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    Dedicated to


  




  

    Stacey Westbury




    Twenty-three years old.


  




  Raped and murdered by Christopher Braithwaite in front of her ten-month-old son at her London home, 15 August 2007.




  Arrested for raping a twenty-two-year-old woman eight days before, the Crown Prosecution Service ordered his release because there was ‘insufficient evidence to hold him’.

  ‘We considered all the grounds for keeping him in police custody and advised that, on the information available, he be given police bail pending further evidence,’ said a spokesman.

  ‘There were no substantial grounds for fearing the supsect would either commit further offences or interfere with the witness.’




  No internal inquiry was deemed needed as ‘procedures had been followed’.




  Braithwaite was charged with the rape, but it, and nine other charges including rape, false imprisonment and ‘manual strangulation’, were allowed to lie on file. The trial judge

  said ‘it would not be in the public interest to prosecute him for those charges’.




  The story made seventeen seconds on the local news, twelve on ITN news and fourteen seconds on BBC news.




  Nothing on Channel Four.




  Following a tragedy, you’ll invariably see a distraught relative on the news outside the law courts or a hospital, choking back tears saying, ‘Words cannot

  describe how I feel.’




  At this point I always find myself yelping at the screen, ‘Oh yes they can – that’s exactly what words can do.’ What I think people mean is, there are no easy

  similes to describe how they feel. Having your child murdered or seeing a mate blown up by a roadside bomb isn’t ‘like’ anything else. Neither is waking up to find a serial rapist

  in your bedroom.




  But I’m giving words a go.










  

     

  




  Chapter One




  

    Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge.




    

      PAUL GAUGUIN


    


  




  THE FIRST THING that struck me was what a little man he was. Not just short, but petty and nondescript. When he sat he slumped forward, which made him

  look even smaller. His institutional grey sweatshirt matched his hair and sallow complexion, and I agreed with myself that of the two of us, I had aged better. I was aware of voices gabbling as

  proceedings began, but kept my eyes on him, with the kind of open glare that in a pub or schoolyard would precipitate a fight. And I felt a strong urge to fight him. More specifically I felt a

  strong urge to punch him in the face bone-creakingly hard. It was the atavistic call of unfinished business. Eventually he looked up and caught my eye, more by accident than purpose. I dead-eyed

  him (you looking at me?) and his eyes flicked nervously down and away. Ha, I thought, not so tough now, are we? I childishly reckoned I could take him, and more adultly, that if I had a tyre iron,

  there’d be blood on the floor.




  We’d met once before.




  It was January 1993. I was twenty-eight years old and had written the book for a musical. After years in the TV sketch-show salt mines, this was my First Big Thing and I’d given it my all.

  Unfortunately, after a six-month sellout run in Birmingham, the show arrived in the West End just in time for the last great IRA bombing campaign on the mainland. It wasn’t just the bombs, it

  was the warnings coming in at two or three a week. The West End ground to a halt, and everything closed that Christmas, a dozen or more shows in all.




  The last Friday, cast, crew, chorus and orchestra all met at a restaurant in the Strand, and although it didn’t start out as the happiest of evenings, in my experience if you put enough

  gay men and enough alcohol together a party will happen.




  The gathering broke up in dribs and drabs around half-past three, with people crying and saying their goodnights, knowing that after Saturday’s final performances our extended family would

  scatter, clearing their dressing rooms, packing up their good-luck cards, promising to keep in touch, but never really doing so.




  I left the restaurant with Phil, the show’s ‘swing’ tap-dancer. A stocky young man from a mining village in the North (Billy Eliot before there ever was one), we’d bonded

  during rehearsals, when I was complaining about a writer’s lot. ‘You try telling your dad you want to be a chorus boy,’ he said and I knew we’d get on. I shivered in the

  evening chill, and he draped his coat over me, darting across the road to hail a cab from the other side. He saw me into it and we sadly said goodbye. As the cab drove home I realized that after

  three years’ grindingly hard work, it really was all over bar the shouting.




  It was bumping 4.00 a.m. when I got home. As I paid the cab driver, a tall cheerful black boy – an obvious party straggler – strolled up. ‘Got a spare ciggie?’ he asked.

  Having just waved goodbye to my First Big Thing, I was in a grimly giving mood – why the hell not. So I pulled out my Silk Cut. ‘Excellent,’ he grinned, ‘my brand!’ I

  gave him two. He asked me for a light, tucked the other behind his ear, thanked me and loped contentedly off towards Canonbury.




  I trumped downstairs to my flat, checked my messages (none), wandered into the kitchen to make a cup of tea and then, overcome by exhaustion, tore off my clothes, letting them fall to the floor,

  pulled on a T-shirt and slid into bed and a deep sleep.




  My police statement takes it from there:




  

    

      I was then awoken with a start. I realised that the duvet had been pulled off and there was a man on top of me. I was flat on my back and he was flat on me. His chest was

      on my chest, and his face was inches from mine. I was pinned down and my arms were by my side.


    


  




  I didn’t believe it and shut my eyes. Despite feeling his breath on my face, it took several desperate ‘peekings’ before I realized, This is happening . . .




  

    

      The man was rocking backwards and forwards as if he was simulating sex, and was trying to force my legs open with his legs. I was for about 15 seconds paralysed with

      fear.


    


  




  My eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dull light seeping through my blinds. All I could make out was a shape, dark, shifting and violent. He jabbed his tongue in my mouth, and I could taste the

  cigarettes. He grabbed my left breast through my T-shirt and began violently twisting it. ‘No,’ I whispered and I think, ‘please.’ My voice didn’t work. ‘Shut

  up, you fucking bitch, or I’ll kill you,’ he said, his voice working fine. The swearing and threats continued as he began punching me in the face, his erection grinding into me, his

  excitement building.




  Then he stopped punching me and, holding me down with his left hand still squeezing my breast, he tried to insert the fingers of his right hand into me, but I kept my legs shut. There was no way

  he could force them, so he leaned back, grabbed my pubic hair. ‘You cunt.’




  

    

      I was absolutely petrified, but I realised my arms were half free, so I realised it could be my chance to get away. His trousers were pulled down and he was trying to

      direct his penis into my vagina.


    


  




  His tracksuit bottoms were around his knees (he wasn’t wearing underwear), and lying on top of me, he kept trying to force his dick in. I kept my legs tightly shut, and felt his erection

  against my thighs, jabbing against my pubis bone. Then he let go of my breast, shifted his weight to his left and used his right hand to ‘guide’ himself in.




  

    

      I realised my left arm was half free, so I tried to grab his penis.


    


  




  I missed, brushing it enough to feel its sponginess, but unable to grab it. Incensed, he reared up. He forced me back onto the bed, one hand squeezed around my throat, the other punching my

  face, spitting out threats with each blow.




  

    

      He hit me at least ten times. He just kept punching me.


    


  




  It wasn’t until this moment that I consciously registered, ‘He’s strangling me with one hand, and hitting me with the other – he isn’t armed.’ I started

  wriggling wildly, trying to breathe and managing to deflect at least half the blows from my face to the side of my head.




  

    

      The struggle became quite violent.


    


  




  Pushing his chest with my right hand, I punched his face wildly with my left. He pressed harder against my throat and I thought I was going to die. No, not die, be killed. Thinking you’re

  about to be murdered is beyond frightening. A rollercoaster or a near-miss in a car might set the pulses racing, but it isn’t even on the same scale as being conscious that you soon may cease

  to exist.




  What happened next was downright hallucinatory. Time expanded sideways. Facts, figures, people, places appeared not in a sequence but as one great moment of ‘knowing’. I have a vivid

  memory of a photograph taken when I was a child. I can still see the garden, the boy playing a guitar, dappled sunlight falling on a fat man on a sun-lounger, and an apple tree in the background.

  It’s as real a memory as anything that happened that night.




  I’ve come to believe your life flashing in front of your eyes is the brain scrolling through everything that’s ever happened to you, looking for a way out. Like you’ve Googled

  the word ‘help’.




  I ‘woke’ with one simple thought – let him get on with it and live (advice that was bandied around at that time). So I stopped struggling and lay completely still. It seemed to

  work. He stopped hitting me and let go of my throat. As I struggled for breath, he lifted up my shirt, and took his time to feel me, grabbing my right breast and twisting, and not swearing but

  moaning, ‘Oh, yeah.’ As he started to part my legs I had another simple thought. ‘I’m going to be raped.’ And then just as simply, ‘I don’t want to be

  raped.’ So when he turned his attention back to my face, stroking my hair and putting his tongue in my mouth . . .




  

    

      I bit it as hard as I could. The man screamed out and moved off me slightly . . .


    


  




  I saw an opening and lunged for his dick. This time I made it, and felt a surge of hope as I squeezed, yanked and dug my nails in and he went berserk. I can’t remember being hit –

  all I was thinking was, ‘I’m not letting go.’ At some point he tired of punching me or maybe the pain got too great. Anyway I saw another opening and using his dick for leverage,

  I hauled myself up into a sitting position.




  

    

      And then I managed to head butt him.


    


  




  As hard as I could.




  

    

      He went ‘Arrgh’ and leapt backwards, he had loosed (sic) his erection and jumped back and ran out of the room.


    


  




  It wasn’t a tidy head-butt – I just threw my head at his, but on contact I recoiled back onto the bed, partly concussed, and when I sat up, I was alone.




  Still wearing only a T-shirt, I ran out of the bedroom, through the living room to the front door, desperate to escape. I grabbed the door, but it was locked, which didn’t make sense. If

  someone’s in your flat they must’ve come in through the front door, right?




  I remembered I’d dropped my keys next to the kettle in the kitchen when I’d made the tea. A new sickening fear grabbed me – I was trapped, and still had no idea where he was. I

  darted back to the living room and grabbed an old swordstick I kept tucked behind the TV. It was a rickety old thing from the 1920s, picked up as a curio, but holding the two-foot steel blade, I

  immediately felt stronger. I knew if he came back in I would try and kill him. Still operating on simple thoughts, I stood square to the kitchen door. ‘If he comes in, go for the

  torso.’ One . . . two . . . Nothing.




  All I could hear was my own blood pumping and ragged breaths. I grabbed the phone and dialled 999, but there was no line. The wire had been cut. I looked down and there, laid out neatly on the

  floor, in descending order of size, were the knives from the knife block in the kitchen.




  Stock-still, I held my breath to listen properly, then hearing nothing ran into the kitchen for the keys. The window above the sink was open, the bits and pieces from the windowsill scattered.

  He’d left the same way he’d come in. I shut the window and grabbed my keys. I was shaking as I hauled on clothes then ran upstairs to my landlady, Peri. I pounded so hard on her door

  that I left marks in the wood.




  

    

      I was in a terrible state. I was hysterical and sobbing uncontrollably, I was physically shaking.


    


  




  She let me in, and phoned the police. It was all over in under fifteen minutes.




  Fifteen minutes later at about 6.00 a.m. the police car arrived and the machine took over. A male PC wiped blood off my face with a tissue and asked me to ‘take him

  through what’d happened’, while the other took my keys and went downstairs to check the premises.




  The PC who stayed with me became very excited when I mentioned the black lad and the cigarettes. ‘Describe him,’ he said. ‘But the man who attacked me was white,’ I said.

  ‘Yeah, but describe him anyway.’




  Peri gave me a drink and handfuls of arnica and Ibuprofen, as the policeman dropped the tissues in the kitchen bin and radioed his colleague. (Peri quickly retrieved the tissues, thinking they

  might contain evidence.) Another police car arrived and I was driven to the station. On the way a third policeman asked me what had happened.




  Dawn was breaking as we pulled into the police-station car park, and, entering through the back, we weaved our way through corridors to a neon-lit doctor’s office. The policemen waited

  outside and I joined a weary-looking male doctor, seemingly unaffected or even interested in my distressed condition. ‘We don’t have any orange sticks,’ he explained and used a

  blunt-edged piece of plastic to scrape under my nails. I felt at the time it wasn’t working but didn’t say, ‘Why don’t you do it properly?’ because complaining was

  beyond my reach. The docility of being a victim is subtle and conditional, you fall into it without really knowing why.




  After a tentative knock on the door two policewomen entered, concern etched on their faces, and for the first time since it had all began, someone in uniform asked me how I was.

  ‘OK,’ I said, ‘OK,’ which comparatively was true. Their presence in the room meant the examination could proceed.




  The doctor asked me to ‘pop’ my trousers down and lie on the bed, and for the second time in a hour, my body was exposed to a complete stranger. He checked for bruises on my thighs,

  quickly combed my pubic hair, then, after taking a blood sample for an AIDS test, quickly examined my face. ‘Oh,’ he said matter-of-factly, ‘your nose is broken.’ Without

  asking permission, he pinched the bridge between his first finger and thumb and clicked it back into place.




  Peri arrived in another police car, bringing with her some fresh clothes, and once the examination was over, I was led to the only changing room they had in the station – the women’s

  toilet.




  The policewomen asked me to put everything I was wearing into large brown-paper evidence bags and then left me to it, guarding the door. I was alone. Standing half-dressed in the cubicle I

  staggered as I tried to change. I was present, but I wasn’t – shock was settling in, vagueness descending and I began a bizarre monosyllabic commentary: ‘That’s the door

  – have to open the door . . . right . . . put the bag on the floor . . . right.’ This disorientating dreamlike state was my first taste of what I would later come to know as

  ‘dissociation’.




  Digging through the bag Peri had brought, I pulled out some grey jogging bottoms, a T-shirt and a cotton polo-neck jumper. But no pants or bra.




  ‘Can I keep the pants. Peri didn’t bring me any pants,’ I called through the door, adding hopefully, ‘I didn’t put them on till after.’




  Profuse apologies came from the other side. No, they needed the pants – forensic evidence might have got from him onto me, and from me onto the pants. Damn.




  I pulled on the jogging bottoms, conscious that under loose baggy clothing I was naked. And without a bra my breasts were free to swing and move, which wouldn’t bother me at home on my

  own, but I wouldn’t even answer the door like that, let alone be in the company of strangers.




  ‘Are you OK?’




  ‘Yeah, thanks.’




  took a deep breath and peered in the mirror under the neon light. Could be worse. Nose was a funny shape – flatter across the bridge. The right eye was puffing up – massive bruise on

  my chin. I washed the blood off my cheek. Frankly, I thought it would be worse. Pushing my hair back with my Alice band, I winced. Ah! My struggling had forced his blows onto the right side of my

  skull, where a Pyrenean line of bruises was forming under my hairline. I washed my face, then blew my nose, surprised by the blobs of partly coagulated blood that flew out, and my nose started

  bleeding again.




  ‘You need some help?’




  ‘No, I’m ready.’




  Toilet paper held to my nose, I braced myself for the next round. I exited the toilet, handed them the evidence bags and was pleased to be given a brown-plastic vending cup of sweet tea in

  return. They said someone, I don’t know, a superintendent or such, wanted to see me. I can’t remember what rank he was, but I got the impression I was meant to understand this showed

  they were taking this seriously.




  I was led into large room where six or seven police officers in full uniform were waiting. They settled down and to my unease, I realized I was expected to sit at the front.




  Peri was brought in looking distressed and we exchanged glances, and then a middle-aged man in a crumpled suit and unkempt hair (suggesting only an hour ago he’d been as fast asleep as me)

  came in and offered me his sympathies. Superintendent or whatever he was pulled up a chair next to me. ‘Oh God,’ I thought, ‘he’s going to ask me to take him through what

  happened. And I’ve got no pants on.’ And so, in a strange parody of a chat show, he asked me to take him through what had happened, every now and again interjecting questions.




  I told them the evening had started at a restaurant, where I’d been celebrating/commiserating the end of the musical with cast and crew.




  Had I been drinking?




  Surprised to be asked, I said, ‘Yes, I must have drunk a bottle and a half over the course of the evening’ (which is actually in my statement).




  Did I notice anyone watching me, when I left the restaurant, anyone lurking?




  ‘No, no,’ I said, ‘only the cast, the streets were empty.’ I continued, describing my waiting with Phil to get the cab, the ride home and the black boy asking me for

  cigarettes.




  The room sat to attention. This black man. Could I describe him?




  I said he was about twenty to twenty-five years, but the man who attacked me was white.




  ‘Yes, but describe him anyway.’




  I said, he was upbeat, he was grinning, partly at his own cheek, but also his stroke of luck at finding someone to cadge a fag off at that time of the morning. I said he reminded me of half the

  boys I went to school with. Nothing dodgy about him at all. In fact I liked him, that’s why I gave him two.




  ‘Yes, but what did he look like?’




  Oh, that kind of description. I said he was five foot nine inches tall, with short Afro hair, wearing a brown jacket – not bomber, more like a tux – and casual clothes.




  There was a lot of scribbling in the room, so I said again, ‘The man who attacked me was white.’




  ‘Yes, but this man might be a witness,’ said the suit.




  Did the man who attacked me have an accent? Tattoos? Any physical marks or distinguishing features?




  I told them he was in his twenties, and he was muscular, but wiry, about the same height and build as an ex-boyfriend – he wasn’t a six-footer, and he wasn’t heavy.




  ‘What about his hair?’




  That was either short or tied back – if it had been long I would’ve grabbed it.




  ‘Could you taste anything?’




  The wince-making questions. There’s a reason why prostitutes don’t kiss, it’s too intimate. I closed my eyes. I said I could taste tobacco and what I thought was alcohol. He

  had a rough face, quite angular with some stubble, thin lips and a small thin tongue.




  ‘What did he smell like?’




  Skanky – sweaty, like he needed a bath.




  ‘What was he wearing?’




  As I was bouncing back onto the mattress, he was pulling up his tracksuit bottoms. They were black, blue maybe – all I saw was white cock and thighs against dark material – no

  underwear (meaning he came prepared for rape, this was no burglary ‘gone wrong’ as the police put it). And cold metal on my stomach, probably a zip off a tracksuit top, pressing into

  me.




  There were moments of frantic scribbling when I said something relevant, but otherwise the atmosphere was as subdued as the neon light was harsh. As I went on to describe, not just the violence,

  but the order of the violence, I had a squawking sense that I was disappearing, and another me was taking my place. I wanted it to be over.




  When I reached the part where I head-butted him, I tried to explain that I wasn’t brave, I was desperate, but several officers muttered, ‘Good one,’ and the suit congratulated

  me.




  ‘It was when he started strangling me,’ I added, ‘that I realized it wasn’t a social call.’




  Only one policeman laughed, or rather sniggered at the back. I’m not sure why I said it – I think I needed to know I was still alive, that the me beneath the bruises and blood was

  still there. At least it deflected talk of ‘bravery’. I’d rather be thought peculiar than brave.




  Twenty minutes later, we were finished and the meeting broke up, the police dispersed and it was time to be driven home – they’d take my statement later. I didn’t want to go

  home. I liked being in a police station, I felt unequivocally safe. Despite having been attacked by a man, I liked the manliness of the police, uniformed up, bristling with badges and radios. They

  were on my side. Coupled with Peri’s hawkish motherly protection, I would’ve happily sat quietly in a corner for a couple of hours. But instead we were driven ‘home’

  to Peri’s during the morning rush hour, and I gazed bewilderedly at people waiting at bus stops, reading papers, life carrying on. Hadn’t the world just changed? Of course it

  hadn’t. Mine had, that was all.




  Inside the car, the policemen chatted amiably about what they could get him for. ‘Now let’s see,’ said one, ‘there’s B&E . . .’ (breaking and entering).

  ‘GBH?’ he said, looking to the second officer hopefully.




  ‘Maybe,’ said the other, ‘ABH, definitely.’




  ‘Right, so B&E, GB/ABH, sexual assault . . .’




  Nothing compartmentalizes suffering like the law.




  ‘Theft?’




  ‘Yeah, he’ll have nicked something . . .’




  The chitchat continued, along with reassurances that they’d catch him and that when they did, he’d be sorry. (‘We call it “resisting arrest”.’) I knew they

  were just trying to make me feel better, but, dizzy and tired, my attention came and went and I was grateful when we reached Peri’s.




  It had been agreed I’d stay in Peri’s spare room, but getting out of the car I headed down to my flat.




  ‘You can’t go down there, it’s a crime scene,’ said the first officer.




  ‘I want pants,’ I said flatly, and he looked more confused than embarrassed. Peri took charge, guiding me into her flat, collecting my keys and then she disappeared with the police,

  to reappear minutes later with some pants. They were cotton and flowery and mine, and I burst into tears.




  The police made arrangements with Peri to return the next day and left.




  Tired, hungover, battered and in shock, I was lucky to have Peri. I’d gone to school with her daughter, with whom I’d shared the flat that I was now renting alone. I knew her to be a

  feminist (of the seventies kind)1 and could take her outrage and empathy as read. A strange mix of steely and absent-minded, she was also intelligent, kind,

  and being both an American and a problem sleeper, had a robust selection of sleeping pills. Temazepam seemed the way to go, and she gave me a ‘jelly’ and a huge hug, and showed me to

  her spare room.




  I closed the curtain against the winter morning light and slowly undressed, pulled on my pants and crawled into bed. Following Peri’s advice I bit down on the capsule rather than

  swallowing it (speeding up the absorption rate). It tasted vile, but was swift.




  



  







     

  




  Chapter Two




  

    The thought of suicide is a great consolation – with the help of it one has got through many a bad night




    

      FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE


    


  




  I WOKE WITH A START. The room was strange, the smells unfamiliar – ‘Where am I? What’s going on? Ah, that’s right, I’m at

  Peri’s, I was attacked.’ I could hear noises downstairs, footsteps and conversations. It was just after noon, five hours since I’d passed out.




  ‘I don’t want to wake her,’ said Peri, while other voices apologized and demurred. When did she think I’d be up?




  I just lay there, comfortably warm, comfortably safe. I was aware that I didn’t think I was in too bad a shape. Rationally I was OK. I hadn’t been killed – that was a plus.

  Neither were any limbs broken. I hadn’t been stabbed. OK, so my eyesight was fuzzy, particularly my right eye, and my bloody skull hurt like billy-oh, but other than that, a narrow escape. At

  no point did I use the word ‘rape’.




  I suddenly burst into tears. What I thought and how I felt seemed to have nothing to do with one another, which was scary. I hate crying at the best of times, and tried to collect myself, but

  even deep breathing and concentrating on a spot on the ceiling didn’t help. I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed . . .




  Then, as suddenly as it started it stopped, my breathing evened out and I sat up. A shocking pain shot through my sinuses causing me to curse. I could tell from the shift in the murmurings

  downstairs that I’d been heard. Foot-steps then a gentle knock-knock.




  ‘You awake?’ Peri asked, not coming in. I asked her to come in.




  ‘It’s the police photographer – they need to record your injuries.’




  Oh, great. Just what I want, to be looked at. She told me they could always come back later, but I said no – I had a show to go to. Peri looked concerned.




  ‘Show?’




  I told her it was the last two performances, matinee and evening, and then the set gets struck and everyone goes home. Both shows had sold out, and I was going to be there. There were

  goodbyes to be said and applause to listen to. Theatre isn’t like TV, there are no repeats – when a show is done, it’s done. I was going to be there. He wasn’t taking that

  away from me. Peri had that look that mothers have when they’re trying to be supportive, but remain unconvinced. I said I’d be down.




  I washed and brushed my teeth, but figured smartening myself up would be defeating the purpose. The facial bruising was bad, but not too bad (I reckoned I could get through the show, passing it

  off as the result of a drunken accident). I remembered the arnica and Ibuprofen that Peri had given me, wondering whether it had worked, and if, in retrospect, taking it had been a good idea. It

  would look better if I looked worse.




  The police photographer was chatting with the two nice policewomen I’d met last night, and they stopped talking as I descended the stairs, not ready for my close-up.




  A cup of tea and some toast later, I balanced on Peri’s strange leather-back chair while the photographer dipped and swerved, snapping away, his conversation reduced to ‘chin

  up’ and ‘look left’, ‘eyes closed’, which was disconcerting. Obviously I didn’t expect him to say ‘cheese’ or ‘give me warm’, but usually

  we have some sort of social relationship with the person snapping us. It took me a few moments to understand that I was not being photographed, my injuries were – I wasn’t

  the subject, I was the canvas.




  But at least he was brief and as soon as he’d finished he was gone.




  The policewomen asked me how I was, and whether now would be a good time to start on my statement. I said no, tomorrow, I had a show to go to. When I explained, they were a great deal more

  enthusiastic than Peri (‘Don’t let him get you down!’) and we arranged for them to come back the following day.




  Now it was time to get ready. Which was tricky. What was I getting ready for? Being around people? What would I tell them? I’d already decided (without thinking about it) that this was not

  something cast and crew needed to know. But what about friends in the audience? And family. How was I going to tell them? In the days before email and text, there were few outlets available for

  dispersing information other than the phone (and only by speaking to someone in person, this wasn’t something that could be left on a machine), meeting up or sending a letter. Either way, I

  was coming up against the first excruciating hurdle for any victim in a rape story.




  You’ve been attacked, and now you have to take the responsibility to tell those who care about you, and then you have to deal with their distress at your distress. The

  temptation to pretend you’re OK, to make them feel less awful so you don’t have to deal with their reaction, is almost overwhelming.




  Yet, paradoxically, at the same time I was aware that I didn’t want to hide the offence. I wasn’t ashamed, didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty, and in the cold light of day

  didn’t see why people should have real life ameliorated for them. In the face of such internal confusion, it becomes easier to just not deal with it. It’s not quite denial, it’s

  more a delaying tactic.




  And so, having decided that this could wait, I grabbed my keys and headed downstairs to my flat – I needed my hair-dryer, make-up, clothes, and, of course, more pants.




  I don’t know why – habit I suppose – but I assumed my flat would be empty, and yelped on discovering it was now heaving with SOCOs (Scenes of Crime Officers).

  Unlike TV’s C.S.I.s, these SOCOs didn’t waft around in designer gear trading one-liners. They wore hair nets, white-paper bunny suits, big white-paper slippers, and sported the

  kind of cheerfulness you see in 1950s films.




  ‘Mornin’, love!’ said the chief SOCO, bouncing to the door to stop me coming in any further. ‘You can’t come in without these.’ He handed me some white-paper

  booties. ‘Sorry.’




  He mistook my expression. I said it wasn’t the boots, I didn’t expect to see so people in my flat.




  ‘Sorry, but the sooner the better.’




  Nobody asked my permission. I wouldn’t be comfortable letting a close friend plough through my personal possessions, and yet there they were, half a dozen alien-looking people, digging

  around willy-nilly. Only of course there was nothing willy-nilly about it. They knew what they were looking for, and as with the photographer and my face, I quickly adjusted. This wasn’t just

  my home, it was a crime scene. And these people were on my side.




  Slipping on the booties, the SOCO chief gave me a whirlwind tour. (‘Sorry about the mess – mind how you go – don’t touch anything.’)




  His team smiled and said hello, and assured me if there was anything to find, they’d find it. Following their trail of silver fingerprint dust you could almost trace a kinetic pattern of

  the previous night’s events. The door frames and door handles were being dusted, as was my briefcase, having been opened and its contents strewn on the floor and the case then tossed aside,

  and my phone and the severed cables. The knives were in sealed bags.




  Making our way into the kitchen the head SOCO asked me whether I smoked Benson and Hedges. I replied no, Silk Cut. ‘Ah-ha!’ he said, and led me outside into the garden.




  I finally understood what had happened.




  Years earlier, Steph and I had tried to turn the back garden into a space where we could sit and have drinks on a summer’s night. We put two chairs outside, but soon realized that sitting

  in the garden sipping white wine like a couple of sophisticates was never going to happen – it just wasn’t us, plus, we weren’t south-facing, and I don’t get on with midges,

  so, like the art student and writer we were, within weeks we gave up.




  But we only took in one chair – the other, broken and lacking a back, was simply abandoned, to be thrown out later.




  The attacker (I refuse to call him ‘my attacker’ – we did not have a personal relationship – people don’t say ‘my mugger’) had skipped over two walls to

  get from the street into my back garden, and then dragged the chair to the kitchen window. There, the head SOCO explained, he’d stood on it, and reached in through the slender window at the

  top (no more than sixteen inches by five), which allowed him to reach down and open one of the larger windows directly beneath it. Then he was in.




  I remembered in grotesque detail how just before I turned in, I had one of those quick ‘head’ conversations. ‘I’ve been smoking – should I open the top window?

  Yeah, the room needs airing,’ closely followed by the associated reassurance, ‘The window’s tiny, no one can get in through there.’




  I’d done it hundreds of times before, just as hundreds of times I’d concluded, ‘No, it’s too cold,’ and shut it. It could have gone either way, but in the end, I

  flipped the window open, set it on its catch and let him in.




  There was more. I’d been asked about B&H because they’d found a dozen or so fag butts scattered around the chair, which meant one thing. He’d waited for me to come home and

  go to bed – one cigarette at a time . . .




  I still find the idea of being stalked, him waiting for my return, watching me get ready for bed utterly horrendous. It was and still is the source of most of my nightmares – not the

  attack, but being watched as a prelude to being attacked. It’s left me with a long-lasting self-consciousness within my own home – like thinking Stalin is watching you. I’m still

  a curtain-closer. I don’t like people looking in – not ever. If I could live on the top of a mountain with no properties facing me I would.




  ‘Is that your chair?’




  I nodded, distressed.




  ‘It’s not your fault, love,’ he said.




  ‘They’re cunning, these bastards,’ said the SOCO, dusting the chair.




  I felt sick and stupid. If only I’d removed the chair, not opened that window. If only, if only . . . Queasy, I was led to the bedroom (not ‘my’ bedroom, ‘the’

  bedroom), where the door was being dusted and the latest infra-red technology was being used to pinpoint the blood on the wall. They’d ringed the blood on the duvet too.
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