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“There is an attraction to the repulsive.”


—David Wilson, A History of British Serial Killing




PROLOGUE


Laura Bunting. Her name was garden parties and Wimbledon and royal weddings. It was chintzy tea rooms, Blitz spirit, and bric-a-brac for sale in bright church halls. It was coconut shies and bake sales and guess-the-weight-of-the-fucking-cake.


Pale skin, blonde bob, hazel eyes. Curvy, around five foot four in flats. A scatter of chocolate moles on her chest, neck, and arms. A silver stud in her left nostril, a pinprick scar from a healed piercing on the right side of her lower lip. Her upper arms and calves were inked with faded, clichéd tattoos: an anchor, a mermaid, a rose in bloom; a pair of swallows in flight, one on each shoulder, swooping towards her heart; a posy of lavender on her inner wrist.


Laura, with her vintage tea dresses, her berets, her crimson lipstick. Hand-rolled cigarettes, rose oil perfume that lingered.


Laura, with her poetry.


Laura, with her tragedy.


Oh, how the rest of the team just loved their precious Laura. There was nothing she wouldn’t do, no section she couldn’t wrangle. Business? A pleasure. History? Easy. Even the dullest jobs were transformed into breezy tasks when Laura did them: she cleared trollies, she priced up boxes of pocket-money toys, she shelved the most obscure books.


She turned the Sunday morning vacuuming into a quick, light-footed waltz around the shop floor, flipping off the hoover to chat and laugh with booksellers as she passed. It seemed like she had something to say to everyone, some little in-joke or snippet of news that made her think of them. She slotted in so neatly, like she’d been away for a long time and the shop was pleased to have her back.


We had a connection, although she was too arrogant to lean into it. With me, she was just curt nods and clipped words and pursed lips, a frank look of dislike plastered over her face. She shrugged off my attempts to bond, took no interest in our shared history. In fact, she spent most of our shifts together looking straight through me, walking past the till without so much as a glance in my direction.


By Christmas, Laura Bunting was gone. And it was my fault.




SEPTEMBER 2019




ROACH


The neon lights that topped the dome of Brixton Academy glowed like the projectile vomit from The Exorcist. It was a little after six and the normies were already queueing, a thick vein that snaked around the corner and into the growing darkness, past overflowing industrial bins, stacks of crushed cardboard boxes, and slicks of piss that trickled into the gutter.


Clots of women chatted as they checked their lipstick in hand-mirrors and snapped cheerful, blank-eyed selfies. They were the kind of girls who felt a shiver of excitement as summer gave way to autumn, when Starbucks launched their seasonal menu, and it was time to wear scarves, tights, and leather boots. Pumpkin Spice Girls loved true crime podcasts these days. True crime was mainstream, and PSGs loved to clap their hands over anything that was quirky-but-mainstream. Drag queens, Halloween, astrology. That kind of shit.


The Murder Girls drew a different energy to the metal bands I usually went to see at Brixton Academy, where the crowd was rougher, tougher. I felt more at home surrounded by battered biker jackets and combat boots than I did with Zara dresses and publishing tote bags.


I joined the back of the queue behind two student types, plain girls with long limp hair dressed in ironic charity shop chic. One wore an oversized tartan shirt and ugly ’80s glasses that reminded me of Jeffrey Dahmer, while the other wore a black T-shirt that said I wonder if serial killers think about me as much as I think about them? in girly pink calligraphy.


“If they do Ted Bundy,” Dahmer Glasses said to the other, “I’ll fucking die.”


“They did Ted Bundy,” her friend replied. “Like, two years ago.”


“Yeah, but so much has happened since then.”


So much had happened since when? I bristled. Ted Bundy was dead, executed by electric chair by the state of Florida in 1989. These fake fans had no idea what they were talking about. I made a derisive scoffing noise and, startled by the interruption, they turned to look at me. They shared matching looks of distaste as they took in my purple hair, my clothes, my whole dark vibe.


“What?” Dahmer Glasses snapped.


“Ted Bundy died,” I explained slowly, like she was very stupid, “like, thirty years ago.”


They exchanged uneasy glances, and then Dahmer Glasses said: “So?”


“So, realistically, how much more could have happened to a dead man?” I was being sarcastic, but then something occurred to me. What if there had been a development—a fresh angle, or some new information, and I’d missed it? With a flutter of excitement, I took a step towards her. “Wait, has something happened? Have they connected him to a cold case?”


“I was talking about the film,” she said, taking a step back. Her friend brightened as I deflated.


“Ah, Zac Efron!”


“Exactly!”


With that established, they turned their backs on me and continued their conversation about Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil and Vile at a much lower volume. I wished I had a friend with me, a partner in crime to make the whole thing more bearable. I’d mutter something like, “Hope they cover Zac Efron!” in a silly girly voice and we’d stifle our mean laughter.


Instead, I plugged in my headphones to listen to yesterday’s episode again. I usually listened to every episode twice because I always missed stuff the first time around. The Murder Girls never scripted their shows, so there was always an edge of spontaneity, and each live show was unique. They only ever posted one live episode per tour, so if you weren’t at every show, you’d never know what you’d missed from the others. The only way to catch everything—every joke and every anecdote, every story and every detail of every murder—was to go to as many shows as possible. I’d always wanted to follow them on tour, maybe catch them in Birmingham or Manchester as well as London, but the tickets cost a bomb and I never had the cash to book more than one at a time.


The queue shifted forward as fans started to trickle into the venue. When I reached the front, I held out my phone to the bouncer, at least six foot two with a shaved head, who scanned my e-ticket. A wiry woman with a lined face and a dyed red ponytail patted me down. She peeked into my bag in case I was trying to sneak in a bottle of Prosecco, or whatever basic crap normies drink when they’re trying to have a good time.


Before I could think about trailing them, the Bundy simps vanished into the crowd. Although their vapid chat was enough to make my brain atrophy, I liked to follow people. The force consumed me, as Bundy himself said, and it gave me a sense of purpose to walk in someone else’s shadow. Sometimes, I’d follow customers around the shop, just to see how long I could track them. Sometimes, I’d follow strangers in the street, just to see what they were doing, where they were going. Where they lived.


I felt conspicuously alone as I made my way through the foyer. The air smelled like Lush, sweet and cloying, a mingling of perfumes and body sprays, hair products and creams. Bubbly women clustered together, with mini bottles of pink wine and plastic cups from the bar, calling to one another, throwing their arms around each other in performative displays of affection. I caught snippets of conversation as I squeezed between cliques. They name-dropped high-profile serial killers like friends, like influencers, like pop stars.


“Nilsen? I’m sick of him.”


“Everyone’s done Manson this year.”


“If they do Jack the Ripper, I swear to God I’ll kill myself.”


“We’re due a good Gein.”


Over at the merch stand, a huge display of T-shirts had attracted a hum of fans, buzzing like bluebottles over a shallow grave. I joined the scrum, used my elbows, trod on feet, twisted between friends, and forced my way to the front. I came away with two Murder Girls T-shirts, an enamel pin badge, a postcard set and a beanie hat—a good score. The merch always sold out before the end of the show. The total came to over seventy quid, but this was an early Christmas present to myself and, for once, I had the money ready to spend. I pressed through the crowd to the auditorium, showed my e-ticket to a young woman with an undercut on the door and was pointed to the right-hand side of the stalls. At the bar, I stopped for a couple cans of Dark Fruits and then found my seat, wedged between two women who both took one look and turned away to chat to their friends. Fuck those bitches. I settled in, snapped open my first can, and took a sweet sip of dark berry cider.


The Murder Girls came onstage a little before seven-thirty to rapturous applause. Claudia was beautiful in crushed black velvet, her long red curls shimmering copper under the spotlights. She waved both arms high above her head, and old-fashioned leg-of-mutton sleeves puffed from her shoulders like those of a Victorian widow. Sarah played the rebel in a white T-shirt with rolled-up sleeves that showed off her tattoos; she wore yellow tartan jeans and unlaced Doc Martens, black with yellow stitches. I made a mental note to look for a pair of boots just like that on eBay: black with yellow stitches, properly battered and worn in. The crowd wolf-whistled and whooped, and the noise ricocheted around the old theatre while the girls smiled and waved, blinking against the bright lights of the stage.


“Rock ‘n’ roll,” Sarah yelled in her deep Southern drawl, extending her index and little fingers into an ironic sign of the horns. “What’s up, London!”


The audience clapped, cheered, screamed. The Murder Girls soaked up their love, basked in it for a moment, and then settled themselves for the show, perched on high stools on either side of a table set with their notes, bottles of water, and beers.


Live shows always started the same: a breezy chat about their trip, anecdotes and in-jokes that reflected the sisterly nature of their bond. Just a little colour to summarise how the tour was going, as though their fans weren’t following their every move online.


“So, listen,” Sarah said, leaning forward and speaking into her microphone with a conspiratorial lilt. She paused for effect, and then asked: “Y’all ever heard of the Stow Strangler?”


The room erupted into a cascade of applause and a thrill of recognition shuddered through me, an electric current strong enough to reanimate the dead. I sat up straighter, leaned forward in my seat and fought against a desperate urge to raise my hand: me, yes, me, I have.


Sarah took the lead on this one. She got a few things wrong, but I forgave her because she was from New Orleans and didn’t understand that London had boroughs, not districts or wards, and that we called it the Tube, not the subway. There was also some confusion about Walthamstow Village, which they seemed to think was an actual village outside of London, instead of just a particularly picturesque, residential part of Walthamstow.


But she got the meat of the story right, and that’s what mattered. She told the whole thing methodically: it was June 2009, the weather dry and warm. By summer’s end, five women were dead, each attacked by a stranger, strangled to death with a ligature looped around their throats.


They glossed over each of the dead women’s lives, and I fidgeted in my seat, waiting for the good bit. Who they were and where they came from and how they ended up in Walthamstow Village late at night didn’t really matter, it all blurred into one—but I snapped to attention as the girls detailed each death meticulously: broken fingernails, bruises, signs of a struggle.


The first was found by an early morning dog walker in Saint Mary’s churchyard, laid out to rest as though she were sleeping on one of the old, cracked tombs. The second was found by late-night revellers on the patch of grass opposite the Ancient House, a timber-framed home built in the fifteenth century. The third was sprawled on the church path that snaked behind Vestry House, then another was found in the churchyard, this time propped against the church itself.


“Can we just pause to talk about how awesome these place names are?” Claudia said, glowing with the absurdity of it all.


“Right? Like, Vinegar Alley?” said Sarah. “What is this, plague times?”


It was all coming back to me—the quiet streets, the crack of high heels on stone, the air thick with the threat of summer rain as night crawled over the horizon. We grew up quickly that summer. At fourteen, I was learning how to move through the world as a woman, to study the shadows, to look over my shoulder, to scan the streets for strangers who might be lurking behind parked cars or hiding in bushes.


“Vulnerable women, right?” Sarah said with cold authority. “Women who’d been let down by society and let down by the state, and then they were let down by the cops who didn’t give enough of a shit about their deaths to investigate them properly. They were let down by every single institution that was meant to lift them up.”


“But everything changed,” Claudia said, her eyes shining, “when the Stow Strangler attacked Karina Cordovan.”


Karina Cordovan, the last Stow Strangler victim, was discovered slumped down Vinegar Alley, the ligature still wrapped around her throat. Karina Cordovan wasn’t homeless, or an alcoholic, or an addict, or a sex worker. She was a local businesswoman, a mother, an active member of the community, out for a late-night run. The death of Karina Cordovan marked the end of the killings and the start of the investigation.


“Suddenly, it’s like everyone realised maybe they should try to catch this fucker before he kills anyone else,” said Sarah.


She put forward a theory about where the investigation went wrong—the stop and start of it, the lack of interest, the bumbling police and the scandal with the fumbled CCTV, the confusion about whether it was the same man behind all five murders. Claudia took the role of devil’s advocate, picking holes in Sarah’s argument. It was a lighthearted debate, explored from every angle, even though the conclusion was foregone—we knew it was Lee Frost, we knew he was a police officer, we knew that he got life in prison for the murder of Karina Cordovan and three of the four other victims, that he was rotting behind bars in HMP Frankland. At this, some girls clapped and cheered as though they were hearing the story for the first time—a frank display of ignorance that embarrassed me. Any true crime fan worth their salt knew this story.


“For me, it comes down to this,” Sarah said in her conclusion voice—slow, deliberate, commanding. Had it already been an hour? She placed her empty beer bottle on the table and stood up to address her audience. “In 2009, a woman lost her life, and the cops didn’t do shit to find the man who did it ’cause they didn’t think she mattered. And by not catching that fuckin’ asshole sooner, another woman lost her life, and then a third, and then a fourth, and then finally a fifth. Four more women lost their lives, four more families were torn apart.”


A few boos and jeers bloomed from the braying crowd.


“That fuckin’ asshole has kids,” she said, her kohl-lined eyes glittering with a minor threat of tears that would never break because although she was passionate, her conviction was stronger than her sadness. “He still gets to see them grow up, he gets to have Christmases and birthdays, and, one day? He may even be free to kill again.”


A tingle of pleasure shivered through my body. I leaned forward in my seat, ready to mouth along to the final words of every show.


“But listen, you piece of shit, you fuckin’ asshole,” she said, now repeating a variation of the mantra that concluded each episode. “So long as we live and breathe, we will never stop talking about what you did. You will never be free and we will never forget, and—” Sarah raised a hand in the air, fingers curled into the sign of the horns once more, and we all took a deep, collective breath to shout the last five words in unison: “we’ll—see—you—in—hell!”


Applause thundered through the theatre, a storm of it, a pounding of hands, a stampede of feet. Women whooped, women jeered, women screamed, and I was there with them, whooping and jeering and screaming too, part of the crowd, united by the moment.


“We are the Murder Girls!” Claudia shouted into the mic, her voice knelling like a bell through the din. “And you’ve been gorgeous! Love you, London, thank you and goodnight!”


The applause swelled to a crescendo, and when a thatch of girls near the front jumped to their feet, I joined them in a standing ovation, smacking my hands together until my palms were hot and stinging, stamping my feet until it felt as though the entire auditorium would collapse under the weight of our love, our passion, our thirst for justice.




LAURA


I make myself a wholesome breakfast to undo some of last night’s damage. Freshly squeezed orange juice, black coffee. A soft-poached egg, with half an avocado spread on sourdough, topped with plenty of cracked black pepper. A zingy squeeze of lime over the avo, and a splash of hot sauce on the egg, because I crave the sting of it, the burn.


In the shower, I turn the temperature up until the water is as hot as I can bear. A violet shampoo keeps the brassiness of my hair at bay, and a thick conditioner that smells like a vanilla milkshake keeps it soft. I exfoliate with a tropical body wash on a bath mitt, and when I step out of the spray, the steam that rises from my skin smells sweet as a smoothie, just the way I like it. It’s cold, but it’s too early to switch the heating on. Last year, I made it all the way to Christmas.


I dry off and smooth an almond-scented moisturiser over my arms and legs. Picturing my day unspooling, I flip through my rail of dresses and skirts, choosing an outfit with care. I need to be comfortable and flexible, but stylish too. A black and white striped Bardot top that shows off my collarbones, a scarlet skirt, sheer black tights, forest-green flats, and a green beret that’s a perfect match for my shoes. Nice and neat and well put together. I blow-dry my hair, apply light makeup and dab a little rose oil behind each ear so that everyone I greet today will be met with the warming, welcoming floral scent of love.


In an ink-stained tote bag, I pack everything I need for an easy, organised day: phone and charger, purse, door keys, lipstick, lip balm, hand cream, lighter, tobacco, and Rizla rolling papers. I’m currently working on a poem, so I bring everything I need for that too: the source material, my poetry notebook, Post-it notes, and a couple pencils. I pick a can of sugar-free, locally produced cherry seltzer, and a Tupperware of orzo salad for my lunch. Sharona may want to go out for lunch, but I can always leave the salad in the fridge for tomorrow.


Before I go, I press my fingertips into the soil of my monstera, checking for moisture. It feels a little too dry for my liking, so I fill a delicate glass mister with tap water and spritz the crumbly soil. While I’m here, I water the rest of the plants that line the windowsill too. Pretty, leafy things that filter the air and make my cramped galley kitchen look and feel like a bright little greenhouse.


I set off early, making the most of the morning sun while it’s still with us, before the wretched winter skies take over. Walking to work makes a nice change. I stroll through the park and listen to a retro playlist of American folk, and as Joni Mitchell sings about heading home, I think about the rhythm of my feet on the cracked path, and of Patti Smith walking through the streets of New York, and of Joan Didion in Sacramento, and how each footstep is another connection between me and my neighbourhood, the streets on which I learned to ride a bike, where I walked hand in hand with my mother, and that despite all the pain, and the loss, and the grief, I’m tethered to Walthamstow because she still exists in the fabric of it, a ghost imprinted on every familiar sight. She knew these streets, these trees, these bricks, these bollards. These paving stones remember the bounce of her running shoes. I still can’t quite bring myself to walk past her old shop, even though it’s changed hands at least three times in the last decade, so I take the long way round instead.


When I reach the mouth of Walthamstow Market, I stop to roll a cigarette, which I think is very French of me, and then take a meander past the fruit and veg stalls, the cries of the market sellers as they call, “Pound a bowl, pound a bowl!” punctuating every step. Women in salwar kameez, colourful dupattas draped over their heads and shoulders, browse stalls selling discount cookware, knockoff designer perfume, silver jewellery, and reams of fabric, ribbon, and lace. The morning smells like the rotisserie chickens that turn slowly on spits, their skins already a golden shade of brown.


Bookshops have always felt like home. There were two independent bookshops on the high street when I was little. My mother and I called them “the Marble Shop” and “the Grown-up Shop.” The Grown-up Shop was a general bookshop specialising in adult fiction and nonfiction alike. It was very beige—popcorn-coloured walls, a light biscuity carpet. All I knew then was that it was boring, full of adult books with dull covers, and that the Marble Shop was magical, a treasure trove of joy and colour. It sold children’s books and toys, and the walls were painted a Cadbury purple and the bookcases were an electric orange, the cartoony palette of Nickelodeon.


The Marble Shop was owned by a man I thought of as elderly due to his grey hair, long wiry eyebrows and tufts that sprouted from each nostril, but who was probably only in his forties. He wore loose woven shirts, the same kind the hippy music teacher at school wore, and a little gold ring in his left earlobe. He always smelled like Juicy Fruit gum, and I liked him because he was happy to let me take a marble from his display with every book I bought. As much as I liked books, I was particularly fond of the huge spinner of marbles, which were my childhood currency. As my library grew, so did my marble collection. My favourite was totally clear with an iridescent patina, like a dragonfly’s wing. I still have it somewhere, although I think of it as an homage to Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye—the exact kind of book I’d never imagined I’d be drawn to as a child. Like blue cheese or anchovies, literary fiction was a taste that children had to grow into.


Spines Walthamstow is right at the end of the market, a deep burgundy shopfront squeezed between a betting shop and a Costa. When I reach the bookshop, I stand for a minute and finish my cigarette, eyeing the tired window displays. Beyond the smudged glass, the books are sun-bleached and falling over, as though they haven’t been updated in some time. A dead fly lies prone in the sun.


When this branch first opened, back in the late ’90s, with its huge range and big windows full of discounted books, the Grown-up Shop couldn’t compete and closed down within a couple years. Eventually the Marble Shop disappeared as well, although by the time it closed its doors, everything had changed. I was a different person, and I’d lost more than my interest in marbles.




ROACH


On my way to work, I listened to a podcast about an Indonesian serial killer who strangled women in a mystic ritual of his own devising. The hosts were a trio of loudmouthed men who cracked jokes and talked over one another as they pieced together the story. As a spiritual healer, women trusted Ahmad Suradji. They trusted him enough to follow him into the sugarcane fields that surrounded his home and let him bury them up to their waists. There, he strangled them, and reburied them with their faces pointing towards the place where he slept, in the hope that he could channel their energy and bolster his magical strength. Even though their final place of rest was either supine or prone, I imagined a field of skeletal dead women still buried up to the waist, their skulls turned towards him like flowers pointing to the sun.


It was chilly. Still buzzing from the live show, I’d dressed up a little in one of my new Murder Girls T-shirts, but if it was cold outside, it would be cold inside the bookshop too. I added a second layer in the form of a black shirt and attached a pin shaped like a bloody butcher knife to the lapel. Little details. Always make sure you’re remembered for the right reasons. That’s what my mum Jackie liked to say when I was little, although she usually hissed it as an admonition when I was doing something she didn’t like in front of the regulars, like letting snails slime their way along my bare arm or talking with authority about cholera, bubonic plague, or leprosy with their children. I went through a big bacterial infections phase when I was a kid.


I’ve always had a thing for death. It started with Horrible Histories, books full of rot and squalor, bloody executions, and archaic medical practices that delighted and revolted me in equal measure. They were well-thumbed library books, and while my classmates seemed happy to flick through them for school projects and forget about them once they had what they needed, I dreamed of the gallows, of leeches and lobotomies. All children were morbid, but I wore it better.


As a little girl, I was often left out. I was rarely invited for tea at other girls’ houses, and they didn’t want me at their sleepovers due to my peculiar disposition. On the other hand, birthday parties were a numbers game for seven-year-olds, and I’d often find myself trapped at prissy little princess parties on Saturday afternoons.


I was always struck by how very present other children were in their homes. Swimming certificates and artwork pinned to the fridge with magnets shaped like fried eggs, ice lollies, letters of the alphabet. They had toys scattered on the floor, little bits of plastic underfoot, Barbies and stuffed animals stashed under the sofa, Disney DVDs stacked around the TV, yellow mackintoshes and sparkly jelly shoes and wellies shaped like frogs by the front door. There wasn’t much room at home in the pub for jelly shoes and alphabites, and Jackie didn’t take many photos of me, or display my artwork on our fridge. In fact, she tended to sweep me and my interests under the carpet.


It was lonely, but books made good company. My favourites were the Point Horror series because I desperately wanted to be a teenager. I understood that that was when you really started living, and being an American teenager appeared to come with a certain glamour. When I was a kid, it seemed like everything good happened in America, like cheerleading, and yearbooks, and proms, Satanism and the Manson family. I pictured myself hanging out at the mall, at the drive-in, at the ice-skating rink, with friends with names like Stacy and Chuck, and one of them would be murdered, and I’d go on dates with a boy with dark flashing eyes who would leave sinister messages for me to discover through increasingly complicated means: photos with the eyes scratched out, lipstick threats scrawled on the bathroom mirror, a rigged showerhead that sprayed fake blood.


As I walked, the sun battled through soft grey clouds the colour of crematory ash. Across the street, Abbi was walking towards me, her head bowed as she raked through her handbag. She worked at the travel agents, and we regularly passed each other on our way to work. She always did this little dance of aversion, as if I had any interest in talking to her about her bland boyfriend or her holiday plans or whatever normie bullshit she thought would make her interesting to me. I called her name and waved anyway, and she raised her eyes and offered a brittle nod in return.


Abbi’s family home was on the same side street as the pub, and when we were kids her parents were regulars, although they seemed to prefer one of the more gentrified establishments now. When the murders began to hit the news in earnest, they were anxious about Abbi’s safety and our mums made us promise to walk home together. For the last few weeks of the summer term, I was finally living my Point Horror fantasy: the news was full of death, the neighbourhood was afraid, and I had something that resembled a friendship, even though Abbi continued to ignore me at school and often left for home without me.


Abbi’s mum taught us how to walk through the world as women, with our door keys clasped between our fingers like claws. Jackie’s advice was a little more to the point.


“If a man comes up to you giving it all that, kick him in the bollocks and run,” she’d said, winking at Abbi’s mum in a way that she didn’t seem to find funny.


The Stow Strangler’s modus operandi didn’t include teenage girls, though, and by the time the press gave him his nickname, he’d already taken his last victim. I never felt like I was in any real danger, but the proximity to it was as addictive as it was thrilling. I learned to study passersby, took stock of their height, their clothing, the colour of their hair, their gait. Anything and everything could be relevant when the next body turned up.


I’d studied Abbi too, with the keen interest of a detective. Abbi had matched her lipstick to the weather: peaches and blossom pinks on sunny days, toffee brown when it was overcast. People seemed to like her, and while I had little interest in making normie friends, my natural desire to match my surroundings compelled me to visit Boots to find the same shades of peach and pink to wear on sunny days too. She wore strappy baby doll tops, denim skirts, footless tights, and ballet flats, so I wore strappy baby doll tops, denim skirts, footless tights, and ballet flats.


As a teenager, nestling in my resentment for normies was a simmering desperation to fit in. I had a handbag, and I carried lip balm that I never used and Wayfarer sunglasses with red plastic frames that I never wore. But fake tan and Jane Norman and headbands weren’t the real me. I continued to follow my passion for murder, and graduated from Point Horror to Stephen King, Clive Barker, and James Herbert. I spent my time thinking about death as a dramatic, burlesque event that was entirely disconnected from the sad reality of Marks & Spencer funeral wear and stale pub sandwiches. When the other girls saw me reading books about women being kidnapped, murdered, and dismembered, they hated me for it. They knew I was different, and that my Primark dresses were all a disguise, a Halloween costume. My life really started when I gave up trying to fit in, when I settled into myself, like an alligator sinking into a swamp.


By the time I reached the bookshop, the podcast hosts were laughing over whether they would still consider a holiday in Indonesia, even though the murderer had been caught and executed a long time ago.
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I let myself in and locked the shop door behind me, deactivated the alarm, and flipped on the lights to illuminate the shop floor. I’d managed to duck the responsibility of being a keyholder for eight years, and now being temporarily in charge of Barbara’s set of keys was an imposition that I begrudged. Keyholders were on call 24/7 to deal with the security alarm whenever it went off, and it went off a lot. Rats, wind, rain, homeless men pissing against the back door, teenagers scrambling on the roof. There was always something. Whenever the idea of promoting me to keyholder was raised in the past, I’d been sure to fuck up somehow so the idea was swiftly dropped. Leave a till drawer open, forget to set an alarm. Nothing major enough to get me sacked, but serious enough for Barbara to have a rethink about whether I could be trusted. With Barbara gone, I had no choice but to accept the spare set.


The official story was that Barbara, with her bony fingers and acrylic nails and cloud of frizzy blonde hair, had decided to step down as manager for “the sake of her mental health.” We all knew this wasn’t really the case, because she hadn’t gone quietly: the regional manager Jim had spent over four hours with her locked away in the office, sweet-talking and cajoling her into accepting a position as joint-manager of the Loughton branch, taking care of the greetings cards. A Mickey Mouse position, as the Loughton branch already had a bookseller who specialised in related products. They just wanted to get rid of her because she spent all day in the office filing her nails and chatting on the phone, which suited me because if she was locked away in the office, she wasn’t micromanaging me on the shop floor and I was free to do whatever I liked.


The shop was empty and dark and dull, and it still smelled like last week’s heavy rain—damp plaster, mildewed carpet. There was a scatter of packages on the doormat, which I collected and ditched on the counter, and then I slipped upstairs to drop off my hoodie and bag. There was a handover note from Noor, who’d worked the Sunday close the night before, propped against the kettle: a request for someone to chase a stray customer order for a copy of The Journalist and the Murderer. My kind of customer. I made myself an instant coffee and carried it on to the shop floor, where I took a seat at the ground floor till to open the post while my coffee cooled. The customer order for The Journalist and the Murderer wasn’t there, but a book I’d ordered in had arrived. An A–Z of Serial Killers.


“Morning, morning,” Barry said, not so much to me but to the shop itself as he locked the door behind him and swept past me to the lift. He always wore a chocolate-coloured windbreaker and walking boots to work, as though he intended to hike across a lonely moor on his lunch break.


I turned An A–Z of Serial Killers over and read the back. There is nothing more shocking or more compelling than those who kill. Correct. I booked it into the system, and then reserved it under my name.
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I knew she was a bookseller as soon as I saw her. She wore a green beret, the colour of fresh pine needles and a camel raincoat like a private detective in a film noir. Over one shoulder, the grubby straps of a shabby tote bag. It was decorated with a quote in a typewriter font, and although I couldn’t quite read it, I knew what it would say: Though she be but little, she is fierce, or Curiouser and curiouser, or Beware for I am fearless and therefore powerful.


“Hi,” she said, approaching the till with a wide smile full of straight white teeth. “I’m Laura.”


“Hullo.”


“I don’t know if you were told to expect me . . . is Sharona in yet?”


She removed her coat and folded it over one arm. As I took in her neat little outfit, her colour-coordinated hat and shoes and her bright scarlet lipstick, I thought of all the normie girls like her that I’d worked with before. Those Pumpkin Spice Girls. Garden centre girls who filled their flats with macramé and air plants. Girls who spent their weekends reading Jane Austen, baking muffins, drinking iced oat milk lattes.


“Dunno,” I replied, perhaps a little tartly. “Who’s Sharona?”


“New BSM,” she said, tossing out the initialism for “bookshop manager” with the kind of casual certainty that implied she’d been a bookseller for a while.


I don’t know what she expected me to say, but my indifferent silence seemed to displease her and her smile stiffened. Other, more surprising details came into focus: a scar from a healed lip ring, a peep of inked skin just visible through her tights and on her inner wrist. Interesting. I wondered if she was genuinely alternative, or a poser, or just an ex-goth who’d grown up.


“I’m just going to take a look around,” she said, turning away from the counter to gaze around the shop. “Sorry, what was your name?”


“Roach,” I said.


“Rach? Like Rachel?”


“No. Roach, like the bug.”


She laughed as she drifted away from the till, and the sickly scent of rose petals fragranced the air between us. “Roach, like the bug. I’ll remember that.”


How generous of you, I thought.


I’d been Roach for as long as I’d worked at Spines. When I first became a bookseller, there was another Brogan on the team. Five foot two, hair deep brown, eyes green, slender frame, a match-head mole under her left eye, a tattoo of a butterfly on her right inner wrist. Lots of distinguishing marks.


We started on the same day, so the rest of the team decided to differentiate between us by using our surnames. That meant the other Brogan was known as “Mackee” for her first—and to my knowledge, only—Christmas bookselling. She was let go in the January because of her propensity for lateness and coming into work with vodka breath and a hangover that left her docile and ugly and—at least once, but who’s to say—vomiting into the wastepaper basket under the ground floor till.


When the other Brogan was out the picture, the rest of the team wasn’t interested in rechristening me and I was only sixteen, too young to assert myself. That’s just the way things go sometimes. Roach isn’t a particularly sexy surname, but I like it. I’d rather be thought of as a roach, a creepy-crawly that could survive the apocalypse, than a dull little normie called Brogan.


The team from that first Christmas dissipated over the years; they moved on, moved away, were sent to different shops, found other jobs, found better jobs, found ladders to climb, but the name still stuck. And while traces of other long-departed staff members remained—names scratched onto lockers, photos from old Christmas parties pinned to the noticeboard, forgotten items like cardigans and water bottles that remained unclaimed year after year, tattered proofs and twisted tubes of hand cream, discoloured Tupperware and boxes of old teabags that smelled like dust and death—there wasn’t any trace of the other Brogan left.


As I’d zoned out, two strangers had entered the shop: a try-hard bohemian woman dressed like she’d just wandered out of Glastonbury and a tall, slouching man in jeans and a black beanie.


The druid must be Sharona, I realised. Barbara’s replacement.




LAURA


We embrace, and he smells warm, unshowered, like sleep and skin, like bedclothes on a Sunday morning. I can’t help but think of the taste of him—cigarettes and something earthy and herbal, like green tea, like matcha, like incense.


“I didn’t know you were going to be here,” I say into his neck, like it is a bad thing, an imposition, a terrible disappointment. Eli chuckles as we pull apart, and I take him in: his dark curls have grown into a messy halo around his head, and he’s gained a little weight since I last saw him. He carries it well. He looks softer with the hollows of his cheeks filled in. I try to think how long it’s been—at least two years.


“I go wherever Sharona goes,” he says.


“Best fwends.”


“Hey, gorgeous.” Sharona bounces over and leans into a hug of her own. She smells of her familiar perfume, spicy and warm, and she’s glowing with the last of her summer tan, a constellation of freckles scattered across golden brown cheeks and the bridge of her nose. In the summer, she goes to music festivals with her girlfriend and comes to work with a single beaded braid plaited into her curls and a filigree of hazelnut-coloured henna on her fingers. Eli has been her right-hand man for the last few years. I think his free spirit appeals to her, and they work well together, trading in trust and kindness to get the job done.


“God, we’ve missed you,” she says, pulling away with an earnest grin. “Where’ve you been?”


“Bloomsbury,” I reply. “What about you? I thought you were in Cambridge these days?”


“Nah, just for the refit,” Sharona says. “Then we were at the Strand to help prepare for the new term.”


“And now”—Eli spreads his hands and looks around the shop in mock awe—“we find ourselves here.”


I take in the drab displays, chipped shelves, threadbare carpet, the unkempt tables with scuffed legs, the faded shelf-talkers with messy recommendations scrawled in mismatched biro.


“Are they up for a refit?” I ask.


Sharona grimaces and checks over her shoulder to see if the bookseller behind the till, the girl with the weird name and faded purple hair tied into a rough, unflattering ponytail, is listening. She’s staring at us with a blank expression, completely checked out.


“Well, it desperately needs it,” she replies, voice low. “But no, this shop isn’t going to get a refit any time soon.”


The carpet is a muted red, hemmed with grey dust thick enough to gather in woolly handfuls. A spot by the till has worn through completely, like the balding pate of a middle-aged man. The ceiling is spotted with old plastic hooks, some of which still play host to coils of nylon thread that dangle like cobwebs. Leftovers from old Christmas decorations.


“You’re from round here, right?” Eli asks as we head towards the lift at the back of the shop. I can feel Roach’s eyes on us as we disappear into the depths of the Children’s section. Several overhead bulbs have blown and not been replaced. The deeper we walk into the shop, the darker and damper it feels, like descending into the mouth of a cave.


“Yeah, I’m just past Lloyd Park now, but I grew up in the Village.”


We’ve reached the very back of the Children’s section, and Sharona jabs a button to call the lift. An ominous clanking rattles up the shaft, like she’s summoned a creature from the deep, a mechanical kraken stirring in the bowels of the shop.


“It’s kind of spooky,” I say, as the lift doors ping open. It smells metallic, coppery like old pennies. It turns my stomach, and I press my sleeve to my nose and breathe in the soft floral scent of roses.


“I’ll protect you,” Eli replies, and he gives me a little squeeze around the shoulders. Sharona pretends to gag as she slaps the button for the second floor. The doors close and the lift rumbles into life.


“So,” I say, now that we’re out of earshot. “What’s the story with this branch?”


“Fucked,” Eli says.


“I wouldn’t say fucked,” says Sharona, a small crease appearing between her eyes as she frowns up at him.


“Well, the sales are fucked,” Eli replies, as the doors ping open. He steps to one side, inviting me to follow Sharona out of the lift first. “Terrible location, all the way down this long market. It’s way too big for the footfall, and they’ve been understaffed for, like, two years. There were only five of them, including the BSM.”


“Five? In a shop this big?”


“I think they’ve been relying on cover,” Sharona explains, pushing open the door to a surprisingly bright and spacious staffroom. Big skylights illuminate three cafeteria tables, a dirty kitchenette, a row of thirty or so lockers and several messy bookshelves. “But the shops in this division are all so spread out, it’s not really possible a lot of the time, so they just make do. I think that’s why standards have slipped.”


Men in suits, tucked away in the luxury of head office, had divided all the shops into divisions based not on geographic location, but by budget and calibre. The strategy was confusing, a plan devised by those who knew watercoolers, boardrooms, and PowerPoint, their days of stickering calendars long behind them, if they’d ever had them at all. I imagined head office as a gentlemen’s club of sorts, all dark wood panelling and cigars, whiskey in expensive glasses, sombre with the masculine gravity of a war room.


“We’re negotiating with the landlord,” Sharona says, dropping her bag on one of the big cafeteria tables. “It’s a massive unit, and he’s going to struggle to fill it if we close the shop. If we can get the rent lowered, and boost sales enough over Christmas, the shop might be viable for another year or two. I think the dream is to reopen somewhere else in Walthamstow. A smaller unit in a better spot, like the shopping centre, but . . .” She spread her arms into an exaggerated shrug, then grabbed the kettle to make tea.


“Sad, really,” Eli says, hopping on to another cafeteria table and rolling a preemptive cigarette. “Like, for the community and for the booksellers. They’ve all been here forever.”


“Well, there were two indie bookshops around here before this branch opened,” I say, dropping my bag and coat on to a battered old armchair and grabbing my cigarettes. “Spines wiped them out. It’s just business, right?”


“Well, look at our little capitalist,” he says, laughing.




ROACH


The three new booksellers spent their morning working their way around the shop floor like they owned the place, looking over each section with a critical eye and making notes. As Barry booked in the deliveries and served customers, he tracked their progress with an anxious expression, his mouth a tight line.


At twelve on the dot, I left them to it and went for lunch. In the staffroom, Laura had draped her camel-coloured trench coat and grubby tote bag on my armchair. I picked up the trench coat between finger and thumb, ostentatiously to toss it aside so I could sit down, but I dipped my other hand into each of the pockets as I went. There was just a purple plastic lighter and a few coins in one and a balled-up tissue in the other. With a glance towards the staffroom door, I turned my attention to the tote bag. It was printed with the words “nolite te bastardes carborundorum,” a bruise of blue ink on one corner. I fished around inside, ears straining for any sounds of movement from the corridor. She carried lots of different tubes of grease and slime, things I would never have thought to lug around with me. If my hands felt dry, I would let my palms crack before I’d think to buy hand cream. If my lips were chapped, I’d pick the skin off in wet strips and swallow it, relish the coppery tang of blood.


I turned a paperback over in my hands. With a jolt of recognition, I realised that it was a book I had read too: I’ll Be Gone in the Dark, a detailed account of the crimes of the Golden State Killer. It was well-read, dog-eared, with sticky tabs marking particular passages, the odd phrase underlined in light pencil. I wondered what business she had doing such a close reading—some kind of research, perhaps for an essay or an article? Maybe she had a podcast. Either way, she was clearly into her true crime. I felt an immediate kinship melt the ice between us. We could lend each other books, go see the Murder Girls together. Maybe even email each other links to long reads we found on the internet about kidnappings, child killers, botched investigations. My Pumpkin Spice evaluation had clearly been off, and I had the wild image of us taking trips to the Kenwood Ladies’ Pond in Hampstead to languish with the writers and artists, eat slices of home-baked apple pie, and talk about our favourite serial killers.


I helped myself to some of her hand cream, which left my palms coated in a film of sweet-smelling grease, like melted buttercream, and then I filched a can of posh cherry-flavoured pop, which I stuffed under the stacks of books, press releases, jiffy bags, and old paperwork in my locker. I hooked the tote bag on the coat rack with her trench coat, and settled into my armchair with a tub of taramosalata and a packet of crackers. I placed An A–Z of Serial Killers on my bookshelf and picked something else to read instead. Inspired by the conversation I’d had at the Murder Girls event, I settled on The Stranger Beside Me.


Just as I was getting into it, the staffroom door slammed open and Laura came in with one of the new booksellers in tow, laughing at some private joke.


“Ah! You must be . . .” the man cocked his head to look at the rota pinned to the noticeboard on the wall by the door, “. . . Brogan?”


“Roach,” Laura said, in that bright plastic voice. “Like the bug, right?”


I thought of the copy of I’ll Be Gone in the Dark in her bag and returned the light of her attention with a tentative smile.


“I’m Eli,” he said, pulling a packet of rolling tobacco out of his back pocket and then dropping on the flaking leatherette sofa to roll a cigarette. His head rested against a 2009 Breaking Dawn window poster. It was one of Barbara’s favourites, and I wondered if his unwashed hair would leave a starburst of grease, like those nebulous smudges of hair wax on bus windows from people leaning against the glass.


Laura perched on one of the tables and I was grateful when they began to talk shop. I hated small talk. Hated listening to people yammer on about their weekends, television, holidays. Minor gripes with their landlords and their boyfriends and their banks. I hated sharing the staffroom with strangers, and figuring out what I was expected to say when they asked me a banal question like “What are you reading at the moment?” or “What kind of music do you like?” as the truth was never the right answer, always killed the conversation dead.


Laura was still wearing her forest-green beret and her shoes were the same shade of leafy green. This particular detail stuck with me—the beret and the shoes, in the exact same shade of pine-needle green. I wondered if she’d got them from the same place, or if she’d spent months hunting. I later learned that Laura always coordinated: a glossy cherry clutch paired with shiny peep-toe wedges, a matte black leather satchel with neat brogues, casual Adidas shells with a vintage gym bag.


I found this contrived at first, but years later, when I was in New Orleans to see the Murder Girls record a live Halloween special, I felt drawn to a pair of deep amethyst peep-toe wedges in an expensive goth boutique because they were the exact same shade as the hairband I was wearing. It was only as I walked down Bourbon Street in my new shoes that pinched my toes that I realised Laura’s ghost had reached through time and unknowingly informed my choice. I was still letting her into my mind, still letting her influence me. I kicked the shoes under the bed of the Airbnb and ignored the owner’s earnest email asking for a forwarding address.


“Hey, Roach, d’you want a biscuit?” Eli held up a wrinkled paper bag that looked as though it had been used more than once. Inside, there were several grainy brown nuggets that resembled cat shit. “They’re vegan—my girlfriend made them.”


“I’m not vegan,” I said.


“Well then, you and my biscuits have less in common than I thought,” he said with the kind of good-natured chuckle that probably made women like him. “Laura?”


She fixed a blank gaze on to the paper bag, then shook her head with a curled lip. In a voice that was surprisingly deep, nothing like the bright voice she had spoken to me with earlier, she said: “Nah, I’m good.”


Unperturbed, Eli took a bite of biscuit. A muscle ticked in his jaw as he chewed. “So, what’s that you’re reading, Roach?”


I held the cover towards him, and he cocked his head and smiled as he swallowed. He read each word slowly: “The Stranger Beside Me. Any good? What’s it about?”


“Um. Ted Bundy.”


He continued to smile his good-natured smile, so I decided to elaborate in the hope of catching Laura’s attention. “He was an American serial killer. He killed over thirty people before he was caught, but we don’t know exactly how many, and he was famously very handsome and charismatic, and he would often pretend to be injured to lure his victims into a false sense of security, and he denied his crimes for, like, a full decade, and he escaped from prison twice, and he was eventually sentenced to death by the electric chair and—”


I lost steam as I realised Eli was laughing, showing molars splattered with gun-metal-grey fillings and a cement of masticated biscuit caught between his teeth. He held up a palm in surrender. “Okay, okay—”


“—he kept their heads sometimes,” I said, finishing my thought.


“Maybe I’ll check it out,” he said mildly, in a voice that suggested he would not be checking it out.


“Hey, can we smoke out there?”


We both turned to look at Laura, who was pointing out the window to the flat rooftop, to the picnic table and pigeons that pecked at the tarmac.


“Yes,” I said, deflated. I thought perhaps she might pick up my conversational cue and chip in with her thoughts on Ted Bundy, but she wore a strangely neutral expression as she stared pointedly out the window.


“Cool,” she replied. “Then that’s where I’ll be.”




LAURA


I get to know each bookseller by their section. Barry leaves a tread of dried mud around History, and he keeps a tight handle on his face-outs. When Noor’s working, there’s a sweet thread of black cherries and almonds in Travel, where she daydreams of turquoise oceans lapping sugar-soft sandy shores, and when it’s her day off, her neat cursive recommendation cards point customers to her favourite travelogues and guides to all the places she wishes to visit. Our Christmas temp, Kofi, is tall and slender, with a shaved head, arched brows, and elegant cheekbones. He prefers the bustle and noise of the till, only coming to life when he has an audience to flirt with, but as an English Lit student, he spends his breaks solemnly working through the canon—Dickens, Austen, Wilde—or staring at his phone.


I give Roach a wide birth. I can’t explain exactly why. It’s just a feeling, an instinctive repulsion. An aura of neediness radiates from her. It’s written plainly all over her face every time we speak: look at me, listen to me, pay attention to me, me, me. She haunts the first floor till, seems to spend more time there than anywhere else, occasionally fussing with the True Crime section. It’s much too big for the amount of stock they have, with way too many face-outs, and the books—strange, poorly printed crap from obscure presses—are constantly tumbling over.


“It’s great to see some fresh faces around here.” Martin smiles and rubs his hands together with earnest pleasure. He’s softly spoken, in his early sixties, with silver hair and a faded hippy air about him. When he speaks, he narrows his eyes and smiles like he’s squinting through smoke, and I can easily imagine him queuing behind Sharona for tofu curry at a world music festival.


My hopes for a comrade in the Children’s section are dashed on my third day in the Walthamstow branch though. He hovers around me like a helicopter as I shelve, monitoring my every move, gently criticising and correcting my choices. He’s resistant to change, used to doing things his own way, and seems to think I’m here to learn from him instead of the other way around.


On his day off, I pounce. I pull all the bulk stock from the shelves in the 9–12 section and swap the flat, desolate classics table for a full display of shiny new paperbacks, arranged into a perfect pyramid. The buggy books—little board books attached to elastic bungees, perfect for looping on to pushchairs, and durable against the grabby hands and wet mouths of toddlers—are all over the place, so I gather them together and put them in an acrylic box I find in the stockroom. There’s an empty display unit in Children’s Education, so I choose some pretty, illustrated nonfiction to create an appealing educational display, all cross sections of historical buildings and cartoonish dissections of the human body.


By the time I come back from lunch the following day, Martin has undone all my hard work. He’s reinstated the flat children’s classics table, even though there’s no stock to fill it, and swapped my bright display of educational hardbacks for a random selection of backlist picture books. The buggy books are nowhere to be seen, until I find the acrylic box wedged into the gift book section. His choices don’t make sense, commercially or logically.


“I know what my customers want,” he keeps insisting, even though we have no customers.




ROACH


Laura and I didn’t see much of each other during that first week. To my great irritation, I was sent to the Wood Green branch to cover a sick day, and then it was my day off, and then it was Laura’s. I wondered how she spent her free time. I imagined her studiously tapping away on a Mac-Book in some hip little East London café, her annotated copy of I’ll Be Gone in the Dark spread open in front of her as she worked. I desperately wanted to know what kind of debauched project necessitated such a close reading of that book, but when we were finally reunited on the shop floor, I couldn’t find a way to bring it up without revealing that I’d been rifling through her things.


As I stood at the first floor till and watched her zip between sections, building displays, and rearranging tables, Eli tapped his name badge with a biro, jolting me out of my dark rumination. I’d zoned out again. Sometimes, it was like a switch was flipped and I was somewhere else, deep in the dungeon of my mind, lost in some depraved thought.


“You’re looking a bit thin over there,” Eli said, drumming a little beat on his own name tag while looking pointedly at mine. His gleamed with a full set of eight gold pins. “How long have you been bookselling for?”
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