were going to fill in that hole the next day, or was that just luck? They said it took you three months to plan that one. Is that right?’

			Connie blinks.

			‘I’ve got a black belt in karate,’ he says, leaning towards her until he’s so close she can count the engorged pores dotting his nose. ‘In case you feel like trying anything. Although, the guv tells me you’re an exemplary prisoner. Perfectly behaved. Nothing to worry about, apparently. And I guess . . . I guess I’m a little bit older than your last victim, aren’t I?’

			There it is: the money shot. He is clearly proud of himself for coming up with that line.

			She closes her eyes. She cannot afford to lose her temper.

			It takes a sick kind of person to end up in a prison. But an even sicker person to choose to work in one, she thinks.

			She stands immobile. Biding her time (which, as a prisoner, is all she ever does anyway) in front of this tower of a man. A man who’s all bulk on the outside and collapsed ego on the inside. She breathes deeply, reminding herself that he is nothing, less important than a fruit fly.

			

			Eventually, his shoulders sag and he huffs in irritation. She has won the first round, but he’s not so easily defeated.

			‘What’s this?’ he says, glancing behind her at her small desk in the corner. He walks towards it and picks up the library book she borrowed at the weekend.

			‘The Power of Regret: How Looking Backward Moves Us Forward,’ he reads. ‘Fucking hell. A little bit on the nose, don’t you think?’

			Is it her imagination, or does Boris give a slight nod?

			She has read every book on regret that she can get her hands on. None of them have offered her even an ounce of solace.

			‘I heard you didn’t even come down for your sentencing,’ he says. ‘Not exactly the behaviour of someone filled with regret. What you trying to do with this book, then? Impress the governor?’

			She widens her eyes. Regret, if he’s so keen to find it, is literally visible in the puckered, ill-­fitting grafts of skin on the right-­hand side of her face, but clearly he’s too stupid to see that.

			‘Fair enough. None of my business,’ he says, slamming the book back down on her table. ‘So, Connie Cross, it’s time for PE, right? That’s what I’ve been told to do. Bring Connie for her PE session.’

			She looks up, this time. It’s not called PE, of course, but treating prisoners as though they are just children in a school for miscreants is another well-­worn tactic.

			

			‘Do you like PE, Connie Cross?’ he asks.

			He takes a step to her side, then walks around her in a circle, appraising her the whole time.

			‘You look as though you’re in good shape,’ he comments. ‘Other than, you know. The obvious.’ He pulls a horrified expression as he glances at her scars again.

			She looks over his shoulder and out at the corridor beyond.

			A group of girls – although they are all technically women, in prison parlance the inmates refer to one another as girls – is standing looking over at her cell. Whispering to one another.

			She is not a paedophile.

			But some would argue that what she did was just as terrible. Either way, in the ranking of prisoners, she is a bottom feeder, the scum at the depths of the pond. Far better to be a drug dealer, or to have been convicted of fraud, or any other apparently ‘victimless’ crime.

			She has no idea what they are whispering about her. She glances over at her bed, wishing she could simply sit down and give up. She scratches at the skin on her bad hand and then she closes her eyes. The exhaustion is so intense that even her bones feel brittle.

			But then she remembers Olivia’s letter, and her heart lifts, just a little.

			Won’t it be interesting to see her again, after all this time?

		

	
		
			

			Olivia

			Olivia promised herself she wouldn’t go down this particular rabbit hole, but Connie’s letter has fired her up and she finds she can’t resist.

			And the truth is, she’s really impressed by some of the sleuthing on Reddit.

			Connie Cross has her own ‘subreddit’, of course – a sub forum dedicated solely to discussing her case. And the minute details that the anonymous posters have uncovered are pretty staggering – such as the name of Connie’s maternal grandmother and the fact that they have been estranged since she was a baby.

			Olivia’s heart beats a little faster, wondering exactly how much of Connie’s backstory these anonymous people have been able to figure out.

			She clicks on one thread – a user named KillMeQuick has posted a collage of photos made up of all of Connie’s victims. Olivia looks at each picture in turn. But she can’t bring herself to look at the final face for more than a second.

			Instead, her eyes drift down to the comments. KillMeQuick has added a post to accompany the image.

			

			Mad how none of these poor souls were connected in any way. Apart from the last two, of course. RIP.

			 

			Someone called RosesAreRed has replied to this.

			 

			Um, there’s one big connection, no? They’re all male!

			 

			Well, yeah. But don’t you think it’s weird how Cross killed them all differently? Like, most serial killers have an MO. All her killings were different. All random. Different times of day, different areas of London. I’ve been trying to find some kind of pattern or connection but there’s nothing.

			 

			Not true. She poisoned two of them. I can’t believe she got away with the second poisoning – that was down to piss-­poor policing, if you ask me.

			 

			Olivia rankles at that. It’s easy to say if you’re on the outside, but all the murders took place in different jurisdictions and things aren’t always as joined up as the police would like.

			 

			I reckon she got worried about it being too obvious, given her job. Hence the building site.

			 

			Death by concrete! What a way to go.

			 

			Do you think, when it came to the last one, she was actually losing her mind? It’s the only one that didn’t seem as carefully planned, somehow. Also: arson as a murder weapon? It’s not exactly failsafe.

			

			Perhaps she liked the variety. The fire was definitely planned! She’d done a recce beforehand to check out the CCTV situation.

			 

			Yeah, and I guess it worked pretty well in this case. Sorry – not funny, I know.

			 

			It’s pretty obvious she was a psychopath. But born or made? She didn’t exactly have the best start in life.

			 

			I know, horrific. Imagine if she’d been stopped earlier, though?

			 

			Olivia closes the Reddit page. She doesn’t want to read them ranting about how rubbish the police are. They try their best; she knows how bloody hard detectives work. And people aren’t always willing to help, even when it comes to investigations into the most horrendous crimes.

			She googles Connie’s name. The last news article about her is more than a year old. She scrolls further back, until she finds one from shortly after Connie’s arrest. Her eyes catch on the date it was published.

			A date that will forever be seared on her memory.

			The day they nearly lost Rory.

			She closes her eyes, takes a deep breath. She wonders if she will ever forgive herself for assuming that his tiredness, the fact that he couldn’t stop drinking, his rushing off to go to the toilet all the time . . . that it was all just part of becoming a teenager.

			It had been so easy to explain each symptom away: tiredness because he spent too long gaming; drinking because he always forgot to take his water bottle to school; not going to the toilet until the last minute because he was a teenage boy and, well, everything was left to the last minute.

			

			It was only when he came to her one evening, when she was sitting up in bed reading, and told her he didn’t feel right – that he felt spaced out and strange – that she actually took notice.

			By the time the woman on the end of the NHS helpline told her to take him immediately to A & E, Dan was already bundling him into the car.

			Then followed the scariest three weeks of her life, as they desperately tried to stabilise him.

			‘Diabetic ketoacidosis,’ the consultant had said, before admitting him to intensive care. ‘It can be fatal, you know. It’s a good thing you didn’t leave it any longer.’

			She has a vague memory of sitting in some kind of waiting room at the hospital, staring at the television suspended high up in the corner in utter disbelief, trying to understand how her thirteen-­year-­old son could have developed diabetes without her noticing. What kind of mother was she?

			As she berated herself, she wasn’t really watching the television, even though she was looking at it, so when the news reporter mentioned that a thirty-­year-­old woman had been arrested following a deadly house fire, it took her a few seconds to register.

			And then that familiar name flashed across the television screen.

			Connie Cross.

			The shock was overwhelming. And it was followed closely by another extreme wave of guilt.

			

			When she heard who the final victims were, her blood ran cold.

			But she was in no fit state to do anything about it, not when Rory was so desperately ill.

			And that was OK, wasn’t it? Her son had been close to death. She didn’t have the head space to get mixed up in a murder inquiry.

			But now . . . now is different. Now, she can make up for it somehow. She can get answers to all the questions Connie’s victims have been asking. She can make the inexplicable make sense.

			After all, she knows more about Connie’s childhood than anyone else.

		

	
		
			

			THEN

		

	
		
			

			Connie

			It was the first time in her life – all nine years of it – that she had ever hit someone, and now she finally understood why her father liked doing it so much.

			They were just past the bus stop when it happened. She had been walking home with Jodie and Rosemary, who both lived on the Carter Hill estate too.

			Rosemary lived in flat 17, which was directly above hers, and she often looked after her after school. Jodie was in her class, and they had been best friends since they were six, apart from that week last term when Jodie thought she’d rather be friends with Annabel because she liked horses, but then Jodie went riding with her and realised she was actually scared of them.

			The boy was standing in front of her, holding his bloodied nose in a shocked mix of disbelief and fury. He was panting. Connie liked that.

			She wasn’t panting. She felt calm, as though she was floating.

			‘You . . . bitch,’ he hissed, reaching for an insult. She must have knocked his teeth a little too, because it came out with a lisp. He sounded ridiculous, and she laughed at him.

			

			She could feel the hot glow of her own cheeks. For a second, she had forgotten completely what had happened, what had led her to do this. Then it came back to her in a rush.

			This boy, with his stupid, made-­up name – Calgon – had called Jodie fat.

			Soon, there was a bustle of people around them. She looked up at Rosemary, expecting to be told off.

			‘Jesus,’ Rosemary said, in her thick Irish accent. Connie loved the sound of her voice, the musicality of it. ‘What are we going to do with you?’

			She didn’t bother trying to defend herself. Too many witnesses. And anyway, she wasn’t ashamed.

			Rosemary took Connie by the arm and pulled her away from the boy. Then she crouched down so that their eyes were in line.

			‘Now, you do know you shouldn’t have done that, don’t you?’ Rosemary said. Under her breath, like it was their little secret, she added, ‘But I can see why you thought he deserved it. Well done for standing up to him, but less of the punching next time, OK?’

			It was the first time anyone outside of school had ever praised her for doing anything.

			Finally, she felt like she actually existed.

			 

			Later on, when Connie let herself into her flat, she thought about telling her mother what she had done. Wondered what her reaction might be. If she would react at all.

			Mum, today I punched a boy in the face and split his lip, and sent blood up his nose, but Rosemary said that he deserved it.

			

			She turned the sentence around in her mind. Without much effort, she could already hear her mother’s reply.

			Stop making things up, Connie. I’ve got a headache.

			It wasn’t worth telling her.

			And so, Connie took some bread from the bread bin and put it in the toaster, and stood waiting for it to crisp while warming her hands over the slot above.

			The timer was broken, so you had to know exactly when to press the cancel button and pop the toast up, otherwise the whole room would fill with black smoke and the mega-­sensitive fucking council smoke alarms would go off and everyone in the block would get evacuated and hate her even more than they already did.

			She timed it just right. Months of practice. She burnt her fingers yanking the slices out of the toaster, then peered in the fridge in search of something to spread on it.

			Of course, her mother hadn’t been shopping. Her mother never went shopping anymore. Not since she got pregnant.

			Her mother had been sick for months now.

			Before her mother got pregnant, things weren’t great. But afterwards, things got . . . weird.

			Unpredictable.

			It was chilly inside the flat, and Connie took her toast to her bedroom, tiptoeing past her parents’ door. It was slightly ajar, and she peered through the gap as usual, taking note of her mother’s familiar sideways shape, lumpy under the duvet.

			Connie knew she would never get pregnant. Why would anyone? Apparently, it meant being unable to move without vomiting, getting sweaty and overweight, and crying a lot.

			

			She missed her mother. The old version. Before all this happened, she used to squeeze Connie tightly after her bath and kiss her hair and sing ‘You Are My Sunshine’ to her, over and over, and call her the best thing she had ever done.

			Not since she got pregnant. Now, if Connie tried to talk to her at all, she would just groan.

			She ate her toast in her bed, under her duvet. She was still wearing her school uniform. There was nothing clean to change into anyway.

			Once the toast was eaten, she took out her homework. Even though she was in Year 5, they didn’t get much. This was something that deeply frustrated her. It was nearly impossible to learn anything at school because she had three boys in her class with something called behavioural issues and they kept interrupting. And her teacher, Miss Lyon, seemed too worn out all the time to set the class anything challenging anyway.

			It was almost a joke that Miss Lyon had that name; she couldn’t have been less like a lion if she’d tried. Connie was very tempted to ask if it was a wind-­up.

			‘Miss Mouse would suit her better,’ she’d hissed to Jodie on their first day in Year 5, who had sniggered, even though it wasn’t meant to be funny.

			Now, she stared down at her homework – a page of easy subtraction. She was one of the few kids in the class who actually bothered to do it. She had it finished in fifteen minutes.

			She once overheard her Year 4 teacher telling the deputy head that, although she wasn’t the smartest girl in the class, she certainly worked the hardest.

			Last week, she got a special certificate for effort. When she brought it home, her dad said that those certificates were what they gave to the thick kids to make them feel better.

			

			Rosemary didn’t think she was thick.

			Well done for standing up to him.

			She reached down under her bed for the notebook she’d nicked from the stationery cupboard when Miss Lyon wasn’t looking, and wrote down, word for word, what had happened earlier with the Calgon incident.

			When it came to the moment she actually decked him, her brain stretched itself hard to describe how she felt, but suddenly all the words in her head seemed to go missing. And, as she read over what she’d written, she felt flat. Hollow.

			She hadn’t captured it at all.

			She frowned, staring at the page, feeling a welling of anger. She wished she could have taken a photograph of that moment. Of his stupid, messed-­up face, covered in blood. 

			She shut the notebook, popped it back under her bed and made her way into the bathroom.

			After she brushed her teeth, she smiled at her reflection in the mirror. She looked different somehow, and that’s when she knew that she had changed.

			She had changed for the better.

		

	
		
			

			Connie

			There was no one in the flat when she came home from school the next day.

			It wasn’t too unusual that her father was out. He was hardly ever there in the daytime, and when he was there, she hated it.

			His presence was like a toxic gas, poisoning the atmosphere. Sometimes he made her literally scared to breathe.

			She checked over the flat carefully. Methodically. Pretending she was a detective. Blissfully imagining, at one point, that she was playing a game of hide and seek with her mother. That her mother had gone back to how she once was – cheerful and funny and constantly squishing Connie too hard.

			Sometimes, those days felt so far away she couldn’t really be sure that they ever happened at all.

			But, after ten minutes of searching, there was no sign of her. No sweaty body groaning under the duvet. The big green bowl that had sat beside her mum’s bed for the past six months had also vanished.

			‘Have they been kidnapped?’ she wondered, aloud.

			Then, a thought occurred to her.

			Have they just left me?

			

			Where would they go?

			She wasn’t a scaredy-­cat, but she felt fear prickle up and down her back. Her father leaving wouldn’t be a bad thing. In fact, it was something she wished for every day. But her mother? What would happen to her without her mother?

			She knew what would happen to her. After all, it had happened to plenty of kids across the estate.

			Care.

			Her eyes began to burn. But then the doorbell rang.

			She wasn’t allowed to answer it, but this was different. This was an emergency. Even she knew that kids her age shouldn’t be left alone.

			It was Rosemary.

			‘Hello, Scrap,’ she said. Rosemary had always called her that. Connie liked it much better than her father’s nickname for her. ‘I’ve come to take you back to mine for tea.’

			This wasn’t unusual either, but Rosemary would never normally come for her. Connie always went over there by herself, when her mother told her to.

			‘What’s happened to my mum?’

			‘She’s having the baby,’ Rosemary said. Connie watched as a grin spread across Rosemary’s face. But her eyes weren’t smiling. ‘Isn’t that exciting?’

			A sharp pain stabbed Connie in the stomach.

			‘I guess,’ she said.

			‘Homework?’ Rosemary asked.

			‘Nothing,’ Connie replied. ‘Miss Lyon was off sick again. She’s got stress from teaching us reprobates.’

			Rosemary rolled her eyes. ‘Let’s watch Countdown, then. I’ve got some sardines in, for your tea.’ She paused, looking Connie up and down. And then she tutted. ‘Need to put some flesh on those bones of yours.’

			

			 

			Rosemary made up the spare bed for Connie, because apparently babies could take a long time to come out. Connie had never stayed over at her flat before.

			There was a large brown knitted teddy bear sitting in the centre of the bedspread, staring out at the room like it was waiting for something interesting to happen. It was wearing a horrible orange jumper. When Connie sat down beside it, the whole bed sagged.

			‘That’s Boris,’ Rosemary said, picking up the teddy. Connie watched as she stared at it, shaking her head. ‘Only thing I have left from my childhood. My mum knitted him, and his little jumper. Can you believe that? It’s ancient. Miracle the moths haven’t got to him, really.’ She brushed dust off its shoulders.

			Connie didn’t like to say that she could believe it – it was so ugly that no wonder the moths weren’t interested. Connie had never had a teddy bear. The only thing she’d ever cuddled was a small yellow blanket she’d had when she was a baby, but she was too old for that now.

			‘He’s seen some things in his time, has Boris.’ For a few seconds, Rosemary looked like she was daydreaming. ‘And look, here . . .’

			She picked Boris up and lifted his tatty orange jumper. Underneath was a small square of darker fabric, attached with two buttons. Rosemary undid them, revealing a hollow in the centre of the bear’s tummy.

			

			‘Inside,’ she said, ‘there’s a secret compartment, see? I used to hide all my most precious things in here. To stop my brothers and sisters getting to them.’

			Connie took the bear from Rosemary, poked her fingers inside the hole.

			‘Nothing there now, of course. I don’t have any secrets anymore.’ Rosemary paused, gave a gruff laugh. ‘Well, not the sort of secrets that would fit inside a teddy bear, anyway.’

			‘That’s pretty cool,’ Connie said, feeling bad for judging the bear so harshly. She could do with something like that. Somewhere to store her favourite things so that her father could never find them.

			Rosemary took Boris back from her, replacing the patch of fabric on his stomach and pulling his jumper back down to hide it again. Then she sat him on a chair opposite the bed.

			‘Right. I’ll leave you to it. Get yourself some sleep.’

			‘Will my mum be OK?’ Connie asked, as she climbed into the bed.

			Rosemary sat down next to her. ‘Of course she will,’ she replied. ‘She’ll be home with the little’un before you know it.’

			‘Where’s my dad?’

			‘He’s at the hospital with your mum.’ Rosemary paused. ‘Don’t worry, you’re staying with me until she comes home. It’s all been arranged.’

			Connie laid her head down on the pillow. It smelled musty, chemically. Not dirty exactly, but strange.

			She suddenly wished she had her yellow blanket, even though she wasn’t a baby anymore. It was embarrassing to admit, but, when she was little, she used to suck one corner before she fell asleep.

			

			‘Night, Scrap,’ Rosemary said. ‘I’ve got that breakfast cereal you like in, for the morning. The one with the monkey on the box.’

			Rosemary left the door to Connie’s room slightly open and, from her spot in the bed, Connie watched shadows moving past in the hallway.

			Later, she heard the sound of other women talking. She assumed they were women who lived on the estate too. Rosemary had lived there forever and had lots of friends.

			Connie listened to the cackling coming from the living room and her brain did that thing it always did: colouring in the picture to create her own story.

			This time, they were a coven of witches, plotting the downfall of one of the men from the fucking council. From what she could tell, the fucking council was the thing everyone in the estate hated the most.

			The smell of cigarette smoke wafted through the gap in the doorway.

			She tried her best, but her mind didn’t want to sleep. She couldn’t help thinking about her mother – where she was right now, and whether or not she was in pain.

			They’d talked about it at school. How you could die in childbirth. How, in the olden days, women often did.

			‘It was why so many women used to become nuns,’ one of the kids in Year 6 told her, after describing in excruciating detail exactly how babies were born. ‘Because it was safer. No men means no babies. No babies to rip you inside out or get stuck inside your bum and make you bleed to death.’

			

			Connie wasn’t entirely sure what a nun was. She resolved to look it up somehow. She already felt like a life without men might suit her.

			As she lay in the darkness of Rosemary’s spare bedroom, she found herself thinking more and more about what on earth had made her mother choose her father, when surely there must have been so many other men to pick from.

			Ian Cross.

			Labourer.

			Idiot.

			She could tell, even at nine years old, that her father was stupid. She had heard the jokes made by his friends from the stone yard. Thick as pig shit, they’d say, slapping him on the back.

			He didn’t seem to mind when they said things like that to him. He seemed to find it funny.

			But if her mum ever said anything . . . Connie squeezed her eyes shut. At least that had changed, since she got pregnant. He hadn’t hit her in months.

			He actually seemed excited about the baby.

			Last week, he’d come home after work with a whole bunch of Babygros he’d picked up in a charity shop. One of them had Daddy’s Little Princess written on it.

			He hadn’t paid any more attention to Connie, of course, but his moods were different somehow. She wondered why the idea of this new baby seemed to make him so happy, when the reality of Connie, his already-­existing child, made him angry.

			

			A memory surfaced.

			Going to the doctor with both her parents. She was very young, maybe four, but she could still remember it.

			The doctor had shaken his head and frowned at them all.

			Then he’d said there was something wrong with her eyes. When they got home, Connie had overheard her father calling her a little freak.

			She never asked them what it was that was wrong with her eyes. Given that she couldn’t actually see her own eyes unless she was looking in a mirror, it didn’t seem to matter. But then one day Jodie had brought it up.

			‘Stop it,’ she’d said. ‘Stop it, Conn!’

			‘What?’

			‘You’re doing that thing. With your eyes. They’re fluttering and rolling. Stop it! It’s creepy.’

			Connie had closed her eyes. Opened them again.

			‘Has it stopped?’

			‘Yeah,’ Jodie replied. She sounded annoyed with Connie, and Connie didn’t understand. She hadn’t done it on purpose. She didn’t even know what it was.

			But perhaps that was why her father had never liked her. Because she was broken. Faulty.

			She turned over in Rosemary’s bed. The smell of the cigarettes was making her feel sick. Someone put some music on and the cackling got louder. Were they drinking? She had never seen Rosemary drunk.

			Then she remembered. It was a Friday. Something called Bridge Club. Rosemary was passionate about bridge. She had explained that it was a card game, and tried to teach Connie, but Connie had found it too confusing and, more than that, pointless.

			

			After a while, the sound of the women’s laughter became less annoying and more comforting. The music playing was some kind of jazz, with trumpets and things. Connie had never heard music like that before. It was as though it didn’t have a tune, as though the notes were completely aimless, but somehow it sounded just right.

			The people in the other room were happy.

			She pushed off the sheet and blanket. Sitting over on the chair in the corner, Boris the bear was watching her with his brown button eyes.

			You shouldn’t, he hissed. It’s none of your business.

			But she knew how to be as quiet as a mouse. She had done it so many times before, tiptoeing across floors to spy on grown-­ups.

			It didn’t seem fair, when children had to live in the world with adults – when children were completely at the mercy of the adults in their lives – that they were excluded from things. Shut out from important conversations. Never asked for their opinions.

			Not told what was wrong with their eyes.

			Connie wanted more. She wanted to know more. She wanted to understand more. She needed to.

			She peered around the door. From here, she could just make out the view into the living room.

			The women were sitting around the table in a circle, each clutching their hand of cards.

			She counted. Four of them in total. She recognised all of them. All of them except for one.

			

			A younger woman. Blonde, with bright red lips. She looked beautiful. Like something from a film.

			Connie had never seen her before. Who was she?

			Connie’s knees began to ache, so she sat cross-­legged on the floor beside the door, watching the women playing cards. It seemed to go on for hours, but she was transfixed.

			Eventually, the women shuffled their cards for the final time, then stood up, one by one, and kissed Rosemary on the cheek before they left.

			The blonde woman was the last to go.

			‘Here,’ she said, handing Rosemary something. ‘I almost forgot. Thanks for last week.’

			It was an envelope. Stuffed thick.

			Rosemary took it from her, looked at it, then placed it carefully on the sideboard.

			‘I didn’t like to ask.’

			‘There’ll be another job for you soon,’ the blonde woman said. ‘I think.’

			Rosemary nodded. ‘Always happy to help,’ she replied. ‘I’ll be seeing you, Shauna.’ And, with that, she ushered the woman towards the front door.

			Terrified she might be spotted, Connie scrambled back to her bed.

			As she drifted off to sleep, her final glance was at Boris the bear.

			You better keep your beak out of it, he growled, looking weary. That woman is trouble.
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