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FOREWORD



I’m Lacey Ray and let me start by telling you this:

I’ve had a wonderful life.

Born to wealthy landowners, nothing was ever unavailable. The best education money could buy, the most glorious clothes, the smartest bicycle in the whole of my little village on the Salisbury plains. Even now, I can still feel that plush leather seat beneath me, and I can see the envy in the eyes of every child as they gazed on the gleaming chrome frame.

My parents, and their parents before them, had built a formidable farming legacy and had always stood tall as pillars of the community. They gave me all their love and affection. Sometimes, it became tiring being up on that pedestal, I can tell you. But I adored them for everything they’d given me.

I can’t stress enough how revered the Ray family was.

And I was the Ray princess.

Everywhere I ventured, people would hold open doors, and the traffic would stop and wait for me to cross the road.

I was the pinnacle of an adored bloodline.

Worshipped by teachers, with an intellect which far surpassed any of my peers, I was provided with schoolwork far beyond my years. Not forgetting that separate room to work in. Fancy that, an office at twelve!

Also, I was beautiful.

Traditionally so.

Long, flowing blonde locks that shimmered like spun gold. Hypnotic blue eyes. A figure that was the perfect embodiment of feminine grace.

By the time I hit fourteen, I commanded the attention of every boy in the village. You should have seen them! Moths to a flame. Presenting me with gifts on the doorstep. Flowers, chocolates, frocks, shoes… you name it!

One lad even dropped around chickens as a gift once. My father joked about having them for dinner! My father didn’t half have a sense of humour. He was also the kindest man I’ve ever known. He bought me a horse when I was thirteen and didn’t work for an entire two weeks while he attempted to teach me to ride.

I was his little girl. His everything.

And that horse? Heavens above!

Malteser.

She was the most stunning black mare you ever saw. Some days when I rode her, my golden hair blowing in the wind, it was like a scene from the pages of Black Beauty. A vision of perfection.

People used to gather to watch me ride. They were in awe of my abilities, their hearts racing as they watched me move in perfect harmony with my steed.

My friends, of which there were many, told me I looked so graceful, that no one had ever made riding a horse look so natural.

But it wasn’t always so perfect. No one is exempt from pain. I experienced a great tragedy when my grandparents died. I cried for a week.

When I read at that funeral, the entire village came to pay their respects. Not a single person missed it. Not even Sarah Jackson, who was in her nineties and struggled to get out of bed. Afterwards, Sarah told me how proud Nan and Pop had always been of me, and they’d be in awe of how eloquently I’d read.

You know, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen so many people cry at the same time. I remembered asking my mother if this many people would feel such pain when I left the world. My mother told me it was inevitable.

When I reached sixteen, they crowned me prom queen!

I stood up on stage in a glittering dress with Jake Pettman on my arm … the most handsome boy in the school. Well, that was a night.

Queen Lacey!

I received an applause that would echo through the ages. And, sure enough, I can still hear it now!

I guess it was the kindness shown to me by all that made me feel so humble in the end. That gave me such selfless ambitions.

I wanted to run a charity. One that focused on children from broken homes, and young adults traumatised by their childhoods.

A scholarship at Oxford would help me realise those ambitions, and one day, I could give back to all those less fortunate than myself.

And there isn’t a day that goes past when I don’t feel lucky. So grateful for all the love and happiness I’ve received.

Yes, that’s me.

Lacey Ray, the perfect granddaughter, the graceful rider, the prom queen, the princess, the CEO of an award-winning charity.

Blessed.

So very lucky.

How about that, eh?

Nice?

Now, clap your hands and wake the fuck up.

Lacey Ray

June 6, 2024
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June 5, 1995

Dear Diary,

Pleased to meet you. I’m Lacey Ray, and today is my thirteenth birthday.

I have to thank the doctor for you, Diary. With Mum so heavily medicated these days, Dad was left to sort out my present himself. Last year, Mum gave me a pile of second-hand clothes.

So, thanks Doc!

You’re bound in genuine leather, with “My Diary” embossed in elegant gold lettering. There’s a space at the top of every page to write dates, so you’re not limited to one year.

What inspired Dad to do this?

I can only think he saw you on a special offer somewhere. Either that, or he spotted you lingering around in one of the many old boxes he keeps in that barn full of crap? (Not that you’re junk, Diary, not at all!). Who knows, maybe you belonged to one of my ancestors, who never showed you any respect by filling your pages?

From now on, you’re going to be my best friend. I’m going to share everything with you – my thoughts, feelings, and even my deepest desires (I’m blushing now just thinking about it!). I guess that’s the beauty of you. I once heard my father say to one of his friends, ‘this stays within these four walls.’ Later, he told me what it meant. It makes sense here as well. So, Diary, whatever I say, stays within your two covers!

Today is Monday and I should be at school, but Dad said I could have the day off to enjoy my birthday. I rarely mind school, because it’s an escape from the boredom of home, but the excitement over writing to you convinced me to take him up on the offer.

I’m going to take you over to my window now. I want to introduce you to where I live.

Our farm is nestled in the heart of the countryside, and we’re surrounded by rolling hills and dense forests. The farm is 88 acres. It sounds impressive, but don’t think we’re wealthy landowners. The place has seen better days. Dad says it’s down to the rise of supermarkets sourcing cheaper meats.

We farm pigs. I’m looking at them all now in their pens. They’re not the prettiest of creatures. My Uncle Thomas is tending to them. I should warn you, Uncle Thom is as mad as a box of frogs (cool expression, right?). He's always going on about aliens and telling me to watch my back. When I was younger, I used to wind him up by claiming I'd seen strange lights in the sky. The wild look in his eyes was priceless! At least Uncle Thom’s always gentle with the swine, unlike Dad, who can be nasty. Sometimes, I see him whacking the poor things with sticks.

Now that you’re my best friend, Diary, I think it’s important to tell you I don’t have any other friends. It’s true. Not one.

It’s all to do with what happened to my great-grandfather, Reginald Ray, you see. A bitter taste has been left in the mouths of everyone in this community. They still hold this grudge. It’ll never change, and so one day, when I’m old enough, I’m going to leave. My Uncle Joe escaped this place, and I’ve heard he built himself a relatively normal life.

From my window, I can see the old oak tree. Sinister thing. Catch one look at that in the moonlight and it looks like a giant, twisted creature. Some soldiers used it to hang my great-grandfather, Reginald Ray, in 1918. There’s a reason they did it and you can hardly blame them. I don’t want to get into all that now, though. Let’s keep it upbeat today. Plenty of dark and horrible things I can talk to you about another time.

Music is my only real escape. I've got a Walkman that I take with me everywhere. It's like my personal soundtrack, drowning out the grunts of the pigs and the nagging voices in my head. When I put on my headphones and press play, it's like the world fades away, and I'm transported somewhere else entirely.

Right now, I'm really into The Cranberries. Dolores O'Riordan's voice is hauntingly beautiful, and her lyrics speak to me in a way that nothing else does. Sometimes, when I'm mucking out the pigs or wandering through the woods, I'll sing along at the top of my lungs, not caring who might hear me. It's the only time I truly feel free.

Well, Diary, I hate to cut this short, but duty calls. I have to muck out the pigs. It's not the most glamorous job, but I don't mind it too much. In the future, Dad says I'll have to kill one as part of my "legacy." Not sure how I feel about that. Killing a pig doesn't sound like my idea of fun.

Dad is shouting for me to come down now.

Love from your new best friend, Lacey x
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June 5, 1995, later

Dear Diary,

Mucking out the pigs is not the most pleasant way to spend a birthday. The smell of pig manure clings to you like a second skin.

After I went for a walk around the village for fresh air. There, I ran into Katy Cain riding the most majestic black horse I've ever seen. She called it Malteser, which is a pretty odd name for a horse, don't you think?

Katy's always been one of the quiet, studious types. A proper teacher's pet. But at least she's never joined in with the other kids who like to taunt me by chanting "Pray for the Rays".

When I saw her on her horse, I thought I’d say hello.

As I got closer, the scent of Malteser - a mix of sweat, leather, and hay - was a welcome change from the stink of the pigpen. There was something comforting and freeing about the odour, and I longed to ride off into the wilderness on that magnificent creature.

Katy told me Malteser was her birthday present.

A horse! For real?

I thought about my track record. Old clothes last year, a diary this year … next year, a horse?

Anyway, what were the odds of us having the same birthday? When I shared this coincidence with her, she didn't seem interested. I asked if I could have a turn riding Malteser, but she said it would be too dangerous. I don’t really blame her for being cautious.

‘Would you like to come over to mine one day?’ I asked her.

‘My parents would never allow it.’

Then, in a desperate attempt to keep the conversation going, I made a dumb joke. I raised my arms, curled my fingers like claws, and pretended to be a monster stalking her. ‘Don't worry. Reggie Ray never comes out of the barn!’

Katy went white as a sheet. I tried to explain that it was just a silly joke, but she trotted off on Malteser without another word.

I know… I know… a girl without friends shouldn’t be blowing all her chances to make them, should she? Katy could’ve been a good friend, and Malteser was a fine horse. I’d have loved a go.

After that disaster, I put the Cranberries on my Walkman and went for a long walk through the fields and into the old woods. It's one of my favourite places to go when I need to clear my head. The isolation makes it feel like a different world.

As I ventured deeper into the woods, the trees seemed to close in around me, their branches interlocking overhead to create a canopy that blocked out the sun. The air was cool and damp.

I love the earthy smell of the woods and the way the moss and fungi cling to the bark of the trees, creating intricate patterns and textures. There's a sense of ancient wisdom here, as if the forest holds secrets that have been hidden away for centuries.

My path eventually led me to an abandoned farmyard with decrepit barns and a crumbling farmhouse. I've heard stories about this place. Apparently, some kids used to play here until a boy named Neil Spencer was killed when a barn roof collapsed on him. They say a beam went through his chest. Ever since then, the property has been strictly off-limits. It was supposed to have been demolished over a year ago now. I reckon it’s been forgotten about.

I felt drawn to the farmhouse.

There was nobody else about, so I drifted a little closer. The opening of Zombie, by The Cranberries, came through my earphones. Dolores O’Riordan sang about the cycle of violence. Her lyrics about dark history repeating itself made me think of my family history and the hidden stories that may lie behind the crumbling walls of this farmhouse. Was it also full of secrets and tragedies?

A flicker of movement caught my eye from behind a cracked window of the farmhouse. My mind spun with wild theories. What if there were squatters living inside, hiding from the world, and getting high to escape their problems?

I couldn't help but wonder what it would be like to try drugs myself. I know they're supposed to be dangerous and addictive, but there must be some reason people do them, right? Dad smokes marijuana sometimes, and he says it just helps him relax. But at school, they make it sound like drugs will turn you into a complete basket case.

Maybe the effects are different for everyone?

I imagine most people who try them are looking for a way to forget their troubles, at least for a little while. Was there anybody in this old farmhouse who needed to forget anything?

I decided then that if I ever ran away, the first thing I’d do was try drugs. I overheard Graham Winks at school boasting he’d smoked a spliff and it made him all dreamy. One day, when I’m old enough, maybe I’ll grow my own (or just smoke my dad’s) so I can daydream all the time.

I wondered if the squatters in the farmhouse (if there were any) were having sex? The idea of a group of naked bodies writhing and tangling together in secret made me feel peculiar. But, in a way, this felt good. I wonder if this was what it feels like to feel “turned on”.

The sun was setting now, so I headed home, thinking about sex. I concluded there must be two different types. The dirty kind that all the boys seemed to talk about (squatter sex?), and the loving kind for people who were married and in love.

Part of me hoped that Dad might have prepared a special birthday dinner in my absence, but of course, he was nowhere to be found. I had to settle for making myself a sandwich with some leftover ham. It's funny, isn't it? To think that the same pigs I spend my days shovelling manure for will one day end up as my meal.

Anyway, I should probably get some sleep.

I imagine I’ll spend most of the night thinking about that farmhouse and what is going on inside it.

I bet whoever lives there is a lot more interesting than Katy! She can’t even handle a silly fucking joke!

Love,

Your devoted dreamer, Lacey x
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June 7, 1995

Dear Diary,

I know I missed a day, but don't think I'm losing interest in you already. I'm not. Pinky promise. It's just that yesterday was so full. And today, I've been to school. But it's seven in the evening now. I've had beans on toast, my chores are done, and I'm back with you.

Outside, the swine sound pissed off. I wonder if they can sense when the end is near. I don’t sympathise with them. I’m just intrigued about what it feels like when you know you’re going to die.

I wonder what age I'll live to. I’m going for 93. 80 more years. Fancy that! Such thoughts make me consider what I'm going to do with my life. Get off this farm, for starters. Even though school isn’t a barrel of laughs and is full of fake people who have dreary interests, it's nice to get on the bus out of my little community every morning. To see that there's a world outside of this den.

Anyway, I’m getting sidetracked (A new word I picked up at school today when Mrs Franks accused me of it. It was a French lesson. What did she expect?).

Yesterday, after school, I went back to the old wood and then the derelict farm.

As I stepped onto the overgrown path, it was like I could taste the adventure in the air, all crisp and electric on my tongue. The tall grass tickled my bare legs beneath my skirt. At first, all I could smell was the sweet scent of wildflowers, but then a musty smell of decay hit me, like old books mixed with damp earth. It reminded me of the stale odour that clung to my clothes after I nicked one of my uncle's Sovereign cigarettes and tried it. Disgusting thing made me cough for ages, but I must be honest, I loved the lingering smell.

Passing the caved-in barn that supposedly crushed Neil Spencer, I stopped to imagine a dying boy gripping a long piece of wood sticking out of his chest. I couldn't help but be dubious about whether it had actually happened. Most kids I encounter seem to exaggerate to gain popularity. I expect the same occurred here.

I got closer to the derelict farmhouse than I did on my birthday. I focused on the cracked window where I was convinced that I’d glimpsed someone before. But I saw nothing. The place was falling to bits, with paint peeling from the front in strips. On this second visit, I struggled to believe that anyone lived there.

To deal with my disappointment, I decided it would be fun to name the farmhouse, “the Dead Place”. And even though it was dead, it didn't stop it from being interesting. After all, isn't everyone curious about death?

I walked the perimeter. Mr Price, my math teacher, would approve of me using that word. He's still quite young and works out a lot. Lots of the other girls are always saying how fit he is and how they'd be more than willing to spend time with him in detention. Maisie Hart even said he touched her tits after school one day when she came back to ask about homework! Yes, I know, Maisie is 13, and Mr Price must be in his late 20s. Still, she seemed happy to boast about it. It seemed to give her kudos with some of the other kids. People can be fickle, can't they? She says she'd be happy to lose her virginity to Mr Price. How ridiculous! As if he'd do that. Imagine the scandal!

Anyway, sidetracked again...

When I saw a beaten-up white VW Transporter around the back of the farmhouse, I almost gasped out loud! I knew someone was there! Didn't I say? Signs of life in the Dead Place...

I headed back around the front and looked up and down again. I don't know whether it was excitement over the van, but I was sure I saw movement behind one of the upper windows, which wasn't boarded or smashed.

Look, Diary, you and I are new to one another. I’m sure you’re wondering why I wasn't scared. If this had been Katy Cain, she'd have been terrified. Galloping away on Malteser, shitting her knickers! But I don't get fearful. Nothing has ever bothered me in that regard. Curiosity is my thing. Although curiosity killed the cat. Haha! I’m probably due to meet my maker sooner than others. Living to 93? Pah! Wishful thinking.

Tit-touching Mr Price says we're always learning. That we never stop. If Maisie is telling the truth, then Mr Price has an urge to learn about his young students. I get his point, though. When I'm old and shrunken, I'll still want to know everything I can.

Excited, my heart beating faster, I approached the door and knocked as hard as I could. The thing almost came off its hinges!

Then the door opened. Literally fucking opened!

I had an urge to dive in, but I took a sensible approach and waited for an invitation. After a minute, I knew there was no welcome coming.

‘I know you’re in there,’ I said. ‘Just want to talk.’

I could hear shuffling. I mean, it could've been a rat, but a rat doesn't open a door, does it? And even if it was forceful knocking that had made it open, just remember, I'd seen someone at the window.

I put a foot over the threshold and leaned in, listening. Heavy breathing! Far too heavy to be a rat. We're talking about a human, or a bear. And there are no bears round here!

I noticed the stench of oil and decay strengthening, too. At that point, I was about 95% sure I was just going to go for it. But do you know what stopped me? What 5% made me take a step back?

The disappointment I'd feel if I died that moment.

I mean, that person watching me could swing an axe as soon as I walked in. Decapitate me. I'd seen that in a movie once. Or he could cut me in half with a chainsaw–I'd seen that too. Maybe this was the person who'd killed Neil and made it look like an accident with a fallen beam?

So, I listened to the 5%, because I like to consider myself a measured person when faced with life-or-death decisions and took a step back.

Then the door slammed. So loud. Like a shotgun going off or something!

The urge to go in again was intense, but after checking my watch, I saw I was due back for my chores. I sighed, disappointed, and turned away.

Before I arrived home, I concluded that I’d made the right choice. Whoever was in there wasn’t ready for me. It was like cornering a wild animal. I needed to soften them for my grand entrance. I’d rather wait for the truth than never find it.

The rest of the day was rather uneventful until, earlier this evening, I went to tend to Mum. As part of my daily routine, I carefully peeled off her many bandages and unscrewed the lid of the cream she uses for her eczema. The sharp odour always makes me wince and causes my eyes to water. Gently, I rubbed the cream into her skin, taking care not to aggravate the inflamed patches. She sighed as I did it, finding some relief in the cool, soothing sensation.

Dad won't do it anymore. He told me it makes him too sad. So, it's become one of my chores now. I don't mind doing it unless she's been picking and scratching under the bandages. Sometimes her skin gets infected. I would then need to clean away pus and use antiseptic. Fortunately, her skin didn't look too bad today.

After applying the cream, I wrapped fresh bandages around her arms and legs. Then I lay with her for a while as she stroked my hair and told me she loved me.

Out of the blue, she said, ‘I miss my mother, and I’m sorry you never got to meet her.’

It was the first time she’d ever mentioned her mother to me. I asked, ‘What happened to her?’

I waited for the answer, but shortly after, Mum stopped stroking and fell asleep, leaving me with yet another mystery to ponder.

And so, I came in here to be with you, Diary, and to listen to "Wonderwall" by Oasis on my CD player.

I think I'll lie back now, close my eyes, and dream awhile. Dream about whoever is in the Dead Place and what secrets they might hold. Dream about a life beyond this farm, filled with adventure and discovery. Dream about the grandmother I never knew and the stories she might have shared.

Until tomorrow,

Your dreamer, Lacey xx

P.S. I wonder if the person in the Dead Place will dream about me?

OceanofPDF.com


June 10, 1995

Dear Diary,

It's been a tough couple of days. My uncle has been bedridden with the flu, and I've had to pick up a load of his work. I even missed school yesterday to help on the farm. Between the extra chores and feeling knackered, I haven't had the energy or motivation to write. But today, with my uncle back on his feet, I finally found a spare moment to slip away late morning and head into the old woods. I’d only one destination in mind...

But I never made it there. Something out of the ordinary happened on the way.

To get to the derelict farmhouse, I have to pass by the edge of Edgar Barlow's property. The locals call him "Barking Barlow," and for good reason. He's paranoid about trespassers. The man has fortified his land with a daunting tangle of barbed wire and allowed the undergrowth around the perimeter to grow wild and impenetrable. Even if you survive the wire, pushing through that thick brush is suicidal.

As I approached the boundary of Barking Barlow's farmyard, I heard a commotion up ahead. Shouting, swearing, jeering – the unmistakable sounds of someone having a good time at another's expense. Curious, I crept closer, taking care to stay concealed behind the trees.

I recognised three of the loudmouths. Two were boys from Year 9, the one above me at school. The third was John Taylor, a boy in my year. He's always getting into trouble, but with his good looks and charm, he never seems to have trouble finding a girl to snog. Interestingly, despite being the youngest of the bunch, John appeared to be the ringleader.

There was a fourth boy with them, the only one not enjoying himself. I recognised him too. His name was Lance Clayton, a Year 10 student who practically lived in the Special Educational Needs Department. Lance was a tubby lad with a short crop of hair and a scruffy appearance. Whenever I saw him, he always had his head down, lost in his own little world.

Well, John and his cronies had dragged Lance out of his world and into theirs – a cruel place.

Bullying seems to be a constant at our school. The bullies are usually male, but not always. I watched as the boys kicked dirt into Lance's face and repeatedly taunted him, claiming they’d fucked his mother.

It was utterly ridiculous. These were thirteen- and fourteen-year-old boys, not exactly the type to be bedding anyone's mum. Besides, why was the idea of Lance's mother having sex so inflammatory? Sex is just sex. I mean, she obviously wasn’t a stranger to it. She’d conceived Lance, for goodness' sake. Perspective, people.

But in that moment, I saw the way these boys wielded sex as a weapon, a display of power. It made me wonder what it would be like to have that kind of control over others. Why were they so desperate to assert their dominance? Wouldn't it be smarter to keep your darker side hidden, to avoid drawing attention and risking someone putting a stop to your fun?

My mind drifted to my great-grandfather, Reginald Ray. He kept his wicked deeds under wraps for a while, but once the truth about his child murders came to light, the townsfolk strung him up from an oak tree. The power dynamic shifted in an instant.

It's like a twisted food chain when you really think about it. If you want to stay on top, being savage and cruel isn't enough. You need discretion. Secrecy.

I won't lie to you, Diary. Part of me is drawn to the idea of being at the top of that hierarchy. Why wouldn't I want to be there? It seems like the safest, most secure position.

John helped Lance to his feet. The poor kid was begging now. I couldn’t understand everything he was saying, though, because the boys were laughing so hard and taunting him, but I knew he was crying, and I knew he was asking for his mother.

There would be no shift in the power dynamic today. And there certainly wouldn’t be any mercy.

John shoved Lance face-first into Barking Barlow’s thick barbed wire fence. Lance let out a wail. It reminded me of the pigs squealing as they are led to the abattoir at our farm.

The boys backed away, cackling with glee, as Lance's legs buckled, and he sank to his knees. But his head remained stuck fast, his face caught on the barbs. He moaned and sobbed, suspended there like a grotesque scarecrow, while his assailants buggered off, quite pleased with themselves.

Wow! These testosterone-fuelled apes had reached a new low.

Once John and his disciples were out of sight, I approached Lance to assess the damage. It was bad. One barb had pierced through his upper lip, and blood poured down his chin in a steady stream. He was still pinned to the fence, so when he tried to speak, the words came out garbled.

I placed a hand on his back, attempting to offer some small comfort. But even as I tried to soothe him, my mind was elsewhere. I felt no pity, only a simmering irritation toward John and his lackeys. They thought themselves so powerful, but preying on the weak and vulnerable? How pathetic.

While Lance moaned, I thought of how much I’d like to see those three boys in pain.

I imagined them at my mercy, restrained and helpless. I pictured myself armed with the large safety pins my mother uses to secure her bandages when the sores get bad. In my mind's eye, I started with John. I unclipped a pin, and while he squirmed and pleaded, I pushed it through his upper and lower lip, sealing his mouth shut. Then I repeated the process with his spineless followers.

A smile crept over my face during this dark fantasy.

But Lance's pitiful state snapped me back to reality. I knew I had to help him, even if a part of me questioned why I should bother. Would Maisie "Touch My Tits" Hart have come to his aid, or would she have been too preoccupied with her popularity to care? What about Katy Cain? Would she have stepped in, or would she have been too worried about Daddy's disapproval, and losing that allowance?

Girls like Maisie and Katy have never known genuine struggle. And they would continue to coast through life for different reasons. One would use sex, the other, money.

And Lance. What weapon did he have?

He was vulnerable.

Preying on him just felt plain wrong to me.

I approached him slowly, keeping my voice low and even. ‘Hey, Lance. It’s Lacey. I’m going to help you, okay? Don’t move or that barbed wire will split your lip in half.’

He whimpered, blood and saliva dribbling down his chin. ‘Mm-hmm,’ he managed, his eyes shining with a mixture of fear and pain.

All that raw desperation… all-consuming vulnerability… need.

With the utmost care, I worked his impaled lip back off the barb. ‘There we go. Let's get you out of here.’

Moaning in pain, Lance stumbled away from the fence on unsteady legs, his hands trembling as he reached up to prod at his mangled lip. ‘Thank you.’ His words were slurred. ‘Who… are you?’

‘I told you, I’m Lacey.’

You should’ve seen him! There was a lot of blood, and his top lip was swelling up a treat! ‘I thought… I thought they were going to kill me.’

How could I not laugh?

‘Don’t be stupid,’ I said.

The wounded look that flashed across his face told me that my laughter cut deeper than any barb. It was like kicking a puppy. I didn't want to be like those feral little sods. ‘They don't have the guts to kill anyone. You're safe now. But we should probably get you to a hospital, have a doctor look at that lip. Maybe get a tetanus shot too, just in case. Those barbs look rusty.’

Lance blinked at me, confusion etched on his bloody face. ‘What's a tetanus shot?’

‘Just ask your parents about it when you get home.’

His expression grew clouded, and I could practically see the wheels turning in his head. Poor thing was trying so hard to make sense of the world, to understand why people seemed to take such pleasure in tormenting him.

I couldn't resist probing a bit. ‘Why do you let them get to you like that? The names, the taunts... why do you listen to the awful things they say… why don’t you put them straight?’

He gazed at, reminding me of a lost child. ‘Because I’m stupid. Just like you said.’

His words caught me off guard. ‘I don’t really.’

‘Yes, you do. Everyone does.’

I couldn't argue with that. He was right. I thought he was slow, different. But that didn't give anyone the right to treat him like dirt.

‘Well, don’t listen to any of them. I don’t listen to the things they say about me either.’

‘I can't help it.’ Fresh tears were welling up in his eyes. ‘They shout. Everyone shouts.’

The more I talked to him, the more I saw him as a lamb wandering among wolves, vulnerable and unaware of the dangers lurking around every corner. ‘Who shouts at you?’ I was feeling a strange protectiveness wash over me.

‘Teachers sometimes because I don’t concentrate. Other kids because I don’t understand them or their jokes.’

‘You could shout back? Stand up for yourself?’

Lance shook his head. ‘Dad always said that when people shout, they mean it, and to get out of their way.’

Looking at his lip, I concluded his dad’s advice was the better option. ‘Did you try to get out of their way today?’

‘I ran.’

I shrugged. ‘Into the woods where there are no witnesses?’

‘Eh?’ He looked confused.

‘Never mind.’ Any attempt at dark humour would be lost on him. ‘Shall we get you home to your parents?’

His face fell, and I knew instantly that I'd said the wrong thing. ‘Just Mum now. Dad killed himself.’

I felt a stab of something in my chest. Not sympathy, exactly, but a morbid fascination. I knew the polite thing to say would be ‘I'm so sorry for your loss,’ but the words stuck in my throat. Instead, I blurted out the question burning in my mind. ‘How did he do it?’

Lance’s voice was barely a whisper. ‘He turned the car on in the garage and went to sleep.’

Wow. I remembered hearing about that on the news. A local man found dead in his garage. I had to turn away for a moment, hoping Lance wouldn't see the spark of excitement in my eyes. The idea of taking one's own life had always intrigued me, even more so now that I knew the deceased was my new friend's father.

I took a deep breath, adopting a sad expression, before turning back to Lance. ‘I saw that story on the news. I'm so sorry, Lance. I did not know that was your dad.’

Tears streamed down his face, mingling with the blood from his torn lip. The sight stirred something deep inside me, a confusing mix of pity and dark curiosity.

I couldn't help but wonder how I would react if my father killed himself. Would I shed tears like Lance, or would I feel something else entirely? It's hard to say, considering my dad's own dark past. I've never told you this before, Diary, but my father is a murderer. He killed his own sister, my aunt, when they were both very young. I still don't know the full story, just bits and pieces whispered by gossiping adults when they think I'm not listening.

Really, I should have left the conversation there, but I was curious (as ever). ‘Why do you think he did it?’

Lance wiped tears away with the back of his hand, smearing blood across his cheek. ‘Because of me. It was my fault.’

I couldn’t believe what he’d said, so I stared at his face for a while. But it was as clear as day. There was acceptance in his eyes. He believed this. ‘Really? Did he say that in a suicide note?’

‘I don’t think there was one.’

‘Then how do you know he killed himself because of you?’

‘Because everyone says so. That he couldn’t handle having a son like me.’

I was in disbelief at how naïve he really was. I felt a surge of frustration. ‘Lance, listen to me. Just because people are saying those things, just because they're shouting at you, doesn't mean you have to believe them. Remember what your dad said? Walk away. They're lying to you, trying to make you feel bad for something that isn't your fault.’

He nodded.

It was pathetic, really. But there was something about him, something in his vulnerability and his blind trust, that drew me to him. Lance was like a child trapped in a teenager's body, innocent and impressionable. I wanted to protect him, to guide him. Shape him into something new.

I walked him home. He lived on the outskirts of our community. It was a fair trek. We had a long chat. Well, as long a chat as you can have with someone with limited vocab and intelligence. Anyway, I’ll summarise it for you. I don’t need to keep telling you about the blood pouring from his face and his constant moans of pain. I’m sure that’s all obvious.

‘I'll let you in on a secret, Lance,’ I said as we walked side by side. ‘People are always shouting stuff at me, too. They go on about my family, about the terrible things my great-grandfather did.’

‘What did he do?’

‘Killed and ate six local children.’

The look of shock on Lance's face was almost comical. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘I don’t know the answer to that… yet. I think one day I might.’

He looked confused. He then pointed at his head. ‘Was he poorly?’

I laughed. ‘Most would say so.’

A flicker of fear passed over Lance's face, and I could practically see the gears turning in his mind. ‘Are you... are you like him? Like your great-grandfather?’

If only he knew the dark thoughts that sometimes crept into my mind... But I couldn't scare him off, not when I'd just gained his trust. ‘I don’t want to hurt children. Or animals, even. Anything vulnerable. I’m not a monster.’

He visibly relaxed at my words, but there was still a glimmer of something in his eyes. I gave him more. ‘Sometimes I think about hurting people who aren’t vulnerable, though.’

His eyes widened. ‘Me too!’

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued by this sudden glimpse of a different Lance. A Lance with a backbone, and perhaps even a taste for vengeance. ‘Really? You think about hurting people?’

‘Yes. I’d love to punch John Taylor.’

I laughed again. The idea of timid little Lance squaring up to John for a fair fight was absurd. I briefly considered telling him about my fantasy of sealing John's mouth shut with a safety pin, but I held my tongue. Best not to reveal too much too soon. ‘Seems fair enough,’ I said. ‘He definitely deserves a good punch or two.’

Lance grinned at me, a sight made gruesome by his torn and bloodied lip. ‘He makes my blood steam. He thinks he’s better than everyone else.’

‘I think you mean blood boil.’

‘Yeah, that’s it! Does he make your blood boil too?’

I considered the question for a moment. ‘My blood doesn't really boil.’

As we approached his front door, I made a split-second decision. ‘Hey, Lance? Would you like to walk home from the bus stop together every day after school? I could meet you there, and we could talk more. About... everything.’

His eyes lit up. ‘Really? You want to be friends with me? Like, proper friends?’

I flashed him a warm smile. ‘Sure, why not? Outcasts must stick together, right?’

He blinked at me. ‘Outcasts? What’s that?’

‘It means people who don't fit in. People like you and me, who differ from everyone else.’

‘Fit into what?’

I sighed, realising that Lance's social awareness was even more limited than I'd thought. ‘Never mind. It's not important. What matters is that we have each other now. Friends forever, right?’

I offered my hand, and he shook it.

‘Friends forever.’ He grinned and then yelped in pain as the movement tugged his injured lip.

I bit the inside of my cheek, forcing back a laugh. It was like watching a puppy chasing its own tail.

‘Do you want to meet my mum? She’s nice. She makes good sandwiches. She doesn’t shout.’

Unlikely. I wasn’t welcome in many homes around here. My family’s dark legacy preceded me. ‘She sounds nice. But I should get home.’

‘Okay.’ He turned to go, but paused after a couple of steps and looked back at me. ‘Lacey? Can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

‘What do you do when people are hurting you?’

‘I go inside my head. Hide there while I think.’ Hide there, deep in my own thoughts, while I plan my next move.

Lance’s eyes widened. ‘Hide? I try to do that, but they always find me.’

I pointed at my head. ‘In here, Lance.’

‘I’m not sure I get how you hide in your own head.’

I smiled. ‘I’ll explain another time.’

‘Can I call you Lace?’

I rarely agree to this. I’d never liked it. But I wanted to make him happy. ‘Sure, Lance. But only you, okay? Our secret.’

He beamed at me, his entire face lighting up with joy. ‘Our secret!’

And then he was gone, limping up the path to his front door with a fresh spring in his step.

So, Diary, that’s how I made an actual friend.

My only friend (not counting you, of course, Diary).

How do I feel about it?

The truth is, I don’t know.

I’ll put some music on now and think.

Try to make sense of it all.

Until tomorrow, Lacey x
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June 11, 1995

Dear Diary,

It’s moments like this when I’m really grateful that I have you, Diary. I mean, who else am I going to tell?

I’ve just got my period.

I know, I know. If I were Katy Cain, I’d be running to Mummy, or maybe even Daddy (after all, he bought her a horse… I couldn’t imagine him being anything but supportive!). If I was Maisie Hart, I’d just gather everyone around and tell them. A little huddle by the lockers. Guess what…?

Me? I have you. Just you.

Funny thing is, I noticed nothing until I saw the blood in the loo. Then the cramps kicked in. Not for the faint-hearted. Ha! I just raided the cupboard in the bathroom for some paracetamol and some towels, and I’m set. Thirty minutes on, I’m feeling better, but not perfect.

So, does that mean I’m a woman?

In some countries, don’t they celebrate this?

Don’t know why! To be honest, I feel like shit…

I’m going to lie back down and see if I can sleep.

L x
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June 12, 1995

Dear Diary,

Sorry, I didn’t get back to you yesterday. I felt like shit.

Is this the cost of being a woman?

I think about all the teenage boys at my school, and their surging testosterone levels. So many of them swaggering around with something to prove. It’s not like John Taylor was in the minority! His macho behaviour was standard.

And then there’s me, a woman, curled up in bed with a hot water bottle and painkillers. Whoever decided that was fucking fair?

I couldn’t face school, so I told Dad I’d caught Uncle Thom’s flu.

I thought I’d take this opportunity to tell you more about my parents, Diary, which will then lead into an explanation of what happened last night. I’ve had a bowl of soup and some more paracetamol, but I still feel like crap, so I hope putting these words down on your lovely pages, Diary, will take my mind off these fucking cramps!

First up, Mum.

It’s been a while since my mother, Mary-Ann Ray, was well. I’ve some vague memories of her laughing, joking, and swinging me about when I was five or something, but most of the time, she’s been bedridden, depressed, and covered in eczema. Sometimes, I wonder what my mother had been like before my father, Richie, had swooped her off her feet. Had she been confident? Strong? Enthusiastic? I couldn’t imagine it, but then I couldn’t imagine my father, or anyone else, marrying her in the state she was currently in.

Over the years, Mum has occasionally crept out from beneath her shell. Sometimes she’d stroked my hair and reflect on how lucky she was to be my mother. I also recall many instances when she’d cook for us all, Uncle Thom included. But it all seemed like such a long time ago now.

My father would never talk to me about it properly. I’d tried. Many times. He always brushed me off with the claim that it started with her becoming stressed and she deteriorated from there. That she now suffered from severe mental illness, but that the doctors would one day cure her.

They didn’t seem to be in any great hurry! It all sounded very apathetic, if you ask me.

Last year, while I was in Year 7, Mr Price asked me to stay behind after school one day to talk about stress!

He didn’t touch my tits like Maisie Hart claimed he’d touched hers. I haven’t really got any tits, truth be told. Mind you, Maisie probably doesn’t either! (She definitely pads her bra out).

When he kept me back, Mr Price said he was worried that I always looked so distant in his lessons and asked me if I was stressed out about something.

He started telling me that stress caused many problems. Physical and mental. And that I could talk to him whenever I wanted.

I told him thanks, but no thanks. Not because of the Maisie Hart situation (I didn’t know about that then), but because I just wasn’t stressed. And he’s a man, too. By default, I wouldn’t trust a man as far as I could throw him.

I sometimes wonder what would’ve happened if I’d said yes. Would he have tried to touch my breasts? And if so, would I have let him, or fought him off? Would I have got him fired?

That would’ve pissed Maisie right off! Maisie really seemed to enjoy having her boobs touched by someone old enough to be her father, or at least enjoyed boasting about it.

I’m not sure how I feel about Maisie. If it was true, I hoped the bastard got his just desserts for preying on the vulnerable. However, if she was lying about Mr Price, wasn’t she preying on him? Eventually, her deceitful boasts would cost him his freedom, and that made her the predator. And if that was the case… well…

You know the safety pin thing from the other day? John’s mouth? I had an idea… why don’t I just pin John and Maisie together? They’re made for each other. Joined at the lips. Siamese twins! Imagine forcing them to live out their lives face to face. One failed predator looking at another until they were no more.

I’m laughing to myself now, Diary. If anyone ever finds you, what would they think?

I’ve gone off on a tangent. Shall we go back to my parents?

As I told you, Dad hits pigs with sticks, a lot. However, he’s always gentle with my mum. Before I was old enough, he used to apply her cream. He did it carefully, asking her how she was again and again, even when she never answered.

Sometimes, I used to find him looking sad and lost downstairs afterwards, drinking whisky. He wouldn’t talk to me. I could sit down on the chair beside him and ask him questions. I’d be lucky to get a grunt, and he barely ever made eye contact with me.

In a way, me and Dad used to be close. He took me everywhere with him on his “errands,” as he liked to call them. He used to enjoy having me beside him in the van when I was a toddler, and I remember him stroking my hair and squeezing my arm all the time.

When I was eight years old, I’d heard moaning late at night and had gone straight into their room. Dad was on top of Mum, naked. He was moving about all funny. When Dad jumped up, I saw his penis. It looked so different from how it’d ever looked before. Like some kind of alien. Aggressive. Like a snake standing straight up, ready to strike. I remember feeling really worried about him. Was something hurting him? Attached to him? To think I thought my father’s hard-on was an alien!

Now, I never stop hearing about hard-ons! Girls like Maisie talk about them. Usually, to impress their fan clubs. There’s this one girl, Trisha Thomas, who’s been sexually active since the beginning of Year 8 (if you believe her). To me, her stories sound like they’re being read out of some erotic fiction book that she’d pinched from her parents’ bookshelf. I don’t tell her this. She’d end up clawing at my face, and then I’d have to hurt her. I’ve no desire to hurt Trisha Thomas. There are plenty of people higher than her on my list.

That night, after I rumbled my parents, my father, frustrated and annoyed, locked me in the spare room next to theirs.

I was eight! What a bastard!

Still, it turned out to be an idiotic move on his part. Because, Diary, that’s when I found myself a peephole.

So, for months after, I watched them having sex! It was too fascinating to miss. I remember thinking that it seemed like he was hurting my mother, but then I’d change my mind and think she was hurting him. Over time, I learned the truth. I don’t still watch, by the way! What do you think I am? Haha! I just wanted to draw your attention to the existence of that peephole.

Because, last night, while I was clutching my swollen belly in the early hours, I heard Mum shouting and screaming.

I knew my father would be in there, so I didn’t march straight into their room. Instead, I went to look through the peephole in the wall of the spare room.

My mother was standing in the room’s corner, naked, pulling her bandages off, tearing at her skin with bloody nails, screaming, while my father tried his best to calm her.

She looked terrified. Her wide eyes were struggling to find anything to focus on.

I inhaled a deep breath. I was unsure of what to do. Should I go in and help or leave it to my father?

I couldn’t believe that Uncle Thom hadn’t made an appearance. The way Mum was going on, he could surely hear her! I imagined he was probably too terrified. He was probably hiding in the corner of his room downstairs, believing the aliens had finally come. My Grandad, Andrew, had really messed my uncle up, convincing us we aren’t alone in the world.

Then Mum stopped screaming, and I exhaled.

Having burned herself out, she collapsed onto the bed, sobbing. Dad curled up on the bed beside her with his arms around her.

Eventually, the sobbing lessened, and I could hear murmuring. She was so quiet. I held my breath to hear. ‘Her blue dress… her blue dress… it was so beautiful.’

Whose blue dress?

Just when it seemed she’d settled and had maybe fallen asleep, she said, ‘I can see her… in her blue dress… there… can’t you see her?’

She said nothing else.

My parents looked like they were settling now, so, feeling like shit, I limped off to bed.

It must have only been ten minutes before I heard heavy breathing at my door.

It was Dad. He smokes fifty a day. Sovereign, too, like my uncle. You could always hear both of them coming a mile off!

My father’s visits weren’t unusual, so I wasn’t at all concerned, or bothered (merely irritated from the cramping, and need for sleep).

He came in and stood in the darkness, watching me for a time.

I pretended to be asleep, as I always did, in the hope he would leave and let me rest.

That never worked. And it didn’t work last night either.

He sat on the side of my bed for a while, rubbing at his tearful eyes. Eventually, he asked, ‘Are you awake?’

There was no point in staying quiet. I’d tried that before. He’d persist and persist. Best to get it over with.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Can I lie with you, honey?’ He sounded tired.

‘Of course, Dad.’

He lay next to me and stroked my hair. His hands are enormous. They were also calloused from working on the farm. There was a scratching sound as he worked his fingers. I could smell the tobacco on his breath and that stale smell on his clothing. Both of which I rather liked.

Every time he came, he’d talk about something different. There’d been times when he’d spoken about how proud of me he was. Other times, he’d explain how much he’d loved my mother before she lost her way, and how, now, he didn’t know if it was love or pity any more. Sometimes, he’d say nothing and simply fall asleep. When I woke in the morning, he’d be gone.

Tonight was different. Maybe my mother’s screaming had shaken him, or maybe the changes that were happening in me were becoming clear to him.

He caught me off-guard. ‘You’re almost a woman now.’

Did he know about my period?

‘You’re also a Ray,’ he continued.

And don’t I just fucking know it, I felt like saying, I see fear and hate in everybody’s eyes when I walk past them.

He sighed. ‘This place is in your blood.’

I so wanted to tell him how much I disagreed with that. How one day I’d be walking away.

The scratching noise intensified as he stroked my hair. ‘There’s been something I’ve needed to talk to you about for a while.’

Was I on the verge of discovering that I was adopted? That my actual parents were normal? Rich? Maybe I could ride off into the sunset on a horse like Malteser? Don’t worry, Diary, I tempered my expectations.

‘You need to know how it works,’ he said.

What works? I thought of his alien at that point. Aggressive. Ready to strike.

Thankfully, that didn’t turn out to be the case. My father’s a lot of things, but he’s never been that.

He coughed to clear his throat. I heard the tar gurgle in it. ‘It’s the pigs, Lacey.’

The pigs?

‘You need to know how we do it. How they die.’

If you haven’t realised by now Diary that my life is far from ordinary, then my father’s conversation piece may give you a clue.

‘First, we stun them,’ my father began. ‘Hit them hard between the eyes with a bolt gun. Forces a metal bolt into their brain. Knocks them out cold, sometimes kills them. Then we string them up by their hind legs and slit their throats. They bleed out, see? You’ve got to let all that blood drain away, or the meat spoils.’ He coughed.

I considered how weak and defenceless the pigs sounded. ‘Do the pigs struggle or fight back?’

‘They squeal and thrash,’ my father said. ‘Blood can go everywhere. That’s why we wear chest waders.’

Whenever I saw the pigs, I thought they looked peaceful and content. The idea of them thrashing about was something I’d never given much thought to. ‘Sounds cruel.’

‘They’re meat.’

‘They’re harmless.’

‘They don’t think like us. They’re not like we are. I want you to learn that.’

I had no interest in killing a pig. ‘I’m not ready,’ I said.

He sighed. ‘I was twelve.’

‘I need more time.’

He sighed again. ‘Think about it.’

‘I will.’ Then, I asked a question I never thought I would. I don’t know where it came from and, even now, during this reflection, I still don’t know. ‘Dad, how did you kill Auntie Beatrix?’

There was a long period of silence.

Beatrix died when she was seven. My father was ten. They institutionalised him for seven years because of her death.

I always thought it funny how that worked. For every year Beatrix had lived, he’d had one of his years of freedom taken off him.

He didn’t answer.

I tried again. ‘I’d like to know.’

He didn’t answer. Instead, he kissed me on the forehead and left the room.

That night, I dreamt about slaughtering. But there were no pigs.

In my dream, John Taylor, Trisha Thomas, and Maisie Hart were all hanging upside down from a chain, squealing and thrashing, blood spurting.

I looked down and saw that I was wearing chest waders.

I woke up with my father’s words on my lips: ‘You’re almost a woman now.’

My father was gone, and it wasn’t yet sunrise. I took out my Walkman and listened to Closer by Nine Inch Nails. Never had the lyrics regarding animalistic longing seemed so relevant to me. A primal desire? Was I feeling those things? And if so, about what exactly? It wasn’t animal slaughter. I felt lost but, at the same time, I felt as if I was moving towards something.

Your future pig-butcher?

(I kind of hope not)

Lacey x
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June 16, 1995

Dear Diary,

Remember when I explained that Mr Price talked to me about stress in Year 7? Well, it occurred to me at the time that he’d mentioned a fondness for meditation.

A couple of days ago, I saw a book in the school library called The Art of Meditation. The author is a doctor, so it looked promising.

According to the doctor, you focus on the here and now.

It struck a chord. In a way, it reminded me of you, Diary.

I mean, I know that I’m technically looking back at experiences when I write to you (in the past tense), but my reflections and thoughts are happening at this very moment, so I believe it’s the same thing. It’s still the here and now.

Anyway, I’ve tried meditating. I followed some instructions and put several hours into it.

It’s been challenging. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, trying to clear your mind, is no simple task. It’s harder than it sounds! My thoughts wander off to many weird places. But I’ve made my mind up to stick with it. I managed five minutes earlier with complete focus. The doctor would be proud.

In other news, I’ve been walking home from the bus stop every day with Lance.

That boy asks question about absolutely anything and everything, before rarely understanding the answers I give. I guess it's nice to have someone to bounce words off of other than you, Diary. I don’t mean to offend, but I’m part of the world of the living, and it makes sense to have friends there too. It’s time I made some effort.

Today, as we were walking, Lance seemed quieter than usual. I nudged him with my elbow. ‘What’s up with you, Lancey-pants?’

That was my new name for him, and he loved it. He always has this proud look on his face when I used it. His lip was still scabbed over but less swollen now, and he even smiled a few times, although it still hurt him when he did so.

He stopped when I asked him how he was. He scuffed his shoes on the pavement, not meeting my eyes. It was like a four-year-old getting bollocked, I swear! He’s fifteen, I kid you not!

‘I have a secret,’ he whispered.

I smiled. ‘Don’t we all, Lancey-pants.’

‘I’m worried about telling you.’

I put a hand on his shoulder and waited for him to look into my eyes. ‘I’d be a poor best friend if you couldn’t tell me.’

‘Yes, but I don’t want you to think any different of me. I want us to stay best friends. I couldn’t bear for it to go back to how it was.’

‘When no one ever talked to you?’

‘Yeah.’

I gave his shoulder a squeeze. ‘Well, don’t worry, I don’t want it like before either. No secret’s going to topple our friendship.’

He took a deep breath. ‘I like boys.’

It was unexpected, but I considered it. ‘Okay… why? They’re dickheads.’ I tried to keep my tone light. Only after the words came out did I realise that the humour would be lost on him.

His face flushed. ‘Yes, but I like them… you know… in that way.’

‘That way?’ I had to force back a smile over his adorable innocence.

‘Yes, in the way I’m supposed to like girls.’

I put my hands on my hips. ‘So, you don’t like me?’

His eyes widened.

‘It was a joke! Don’t worry. You’re not my type. You’re like a little brother I never had. I want to look after you, not fuck you.’

His eyes widened. My coarse language shocked him. Look, I know words have power, but wow! I thought he was going to drop dead.

We walked on for a while, an awkward silence settling between us. When he finally recovered from my verbal shock, he said, ‘Little brother? I’m older than you.’

‘Yes.’ I didn’t elaborate. It was hard to explain without being offensive. ‘Have you ever had sex with a boy?’

I already knew the answer, but I thought it might lead to an interesting conversation.

‘No!’

‘You must think about sex, though. I do.’

‘You’re thirteen!’ Lance sounded horrified.

‘So?’ I asked. ‘Trisha Thomas says she’s been having sex since primary school.’

‘I don’t know who she is.’

‘Nor do you want to. Look, Lancey-pants, you’re gay. No big deal.’

He nodded miserably, his shoulders slumping. ‘Please don’t tell anyone.’

‘I won’t, but no need to be miserable. We’re the way we are.’

‘Yeah, but it seems complicated?’

‘What’s so complicated?’ I shrugged. ‘You like dickheads…’

He shot me an irritated look.

‘Sorry, boys… You’ll be hard pressed to find a nice one, but then I found you, so I guess you could have a go.’

‘My mum would never understand.’ His voice was full of fear.

‘Are parents here to understand anything?’ I asked. ‘They certainly don’t in my house.’ They just exist in a permanent cycle of pain and torture, I thought.

I stopped walking and turned to face him, my expression serious. ‘Your secret is safe with me, promise. And maybe I should stop calling you Lancey-pants as it emasculates you.’

‘Emas-what?’

‘A new word I learned at school from a Shakespeare play we’re reading. Means to make you more feminine, less masculine.’

‘Eh?’

‘Never mind. Point is, we need the boys to think you’re strong with a big, hard cock.’

He blushed again. ‘Lacey, I can’t–’

‘Why talk when you can do? I’ll find someone you can do it with. Find someone else like you.’ I was happy to help him explore his sexuality.

The look of terror on his face made me pause. Maybe I was pushing him too fast. ‘Or I won’t if you don’t want me to?’

‘I don’t want you to.’ His tone was firm.

We walked in silence for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts. Then, out of the blue, he asked, ‘Have you ever masturbated, Lace?’

‘I have.’ It was a lie, but one I hoped would make him feel less alone in his curiosity.

I better wrap this up now, Diary. Lance and I have plans to investigate the Dead Place some more this weekend. I feel good that someone has trusted me with a big secret, too.

Let me just list my plans for next week: more meditation, focus, and mindfulness.

As always, thanks for listening, and I promise, you’re still better than meditation!

Good night,

Lace (I used to hate this nickname, but because of Lance, I’m liking it!)
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June 17, 1995

Dear Diary,

Yes, it’s the middle of the night. 3 a.m. But this can’t wait!

Something big just happened.

I woke, about an hour ago, with Lance’s out-of-the-blue question regarding masturbation front and centre of my mind, and I just thought: well, why the hell not?

So, here is a review:

It didn’t feel how I expected it to feel, but five stars anyway!

I’d always assumed everything would just melt away, and it would be like walking through a meadow or something. A lovely green field, with the potent scent of cut grass. Flowers and sunshine, and maybe birdsong in the background?

Ridiculous, yes, but aren’t masturbation and sex supposed to be natural? Why shouldn’t I expect it to feel like nature?

As the experience began, I realised it was more like meditation.

Like I was clearly and singularly focused on one thing.

And that felt good. Better than walking through a meadow.

At one point, I had to turn over and force my head into the pillow in case anyone heard!

The things I saw as I focused on that sweet feeling were unbelievable!

I was riding with Katy Cain on Malteser! Clinging to her back, while her hair flowed backwards into my face, and it smelled delicious. I imagined the force from Malteser’s muscular back rising through the saddle, feeling the pressure between my legs.

Eventually, the image throbbed and changed.

And then I was Maisie Hart, shirt unbuttoned, bra pushed down beneath my breasts, looking up into the leering face of Mr Price. Except, he started calling me Lacey as he fondled me, but it couldn’t be me because my breasts weren’t that plump and developed.

But then I saw my reflection in the classroom window, and it was me!

Then, I had my first ever orgasm.

After I orgasmed (I like this word), I lay there, sweating and gasping, and closed my eyes as the pleasure ebbed away.

Then, a new image found its way into my mind. Maisie Hart, breasts exposed, covered head to toe in blood, with a knife in one hand. Mr Price, on his knees, screaming, trying to hold all his guts in.

My eyes snapped open, and I cut that vision off dead.

Now, where did that one come from, Diary?

Dark thoughts forever teeter at the edge of my mind, but that was a rather unexpected intrusion!

Maybe it’s my father’s recent vivid descriptions of killing pigs in an abattoir?

Still, I won’t let the gutting of Mr Price blight an otherwise sensational experience.

Tonight, I want to dream about Katy.

Do you think she has the same thoughts about me?

Haha! I doubt it. She’d be terrified of her daddy finding out.

I love to get in that saddle one day. See if it really feels like that, or whether it is just my overactive imagination again!

Anyway, it’s almost four, I must sleep. And I don’t want to get too worn out for this weekend’s visit to the Dead Place.

Night, Diary.

Lacey x
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June 17, 1995, evening

Dear Diary,

Can you believe it’s been almost two weeks since I turned thirteen and you became my constant companion?

No, neither can I! Not when I flick back through how much I’ve written.

I thought I’d been neglecting you. Clearly not.

I’ve already clarified that being born a Ray is no small thing.

Is it a blessing or a curse?

I think the jury is still out on that one.

Earlier I listened to Where Is My Mind? by the Pixies. It hit the nail on the head. I may be maturing, but I’m still completely lost in my thoughts. At the mercy of my mind.

Those vivid, bloody images remain, becoming more and more frequent. Mouths sealed with safety pins; Mr Price holding his guts in; Maisie, John, and Trisha hanging upside down with their throats slashed. But I’m making peace with them. I think the meditation (and you, of course!) has really helped me with this.

Today, I took Lance with me to the Dead Place.

When I introduced Lance to the barn where Neil Spencer had apparently been speared through the heart like a vampire, Lance turned white.

After I reassured him he’d be fine, we went round the back to see if the VW Transporter was there. It wasn’t.

‘Now’s our chance,’ I said.

He looked confused.

‘To look inside.’

Still, I showed some caution and knocked on the front door, like last time, and stood back.

It shook on its hinges and gave me that familiar sharp taste of dust again, but it didn’t dramatically swing open this time.

I prepared to open the door, grinning back at Lance.

He looked as if he’d shat a brick! ‘We shouldn’t, Lace.’

‘Oh, we very much should.’

I opened the door. Inside, it was dim, but there were a couple of unblocked windows, so it was easy enough to see. I also liked the way the boarded windows sliced up the daylight. It made me think of those sliced throats again, and Mr Price’s split belly.

The air tasted like old pennies.

I think that whoever had been here was now gone. We looked everywhere. There was a half-eaten tin of beans in the kitchen, which was covered in flies. The sickly sweet smell of rotting food mixed with the musty odour of the house.

I felt disappointed. Had I missed them? Were they gone for good?

‘Someone was definitely crashing here,’ I said to Lance, poking at a torn rucksack with my toe.

‘It smells bad here,’ Lance said. ‘Can we go?’

He makes me laugh, does Lancey-pants!

‘This is an adventure!’ said, spreading my arms wide and spinning around, as if to embrace the entire dilapidated room.

‘But can’t you smell it?’ He looked as if he was about to throw up.

‘I live on a bloody pig farm, Lancey Pants,’ I said, and made snorting noises.

Lance's face fell, and he looked down at his feet, kicking at a loose floorboard. ‘I thought you wouldn’t call me that anymore. That it emastes me.’

‘Emasculates.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I did, didn’t I?’

‘Yeah,’ he repeated, scuffing his shoe against the dirty floor.

An idea popped into my head, and I snapped my fingers. ‘How about Lancey-boy? That keeps you nice and masculine?’

‘Masculine.’

‘Well, male.’

‘Yeah.’ A small smile beginning to tug at the corners of his mouth.

‘Good. Now, go and fucking sit, Lancey-boy.’

He flinched.

‘Forget I swore.’

‘Okay,’ he said, nodding slowly.

Lance’s mother had linked swearing to the devil once, and it had settled in Lance’s head a little. I tried to explain that the devil was a load of rubbish, but he wasn’t having any of it.

‘Who causes the thunder and lightning, then?’ he asked.

‘Are you serious?’

He very much was!

In a pet-owner kind of way, I think I’ve fallen for Lance.

He brings me pleasure, and I feel like it is my responsibility to protect him.

I never saw the point of a pet before, but I kind of get it now.

Lance still hadn’t gone into the lounge. It was all open plan. I led the way. A broken television set gathering dust in the corner. Its screen was shattered. There were mouldy couches with springs poking out of them.

I flopped on the better couch and patted a spot next to me, forcing Lance to join me (because he really didn’t want to!). ‘It’s weird, isn’t it?’

‘The smell is weird.’

‘You and that fucking smell!’

He paled over my language again.

‘Sorry … but honestly, I’m not bringing the devil in.’

‘Please don’t say his name.’

I rolled my eyes and punched him in the arm. ‘Lancey-boy!’

‘Ow,’ he said, but he snapped out of it and smiled.

‘I meant it’s weird because the place is so empty and cold. I call it the Dead Place.’ I hadn’t told him this before because he wouldn’t have come.

Lance looked around. ‘It makes me sad. It’s like everyone forgot about it. I thought it was supposed to have been knocked down?’

‘They obviously forgot.’ I stared at him, wide-eyed. ‘It feels like all the life’s been sucked out. Like nothing’s allowed to be alive here.’

‘Stop teasing me,’ Lance said, jumping up.

I hadn’t been teasing him, but I could see how he might see it like that.

I jumped up, too.

‘You can wait outside,’ I said. ‘But I’m not leaving until I see the cellar. I’ve seen a lot of horror movies where the secret is down there.’

‘I’m going outside.’

‘Be my guest, but I warn you, if this was a horror film, you’d be the next to die. And it makes sense. I mean, what if whoever’s been staying here comes back? You’ll be the first person they see.’ I shrugged. ‘Not good for you, but good for me. At least, I get a warning.’

That was enough. He came to the cellar door with me, clutching my arm.

I could feel him trembling against me as I reached for the handle. I suspect he expected bats to fly out when I opened the door.

No bats, but it was dark down there and there was a curious humming sound like something electrical. Impossible, this place wasn’t getting any electricity!

‘What’s that humming?’ Lance was pressing his chin to my shoulder.

I considered telling him it was a chainsaw, but held back. It’d be a cheap laugh because he’d be running from the house afterward!

‘It’s too dark to go down,’ Lance said.

He was right.

There was a light switch on the wall at the top of the stairs, and I flicked it. As I expected, the cellar didn’t light up.

I noticed something attached to the wall by my feet. I knelt and examined it.

A small switch had been fixed on the wall. There were wires running out of it and down the steps. I flicked it and a standing floodlight burst into life at the bottom of the steps.

‘Look at that!’ I said.

Lance tugged my arm. ‘I want to go home, Lace.’

My curiosity was obviously through the roof now, so I pulled away from Lance and pressed on. I knew he’d follow. The old wooden staircase creaked the whole way. I could hear Lance mumbling behind me as he followed.

The cellar was large, but there was only that one floodlight in the centre, so most of it blended away into the shadows where there were piles of unidentifiable crap. It reminded me of Dad’s storage barn, where he chucked all his old stuff. He kept saying he meant to syphon through it all and sell it, but I can’t recall him ever selling a single thing.

The humming was coming from two large chest freezers off to our right.

I was so confused. How was this place powering itself?

‘If it’s just one person.’ Lance was whispering. ‘Why does he need so much food?’

I turned and smiled at Lance. ‘Maybe it’s not food.’

He gulped. ‘What do you think is in there?’

Again, I forced back a joke. Instead, I walked over to the first freezer and patted it. ‘Shall we find out?’

I went for the handle and tried to lift it, but it rose barely an inch before I heard the clang of metal. I ran my fingers over the chain and padlock, which kept the freezer almost completely sealed.

Disappointed, I examined the other, and discovered that it was also locked.

I thought about it. ‘I could get into them with bolt cutters.’

Lance shook his head.

‘No, you’re right,’ I said.

As much as I wanted to know more, I needed to approach this with caution. If I broke the locks and found something very interesting, then the person coming here may grab his stuff and never return.

Whatever this was, I wanted to be in it for the long haul.

Still curious how everything was being powered, I followed the power cables from the freezers to a series of deep cycle batteries lined up by the wall. I recognised them from our farm. We relied on them whenever we had power cuts. This meant whoever was powering the freezers needed to take them away to be recharged regularly. I wonder how long a single charge would last. A couple of days?

‘Can we go now?’ Lance asked, pulling at my hand.

I regarded the freezers one last time. ‘Yes.’ I felt a surge of excitement. This wouldn’t be the last time I came.

Outside, walking back, I kissed Lance on the cheek. ‘Thanks for coming with me, Lancey-boy.’

‘It was horrible,’ he said. ‘I never want to go back.’

‘You don’t have to. But I’ve a feeling I’ll be going back.’

‘I’ve the same feeling,’ Lance said, looking pale.

I’m tired now, and it’s late.

And I want to recapture the magic from last night.

Katy Cain can keep her starring role.

Until next time,

Your pleasure demon,

Lacey x
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June 19, 1995

Dear Diary,

Today, I deliberately got an earlier bus into school and sat near Katy Cain. Even though I know our horse-riding adventure that took place over the last three nights wasn’t real, I felt closer to her, as if we’d a shared secret.

She noticed me staring at her and looked uncomfortable.

The bus was relatively quiet at this time, so I moved back several spaces and sat directly in front of her.

I wasn’t nervous. Like me and Lance, she was also a loner. An outcast.

‘How is Malteser?’ I asked.

What she did then was unexpected. She stood, marched to the front of the bus, and plonked herself in another seat!

Talk about the cold fucking shoulder!

Am I being too generous by factoring her into tonight’s bout of pleasure? Maybe I should exclude her for the time being…

Still, the more I dwell on her rejection, the more exciting it becomes.

I imagined her playing hard to get.

I climbed up on Malteser, into his firm saddle, and forced my arms around her, demanding that she ride.

Then, after we’d stopped to have sex in the old woods, she told me she adored me.

It was the most intense orgasm I’d experienced yet.

So, until tomorrow, keep my secrets safe,

Your contented L x
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June 25, 1995

Dear Diary,

After a rather non-eventful week, today was an absolute blast.

There’s a lake on the other side of our village, nestled among trees and bushes. A dirt track encircles it. So, if you’re aware of the prime locations to navigate through the undergrowth, you can often discover your own secluded spot for bathing.

There are a lot of signs on the dirt path warning you not to swim, but nobody pays them much attention.

Lance wasn’t keen on heading there with me at first.

There were other kids who liked to loiter down around there, and some of the braver local adults often visited there for swims in the late morning or afternoon at this time of the year.

I told Lance that if we went early enough, we’d be guaranteed complete solitude.

He started to come around, but then said he didn’t like the idea of getting up before five. I told him I had no sympathy. ‘Try living on a farm. The place is noisy as anything at sunrise.’

I met him close to the front of his home at quarter-to-five. He looked shattered. I told him the cold water would wake him up, and he didn’t look too impressed with that!

Watching the first light of the day creep across the horizon, I belted out the lyrics to Today by The Smashing Pumpkins. Lance looked at me as if I was crazy.

‘Seize the day,’ I said to him afterwards.

He didn’t understand.

‘Life is fully possibilities and adventures. Face the challenges.’

‘It’s cold.’ He was shivering.

‘I need to toughen you up. You’re more mouse than man.’

I led him down the dirt path, still singing, as the countryside glowed around us. After locating a space in the undergrowth, I led Lance down to the edge of the lake.

‘Look at the water, Lance.’ I pointed at the brilliant colours of the dawn reflected in it. ‘Endless possibilities.’ I took off my clothes. ‘Dive into the unknown.’

After I’d undressed, he just stood there for a while stunned! Yes, Lance tended to look clueless, but never like that!

‘You must have seen a naked girl before?’

It’s a good job I don’t take offence easy. He looked as if he was about to throw up!

‘Do I look that bad?’ I asked. I gave him a dig in the arm. ‘Speak up Lancey-boy. Surely, you’ve seen your mum naked?’

He shook his head. ‘No.’

How odd. Unless it was my home that was weird? I thought of my dad’s alien-like penis. That had definitely been weird.

‘Well, you’re gay, aren’t you? So, no need to worry about that.’ I pointed at his crotch. ‘Not like you’re going to get yourself flustered and embarrass yourself by getting a hard-on.’ I laughed. ‘Take your clothes off.’

He stood there for a while, and I honestly didn’t know if he was going to drop dead from the sheer stress of it all!

But then, as if by magic, he took his clothes off…

Never say I can’t empower people!

Under all his clothes, Lance had a bit of weight on him. Nothing too disastrous, but I might warn him later not to let it get out of hand. Once an adult ballooned, they often ended up stuck like that. Best to avoid it all together.

I suddenly felt very proud of Lance. He was like the little brother I’d never had. ‘I bet you’ll have sex with a man before you’re sixteen.’

His eyes widened.

‘Forget I said that!’ I laughed and looked down at his mass of pubic hair. He had a lot more than I did. But then he was a lot older.

When I looked out over the lake again, I didn’t notice all the colours this time. I simply saw how blue it all was.

And then I felt something happening inside me.

My perspective shifted.

I felt invited.

As if I was standing on the edge of a different world. One I’d been waking up in every day for thirteen years and was desperate to break free of.

And here it was, that world – or at least some of it – beckoning me.

Inviting me.

I waded in, gasping out loud and then whooping with delight. Every nerve ending in my body was awake. So alive, so present in the moment.

Maybe it was my developing skills in mediation that had allowed this sudden sensation. Or maybe this was just a more natural form of meditation.

Still whooping, I turned to Lance, who was still weighing up whether to come in. He was still testing the water with his toes.

In this moment, my newest of moments, I floated on my back, gazing up at the cloudless sky, and I noticed the blueness of the sky and, again, like I’d done with the lake, I felt welcome and invited.

I must be honest, Diary, this is the lightest that I’ve ever felt!

You’re surely wondering if the dark thoughts that followed me melted away?

But no, quite the opposite.

My dark thoughts joined me, taking on a clarity they’d never had before. They were like shards of glass gliding in blue skies and floating in blue waters.

Mr Price’s guts, the safety pin through John’s lips, Neil speared by a beam. All my thoughts. Those transparent glass shards. Now as blue as the water and the sky.

I closed my eyes and brought the Dead Place into the moment with me.

I imagined the cellar as blue… the freezers as blue…

But then that bastard, Lance, only went and splashed me… and dunked me!

Dickhead was about twice my size. He backed away from me, laughing.

Seriously, watching Lance laugh is a treat! You could do it for hours. His mouth always hangs open on one side, as he gives a peculiar barking laugh. I’ve met no one who laughs like him.

We splashed around for a while with little old me coming off far worse, and then we sprawled out on the grassy bank to dry off.

We talked and joked around for ages. He liked knock-knock jokes. A lot! Now, I used to like them when I was eight, so I could remember a few. I told him my two favourites:

‘Knock, Knock!’

‘Who’s there?’

‘Broken pencil.’

‘Broken pencil who?’

‘Never mind, it’s pointless!’

‘Knock, Knock!’

‘Who’s there?’

‘Manure.’

‘Manure who?’

‘No more manure jokes–this farm stinks enough as it is!’

He didn’t understand what manure was, but after I explained, he gave his usual peculiar laugh.

He told me some more jokes, which weren’t as funny, but I kept the atmosphere up by laughing.

After the jokes, Lance said he wanted to talk about boys.

It was unexpected, and rather out of character. It seems the blue world hadn’t just shifted my perspective. Lance was receiving the benefits, too.

He told me about two boys in the class that he thought were handsome.

The two he chose, though! So fucking obvious. The type of boys that Trisha Thomas and Maisie Hart would drool all over. Football captain, Michael Simms… Then, Tom Wendell, who was the richest lad in Salisbury, and strutted around in designer clothes.

Still, at least he was opening up. I wouldn’t be critical.

Then came the inevitable. ‘And what about you, Lace? Who do you like?’

‘Time for a secret?’ I said to him, turning to my side. We were both still naked at this point.

Lance was beaming, grinning from ear to ear. A far cry from the week before in the Dead Place! ‘Yes!’

‘I masturbated,’ I said.

His eyes widened.

‘Nothing to say?’

He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

‘You put the idea into my head, Lancey-boy.’

‘You told me you’d already done it.’

‘I lied. But I have now.’

He nodded. He couldn’t look any more uncomfortable if he’d tried! ‘And do you know who I keep thinking about?’ I smirked as I whispered, ‘Katy Cain.’

He creased his brow. ‘Who?’

I explained that she was the one who always rode the big black mare, Malteser.

‘So, you like girls?’ he asked. ‘You’re a lesbian?’

Honestly, I don’t know the answer to that. I hadn’t thought about it in so black and white a fashion. ‘Maybe? I don’t know. But I do like to think about her.’ I winked.

‘Oh,’ he said. He’s not a man of many words, our Lancey-boy.

‘I don’t think it’s so much whether it’s a girl or a boy… gender doesn’t matter…’ I said. ‘My thoughts about Katy seem to be around an idea. The idea of sharing something. Together, we have the power of Malteser.’ As you can see, I wasn’t explaining myself well at all. And Lance, as you can imagine, looked flummoxed. I changed the topic. ‘There’re two boys who fancy me, though.’

‘Really? Who? Who?’ This was more his level. Too much depth in the conversation and he floated off.

‘Jake Pettman. He’s the same age as me. He always says nice things to me when I sit with him in class. He asks me how I am and what I did at the weekend.’

‘Has he asked you out?’ Lance asked.

‘No. But I know he likes me, because he’s the only person who’s ever asked me those things. I can hear the interest in his voice. Do you know who he is?’

‘Yes!’ Lance said. ‘He has muscles. He plays rugby.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘A rugby player! You see. One of the popular lot… Why would he attempt to speak to me if he didn’t like me?’

Lance thought about it and nodded. ‘I’m jealous. He’s fit.’

Sometimes I think about surprising Jake. Maybe, one day, after he asked me how I was, I’d grab the back of his head and snog him. I wonder what it’d be like to have my tongue in his mouth. I imagine that such a display would only strengthen this power I seem to have over him.

‘Who’s the other?’ he asked.

‘You won’t like this… John Taylor.’

‘Yuck. He’s minging.’

This made me laugh.

Lance said, ‘Does he say nice things to you?’

‘No… of course not. Not his style, is it? He swaggers about. Cocky as hell. We’ve never spoken, but I know how he feels. I’ve seen him staring at me in the playground… by the lockers… in the corridors. He lusts after me.’

Lance’s mouth hung open.

‘His eyes go all gooey,’ I said. ‘Sex eyes, I call them. You know, I reckon that when he masturbates, he thinks about me.’

Yet, he’d never spoken to me. The cool boy was too scared to come and get what he wanted. It didn’t half make me feel strong!

I noticed at this point that Lance was shifting away. I looked down and saw he was cupping a hand over himself. He must be getting a hard-on.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s when you started talking about sex eyes.’

Amusing as this was, I didn’t laugh. That wouldn’t be good for Lancey-boy. ‘It doesn’t bother me,’ I said. ‘Don’t sweat it. You’re going to need your hard cock one day. And it looks nicer than my father’s, I suppose…’

At that point, I heard movement in the undergrowth behind us. I turned to look. From where we were, we could see the dirt path which rose higher than the undergrowth we’d broken through.

It was Katy Cain riding Malteser! She was looking in this direction. There was no way that she wouldn’t be able to see us both lying here naked.

I stood and waved. She didn’t wave back. I ran several metres up to the break in the undergrowth, so she was only a couple of metres ahead of me. ‘Do you want to come for a dip?’ I called through the gap.

She turned her eyes dead ahead and didn’t respond.

I looked down at my nakedness and realised how this may look. ‘I’m not having sex with Lance. He’s my best friend. And he’s gay.’

She sauntered away on Malteser.

I called after her. ‘We’re just playing… you want to come in and play, too?’

Then she paused, turned her head back and looked me dead in the eyes. I thought she was going to agree. She called down, ‘If I go in the lake with you, my father will kill me.’

Kill you? How ridiculous! Her father, who bought her a horse, kill her?

Try having a father who murdered your auntie and shares his wisdom over animal slaughter in the early hours, and then I might hear your concerns!

Anyway, Katy cantered off, and I thought, well, what I always think with these people…

Fuck off then, who needs you?

But, Diary, hold on and wait for the big finish! You will not believe what happened later.

After I packed Lance off home and came back to the farmhouse, I found an envelope pushed through the front door.

I found my name scribbled across it, but there was no address.

Hand delivered.

As I came upstairs, I wondered what would have happened if anyone else had found that letter on the doorstep before me. My father would have read it for sure. Uncle Thom would have checked it for signs of extraterrestrial activity. I could imagine him now… ‘They’re seducing you, Lacey. Don’t respond. They want to look inside you.’

Upstairs, I opened the envelope. Inside was a note written in careful handwriting: Lacey, I know we talk little, but I have always admired how brave and different you are. I would like for us to be friends if you are open to that. Maybe we could go riding together sometime? Let me know. Yours, Katy x

I was breathless… still am! There was even a kiss at the end… notice that?

Two new friends in my first month of being thirteen. Two! Maybe thirteen was going to be the year in which it finally all clicked. I’m not used to it.

Now, after an enormous meal, I’m yawning. The day’s adventures have been overwhelming.

I’m going to keep Katy’s letter under my pillow. Tonight, out of respect for what’s happened, I’m going to try (but not promise), to keep the dark thoughts away while I focus just Katy and myself astride Malteser.

Maybe there’s hope for me yet. Maybe!

Until tomorrow,

Lacey, (feeling somewhat changed after being submerged in the blue) xx
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June 26, 1995

Dear Diary,

It is the early hours of Wednesday morning, and I can’t sleep.

The events I’m about to recount to you are from Monday night.

I’m sorry about the delay. I’ve been struggling with the best way to describe what happened.

But I’ve realised, at two in the morning, that there’s no right way.

I just need to write it down and process it.

Monday daytime, after the heady excitement of Sunday, was rather uneventful. I went for the early bus to see Katy, but she wasn’t on it. She wasn’t at school, either. I considered writing back to her, but concluded it was better to give her a few more days. She could be sick or have a family issue.

On Monday evening, I went for a stroll to the Dead Place. I circled around the back and saw that the VW Transporter wasn’t there. I checked in on the freezers again, but nothing much had changed. Disappointed that I still didn’t have any answers to the mystery, I headed home to the night of chaos I’m about to describe.

Dad had his mates over for poker. There were six of them around the kitchen table, dressed in stained overalls, all a mess of facial hair. They all look and smell like the farms they work on. I’ve met Dad’s friends before. They’re just like him. Cut from the same cloth. I sometimes wonder if they’re also killers, too, like my father. They slaughter animals. Had they ever murdered a family member like good old Richie Ray?

I gave them a quick greeting and disappeared upstairs to my bedroom.

My dad and his friends are loud. Always have been. They always kept me awake. These days, I drown them out with my music.

I’d just chosen a CD when my dad showed up. ‘Uncle Steven wants to see how you’ve grown. He hasn’t seen you since you were ten.’

‘He’s not my uncle.’

Steven was a grotesque beast of a man. Sweating and twitchy. I always did my very best to avoid seeing him when I was younger. I wasn’t jumping for joy at this prospect. My father had never done this before, and it pissed me right off. ‘I’m tired.’

‘He was around a lot when you were younger. That’s what you called him. Uncle Steven. It’s okay,’ Dad said. ‘There’s no need to be shy.’

Shy? I’ve never been shy in my fucking life! I just don’t want to talk to people who don’t interest me.

‘Whatever,’ I mumbled and followed Dad back down. The sooner I got it over with, the sooner I could get back to my music and meditation.

Immediately, downstairs, I could sense all their dirty, beady little eyes on me, looking me up and down. One of them wolf-whistled. I imagined gouging the dickhead’s eyes out.

‘Shut the fuck up, Tez,’ Dad said.

I imagined shoving my father onto his arse and telling him I was happy to fight my own battles.

‘You’ve grown,’ Steven said, rising to his feet. I hadn’t seen him in years. He looked older and fatter.

‘We do that,’ I said.

They all laughed.

Steven smiled. ‘You’re tall and pretty.’

Dad glared at him. The men laughed again.

Steven held the palm of his hand in my dad’s direction. ‘But not like that, Richie,’ he glanced back at Tez. ‘Not ogling her like this dirty old bastard here.’

Steven came towards me. I remembered his piggy eyes well enough, but I didn’t have many memories of him. When I was ten, he came around while I was playing football on the farm. I remember him challenging me to put a goal past him. I did. He gave me ten pounds and swore his head off. That was the only decent memory I had of him. Hardly a reason to claim the title of “Uncle”.

As he came closer, I saw something in those piggy eyes I’d not noticed last time. Lust. He had John’s sex eyes. He reached out and touched my hair with a calloused hand. ‘Little Lacey, all grown up … who’d have thought? I used to help bathe you as a tot.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘A shame,’ he said.

‘That’s enough,’ my father said.

But Steven ignored him. His piggy eyes were all glazed over now. He continued to stroke.

And inside I smiled.

Because I had him.

In the same way that I had John and Jake, I had Steven.

Power.

It may not appear that way. I mean, Steven could break me in half if he so wished, but appearances are deceptive.

‘Don’t be shy,’ Steven said, echoing my dad.

Thick bastards.

I smiled at him. A big, ear to ear grin. His eyebrows shot up in the air. ‘I’m anything but shy, Uncle Steven.’

His mouth was practically hanging open!

At that point, I was wondering if I could train this man like a puppy.

Behind Steven, his friends laughed and hammered the table.

Then, my father’s hand shot out of nowhere and clutched Steven’s wrist. ‘Enough.’ Steven offered no resistance as Dad pulled his hand away.

‘Well, if that’s all?’ I smirked at my father, whose eyes had narrowed. I turned and walked upstairs. On the top floor, I heard him say, ‘Back at the fucking table, Steve.’

‘Lighten up, Rich, just playing.’

My father said nothing, but I guessed he was sizing his friend up, because Steven then said. ‘Okay, whatever, going.’

Another friend grunted. ‘They grow up fucking fast, eh? Like my daughter. I’ll give you a piece of advice, Rich, having been through it myself. Keep her locked the fuck up. Know what I’m saying?’

I couldn’t help but wonder if my father would look at his friends’ thirteen-year-old daughters with sex eyes.

On the way to my room, I stopped in on Mum. I’d already applied cream to her today and put some fresh bandages on. I don’t think I’d heard her voice in over a week. She was sitting up, bandaged arms looped around bandaged legs. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’ I asked her.

I went around to the other side of the bed and sat in front of her, so I could look into her eyes. Her eyes were foggy from the medication.

‘I love you.’ I always said this. And afterwards, I’d always sit and wonder whether I loved her. I guess I must do. If not for Mary-Ann, I wouldn’t be here. Alive! Surely that warrants some appreciation. Some love? I’m not sure what it is to feel actual love, though. I’ve a fondness. Like I’m fond of Lance. I feel I need to protect him like a younger brother, a small child, or even a pet! With my mum, if someone tried to hurt her, I wouldn’t like that, either. Was this fondness or genuine love?

Was it the same thing?

‘I love you, Mum,’ she said.

‘I’m your daughter. Not your mother.’ I put my hand on the back of hers. This wasn’t the first time. These days, she was often lost in her imagination.

‘I love your dress. You look so perfect,’ she said.

I was wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

I’d never met my grandmother. She’d died before I was born. Apparently. I’d never even seen a photograph.

My mother lay back down, curled up on her side, muttering to herself. ‘Perfect. So perfect. And blue. I love blue.’

I came back to bed and went over to the CD player and put on Black Hole Sun by Soundgarden to drown out the raucous laughter and shouting. The guitars were heavy and haunting. The lyrics made me think about everything collapsing. There was something about inescapable darkness and chaos that Chris Cornell was singing about –

I felt drawn to it.

Later, I read a book by Stephen King called Carrie, which was great. It was all about how a girl turned the tables on all her bullies. How ironic that the big finish was sparked by her being covered in pig’s blood. Pig’s blood! At the end of the book, I felt quite disappointed that I wasn’t telekinetic. Then, after that, despite the noise, I tried to sleep, but I tossed and turned for hours.

Eventually, it went silent downstairs. At first, I was relieved, but when I heard footsteps on the stairs, I knew something wasn’t right. They were louder than usual. Heavier. It could have been Dad stumbling up to bed, but the steps sounded too heavy for that. My father wasn’t overweight.

I thought of Steven.

I got up, locked my bedroom door, and jumped back into bed. A couple of seconds later, my doorknob started turning! I stared at the door. The knob rattled. A little at first. Then, more aggressive.

I was more convinced than ever that it wasn’t my father.

I knew then that if Steven got in, the outcome would be inevitable.

Look at me, Diary! I’m thirteen! Slight build. Not a weapon in sight. It could only go one way. I realised then that the power I’d had before, downstairs, hadn’t been enough. On his terms, he could take it back easily.

Eventually, the handle stopped rattling, and I hopped out of the bed. I put my ear to the door. Outside, on the landing, I could hear deep breaths, punctuated by stumbling and growls. I stood for a while, waiting for his heavy footsteps on the stairs.

The steps never came.

Instead, I heard another door opening. The door to the spare room was always wide open, so not that one. It was my parents’ room.

Was this my fault? Had I antagonised Steven into this situation?

Was my mother was going to be paying for my behaviour downstairs?

I waited until I heard the door close and then unlocked my own. I paused for a moment, just to check he wasn’t coming back out. Eventually, I opened my door, slipped onto the landing and into the spare room. There, I went over to the peephole.

Well, life is about learning, so here is my lesson. If you’re going to play with fire, be ready. Be prepared to get burned or learn to burn hotter.

Steven was sitting where I’d been sitting earlier, on the edge of the bed, hunched over, face in his hands.

I willed him to pass out.

No such luck. He sat up straight. I heard the bones in his back cracking. He turned his angry, contorted face in my sleeping mother’s direction.

Mum was lying on her side.

He shuffled closer, mumbling something over and over. I could only make out some words. After holding my breath and placing my ear to the peephole, I could make out exactly what he was saying. ‘You worthless, disgusting cunt… you worthless, disgusting cunt… ’

The world is too temperamental, too fickle, for me to play games and expect no consequences. I must be better than this. I must plan better than this. What have I unleashed here?

I put my eye back to the peephole and watched as Steven seized her and turned her over on to her back. Then I stepped away from the wall to assess options. What I really wanted to do was out of reach. Safety pins through lips? Guts hanging out? Upside down twitching corpses? Time to get real. I was thirteen.

The most obvious solution felt weak. It felt a cop out. But that was to be my punishment.

I went downstairs. Empty bottles littered the lounge. Dad and his mates lay sprawled around the place, unconscious. I shook Dad. He opened his eyes briefly and said my name, but then seemed to pass out again. I leaned in and hissed in his ear. He stank of whisky. The fuckwit would be of no use.

I went into the kitchen and took a paring knife from the drawer. It’d be easier to use at my height. I may have to use quick movements, and this would be deadly.

Upstairs, from my parents’ room, came the steady sound of grunting. I felt something surge inside me. Adrenaline? I couldn’t help but think of my first orgasm. That first release. Was I on the verge of another?

I turned the knob. I’d need to be quick. Get the knife in the bastard’s back before he noticed I was even there. Between the shoulder blades. Would he die quickly or slowly? Slow would be nice… I could watch the light fade from the monster. I could watch him grind to a halt. Like a toy robot running out of batteries.

But would slow not give him the chance to lash out?

Too late, I’d turned the knob the whole way. I shoved, but it was locked. Should I kick it down? But the problems remained the same. I’m thirteen! Would the door even fucking move? And, if by some miracle the lock split? Then what? Steven would be alert to my presence. Up on his feet, alien waving. It’d be my batteries running out soon enough!

Disappointed, but knowing it was sensible, I went back into the spare room. There was only one viable option available.

Take the experience with me to a time when I could use it.

I looked through the peephole. He was pinning her down. Her legs were forced apart. His trousers were round his ankles, his fat arse rising and falling.

I looked at the paring knife in my hand. If only… if only…

I closed my eyes and visualised him staggering around, tripping over his loose trousers, reaching around to his back, desperately trying to get at the knife sticking out of it!

Then, I opened my eyes back to the reality. Mum was motionless. Swaddled in bandages, frozen like a mummified body from an excavated Egyptian tomb.

Her gaze flicked in my direction. Our eyes locked through the peephole. Could she see me?

The beast on top of her grunted, before collapsing on her with an almighty sigh.

Fuck it. I’d take him on the way out.

I hovered in the doorway of the spare room, waiting.

Five minutes. Ten minutes. Soon, I was tempted to return to the peephole. Maybe his fat heart had exploded in his sweaty chest?

I glanced my father at the top of the steps. He was staggering in my direction, using the wall for support. As he came closer, his eyes widened. At that point, I realised I had the knife out in front of me.

‘What’re you doing?’ he asked.

Did he think I was going to go for him?

‘Lacey, what’re you doing?’ His tone was more forceful.

I looked at how close the tip of the knife was to my father’s belly and recalled the Mr Price being disembowelled.

I opened my mouth, ready to tell him what was happening to Mum, and let him take over the situation. What then came out of my mouth, Diary, was unexpected for both of us. ‘What happened to Auntie Beatrix?’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘What?’

I looked down at the knife ready in my hand and then back up into his eyes. ‘What happened to her?’

‘Why are you asking that?’

I drew a long breath. ‘It feels like everything is about to burn down.’ Another statement which seemed to come from nowhere.

His hand flew out and grabbed my wrist. He squeezed it and the knife fell to the floor. He shoved me back towards my room. ‘Go to bed.’ He knelt and picked up the knife.

When he stood back up, I was still standing there.

‘Go to fucking bed, you stupid girl!’

I took a step back into my room. He tried the handle of his door, but it was, of course, still locked.

He turned back to me. ‘Now. And listen to your music.’

I closed the door and stood for a while.

There was nothing. No sound.

I placed my ear to my door.

Still nothing.

Was he simply waiting there outside his own bedroom?

I went to lie on my bed and put my Walkman on.

Writing all of this out now has exhausted me. Even now, my eyes are closing. Reliving it all has brought back the coppery taste of adrenaline. But I feel better about it. I wish I’d the energy to tell you more. The next day, Tuesday, was just as eventful, but I’ll have to do it tomorrow. If I don’t sleep now, I won’t be able to give the words justice.

So, until after school tomorrow,

Lacey x
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September 10, 1996

Dear Diary,

Check the date out at the top.

God, how I’ve missed you.

One entire year.

I just can’t get my head around it.

The only time I forgot to return you to the corner of the room, beneath the floorboard, and look at what happens? Someone snatches you.

I’m so sorry.

It’s not an excuse, but at that time, I was shattered. I must have left you by the bed, under a pile of clothes, while I was at school.

Awful.

It’s just fucking awful.

At one point, I considered getting another diary, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I couldn’t bear to face the fact that you were gone forever.

So, do you want to know who took you?

Don’t worry. I know. And I’ll explain soon enough. But before I get to the hows and whys behind your recovery, I’d like to go back and fill in the gaps that have opened because of your disappearance.

This is going to be one hell of a challenge! Last time I wrote to you, I was nearing the end of Year 8 at school. I’ve since rattled through Year 9. That’s an entire school year. I’m 14 now, and quite different. Be rather jarring if I just launched in with today’s events, so I need to guide you through what’s gone before.

I’ve already reread my previous entries (wincing a few times!), and I think the best place to start is on Tuesday 25th June 1995.

It was an eventful day and I recall it well.

I’d woken up too late for school.

I looked out of my window. It was bright sunshine, and my father was feeding the pigs. He was laughing and joking with my uncle. I was thinking, what the fuck? Last night, he’d been standing on the landing with a paring knife in his hand, outside his bedroom door while someone was raping his wife.

I opened the window and breathed crisp air. I wanted the scent of dew but got only pig shit. My father was in fits of laughter now. Getting on like a house on fire with his crazy brother. That was also unusual, too.

Did I miss the tornado, Diary? There must have been one. Because it felt as if I’d just woken up in fucking Oz.

I went to my mother’s room. She wasn’t there.

And I don’t mean she was just absent. I mean, she was gone. Really fucking gone. I couldn’t even sense her presence. None of her clothes were inside her wardrobe. No medications in her bedside drawers.

A rapist? A knife? Two drunken farmers?

Doesn’t take a genius… Everything pointed to the possibility that my mother was dead.

Still, I wouldn’t accept it. I couldn’t feel her presence, but I felt her absence. And that convinced me she continued to exist somewhere. Sounds odd, I know. But that’s how I felt. If she were dead, there’d be nothing to feel.

I went out to see my father.

The strange thing about the relationship with my father was that even though he’d lie with me at night and discuss peculiar things with me, he was always different outside the room.

Formal and guarded. The bare minimum of eye contact.

I wondered if his command from the previous night to get into my room was the strongest display of emotion that he'd ever shown towards me. ‘Go to fucking bed, you stupid girl!’

When I got to him outside, he was pouring swill into the troughs.

‘Where’s Mum?’ I asked.

He glanced at me as he poured. A serious look. Before he returned his focus to the trough.

‘Mum?’ I insisted. My attitude towards him came out of nowhere, but everything about today, and last night, had come out of nowhere, so I didn’t care. ‘Where’s Mum?’

He stood up straight and gave me that serious look again. At least he was giving me eye contact.

‘She’s gone away. For a while. You don’t have to worry. She’ll be back.’

At that point, Uncle Thomas came alongside us, pushing a wheelbarrow heaped with manure. The stench was revolting. He stared straight ahead, muttering to himself.

‘Uncle Thom,’ I said, running over. ‘Where’s Mum?’

Thomas stopped, lowered the wheelbarrow, and rubbed his face, smearing pig shit into his cheeks.

He regarded me out of the corner of his eye and looked around. ‘Has it happened?’

‘Has what happened?’ I asked.

‘What I warned everyone about. No one ever listened.’ He leaned in. His breath stank worse that the shit on his face.

‘That’s enough,’ Dad said, coming up behind me. ‘Get on with it, Thom. Stys won’t muck themselves.’

Thomas didn’t need to be told twice.

I looked at my father. He stared off into space. ‘Don’t listen to your uncle. It’s not that.’

Did he really think I believed that, anyway? It was like that shy comment yesterday! Did my father even know who I was? ‘Dad, please tell me. Mum?’

‘You’re going to have to trust me. It’s for her own good.’

‘What is?’

‘They’ve taken her away. For help. She’s in better hands.’

‘To where?’

‘Not important.’

Yes, it fucking is!

‘What happened last night, Dad?’

He clucked his tongue and looked down. Eventually, he looked back up. ‘I’m not sure. I don’t think you can be ready. You told me you weren’t ready.’

‘Is this about the fucking pigs again?’

I only realised I’d sworn afterwards. I expected the back of his hand across his face. Instead, he smirked. ‘Come with me.’

He led me across the farmyard to the low grey building where they slaughtered the animals. I’d never been allowed in before, so it was appealing to be granted access, but I couldn’t help but feel a mixture of frustration and irritation. I wanted the truth behind last night. Not a visit to the abattoir.

We both dressed in chest waders and entered.

I almost gagged over the pungent cocktail of blood, shit and chemicals, but I held it together. My father put a hand on my shoulder. I cannot remember the last time he touched me outside of my bedroom.

In the abattoir, the fluorescent lights buzzed and flickered, casting harsh shadows. The walls and floor were white tile, slick with watery red. In the centre of the room, a large metal machine waited. All gears and pulleys and hooks. The stun gun hung on the wall beside it, waiting. I expected to see someone else. The three other farmers employed by my father, perhaps? But no, it was only me and my father. I noticed that there was only one pig, caged by the metal machine. It squealed, aware of what was going to happen.

Is this how the Rays passed on the mantle? If not for the overwhelming frustration I was feeling, I may have burst into laughter.

I looked up at my father. He looked reflective.

I wondered again how he killed my auntie. Maybe the truth behind Auntie Beatrix would follow this? Maybe it would be part of receiving the keys to the kingdom?

That alone was enough to convince me to see out my father’s showpiece to the end.

‘You said you weren’t ready to do this,’ my father said.

I wasn’t. Nor would I ever be. As much as he wanted to claim this was part of my DNA, it simply wasn’t. Power over vulnerability? Animals that couldn’t defend themselves? Bullying? Give me a break!

Is this really what I was descended from?

‘I asked for the truth,’ I said. ‘Not a rite of passage.’

‘A rite of passage! Ha! You sound more intelligent by the day. But tell me why you’re so hesitant. Do you feel guilty?’

‘No.’ I don’t feel guilt.

‘Are you scared of doing it?’

‘No.’ I don’t feel fear, either.

And don’t think I don’t understand emotions. Really, I do! I hang about with Lance for pity’s sake. He’s like a pop-up book of emotions. Scare him and you’ll have to dodge his puke! Make him feel guilty and he’ll pounce on you in tears.

‘I don’t believe that you don’t have it in you.’ Dad unlocked the cage in which he’d readied the pig, grabbed it and hauled it over to the machine. ‘That primal rage. Look at the pig. Tell me how it makes you feel?’

‘Irritated.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s innocent.’

‘Of what?’

‘Everything.’

He grabbed the stun gun and offered it to me. I shook my head. He shrugged and pressed it to the pig’s head and pulled the trigger. The pig convulsed and went limp.

‘I thought you pitied it. Yet you didn’t even flinch,’ he said and laughed.

‘Not flinching isn’t a sign of enjoyment.’

‘No, but even I flinched the first times.’

‘I never flinch.’

He squeezed my shoulder. More unusual touch.

‘You’re just made of sturdy stuff.’

Working quickly, Dad looped a chain around the pig’s hind leg and hoisted it until it dangled upside down, its snout nearly brushing the bloody floor. Its eyes were open but vacant, tongue lolling.

Dad handed me a long, sharp knife. ‘Okay… slit the throat,’ he said. ‘Right to left. Deep as you can.’

I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Katy Cain being asked by her adoring father to do this.

And Lance! Imagine him! He’d cut his own throat rather than hurt an animal!

A decision to make. I looked at my father. ‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘I just don’t want to.’

‘Maybe you aren’t ready?’

‘Maybe, or maybe I never will be ready.’

He snatched the knife from my hands. His eyes were wide, and he looked pissed off.

‘The pig’s harmless. To me, to you, to anyone,’ I said.

‘See it as a job.’

‘It’s not my job.’

‘It will be.’

I sighed. ‘Will it?’

This made his eyes widen further.

He pressed the knife against the pig’s throat and slashed, quick, and hard. Hot blood gushed over his hand, splattering his boots. The metallic scent made me wince. The pig’s lifeblood pattered down into a rusty bucket.

He looked back at me, breathing hard, a strange smile tugging at my lips. ‘Nothing to it,’ he said.

I almost said, ‘I can see that. There was no fight, no struggle. How would you feel roles reversed?’ But, of course, I didn’t.

‘Are you ready for what’s next?’ He passed the knife between his gloved hands. He pointed at a few spots on the dead pig. ‘Disembowel… butcher… refrigerate… shall I show you now?’

‘I’ve seen enough for today, Dad.’ I looked up at him. ‘Where’s Mum?’

He scowled. ‘Haven’t I answered that?’

‘No.’

‘I told you! In excellent hands. You’re going to have to trust me. One more thing… come this way… I think you’ll appreciate this.’

He led me to the big walk-in refrigerator at the back of the abattoir. A wave of icy air washed over me as he heaved open the heavy door. Inside, under the harsh white light, dozens of hanging pig carcasses swayed gently.

Except…

At the back, I noticed something different.

I approached slowly. It had a human shape. Upside down on a hook. Back to me.

My mother?

I took a deep breath.

Closer still, I saw the naked, waxen corpse was far too large to be my mother.

I exhaled. My breath fogging in the frigid air.

The skin was as white as milk. The corpse’s blood was in a rusty bucket somewhere. I pushed the body, so it turned on the hook. A round, purplish wound in the forehead. The mark from the bolt gun.

Piggy eyes.

Steven.

Uncle Steven.

I turned to my nodding father.

‘Was he innocent and vulnerable?’

‘No,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘A farmer puts his own animals down.’

I nodded.

He touched my arm. ‘Maybe there’s hope for you yet, baby girl.’

He hadn’t called me that in a very long time.

I turned back, reached out and touched Steven’s cold, rubbery face, tracing the bolt gun wound with my fingertip. My father may have felt triumph, vindication, glee, but I felt nothing. If I’d have killed him, would I have felt like my father?

I suspect I might have done.

My father is calling me from downstairs. The smell of roast pork is wafting up the stairs. Dinner’s ready.

Back later,

Baby girl x

P.S. I’m so glad that we’re together again. I feel like I’ve got my soul back!
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September 10, 1996, later

Dear Diary,

Credit where credit’s due, Dad can cook. A thick pork chop, a corn on the cob, and mashed potatoes, buttered and salted to perfection.

But even though I enjoyed his food, I watched him over the dinner table, stuffing his smug face, feeling an overwhelming urge to hurt him.

Know why?

Because it was him that took you!

He had an old barn where he stores all his crap. I think I mentioned it before. Last night, some of our fences took a beating from the wind. He sent me in there to root around for some spare slats. Guess what was nestled behind an old lawn mower?

You.

I wonder why he chucked you there. Why not just destroy you?

I looked at him again. His beard was damp with gravy. He’s always eaten like a wild animal. There isn’t a hint of sophistication in his entire body. He’s so narrow-minded and so I cannot help but wonder what he thought of my words.

All those private thoughts… dark fantasies… my sexual awakening…

I bet he just thought I was another twisted Ray. Like him.

His primary concern would have been my words about Steven, I guess. Should you fall into the wrong hands, Diary, then the spotlight for his murder would be firmly on him.

Yet, he still couldn’t bring himself to destroy you, could he?

Why do you think that might be?

Perhaps my words had drawn him in, fascinated him, and he just couldn’t let you die. Maybe hiding you beneath a lawnmower had seemed his best option. I wonder if he’s been back to read you again. And if so, how many times?

I looked at the knife in my hand, and then up at his throat. His Adam’s apple moving up and down rapid fire as he shovelled food into his mouth.

I put the knife down.

Good job for him he’d served up a cracking meal!

Right now, on my CD player, I’m playing “Interstate Love Song” by the Stone Temple Pilots. It’s about reunion. Just like the lover in the song I’ve yearned for you, and our journey back to one another has been long and bittersweet.

Let’s fill in the gaps to this soundtrack.

The biggest surprise I can give you is that my mother came back four weeks ago.

In fact, she was just downstairs at the table with me, trying to enjoy her meal while my father ate like a ravenous jungle animal.

There’s something I must make very clear to you, Diary. Listen carefully. It’s rather peculiar.

That woman downstairs isn’t my mother. At least, it’s not the mother I remember.

You can’t deny it is Mary-Ann Ray because there’s no physical difference. She’s put on a little weight because she’s eating more, but not a significant amount.

There are changes in her appearance, though. There’s a glow about her. A smile that persists. She always had caring eyes, but now she keeps them focused on you throughout conversation (not that there was ever much conversation before). I also hear her laughing a lot, and this one is a biggie – she even makes my father laugh sometimes! He’s one miserable bastard, so that’s quite a skill.

Last week, I caught them full-on snogging in the kitchen.

My father never told me much about where she was, but she’s been happy to talk about her experience since she’s come back. She’s been in a hospital for thirteen months and had Electroconvulsive Therapy. I looked up ECT. It sounds like she’s had her brain completely reset!

Apparently, the decline in her mental health had started the day she gave birth to me. Sorry, Mum! So, was this now my genuine mother? The person she was before I ruined her life?

Imagine going back to square one!

What was square one for me? Pre-masturbation and dark fantasies?

I’ll opt out the ECT, thank you very much!

I tried to find some evidence on ECT clearing up eczema. Inevitably, I came up blank.

It’s crazy to think that she was absolutely covered. Swathed in bandages. Now, she takes no medicines for it. Maybe the eczema had been stress-related? Or maybe a sustained period away from an allergen in this farmhouse had healed her?

Tonight’s conversation with her at the dinner table was typical. I’ll take you through it:

‘Honey, how was school?’

I hadn’t been today. Instead, I’d been at the Dead Place. So, I lied. ‘Good. We’ve been getting our presentations ready for English.’

‘I’m proud of you, honey. I love your hair.’

I had done nothing particularly different with my hair. ‘Thank you.’

‘I want to go shopping for some new dresses. I hope you can come with me.’

I couldn’t think of anything worse, but I nodded.

‘Maybe we could also go to the cinema and watch a romantic comedy…’

You get the picture! I even started looking at her neck at one point, like I was looking at my father’s. Not sure how long my sanity will last with these two role-models in my life!

Something else crossed my mind while I ate that pork tonight. This is going to sound gross, but Steven popped up. What had happened to him? Did my father get rid of him by cutting him up with the rest of the meat? Had he minced him? Made him into sausages?

Remember my great-grandfather, Reggie? He used to eat children. Could that cannibalistic gene be in my father, too? My family? What a horrible fucking thought! That isn’t for me. Human flesh!

I finished the pork, though. Super delicious.

So, I’m up to date with my mother.

Katy Cain?

I took you as far as that letter, and that she didn’t come into the school the next day. It was almost two weeks before I saw her again!

An awful bout of flu, apparently.

Anyway, if you thought Lance was awkward (who I still adore, by the way), well, you’ve seen nothing yet. Turns out I’m a magnet for odd individuals.

Not meaning to sound ungrateful here. I know that I’m an oddity, too, and that before Katy and Lance, I had no one other than you.

When I saw Katy that two weeks later, on top of Malteser, I shouted up at her. ‘I got your letter.’

She stopped her mare and looked down at me. She opened her mouth to say something, but then changed her mind and nodded instead.

‘Do you really admire me?’ I asked.

Her face was bright red. However, she managed an answer. ‘Yes.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I think we can be friends.’

She didn’t reply. I wasn’t sure she could hear me. I shouted up. ‘Could you come down off your horse?’

She did, sliding off the saddle gracefully.

I asked her if she had any other friends.

‘No.’ She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt.

‘I’ve another friend. His name’s Lance.’

‘Is that the boy you swim with?’

‘Yes.’ I smiled at her and moved in closer.

‘It looked like fun.’ She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

‘It is. Did you enjoy watching us swim together?’ I raised an eyebrow.

She glowed red again and looked lost for words.

‘What I mean is: do you want to come to the lake with us?’ I grinned.

She wrung her hands. ‘I would, but I told you already that my daddy wouldn’t like that.’

‘That’s shit,’ I said, rolling my eyes. ‘Although it’s nice, he really loves you, I guess.’

‘Sometimes,’ she said, and smiled faintly.

‘You should meet my dad.’ I snorted.

‘Is he nice?’

‘He’s a cunt.’

She flinched! I remember thinking: Oh God, not another Lancey-boy!

‘Oh.’ Her eyes were wide now.

‘He killed my auntie.’ I said it flatly, watching her reaction.

Now, instead of glowing red, she paled, her mouth forming a small ‘o’.

‘You want to ask me how?’ I raised an eyebrow.

She nodded.

‘I don’t know,’ I said and sighed. ‘Yet.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

I shrugged it off. ‘Don’t be. I never knew her.’

‘That’s sad.’

‘Look,’ I said, leaning in. ‘If you swim with us, your father won’t know. Me and Lance can keep secrets.’

‘I’m not sure.’ She picked at her fingernails. ‘I’ll feel scared.’

‘But you ride a horse?’

She creased her brow. ‘So?’

‘Looks hard. Some people would be terrified of that. You’re not.’ I shrugged.

‘I’m not,’ she said, raising her chin a fraction.

‘So, the swimming should be fine.’

‘Maybe,’ she said.

‘Another thing…’ I drew out the words.

‘Yes?’

‘Are you gay?’ I held my breath.

Again, she looked confused. ‘No, I don’t think so. Why do you ask?’

‘Just thought I would,’ I said. ‘Lance is gay.’

‘Are you?’ she asked. Her top lip trembled.

‘I don’t know, yet. Would it bother you if I was?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it.’ She blinked rapidly.

Sensing her discomfort, I swiftly changed the subject. ‘Regardless, can you take me riding on Malteser like you promised?’

‘Yes.’

And off we went.

We trotted along on Malteser, his hooves kicking up dust that tickled my nose. The leather saddle creaked beneath us as we rode. The pressure felt different from how it had done in my fantasies. I guess it’d been the idea that had been the turn on. I clung to Katy’s waist, feeling the warmth of her body through her thin cotton shirt. I couldn’t figure out if the smell of wildflowers was coming from her or the surroundings.

We rode back around the outskirts of the village, close to my farm, and past the old oak tree where they executed my great-grandfather, Reginald. Katy pointed out a rabbit darting into the undergrowth, but my mind was elsewhere, picturing Reginald’s purple face swinging in the wind.

Next, we passed near the Dead Place. I caught a whiff of rot and decay on the breeze and wrinkled my nose. ‘Let’s go closer,’ I whispered in Katy’s ear.

She shook her head vehemently, the blonde ponytail whipping my cheek. ‘No way. It’s creepy.’ I didn’t push it. There’d be time for me to introduce its secrets to her later.

We ended up on the dirt path that surrounded the lake. I came off Malteser’s back clumsily. I turned to help Katy dismount, but she swung her leg over gracefully, smirking a little at my clumsiness in comparison. She tethered Malteser to a tree, and we went down through the undergrowth to look at the lake.

We sat on the bank, shoulders nearly touching, watching dragonflies skim the placid water. I plucked a dandelion and held it under Katy’s chin. ‘They say if your skin glows yellow, you’re in love,’ I teased. She batted the flower away, but I caught the blush rising in her cheeks.

‘This is nice,’ Katy whispered. ‘I do nothing like this with anyone else.’

I had an urge to kiss her, but I didn’t. We’d only been friends for an hour. Such things should surely wait. Now, as I write this a year on, I can tell you it still hasn’t happened.

Katy was like a dam. Fixed by her father’s guidance, and her own desire to behave well.

But I sensed delicacy in that dam. Cracks. A desire for freedom. However, I was sure that if she collapsed too quickly, then the world she was protecting would flood, and then… well… I didn’t know what would be honest.

It goes back to what happened to my mother. I need to be slow and meticulous in what I do to avoid disastrous effects. Fast, impulsive behaviour killed the cat more than curiosity ever did!

So, this last year, I’ve simply chipped away at that dam. Chip… chip… chip…

I feel it’s leaking, and things are moving, but I want to avoid the flood.

Over the last thirteen months, Lance, Katy and I have become close.

Firm friends!

We often meet for sunrise down by the lake. Katy’s still never been in, though! I’ve had her up to her ankles, and that’s it!

But we’ll get there. Chip… chip… chip… remember?

We’ve not quite filled in the gaps, but we’re close. There’s the matter of the Dead Place, for a start, and then some startling developments regarding my maths teacher, Mr Price.

But it’ll have to wait until tomorrow,

I need to meditate. I do that every night now. Sometimes, for over an hour.

So, until tomorrow (after school if I decide to go), sleep well my interstate lover,

Lacey x
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September 11, 1996, very fucking early

Dear Diary,

Swine have been making a racket most of the night. Spooked by a fox I suspect. As I can’t get back to sleep, I’ll fill you in on those other developments.

Mr Price, first.

Remember how proud Maisie Hart was that Mr Price touched her tits? I never believed her. I was wrong. Turns out that he’s a dirty old bastard. Four girls in my year made formal complaints, and Mr Price is stewing in his own juices at home, awaiting trial.

It’s been all over the media and has put our village on the map again for the first time in a while. And guess what? A controversy involving no one from the Ray family!

Go figure!

Maisie Hart wasn’t one of the four girls who made a complaint. It’s rumoured that she won’t even be a witness because she’s in love with Mr Price! She’s defended him to some of her closer friends. Some people never learn, do they?

Sometimes, I’ve thought about those afternoons in which I stayed behind in the classroom with Mr Price, wondering why he made no advances on me.

Maybe he thought I was high risk? Not vulnerable enough?

I’d be surprised if that was the case, though. To the outside world, I’m quiet and withdrawn. My exterior certainly doesn’t mirror my interior. Not really.

When I was younger, I’d an interest in the ocean. I remember learning about anglerfish. Deep-sea predators. Clever things. They’ve this appendage that extends from their head, that glows and resembles a small, helpless creature. Along comes a predator, thinking it’s getting a tasty treat. Well, anglerfish have a powerful set of jaws, and well, the predator soon becomes the prey.

It could have been so perfect! I would’ve introduced Mr Price to my jaws!

Yet, he makes the right call. Why is that?

I would love to ask him one day.

On to the Dead Place. Yes. The creaky, dusty farmhouse remains.

Lifeless except for that continual humming.

At first, I headed back regularly, but I grew frustrated when I didn’t see the VW Transporter again.

However, whoever owns those freezers is still coming back. Those deep cycle batteries are continually being recharged.

One time, I marked them with a scratch from a rusty nail. Then, when I came back, no scratch. So, the mysterious individual swapped over the batteries with a charged set on that visit. The next week I came, the scratched batteries were back, charged.

Over the last thirteen months, a third new freezer has joined the collection.

Sometimes I stick around for hours, hoping the mystery person will show. But nothing.

Other times, I’ve left notes, desperately explaining how I’d love to meet them. That I’m very different, and if they’re operating outside of society’s expectations, then they’ve nothing to fear from me.

The notes are always gone, but there’s never a reply.

There have been moments of intense frustration this last year.

Once, I almost succumbed to the urge to use bolt cutters on the chains that sealed the freezers, but what then? If I betrayed whoever this was, then they may never return.

At least I knew (with the notes and batteries) that they were coming back. It all comes back to being patient and meticulous.

Okay, I’m going to go to school today.

I want to catch the early bus and have some time with Katy.

But I just want to echo what I said yesterday…

You’re my true north, Diary. My confidant and my compass.

Lacey xx
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September 15, 1996

Dear Diary,

Apologies.

No sooner are we reunited, no sooner have I delivered sweet nothings into your ear, then I go missing for five days.

But please hear me out.

I’ve been on a date!

The world of teenage romance finally called, and I responded.

Do you want me to kiss and tell?

I told you about Jake Pettman before. Recently, he’s become the boy all the girls notice in Year 10. Rugged. Tall and muscular. Sporty. ‘A bit of rough.’

Before you think that he’s not my type, consider this. Was I born to deal in types? Follow processes? No. So, let’s go from there.

So, the most handsome, the most fuckable boy in school, Jake Pettman. Girls are forever throwing themselves at him. Trisha Thomas is rumoured to have undressed in front of him, but he turned her right down! Trisha denies it vehemently, of course. Claims Jake fucked her senseless.

Teenagers and their bullshit, right?

He’s had an eye on me for a while. A shy eye. He glances over at me in the classroom sometimes, but when I meet his eyes, he looks away.

They’re not sex eyes. Different from John Taylor, the king of the school’s testosterone swamp. Just puppy-dog longing. That suits me better. The power is mine.

He’s tried to ask me out five times now. It’s always after Maths. Watching him stutter and shake with his sweaty palms is hilarious. A lad who could click his fingers and have three or four of my classmates on their backs was reduced to jelly in my presence. I should help him out but watching him fall over his own tongue is just too entertaining.

Anyway, enough is enough. A girl must eat, you know? And it’s been over thirteen months since I discovered the magic button, so I wanted to get going. Eventually, I asked him out.

We caught the bus to Salisbury. It reeked of someone’s leftover kebab. Jake had traded his usual rugby jersey for a fitted white T-shirt that hugged his biceps just right. I told him so. He glowed. It was so easy to embarrass him! I undid the top two buttons on my blouse so he could see my cleavage. It stunned him into silence, and we barely talked the entire bus ride! I spent the whole journey thinking about what may have happened with Mr Price if I’d undone the top two buttons of my school blouse those times that I’d stopped after school.

Gentleman Jake insisted on paying for my cinema ticket and the snacks. As we settled into our seats, I couldn’t help but compare this experience to my usual movie viewings. Lance loudly crunching crisps and jumping at every little scare. Chip-chipping at the dam that was Katy by clutching her arm every time the tension ramped up. Sometimes, she’d even place her hand on mine as I did so. Chip… Chip… Chip…

We saw a horror film. I found it rather tame compared to some thoughts that ran through my head. Why do the mass murderers want to cover their faces as they killed? I’d want them to know who I was. Otherwise, what was the point?

I don’t imagine my father wore a mask as he put that stun gun to Steven’s head and told him he was going to die. The bastard had just raped his wife. Look, I get the killers in these films are just raving psychopaths, but really? Give them genuine desire. Stabbing random people isn’t genuine desire. Cutting someone’s guts out for molesting you, now that’s genuine.

Throughout the film, I was hyper-aware of Jake’s presence beside me. The heat of his skin, the slight tremble in his hands as he reached for his drink. Every time a gruesome scene played out, I glanced over to gauge his reaction. To my surprise, he seemed genuinely frightened, eyes wide and breath shallow.

As the credits rolled, we made our way out of the dark theatre and into the garish light of the lobby. Jake blinked rapidly, as if emerging from a trance.

‘That was intense,’ he mumbled.

I considered what I said. I was forever swearing in front of him. ‘Yes. I didn’t expect the ending.’

‘Me neither.’

There was more conversation on the way back, but it remained stilted. Jake asked about my classes, my hobbies, the weather – anything to fill the heavy silence. I gave vague noncommittal answers. He looked constantly on edge. I went for a third button on my shirt. If he leaned over me now, he’d see everything but my nipples.

He walked me to the old oak tree, which marked the beginning of the farmyard. An urge to pass a comment about my Great Grandad swinging from it came into my mind, but I pushed it aside. He may look like a bit of rough, but he was as sensitive as they came.

‘I had a nice time tonight,’ he whispered, eyes searching mine. ‘Can we do it again?’

I wasn’t sure. Did I want to let him into my world, with all its dark corners? It wasn’t for him, that was for sure, but didn’t that make it more intriguing? I already had Katy, and Lance – was I biting off more than I could chew?

Too much thinking, I figured, so I leaned in and kissed him. He stiffened in surprise, but then relaxed into it, his lips soft and willing against mine. He wouldn’t open his mouth, though. Had he ever kissed a girl before? According to Trisha, yes. He’d kissed her and not just on the mouth! She was such a lying bitch.

I flicked my tongue across Jake’s lower lip, trying to get into his mouth. He pulled back. I stared at my flustered and confused date. ‘What’s the matter?’

He swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing. ‘I don’t know.’

He looked like he was building up the courage to come again, and he did. This time, he opened his mouth and let my tongue inside. I could taste coke and popcorn, a hint of spearmint chewing gum. I pressed his hard-on through his jeans.

Then, I drew back. Tonight wasn’t the night.

A girl must eat, but only if hungry.

After pulling away, I stroked his cheek. ‘Bye, Jake Pettman.’ I deliberately used a sexy voice. I watched his eyes looking past my three open buttons to my breasts. Then, I came home.

All night I thought about the way Jake looked at me, equal parts awe and apprehension. I found I was more turned on now in the aftermath. I touched myself, thinking about how I could bring that boy to his knees. My eyes closed, I imagined Jake finally crumbling, overwhelmed, and shoving me forcefully to the ground, using me how he wanted to use me. Afterwards, he cried for forgiveness. It was at this point I had my orgasm.

Is this what I’m born to be? Destructive? Destined to draw people in and make them want me, need me, possibly fear me? Katy, Lance, Jake. Are they all just moths to a flame, circling ever closer to the heat of my desire?

And why did I wish so much control? These people were vulnerable. They mean no harm. I don’t want these moths to burn. To have their wings singed. For them to be useless. Playing is one thing, manipulation too, but take it too far… and then what? I lose them, and these aren’t the people I want to lose.

No, I need to direct my energies, my thirst for control, elsewhere. And I need to control that thirst in the presence of vulnerability. In the affections of sweet, simple boys like Jake Pettman.

Lacey x
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September 21, 1996

Dear Diary,

My mother has replaced one state of madness with another.

Look, I don’t want her to return to how she was. Who would? Remember the creams I had to apply several times a day? The pus-weeping scabs?

Yet, there’s something very wrong.

She’s too false!

I can’t handle that permanent glow! I suspect she’s more lost now than she ever was.

Last night, I lay awake wondering about ECT. What if they’d pumped too much electricity through her brain? And, rather than reset it, they’d fried it? Accidentally given her a frontal lobotomy or something. The way she grins inanely, floating around the farmyard like a spectre, and passing airy comments about the weather makes me wonder.

She’s asked me to go shopping with her next Saturday. I’ve agreed, but I suspect she’ll have forgotten by then.

Hopefully.

I spent most of the day with Lance and Katy by the lake. We didn’t meet at sunrise, so there was no skinny dipping. Who knew who could turn up unannounced?

Still, I made sure there was fun to be had.

I forgot to tell you, but over the last year, I’ve started raiding my father’s marijuana stash. He keeps a large supply in the bottom drawer beside his bed.

I know! Pot calling the kettle black, eh? Mind you, I still think there’s more integrity in stealing marijuana than stealing someone’s diary!

To begin with, I didn’t know how to smoke it, so I swallowed some with water. It was disgusting, but the impact was delightful. It makes me feel all warm and fuzzy. I also think it opens some kind of gateway in my mind to other places. You think the daydreams were vivid before? Well, you ain’t seen nothing yet!

Occasionally, I’ve taken it to school with me. Not a ton. I want to stay below the radar at school, and my head on the desk, drooling, isn’t the best way to go about this. But a little taste here and there always keeps the day flowing nicely.

Today, I decided that Lance and Katy should give it a go.

Of course, Katy refused from the off.

I could convince her, but I refer you back to my previous points about her being a dam! Chip… Chip... Chip... I suspected that this might just blow her head off and flood Atlantis. Let her come round to the idea in her own time.

Lance, who was no longer at school, and trying to act the grown up, puffed out his chest and swallowed some. Thirty minutes later, he’d never looked so happy! It made me wonder why I’d never done this before. The clown was laughing hysterically. I thought he was going to piss his pants at one point. After a while, I wanted him to let me in on what was so funny, but he couldn’t articulate it. His vocabulary was, as it had always been, too limited.

At one point, he took my hands and spun me around, singing: ‘Lacey, Lacey, Quite Contrary. How does your garden grow? With silver bells, and cockle shells, and pretty maids all in a row.’

This made me laugh!

After our dance, he kissed me on the cheek and told me he loved me. He also said, ‘I bet everyone tells you they love you.’

I tried to think of all the people that had said that to me in my life. My mother was the only person I could think of, and she was as mad as a hatter.

Still, I didn’t want to discuss it.

I held Katy’s hand for a while. She didn’t mind. Despite not being stoned, she still enjoyed being with us and laughed a lot.

Unfortunately, Lance then dropped a massive bombshell and sent everything sky-fucking-high!

Lance had been working in a kitchen in the local pub. It means I see him less, but overall, he’s much happier out of school.

His bombshell was: ‘I’ve met someone.’

Katy slapped her thighs repeatedly. ‘Lance!’

Giddy girly reactions were irritating, but I didn’t criticise her for it. She was a product of the world around her. I had to accept that in people or risk having no one.

Eric, Lance’s new boyfriend, is forty-three.

Yes! Forty-three years old.

Any alarm bells ringing?

Clearly not for thigh-slapping Katy. Stupid girl. I had to bite my tongue.

Apparently, Eric had been talking to Lance on his break and making him feel special.

I mean, it wasn’t challenging to make Lance feel special. A compliment or two would suffice!

Eric had laid it on thick: apparently, Lance was a good-looking boy who had so much to offer the world.

Was he?

He was a dishwasher with no qualifications.

It was a struggle not to roll my eyes.

Then the clincher: Eric would help Lance realise his dreams!

I bet he fucking would – in exchange for satisfying his dreams, I bet!

I made eye contact with Katy. Her face had dropped. I think the gravity of the situation had finally hit home.

Lance. Vulnerable and naïve? Preyed upon.

And then I said something rather blunt.

Now, writing this, I don’t know if it was the right decision. It seems a little impulsive. I should have taken time to mull it over.

And maybe, if I hadn’t been stoned, I would’ve worded it better. ‘He’s preying on you, Lance. He’s forty-three, and you’re seventeen! Are you fucking mad?’

Yes, I know, Diary! Writing this down now, I realise that they’re not the best words. The dangers of substance abuse…

I think if he’d stayed around to discuss it, I could have made it right, but it was a lot for Lance to take. He ran away in tears.

So, there it is. My Saturday. I went from having fun to having a big fucking problem to solve!

Friends, eh? Life was simpler when I didn’t have any.

Moths. When they get too close to the flame…

They were all better off without me!

I’ll catch up with Lancey-boy over the next couple of days. I’ll put it right.

Still no sign of the person in the Dead Place by the way.

Until next time,

the worst fucking friend EVER,

Lacey xxxx
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September 28, 1996

Dear Diary,

I haven’t spoken to Lance in a week.

He usually meets me on Tuesday and Thursday after school near the old woods for a walk. This week, he stood me up on both occasions.

He’s pissed off. Lying somewhere probably, in a pool of sweat, naked, telling his fuck buddy, Eric, what a shit friend I am.

Whatever.

Let him reap what he sows.

Today, my mother came good on her promise to go shopping with me.

Oh, goody!

Actually, it wasn’t too bad.

I mean, the shopping itself wasn’t too bad. The company itself, well… to be expected, really.

Because I’d smoked weed in the morning, I was off my face when she drove us to Southampton.

Guess what she wanted to talk about? Pick the worst subject to be grilled by a parent on… yes, that’s it… boys! Haha!

She wanted to know if I’d met anybody.

Sensibly, I told her I hadn’t.

‘If you ever wanted to talk about sex. Then, I’m here.’

A thought occurred to me. Maybe, after all this time, Uncle Thomas had been right after all! Maybe there were aliens, and they were picking us off, one by one, replacing us with these manufactured people to spy on humanity. If that was the case, then there couldn’t be any doubt. My mum was one of those manufactured people.

Anyway, I told her I wasn’t interested in boys or sex yet.

A dreamy look came over her face. ‘I had sex with your father when I was fourteen.’

The car couldn’t arrive in Southampton fast enough.

As we shopped, Mum seemed obsessed with floral dresses. Long, flowy things with bright petals splashed across the fabric. She held them to herself, twirling and giggling like a schoolgirl. ‘Don’t these just scream summer?’ I don’t think I’d ever seen my mother wear anything so bright and colourful. It was part of this process of renewal. I thought of her eczema, her long, lingering medicated sadness, and the rape… did she really believe a pretty dress would erase all those stains? I told her she looked beautiful. It seemed it was the right thing to say because she rewarded me with a fifty-pound note and told me to get something for myself. ‘Something that says summer!’

I thought about Jake’s eyes weaving their way past three open buttons to my breasts; Katy watching me swim naked while she rode Malteser; John Taylor’s sex eyes; Maisie Hart and Trisha Thomas and the clothes they wore outside of school and Mr Price touching Maisie’s tits.

The thoughts guided me around the store, collecting items, and then I was in the dressing room, trying them on. A leather miniskirt, a low-cut top (no need for buttons, anymore), a push-up bra. I rubbed the materials between my fingers. Different flavours. Different tastes.

A crop top as red as blood with a plunging neckline. Fishnet stockings. Look Jake… look John… flesh beneath the diamonds.

If only I could afford boots, too… sharp boots… killer boots…

In that changing room, I felt powerful and dangerous. Like an anglerfish. My flesh was my appendage. Here’s how I could lure. I couldn’t feel my pulse, but I could feel the pulse of my prey. Pulses pounding in their throats. Sweat beading on their brow.

Just wait until I consume them, body and soul, leaving nothing but bones and bitter regret.

The knock at the dressing room door was jarring. ‘Darling? You almost ready?’

My false mother. The alien replacement. A saccharine sweet voice. But just as she wore her mask, so too would I. I took one last look in the mirror, committing my renewal to memory. Who needs ECT?

I changed back into my normal clothes. My mask. Gathering my selections, I’d buy these clothes, take them home, tuck them away like secrets. And when the time was right, when the hunger became too much to bear, I’d take off my mask.

Until next time,

Anglerfish x
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October 26, 1996

Dear Diary,

It’s getting ridiculous now! It’s been a month since we last spoke.

He hasn’t turned up for any of our strolls, or any of our weekend meets down at the lake.

Seems sweet, vulnerable Lancey-boy grew a right pair of balls.

It’s hard to explain how I’m feeling. I guess my absence may tell you something about this.

I know it’s not sadness or guilt, but I’m not completely devoid of emotion. The loss is there. He’s my friend. Was my friend. It’s hard to ignore. And dwelling on it, trying to figure it all out, has made me lethargic.

I’ve been dragging myself to school and chatting with Katy, but everything suddenly seems bland.

Even those clothes I bought are sitting untouched in my wardrobe. I had such high hopes for them.

Jake has also become frustrated with me. I’ve knocked back every advance he’s made for another date. Last I heard, he’d moved on to Sarah Broker.

Whatever!

She’s all legs and no tits.

No need for her to pop three buttons on her blouse.

I wonder if he’s fucking her.

Can you imagine, Diary?

Sarah Broker, a woman now, and Lacey Ray, still a little girl!

Maybe I should’ve taken my chance with Jake.

Sometimes I worry that I’ll never grow up and become the real me. That I’ll simply die in my sleep before that happens.

I haven’t even been back to the Dead Place!

Am I giving up?

Well, the dreams aren’t. I keep dreaming about someone watching me from the darkness in the woods. Every time I get close, they’re gone.

If they just hung about, I might give myself to them. Why not?

Anything to feel alive.

L
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November 1, 1996

Christ on a bike, Diary! (Sorry, heard it at school, loved it, had to use it!)

So, Christ on a bike, someone threw down the gauntlet today!

Out of the fucking blue.

None of the usual. No pointing me out in the playground; lingering stares; sly, whispered comments about my weird family as they passed…

That was so old hat.

No, this was a real, full-on bloody gauntlet.

But it was what I needed. A wake-up call.

You’ll never guess who it was?

Good old sex eyes. The bastard who gave Lance, my ex-best friend, a scar on his lip. John Taylor.

That loop, the way things come full circle? It never ceases to fascinate.

Today, we had our English speaking and listening projects. A five-minute presentation about someone or something that inspires you. I’m not sure Mrs Rhymes would appreciate the influence of anglerfish, so I opted for Joan of Arc.

A female military leader in a male-dominated society?

Five minutes was an insult!

Anyway, this isn’t about my speech, which went well enough. This is about John Taylor’s speech.

I’ll piece the speech together from memory. I have an uncanny memory, but at such length, there will be some mistakes, but you’ll get the picture.

‘Good morning, Year 10. Today, I am here to tell you about a group of seven soldiers from 1918 who have inspired me. To do this, I must share a dark and haunting chapter in the history of our village. A chapter that has left deep scars on our community, scars that remain raw and painful to this day.

‘While brave men fought and died on foreign battlefields during the first world war, a different evil lurked in our quiet countryside. On a small pig farm lived a man named Reginald Ray with his wife Gladys and their two young children, Andrew, and Dorothy.’

Now, not much surprises me. But John’s sudden attempt to weaken me and diminish me? Out. Of. The. Blue. Every eye in that classroom was on me. Wow, John, I never knew you had this in you!

‘Reginald was afflicted with a grotesque skin disease that left his face disfigured. Consumed by a desperate desire to find a cure, he sought a remedy of unimaginable darkness and depravity.’

He moved his eyes from person to person. A great public speaker if I ever saw one. Intending to reduce me while he grew stronger. I wonder how good his speeches will be with a safety pin through his lips.

‘That fateful year, six innocent children from our town disappeared without a trace. Fear and desperation gripped the community as we searched for any sign of the missing children. But as time passed, hope faded, and a terrible truth took shape.’

A lesser person, a more vulnerable person, may have retreated into themselves at this point. I, myself, have a blue sanctuary now. But just like that night when I watched Steven rape my mother through the peephole, I wanted to feel every moment.

It would make my turn more rewarding.

‘Reginald Ray had murdered and cannibalised the children, believing that consuming their youth and vitality could cure his own affliction. He had fed their flesh to his own family, who claimed no knowledge of his heinous acts. When confronted, Reginald’s only justification came in the chilling statement: “To make me better”. He believed that by consuming these innocent children, he could absorb their health and beauty. But this was nothing more than the delusional ravings of a madman.’

Oh, look at you, John Taylor! With all your big fucking words. I wonder how eloquent you’ll sound when I deliver the sharpest of riposte?

‘As the truth came to light, sorrow and rage gripped our town. The parents of the lost children were inconsolable, their grief a raw and gaping wound. Among those parents were five soldiers who had endured the horrors of war, only to return home to find their own flesh and blood stolen by this monster. These soldiers, driven by a righteous fury and an all-consuming need for vengeance, took matters into their own hands. They confronted Reginald Ray at his farm, armed not with guns or bombs, but with the burning anger of fathers robbed of their children. And there, in the shadow of the very barn where he had butchered their sons and daughters, Reginald confessed to his crimes with a sickening glee, even laughing in the face of their pain.’

There’s something to be said about approaching everything with a smile, John. Let’s see how long you stay smiling…

‘Something inside those soldiers snapped. Meeting anger with anger wouldn’t normally inspire me, but their desire to restore order to our community. Well, I have a special place in my heart for that!’ He lowered his voice. ‘They dragged Reginald Ray out to a tall, gnarled tree on the edge of his property, a silent witness to the horrors of that night. And there, in the darkness, illuminated only by the cold light of the moon, they hanged him.’

Would you like to visit that tree with me? Call it research if you wish.

‘Officially, the story was that Reginald Ray, unable to bear the weight of his own sins and the ravages of his disease, had taken his own life. But the people of our village knew the truth. We knew it was the hands of those grieving soldiers that had ended Reginald’s miserable existence. And though we may not condone vigilante justice, there was a part of every one of us that understood their actions, that felt a grim satisfaction in knowing that the monster had met a fitting end. It is those soldiers who inspire me. Those who took it upon themselves to restore order to the chaos. Still...’ He regarded his audience with sad, fucking eyes. ‘The scars left by Reginald Ray’s crimes have never fully healed. An unimaginable loss shattered the lives of the families of those lost children, leaving them forever broken. And even now, generations later, the shadow of Reginald Ray still hangs over our town like a dark cloud.’

See how that cloud moves? This way? Eventually, it may come to hover just above you, John. Imagine that? Raining blood.

‘His descendants still live among us. They bear the name of Ray, a name forever associated with the darkest chapter in our history. Though not responsible for the sins of their ancestor, they carry the weight of his legacy.’

Nobody in that room was looking at me anymore. They were probably fucking terrified! Even his best friend, Paul, who must have known about this coming, had his head down.

‘We must never forget the names of those children, the innocent lives stolen by a monster in human form. We must never allow the passage of time to dull the horror of what happened here, to erase the scars that still mar the soul of our community. And we must never forget the evil that men like Reginald Ray are capable of, the darkness that can lurk behind even the most unassuming of faces. We must remain vigilant against the monsters that walk among us.’

Did he look at me for the first time when he said that? Or was that just my paranoia?

‘May the memory of those lost children forever be a reminder of the precious fragility of innocence. And may we never forget the scars we bear, the pain we have endured, and the unbreakable strength that defines us. Let us thank those seven soldiers, that small band of brothers, for bringing stability back to our village. I thank you for listening.’

Stunned silence!

Mrs Rhymes, weak teacher that she was, sat there with her mouth hanging open.

She had a list of generic questions to ask clutched tightly in her hand. If she had any sense about her, she wouldn’t ask those questions. She’d kill this dead.

I looked around at all the flabbergasted faces.

Nobody dared to look at me.

I smiled and stood. I lifted my hands high and clapped loudly.

I shook my head from side to side, grinning inanely, like I was in awe, in disbelief, at what I’d just heard. (In a way, I was).

John himself looked confused. I don’t think he expected that response.

Some of the other students joined in with very weak applause.

They didn’t know what to make it of it all.

I did.

Everybody looked at me, mouths hanging open.

I stood, still clapping, nodding in John’s direction, a silent congratulation, a swift acknowledgement, of his brave decision to take me on.

‘Questions?’ he asked.

I thrust my hand in the air.

‘Lacey?’

‘John. Inspiring, thank you.’

He smiled.

‘Can you cite your resources for me?’

‘Mainly word of mouth,’ he said.

‘I see. It’s just that there were six, not seven.’

‘Six children? I said that–’

‘No, six soldiers.’

‘Not according to my research.’

I nodded. ‘Maybe, at some point, you could come over to mine, and I can show you some memorabilia from the time. My grandfather kept everything on his father. Boxes of the stuff. And he kept the original newspapers. There’s a photograph of the six soldiers in three newspapers.’

He nodded. His face was reddening.

‘Would you like to come and see?’

He nodded.

‘Lacey,’ Mrs Rhymes said. ‘Slight inaccuracies don’t affect the overall mark, but thank⁠—’

I glared at her. She stopped speaking.

‘Miss, if it was your family, would she prefer it to be accurate?’

Her face reddened. She didn’t respond. She must have realised that this whole situation had moved far into the realm of inappropriateness and should’ve been stopped long before.

I turned back to John and smiled. ‘Thank you, John. Just let me know. I’m happy to throw some light on the events. Fill out the gaps for you.’ I sat, keeping my eyes on him.

So, now, I’m going to take some time to think. I want to be methodical.

Cutting his balls off might be an interesting way to spend an evening, but there’s more than one way to skin a cat.

One thing is for certain, though. After all that shit with Lance, I’m glad of this.

I feel so fucking alive.

Christ on a bike,

Lacey xx
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November 10, 1996

Dear Diary,

It’s been two days since I became an anglerfish…

It didn’t quite work out how I’d expected.

Anything like I expected, truth be told.

Some would be horrified by what happened that night. Some would be ravaged with guilt. But it’d be pointless.

Better, surely, to be reflective after the fact.

In the same way things didn’t quite go to plan with my teasing of Steven, things didn’t go to plan on the night I became an anglerfish, either. I allowed in too many variables.

But live and learn, as they say.

I’ve only got twenty minutes before I have to head downstairs. My parents are renewing their vows!

I know… can you fucking believe it?

My mother’s idea, of course. My father is content to go along with it. Anything to keep her happy! He obviously prefers this newer version of my mother. Can’t really blame him.

Anyway, they want me to hear the vows. Give my seal of approval. My father has high hopes. He said, ‘Your last report said you had a talent for English.’

And yet you want me to stay on to be a pig farmer?

Glad you have such lofty ambitions for me, Dad!

So, Diary, let’s head back to Friday night…

I had to kick it off early. There was no way Katy could stay out past nine.

She told her parents she was going to the cinema with some friends.

She met me at the lake at five. It was already dark, and she carried a small battery-operated lamp. She didn’t look happy, simply because she wasn’t.

I mean, a double date! That was a foreign language to Katy!

It’d taken a lot of emotional blackmail. ‘I’d do it for you… with everything that’s happened with Lance, I need this.’

I also lied about how much I liked John. I deserve an Oscar.

Katy is a variable I shouldn’t have included. I should’ve been here, alone. Things may have ended differently then. But I wanted to see her. I always wanted to see her.

She brought the lamp closer towards me, and her eyes widened.

‘Wow,’ she said, ‘Your top…’ She stared at my tits, on show and bulging because of the low-cut top and wonder bra. She reached out and touched my fishnet tights. Then she stroked my leather mini skirt. ‘Nice.’

The brief touches made me tingle all over. All I could think about for the next five minutes was her unzipping my skirt.

Of course, I was freezing, but so what? I kept my arms folded and forced back the shiver.

She, herself, was in jeans, a jumper and a winter coat. Sensible.

But she wasn’t an anglerfish, was she?

She put the lamp on the ground. It did little. Most of the light came from a low-hanging half-moon.

After looking me up and down again, she said, ‘I wish I could try them on.’

‘You can,’ I said. ‘Another day.’

‘If Daddy saw me wearing those!’ The way she said that… it stoked a fire in my belly. I could listen to her talking about forbidden fruits all day long.

‘At least one day you’ll be able to afford boots,’ I said, pointing down at my school shoes.

‘They work just fine,’ she assured me. ‘You look great.’

Our two dates were late. I didn’t mind. Our moment together was gentle and sensual. I took her hand, and we stared at the lake, inky black now rather than blue. Together, we tried to spot ripples caused by the chilly breeze. She stroked the goosebumps on my exposed arms.

I hadn’t felt so content in a while.

‘Are they coming?’ Katy asked.

‘They will,’ I said.

The note I’d passed to John had been clear: Bring alcohol. Quarter past five by the lake. I’ll bring a friend. You too. I’d drawn a little map of the location, clearly pointing out how we gained access through the undergrowth.

Old sex eyes wouldn’t turn that invitation down!

I turned to Katy. Her teeth were chattering. Even with what she was wearing, she was cold. She looked small and vulnerable. I wondered if there was any place within me that could hurt her or Lance. I realised that there wasn’t. This made me consider my ex-best friend again, and how best I could go about healing that friendship.

I didn’t want to stop staring at Katy. For as long as I could remember, I’d been alone. With Katy and Lance, it felt so different. Unusual.

I stroked her blonde hair with my other hand. It ran down her back in tangled golden waves, soft beneath my fingers.

‘Evening ladies.’ John’s voice sliced through that tranquillity like a fucking knife!

I released Katy’s hand and turned to look at my prey.

Cocky grin. Straight, tall posture. Hands in the pockets of baggy jeans. Skin-tight T-shirt showing the small muscles his tiny age had allowed.

Straight away, sex eyes! Haha! Up and down, moving over every inch of me.

Someone was approaching from the shadows behind him. A taller, wider person. ‘This is Lucas,’ John said. Lucas was tall with long hair. He also wore a skin-tight shirt, but he didn’t have fourteen-year-old muscle. He had a man’s muscles. John looked proud. ‘Lucas is my friend from the gym.’

Lucas couldn’t have been a day under eighteen!

‘Hey,’ he said. He stared off into space. Nonchalant. A cool cat. Behaving like he didn’t want to be here, like he was minding his little brother. Another variable.

I glanced at Katy. She looked uncomfortable.

Predictably, John came towards me with a swagger. He took one of my hands. I let him. Smooth as honey, he said, ‘Ready to have some fun?’

I nodded. He believed that he’d won whatever game he’d started that day in the classroom.

He didn’t know about the long game.

John, smug as anything, smiled and looked over at his friend. ‘Lucas?’

Lucas, a giant under John’s control, pulled off his backpack.

Remember when I caught John and those two boys bullying Lance? They’d also been older than John. He’d been in control that day, too.

He believed himself so powerful.

I’m smiling now over the memory of him holding court in that classroom! A speech for the ages. A speech with incorrect details. Dickhead.

Lucas knelt over his backpack to unzip it. His broad shoulders strained against the fabric of his tight T-shirt. I couldn’t help but imagine his heavy weight pressed down on top of me, the musky scent of his sweat filling my nostrils.

I looked back at John. Eyes on the prize, Lacey.

‘The good stuff,’ John said, referring to a 70cl bottle of vodka that Lucas was now holding in the air.

Behind me, I sensed Katy coming closer. I’d not warned her about the alcohol. She was nervous. A girl who rode a black mare with such grace was now quivering behind me over having a drink!

Lucas put the bottle down and rubbed his hands together. ‘Let’s get a fire going and warm you lovely young ladies up.’

He wanted to be the man. Ha, I thought, John has a different agenda.

The ideas that went through my head!

I could take both, handle both. Let me use them while they thought they were using me. The prospect had my heart racing, Diary.

Lucas searched around for wood.

‘No,’ I said. ‘No fire. I’ve a better idea to warm us all up.’

From my small bag, I pulled out a small plastic sandwich bag stuffed with weed, a lighter, and a small metal pipe I’d found in my father’s shed of crap.

‘Woah,’ Lucas said. ‘My kind of girl.’

We huddled together in a small circle. Plastic cups, coke, and vodka courtesy of Lucas. Pipe and weed courtesy of my father’s bottom drawer by his bed.

Lucas filled the pipe first. He held the lighter over the end and sucked hard on it, desperate to look like the expert. He took a long drag, held it in for a long time, tilted his head to one side and blew it out in a long stream, nodding as he did so. ‘Good shit,’ he said, the strong herbal aroma wafted over to us.

John filled the plastic cups with vodka and coke.

‘Easy on the coke,’ Lucas said.

John laughed.

Lucas turned his attention to me. ‘Lacey Ray,’ he said. ‘Lacey fucking Ray.’

‘That’s right.’ I smirked.

‘Fucking hell! I didn’t believe John. Didn’t believe you’d be here.’

‘Why not?’

He looked awkward and had another go on the pipe instead. After, he tried to explain. ‘Just, you know, well⁠—’

‘Because of my family? Because of the things they’ve done?’

‘Woah!’ Lucas said, holding his hands up. ‘I didn’t mean any offence.’

‘It’s just you’re excited to meet a killer’s daughter?’

He gulped. ‘Yeah … I guess.’

‘That’s okay.’ I winked. ‘Now pass me the fucking pipe.’

He looked at John, laughed, and then looked back at me. I stared him down until he nodded and then handed me the pipe and the lighter. I kept my eyes on him the entire time I smoked and then handed everything over to John.

When he smoked, he coughed, and the rest of us laughed.

‘Fuck off,’ John said. He had another go and succeeded this time. Then he offered it to Katy, who refused. ‘Come on, Katy Cat!’ he said.

‘No thanks,’ Katy said.

‘Live a little,’ John persevered.

I reached over and snatched the pipe from him. ‘She does what the fuck she wants.’ I looked at her and nodded. She returned my gaze, but didn’t look too reassured.

I refilled the pipe and smoked some more.

‘Are you forgetting me?’ Lucas said. ‘You just skipped me.’

‘I know,’ I said.

He took the pipe from me and spoke. ‘Jesus, Lace, you’re fucking feisty.’

The only person who called me Lace was Lance. I preferred to keep it that way. ‘Lacey,’ I said.

‘Sorry, Lacey.’

I’d never tried vodka and coke before. The syrupy sweetness and the bite of alcohol were refreshing. I gulped.

I noticed Katy loosening up and sipping her drink.

The whole time I was freezing, but I forced back any sign of discomfort. Lucas had pulled a jumper from his bag and put that on. He didn’t even offer it to me. Obviously. He was happy to leave me how I was. Underdressed. Pleasing on his eye.

Eventually, the boys abandoned the coke and passed the vodka bottle around, taking swigs.

I joined in, but Katy preferred to keep diluting it for a while. She was sensible. I could already see a drunken glow on her face.

At one point, Katy surprised everyone by saying, ‘I’ll try it now.’

Lucas looked the most excited of the two lads to hear this and scrambled around, getting the pipe ready.

At that point, I wondered if maybe I’d had it all wrong. That my half-naked form didn’t intrigue him after all. Maybe his eyes were for another?

He went over and sat alongside Katy, so he could hold the lighter over the pipe as she tried it. She managed three puffs, coughing each time, before saying, ‘I don’t like it.’ Still, she carried on, regardless.

Over the next five minutes, she giggled more, and was relaxed fully into the situation.

And so it continued, until everyone was laughing, snorting, and rolling around.

That there’s another variable I should’ve considered. That all my inhibitions were melting away.

Hard to control outcomes when you’re fucked up, isn’t it?

Lucas pulled out a small, battery-operated CD player from his backpack and put on some electronic music. Earlier, I’d shut down the fire idea because of the risk of drawing attention. Music could also be a bad idea. Still, I didn’t object.

At this stage, John was following his usual script. Sex eyes. All over my body. I looked back at him provocatively. In fairness, he found the courage to stand and stumble over to me with his hand out. I imagine many men would’ve been floored by what I was offering in those eyes.

He led me away from the pool of light created by the lamp and into the shadows of the half-moon.

I turned to him. ‘What do you want?’ I chewed at my bottom lip, tasting the lipstick.

‘A dance.’

I moved my hands up my thighs, the fishnet stockings rough against my skin. When my fingers came to the hem of my skirt, I nudged it upwards slightly, exposing some of the flesh above the end of my stockings. He watched intently. He was all fire and hormones now.

Behind us, in the distance, I heard Lucas tell Katy that the music was by a band called Orbital.

I threw her a quick glance to check on her. Lucas remained seated beside her, hugging his knees to his chest, nodding his head to the hypnotic beat he’d fired up.

I let John put his arms around my waist and pull me in close.

I thought of my dance with Lance, and the words he’d sung: ‘Lacey, Lacey, Quite Contrary. How does your garden grow? With silver bells, and cockle shells, and pretty maids all in a row.’

How different this was.

The boy who believed himself to be my predator pulled me in tight, and I allowed him to move me to the music. The alcohol, weed, and music had me in some kind of trance, but I felt I was dominating the situation. We pressed our bodies close together. I could feel the heat of his skin through the thin fabric of his shirt. He kissed my neck. I’d already subtly instructed him to toy with the hem of my mini skirt through my demonstration before. He was fulfilling his task. I could smell the mix of marijuana and cheap aftershave clinging to him.

It was then I showed him how weak he was.

‘Why did you do that?’ I whispered into his ear.

He moved his hands away from my skirt.

‘No, not that.’ I said, grabbing one of his hands and forcing it onto my thigh and up beneath my skirt. ‘Your speech. Why did you tell my family’s story?’

‘Because… because…’ He didn’t have an answer. I worked his hand higher still until his fingers were against my thong.

‘Why?’ I asked again.

‘Because I want you. You’re all I think about. All the time.’

His fingers were now making their move. Too soon. I took my hand from his wrist and pressed down on it through the outside of my leather skirt, stopping his movements. ‘That doesn’t answer my question.’

‘I wanted your attention,’ he whispered as he nuzzled my neck. He was panting. He was trying his best to move his fingers beneath the firm pressure of my hand.

‘And you got it,’ I said. ‘My ancestors. Why choose them? Why not just choose to approach me?’

‘Because…’ But he broke off, murmuring, sucking at my neck.

I tilted my head back to show him that the game was over unless he spoke. The breeze cooled my flushed skin. He looked at me, his face red, his eyes rolling around all over the place.

‘Why?’ I asked again.

His eyes widened. He tried to move in for a kiss, but I eased back further.

I saw frustration creep into his expression.

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re here because of them, and I wanted to show you I cared.’

‘Cared? With a performance exploring my family’s shame?’

‘No…’ He shook his head. ‘Not that. It was my way of showing that I was interested in you. That I wanted to know everything about you. That I care about where you came from.’

Had I judged him wrong?

Was he submissive and weak from the off?

Maybe it wasn’t a bloody gauntlet thrown down, after all. Obsession, lust, can drive you to pathetic and foolish behaviour.

It felt too soon to let him off the hook. I needed to know more. If it was a challenge, I needed to respond; if not, well… I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

I darted in and kissed him. His tongue danced hungrily around my mouth. So different from my kisses with Jake!

‘You want to know me?’ I pulled back.

‘Yes… so much… so much.’ He looked pathetic. Like he was pleading for his life or something. This was no worthy adversary. I lifted my hand, releasing his hand beneath my skirt. I was determined to take from him now.

I closed my eyes, wrapped my tongue around his, and let his fingers work their way into my underwear.

A sudden whooping sound broke the moment. I sprang backwards, glancing left to see if Katy was okay.

Both she and Lucas were in hysterics. Their hands were flicking out, touching one another.

Hungrily, I looked back at John, but then Katy’s laugh became even more raucous. I swung back again. She was on her back now, out of control. Lucas was leaning over her, laughing, propped up on his elbow. He placed one hand on her stomach and massaged it.

And then I glimpsed someone back in the shadows near the undergrowth.

A figure.

I pointed and hissed at John. ‘Do you see that?’

I heard him take a deep breath. ‘Yes. There’s someone there.’

John, who so wanted to be the man, stepped forward, shouting in the figure’s direction, ‘Fuck off, pervert, or I’ll kick the shit out of you.’

The watcher in the dark didn’t move. Lucas was on his feet now. Swaggering. Testosterone. Our men. Our protectors. So funny.

‘You heard! Fuck off perv before we kill you.’

The person still didn’t move.

Well, boys, if you can’t handle it! I marched towards the pool of darkness.

Katy pleaded. ‘Don’t, Lacey.’

Lucas, despite his muscles, stayed where he was as I moved past him. Weak. I smirked at him.

By the time I got into the darkness, the person was gone⁠—

Shit! My father’s calling from downstairs.

Off I go to listen to their vows.

Give me strength!

Don’t worry, I’ll be back. This story is far from over.

Chief Editor of Vows, Lacey Ray xx
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November 10, 1996, later

Dear Diary,

Chief Editor of Vows?

I don’t think so.

My parents really didn’t need me. I barely had any input.

I listened to Mum’s vows first. All about eternity and faithfulness. It made me think of summer gardens, flowers, and people dancing with joy.

I think that’s where my mother is living now. In a summer garden in her head. Far away from a farm dripping with the innards of animals.

I don’t think she knows about Steven being butchered, and I doubt she even recalls the rape.

The ECT must have burned away all her most vicious memories.

‘The vows are great,’ I said. ‘Keep them how they are.’

She glowed with pride.

Mum then went all gooey eyed after my father read vows that someone else had obviously written. I’m thinking Ollie… one of our young farmhands? I’ve caught him writing poetry on his breaks before.

When Mum moved next to Dad and petted him, I excused myself to go to the toilet. Unfortunately, when I got back, their faces were glued together!

Then, my father’s hands were clutching at my mother’s arse like it was a stress ball that I’d once seen Lance going at on one of his more anxious days.

Lovely, eh?

I swear they were getting ready to have sex there and then, despite having their fourteen-year-old daughter wandering about the place.

I wish I’d stayed well away. The whole thing was just some kind of grotesque foreplay.

About two minutes after returning here, I heard their bedroom door close.

If she remembered Steven, would she use the same bed?

I was more convinced than ever that she had no memory of it.

Anyway, back to the lake. The person watching from the shadows had gone. Everyone was high and pissed and soon forgot the sudden interruption.

Then, Lucas pulled off his jumper and his shirt and suggested skinny dipping.

He was all muscle. And guess who had their eyes firmly on him?

Katy.

‘No,’ I said. ‘The water is freezing, and it’s dark.’

‘Not like you to be cautious,’ Lucas said. ‘The way you marched up to that pervert?’

‘That’s different,’ I interrupted. I looked at Katy. Her safety was important to me. ‘We move on. Where we don’t have to worry about someone perving on us from the trees.’

‘Where?’ Lucas asked. He sounded pissed off.

I knew how to remedy that. ‘Somewhere we can be alone… someone we can do what we want, and no one can see us.’

I looked at Katy. She’d closed her eyes and was rocking her head to the electronic music. There was an expression on her face that I just didn’t recognise. I was out of it, but she was worse. I was determined to monitor her.

‘We have Katy’s lamp.’ I nodded at it on the floor.

Lucas, excited now with my proposition, reached into his backpack. He pulled out a torch.

‘Good boy scout,’ I said. ‘Pack your stuff. Then, I’ll lead with the lamp.’

I led them back through the undergrowth and onto the dirt path. Eventually, I steered us off into the old woods. Falling leaves crunched underfoot, and owls hooted. Occasionally, I turned back to look at their concerned faces. I think the observer by the lake had shaken them up. Still, the air remained thick with anticipation. Like electricity crackling through the night.

I sensed that the very forest itself knew that something was about to change. That, somehow, the events of this night would alter the course of our lives in ways I couldn’t yet fathom. I think this was the moment. If I could go back to it now, in a fresher, sober state of mind, I’d hear those warnings more clearly. But I can’t. And I don’t want to dwell on it, because if I do, it becomes regret.

And I don’t regret.

I choose not to.

It was ironic that I still called our destination the Dead Place. These days, in my mind, it has become so familiar to me I see it as a living entity. Although I was yet to meet the person who’d breathed life back into it, I already knew the truth. Death was a disguise.

‘You’re not taking us to Oakes’ old place, are you?’ John asked.

I took John’s hand. Reassure the coward. Keep him on-side for a few hours longer. ‘Are you scared?’ I grinned.

‘Fuck. No!’ John said.

Lucas laughed. ‘Did you hear about the boy who got a wooden beam through his chest?’

‘Neil Spencer,’ Katy said.

‘Apparently, he was still alive when they got to him,’ Lucas said.

‘That’s horrible,’ Katy said.

‘Writhing around,’ Lucas said. ‘A hole as big as a football in his chest.’

Sounds impossible, I thought. But let them scare each other. Makes it more entertaining.

The old, abandoned farmhouse came into view.

I wonder if it was only for me that the Dead Place now pulsed with this dark, forbidden energy. Was it because I knew about the humming freezers? The person who walked those old floorboards at mysterious times?

I decided not to bother checking whether the VW Transporter was there. I’d been back so many times and never seen it again. It felt like a waste of time. And the alcohol and weed had sapped my diligent nature.

See that? Another variable.

Blink and you’ll miss them, Diary!

‘Welcome to the place where the lines between reality and nightmare blur,’ Lucas said, holding a torch to his face.

Katy laughed.

John genuinely looked worried.

I loosened him up. While those two gazed at one another, I reached out into the darkness and stroked his crotch.

His eyes widened. He looked like my father, just before he squeezed my mother’s arse like a stress ball.

I went over the sagging front porch and through the creaking front door, relishing, as always, the cloying stench that seemed to seep from the very walls.

‘If we go over the threshold, there’s no turning back,’ Lucas continued, hamming it up. ‘Our lives are about to change forever in old Oakes’ place.’

‘The Dead Place,’ I said, looking back.

‘Eh? The Dead Place?’ Lucas murmured. ‘Why?’

‘Because at first, I thought it was dead. But it isn’t. The place is alive, very much alive.’

‘Why not call it the Live Place, then?’ Lucas said.

Katy laughed again. That was getting irritating.

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ I said, entering.

The rotting wood groaned beneath my feet. Dust motes danced in the pool of light given off by the lamp. Lucas swept his torch around the room, illuminating sagging furniture and peeling wallpaper. ‘Cosy.’

‘How many times have you been here before?’ John asked.

‘Many times.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘Well, is there anyone here?’

‘Nobody.’ It wasn’t a lie, as such. No one was here at this moment. Or, rather, I didn’t think anyone was. ‘Just us. And for all the names we give it, a place can’t talk, can it?’ I turned and looked into the eyes of the two boys, one at a time. ‘This place can’t tell the world what happens tonight.’

‘What if someone like that paedo Price is here?’ John asked. ‘You know he’s disappeared, don’t you?’

‘I’d be disappearing before that court date.’ Lucas said.

‘They’re coming out the woodwork, now,’ John said. ‘He abused six children.’

‘Six girls,’ Lucas said. ‘He likes girls.’

‘Likes?’ Katy asked, sitting on another sofa. ‘If he liked girls, he wouldn’t do that to them.’

‘Oh, really?’ Lucas said, grinning and sitting beside her. ‘Be careful who you trust.’ Katy put her head on Lucas’s shoulder. He looked at me. ‘Things aren’t what they seem, eh, Lacey?’

‘The fucker’s dead, I reckon,’ John said, sitting beside me. ‘Be a parent who did him. Like it was with your great-grandad, Lacey. You can’t escape justice.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Or maybe it was Mr Price watching us tonight?’

The room went quiet.

Lucas eventually snorted. Everyone laughed.

‘Should we check the house first?’ John asked. ‘Just to be sure.’

‘Yes, if you want to kill the excitement,’ I said. ‘But if you do, don’t go into the cellar. The stairs are rotten and there’re rats down there. I almost broke my neck the first time.’

No one seemed in a hurry to get up and look about.

‘Ah fuck it then,’ John said, and everyone laughed.

Then began the next round of getting fucked up. Before long, the old lounge of the farmhouse stank of marijuana and vodka, and we were all sprawled on a dirty rug, laughing hysterically.

Lucas pulled out a pack of playing cards. ‘Never leave home without them,’ he said, and then explained the rules of strip poker.

‘How old are you?’ I asked.

‘Nineteen,’ he said.

I grinned. ‘Old enough to play strip poker, then?’

He laughed. I stopped short of asking Lucas if he was so different from Mr Price.

At this stage, Katy was a bit of a mess. She was slurring her words. Lucas had positioned Katy’s arm over him, and every now and again, he’d turn and kiss her on the lips. I’d never seen her this way. It hadn’t been expected.

Lucas was nineteen, and I was fourteen. Would he get sent to jail if I fucked him? I guess it would be my word against his. And no one is going to take the word of a descendent of Reginald Ray now, are they?

Still, I wanted to find a way between him and Katy.

‘I’ll play,’ I said.

‘Me too,’ Katy said. I forced back a sigh.

Lucas was good, and it didn’t take him long to get me down to my bra and thong. Katy was down to her bra (which was over-sized and unflattering) and jeans.

A few times I considered calling time on these shenanigans, but the alcohol and weed were working hard on me, too, and the entire experience felt exhilarating and surreal.

Then Lucas won the next hand, and he had to help Katy get her jeans down as she was flopping about like a fish. Her knickers were large and equally unflattering. The difference between what we were both wearing was stark.

At one point, I thought John’s eyeballs were going to come out of his head as he eyed me up.

Despite the unattractive underwear, Lucas still looked at Katy with a glint in his eye.

The situation was spiralling. Inhibitions were gone. Nothing was off the table.

And then I realised who I truly wanted in the room.

It wasn’t the nineteen-year-old brick with a prick, or the naïve child who believed that the way to a girl’s heart was through her tragic and bloody heritage.

I looked at my gentle friend, trying to be like me.

I tried to stay focused on the dam, the need for careful chip-chipping, but I was in a right state now. After throwing the cards down, I said, ‘I don’t want to play.’

John looked devastated! ‘No, try again.’

‘So, you can see our tits?’ I asked.

His mouth hung open. Such a child.

I took my bra off. ‘I’ll show you my tits because I want to show them to you, not because of some fucking game.’

My breasts were smaller than the bra promised, but they still sent John’s eyes wild.

I saw Katy watching me. I could see the lust in her eyes too, now. It was as I’d always suspected.

Lucas giggled. ‘Are you sure you’re from that family of psychos?’

I looked him in the eyes. ‘Have you ever fucked a psycho?’ I licked my lips.

Lucas paled. He held his palms out. ‘Look… sorry… you’re too young for all this. It’s a mistake.’

‘But you wanted to play?’ I said.

He looked around at John for support, but his face was slack, and he looked like a boy who’d just hit puberty and had been caught holding his first dirty magazine.

‘Yes…’ Lucas said, looking back at me. ‘But I have to be careful.’

‘So, you want me to put my clothes back on?’

‘No… but I’ve a sister in Year 11,’ Lucas said. ‘And⁠—’

‘Who?’ I asked.

‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘Secrets, eh?’ I picked up my bra.

‘Don’t!’ John pushed Lucas playfully. ‘Tell her she doesn’t have to put it back on!’

‘This could get me in trouble,’ Lucas said.

John said, ‘I couldn’t give a fuck.’

So focused was everyone on my tits, I was the only one who’d noticed that Katy had taken off her bra, too.

Even in the haze of all those substances, and the hot glow of power and control, I still had enough within me to stop this.

I reached out and put my hand on her leg. ‘No.’

Her eyes widened. ‘Why, I⁠—’

‘Just no.’

I looked at Lucas, who was taking a large swig of vodka without moving his eyes from Katy. I followed his line-of-sight back to her breasts.

Katy was broader than me, and her breasts far exceeded the average size for a girl her age. Her nipples were pert.

An overwhelming urge to touch them washed over me. I looked up into her eyes. ‘Don’t,’ I repeated, shaking my head this time.

‘I want to be like you,’ she said. ‘Make me like you.’

Those words made me tingle all over.

I realised now that I was having control taken away. Intoxication was not an excuse. This had to be all about me. Lacey. The anglerfish.

I glanced at Lucas, who’d finished the bottle of vodka. Afterwards, he wiped his mouth and stared at Katy, chewing his bottom lip. He was fighting a battle inside himself. Eventually, he reached over and ran his fingertips over Katy’s right nipple.

I expected her to yank away. But she didn’t. Instead, she closed her eyes, sighed, and let her head loll backwards while he touched her. When he drew his hand back, she opened her eyes, which were focused solely on me.

I’d never felt so turned on.

I needed to take back control. ‘Spin that bottle,’ I said, ‘and I’ll make whoever it lands on feel special.’ I stroked my thong. ‘Very special.’

John was shaking his head. He looked devastated. The possibility of losing me to someone else eating him whole.

‘Spin the fucking bottle,’ I said.

God, the power was indescribable.

Lucas spun the bottle.

Everyone watched it spin. I closed my eyes and worked my fingers between my legs as the bottle rattled on the wooden floor, sighing and moaning.

When the rattling ceased, I opened my eyes, looked at where the bottle was pointing, and then stared up into Katy’s eyes.

Her breath was shallow, and her chest flushed.

‘Put the music on,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ Lucas said. I heard him rattling around in his bag as I crawled towards Katy.

I’d set the rules of the game. I couldn’t break them now.

What would that say about the rule maker?

The sound of Orbital filled the air. I cupped the back of her head and met her eyes from the slightest of distances. I sought acceptance. It was there. Clear as day. I kissed her. Soft. Gentle. No tongue at first. I was wetting our connection.

‘Fuck me,’ I heard Lucas say.

John said nothing.

Now Katy’s lips were damp. I probed them with my tongue. She moaned softly and so I moved inside her mouth. Every part of me opened, hot and hungry for her. We pressed closer. Her arms locked around my neck, and then we kissed. Both of us. Together. Hard. Passionate. Neither of us taking higher ground. Leading one another.

The boys mumbled and laughed. Full of both excitement and nervousness.

And of Katy.

Our kiss became harder, more passionate, more intimate.

I knew she’d kissed no one before. Could I have restrained myself? I’m not sure. I was deep inside the moment.

My hands touched her, moved over every part of her body, apart from where I could truly set her alight. The desire to do so was overwhelming, but I knew that if I went in too soon, I could lose her.

She never moved her hands from my back. I believe that if she’d touched my breasts and thighs, in the same way I was touching her, then all restraint would have been out of the window. It would have consumed me.

After breaking away, I felt satisfied, and I sensed she was too.

That was enough. For now.

‘I love you,’ she said.

And I saw in her eyes that she meant it. She reached out with trembling fingers. I took her hand and kissed the back of it.

Then I looked at John, took my hand from Katy and offered it to him.

His eyes were wide. For a second, I thought the shock may overwhelm him, but he took hold of the situation.

He gripped my hand, and we both stood. I stepped around Katy and led John to the sofa. I slipped my thong off and lay back, not paying attention to Katy and Lucas anymore.

‘Take your clothes off,’ I said.

He stumbled about as he did so. It took too long. He was inexperienced and clumsy. I glanced off behind him and saw Lucas and Katy kissing. He was leaning over her, his shirt already off, his strong back flexing.

Not clumsy. Experienced.

Katy was too accepting. It wasn’t right.

I was on the verge of telling her to stop, but John, finally, had got his act together and he was climbing on top of me. I let him kiss me. Firm and bruising. His tongue swept too aggressively in my mouth. He was fumbling too much, consumed by immaturity and need. I could feel his hard dick against my stomach.

I bit hard on his bottom lip.

He winced, yanked his head back, touched it and checked his fingers for blood.

I laughed. ‘Do you want to cry?’

He shook his head. ‘No.’ He came back for another kiss.

I bit him again. Harder. I tasted blood this time.

He yanked away again. ‘Fuck!’

‘Do you want to cry now?’ I asked.

‘I don’t understand what⁠—’

I broke him off by closing my hand around his cock, squeezing until he was both wincing and groaning in pleasure. Then, I kissed his neck, and bit deep there, as well.

He yelled in pain and broke from the embrace.

‘Do you want me to stop hurting you?’ I asked.

‘I… I…’

He didn’t know what to say. But he didn’t wish to lose this opportunity. ‘Whatever you want.’

‘You said earlier that I was all you thought about. All the time. Is that the truth?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘So, do what I expect of you.’

I pushed his head down. He kissed my breasts, my stomach, before finding the area I expected him to find. At first, he had no rhythm, but I instructed him to steady his pace, and his obedience set me on fire. I gritted my teeth and let my head slump to the right.

I groaned and then opened my eyes to check on Katy.

She wasn’t there. Neither was Lucas. I hadn’t heard them leave.

Had they gone to another room?

The fire intensified. I groaned again, closed my eyes, thought of Jake, thought of the things I could teach him. And then I thought of Mr Price’s six victims hovering over him, and when they backed away, there was blood everywhere, and each girl had something in their mouth. His eyes were rolling. The six girls spat fingers onto the floor. Mr Price held up his ruined hands. Never would he touch another child again.

I sensed something and opened my eyes.

A man I didn’t recognise was in the room, close to us, and watching.

L
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March 5, 1997

Dear Diary,

Another long hiatus!

Back on the 10th of November, when I was close to the end of recounting the events that occurred in the Dead Place, there was a knock at the door.

It was my father.

Now, I could have just slipped you under the bed. A temporary measure while I see what he wanted. But could I take that risk? What if he already knew that you were no longer in his barn full of crap and was deliberately sniffing around?

So, I made sure you were safely beneath the floorboard even though he was demanding I open the door. Losing you again would have been a disaster.

I unlocked and opened the door.

He looked pissed off. ‘Why did you make me wait?’

‘I was naked.’

‘So,’ he said. ‘You’re my daughter. I don’t care.’

‘I do,’ I said. ‘I’m fourteen.’

‘Whatever,’ he said, sighing, closing the door and sitting down on the bed.

He didn’t speak for a while, and neither did I. I wasn’t worried. I’m not in fear of this man. I know something insidious exists within him, but I also know something insidious exists within me. To fear yourself would be rather pointless, don’t you think?

‘Sit down,’ he said.

‘I’m tired, Dad.’

‘Sit down,’ he repeated, and patted the bed beside him.

After I sat, he sighed again. ‘Come closer.’

I did.

He patted my thigh playfully. ‘We used to be close, me and you, baby girl. Do you remember?’

‘Yes,’ I said. To an extent, he was right. When I was very young, I used to spend a lot of time with him. Walking, running errands, and talking.

‘You used to tell me anything and everything,’ he said.

I nodded, even though I couldn’t see the relevance of this conversation. I was a child. The things we spoke about then were frivolous and weren’t the same as that which interested me now.

‘I understand you’re changing. Growing up. It seems like only yesterday that you were my baby girl and now… well… now, I guess you’re a young woman. But you know that you’ll always be that girl on my shoulders? The one that came hunting with me in the forest that time, don’t you?’

I smiled and nodded, hoping, at this stage, that this wouldn’t be another of those sex talks. I still had terrible memories of my mother’s attempt!

He turned to look at me for the first time. ‘I barely recognise this version of you, Lacey.’

He was, surely, referring to my personal thoughts on these pages, Diary. I often wondered when he was going to bring it up. I’m surprised he waited this long!

‘I don’t know what you mean, Dad.’ I wondered if he’d admit to reading you.

He nodded. ‘I suspected you’d say that.’ He sighed, breathing the stale scent of tobacco over me. ‘But you need to listen to be now. Because me and you… well, we’re not as different as you may think.’

I’m not sure anything could be further from the truth! Has he forgotten about that day in the abattoir when I chose not to follow his lead? Did he ever actually read you at all, Diary? Or did he skim through, not picking up on the truths wedged deep between the lines? I refuse to accept that we’re similar.

‘There’re things inside us which can sometimes get away from us.’

I considered asking him what the fuck he was on about, but I was desperate to get back to you and finish my tale and didn’t want to provoke an argument.

‘It happens to us all in this family.’ He raised his eyebrow. ‘Just be aware. If you ever feel you’re losing control, you must speak to me.’

‘I never felt that way,’ I said.

‘Sometimes we don’t see it coming. I certainly didn’t.’

I took a deep breath. Was this it? The moment of truth?

He looked away. ‘You’ve asked before, several times, about Beatrix.’

It fucking was! Adrenaline surged through me. I sat up straight.

‘It wasn’t a fall. We weren’t climbing over rubble. I never pushed her.’

That had always been obvious.

He rubbed his forehead. ‘Look… you can’t talk about this with your mother, okay?’

It was surprising to hear that she didn’t know the truth, either. ‘Yes.’

‘Promise?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay.’ He leaned over and stared at the floor. ‘I was nine years old. It started early for me. Those sudden changes can be quick.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘As quick as that. One minute, catching newts in the river, writing letters to Father Christmas… the next thing, the darkest dreams, the bleakest thoughts. What a time to start, eh? Nine!’

Nine was very young. I don’t remember my dark thoughts beginning that early.

‘How was I ever expected to get control of them? It was a different time. No one to keep an eye on me. Not like you.’

Is that what he believed he was doing? Keeping an eye on me!

‘One Christmas, when I was ten, and Beatrix was seven, she gave me a snow globe. There were two small children and a snowman inside.’ He made a gesture of shaking it. ‘The snow would rain down on them. Those two small children inside glowed with happiness.’ He smiled. ‘I wanted to be one of those children. My dreams were getting progressively darker, the bleak thoughts were intensifying. Things that would horrify other children fascinated me. I started collecting dead animals from the road and keeping them in a secret place out in the woods. Soon, I thought about killing my own animals… but restrained myself.’ My father stood, went to the door, opened it, and looked out, checking we weren’t being listened to. Then he sat back down. ‘Most of the time I gave myself to the thoughts, but there were moments when I felt so disgusted with myself. I fought them. To do that, I’d go to the snow globe. Shake it. Watch the snow. Think about how relaxed Beatrix made me when we played, and she giggled. She was different. At least she was then. She never grew up. Never had time to find her own darkness like I did. Like you’re doing, Lacey. Whenever it snowed for real, I’d race outside with her, and we’d recreate the scene in that snow globe. The snowman, stripy scarf, buttons for eyes. Two small children patting down the edges. Ah. Good times.

‘Then Beatrix got pneumonia. I sat with her, day and night, while she shivered. You couldn’t touch her. She was that hot. They took her away to the hospital to die. No one believed she’d make it. I remember walking through those woods, feeling an equal amount of despair and hunger. After finding an injured fox, I broke its neck. I tried to assure myself that I was putting it out of its misery, but that wasn’t the case at all. After killing the fox, I went home, and I went to the fireplace in our lounge. We were still using it then.’

I’d never seen the fire in action. The chimney had collapsed years back, and the roof sealed. It was merely for show now.

‘Directly in front of the fireplace was a grate to keep kids like me and Beatrix away. I smashed the snow globe, plucked the figure that represented my sister from the wreckage, and lay her on the raised step close to the fire. The pneumonia, or the cold as I saw it, wanted to take her, and I just couldn’t let it happen. I wanted the heat to burn the cold out of her.

‘When Beatrix came home the next day, on the mend, I believed in my heart that my actions had restored her. Within a week, she was better. Of course, the snow globe was beyond repair, and the figure had melted into a puddle by the fire.

‘Unfortunately, with my snow globe gone, I no longer had it to shake and protect me as the thoughts became darker and more insistent. I started to lose control. At first, I only killed animals, but then I fantasised about killing other children, especially at school. The ones that looked at me funny, or smelled bad, or just simply irritated me. But then, I found a solution. I realised I may not have had the snow globe, but I still had my sister. Now and then, when the thoughts were spiralling, I’d crawl into bed with Beatrix and hug her until I slept. My new snow globe. It seemed to work for a while. Made everything more bearable. Until…’ He broke off and looked up at the ceiling.

‘Until?’ I prompted.

‘Until she got sick with pneumonia again. It was bad, but the doctors were more confident because the antibiotics had worked so well last time. They didn’t rush her to the hospital. That night, while my mother slept, exhausted, in the chair beside her, I went in to see her. She was wheezing. She whispered in my ear that she was going to die. I panicked. I’d no snow globe to smash. No figure to pluck out. No way of burning the cold from her…’ He ran both his hands through his hair and then shook his head. ‘Until then, everything is clear. The next part, less so. My body fights against keeping this as a memory, but I’ve fought back, fiercely, to keep it, because it helps me to know what I’m capable of. Helps me to keep control.’

‘What’s the memory?’

‘I led her to that fire. Mum didn’t wake. Dad was in the spare room, reading, and I knew he’d left the fire burning downstairs. He always did until it burned out. I let Beatrix lean on me. She was so weak. On the journey, I tried to explain to her what had happened last time, but she wasn’t listening. She was delirious, weak… When I got to the lounge, I pushed the grate out of the way and took her closer to the flame.’

I filled my lungs with air. In my mind, I could see it vividly, every second, every moment of my auntie’s death. Of my father’s evil.

‘She told me it hurt. Begged me not to go closer. I told her it was hurting me too, but last time, it’d worked. It’d taken death from her bones, and it would do so again. I forced her down onto the hot step directly in front of the burning fire. She was screaming now.’ My father closed his eyes. ‘I could feel the heat on my hands burning me too, and I knew it was painful, agonising… but I’d convinced myself the scream was the sound of the death within her, being burned out. I believed it would cleanse her in the same way it had cleansed her before.

‘I heard my mum and dad running from somewhere outside the lounge. I put the grate behind me, trapping her. My father tried to grab me. I kicked out. I stumbled back, pushing the grate… and…’

‘What?’ I asked, leaning forward.

‘When I glanced back, hoping she’d be standing, feeling better already, I saw she wasn’t. She was on fire. Her night dress went up so fast.’

My eyes were wide. My heart was beating quick.

‘But even when she was on fire, I wouldn’t stand aside. I wouldn’t move. I pressed myself against the grate while she screamed and writhed. The fire leaked through, and I felt my own legs and back burning.’ He reached down and stroked his legs.

I’d always wondered where those scars had come from.

‘My father dragged me away, fighting. I saw my mother throw the grate aside and grab my sister. But it was too late. Beatrix’s hair was on fire; her face was changing, dissolving; the smell… I can still smell it now.’ He stopped, stood and went to the window. A long silence stretched out. My father was a monster.

After a while, he turned and stared at me for a while but didn’t speak.

‘Do you regret it?’ I asked.

‘I don’t think about it like that. I use it as a reminder. The memory is now the snow globe, which I shake when the thoughts intensify. It steadies my hand.’

‘It didn’t with Steven.’

A smile tugged at his lips. ‘That was different, and you know it.’

‘Do you ever feel sad?’

‘Not so much. Beatrix… that fire… all of it… they’re no more, really.’ He tapped his head. ‘A memory to help me. It doesn’t help to mourn what isn’t really there.’

Guess that was one area in which we were similar.

He nodded at me. ‘And that’s why, Lacey, if you start to lose control, you must speak to me.’

‘I will,’ I lied.

As he walked towards the door, he looked at me and spoke. ‘Promise me.’

‘Yes.’ Another lie.

He put his hand on my door handle and stared at me again. ‘Well, that’s a start. Now, for the next thing I came to talk to you about.’

I raised an eyebrow. How did you follow that?

Mind you, Diary, he gave it a pretty good go.

My father narrowed his eyes. ‘I saw you by the lake the other night. I saw you drinking, smoking… fucking…’

I stood up.

It was him.

He’d followed me to the lake.

I said, ‘No one had sex.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t want you locking yourself away with dark thoughts. I don’t want you exploring things in the pages of a diary. I’ll be getting you help. Treatment. You won’t be following the same path as me. That’s my gift to you. As your father.’

The next day, he took payment for his truth, for his gift.

When I arrived back from school, he’d taken my door off.

He took my privacy.

So, that’s the reason behind my hiatus.

If he crept up on me, saw you, Diary, then he’d destroy you. He wouldn’t risk you surviving a second time. So, you’ve slept beneath that floorboard for four long months.

He told me that if I did what he said, and get treatment, I could have my life back.

And I’ve done that. I’ve been seeing someone (more to follow). And now, I’m back with you. He fixed the door back on, so now I can raise the floorboard again.

Tomorrow, I’ll write to you first thing.

And tell you about that other man during that night at the Dead Place.

I love you and I’ve missed you (again)

Lacey xx
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March 6, 1997

Dear Diary,

Writing about my father’s story again, months after it happened, left me in a reflective mood for most of the night. Listening to “I Stay Away” by Alice in Chains on my Walkman, I felt both my father’s sense of isolation and my own. He’d spent most of his life now keeping his dark past hidden from me and had only shared it now to warn me about treading a similar path.

But the more I thought about it and listened to this song, the more I realised that I just couldn’t stay away.

He may wish to hide from who he truly was, and be desperate for me to do the same, but was that really what I wanted?

Anyway, it’s dawn now, and as I promised last night, here is what happened with the man in the Dead Place…

Dressed in baggy beige overalls, an overweight man with grey and patchy hair watched us from beside Katy’s lamp in the lounge.

I still had John’s head between my legs, so I prodded him, instructing him to come away.

‘What’s wrong?’ John asked.

I was too busy staring at the overweight man to answer John.

The watcher didn’t respond or move. I estimated him to be in his early fifties. I noticed he had a poker in his hand, which he’d picked up from the old fireplace behind him.

I thought of the old slasher movies I’d seen. This would work. Four teens murdered in the old farmyard with a poker. Interesting. Except this man was showing his face and not hiding behind a mask. Making it feel more real. More immediate. Definitely more exciting.

I shoved John away from me and swung my legs forward so I was sitting upright on the sofa rather than leaning forward. ‘Who are you?’ I asked the man.

John, who’d only just clocked what was going on, scurried backward, naked, over the arm of the sofa. ‘He’s got a spear!’ He crashed to the floor, pounced back to his feet, and then shouted at the top of his lungs, ‘Lucas, where are you? He’s got a fucking spear!’

‘It’s a fire poker, dickhead,’ I said and then stood. I held out my hands. God, how intriguing this was. I was naked, damp with sweat, drunk and stoned out of my mind, and finally, I was looking at a person who I’d been desperate to see for so long.

Beside me, John was pulling on his trousers. There were pounding feet on the landing above.

‘Lucas!’ John shouted again.

I glared at John, concerned he would scare this man away. ‘Shut the fuck up!’

Behind the strange man, Lucas came pelting down the open staircase. He was fastening his belt and didn’t have a shirt on.

I wondered where Katy was, but then switched my attention back to the enigma in front of me. His cold, still expression had yet to change. I pointed at my breasts. ‘Is this bothering you?’

He didn’t respond. I reached to the floor for my clothes. ‘I’ll dress.’

Lucas reached the bottom of the steps. He was standing several metres off to the left.

The heavy man in the overalls kept his eyes fixed on me, either unaware that Lucas was there or just unconcerned.

Lucas looked between me and John, gritted his teeth and sprang towards the man.

The older man was quick. He raised the poker without turning. The tip stopped dead against Lucas’s cheek.

The nineteen-year-old stumbled back.

‘Let’s get the fuck out of here, Lacey!’ John had already come around the back of the sofa and was just beside me.

‘I’ll catch you up,’ I said, fastening my mini skirt.

His hand closed on my shoulder. ‘Lacey…’

I shrugged him off. ‘I said I’ll catch you up.’

John grabbed me again. Idiot! I had to stop myself from turning and hitting him.

The man pointed the poker in my direction. I wondered if he was warning John to get off me.

Well, if that was his intention, it had the desired effect. John let go of me and ran. Meanwhile, Lucas put his palms out and sidled around the old man. He took a glance back at his CD player, weighing it up in his head, but then opted to leave it and followed John out at speed.

Brave boys, eh?

Throughout all of this, the man’s eyes never left me.

I finished dressing and slipped on my school shoes. ‘Just us now,’ I said, opting not to mention Katy. ‘You can tell me who you are.’

I edged forwards. When I was two metres from him, and he would not lower his poker, I stopped. ‘I just want to talk.’

He dropped his weapon to his side, turned and walked away.

‘Where are you going?’ I asked. Deep down, I already knew.

I watched him open the cellar door and kneel to press the switch. The light from the floodlight below spilled out onto this floor.

The man disappeared down the steps.

Wow, Diary! My eyes were like fucking saucers! This was everything, I mean everything, I’d been waiting so patiently for.

Yet there was still Katy to consider.

I sprinted up the stairs and followed the sounds of sobbing to the second room along.

When I saw her, I shook my head. She was curled up, naked, on an old mattress. Her body quivered as she wept.

It was that moment at the peephole all over again. My mother, and now Katy! I’d let it spiral out of control.

‘Katy?’

She didn’t respond.

I clenched my fists and took a deep breath. There was no point in me losing control. I exhaled and relaxed my hands, then I went over and touched her back, gently. ‘Wait here for me, Katy.’

She didn’t even look at me. Just folded herself up even tighter.

Sighing, I went back downstairs to the cellar door.

Sensing that the truth was near, my adrenaline surged again, just like it had done before when I first saw him. I was concerned about Katy, but with revelations such as these at my fingertips, I couldn’t turn away.

I descended the steps. The floodlight was powerful, but the way the outskirts, and farthest reaches of the cellar, bathed in the dark gave immediate objects an ethereal glow. The freezers, for example, loomed out of the darkness like hulking beasts. I noticed a fourth freezer had joined the collection.

I paused and listened to the humming for a moment before speaking into the darkness. ‘Where are you?’

There was a soft scuff of footsteps behind me. I fought back the instinct to whirl and instead turned slowly. I was in another predator’s territory. Sudden movements could cost me dearly.

The man was a metre or so from me. ‘Who are you?’ I flattened the tone of my voice. Again, trying to calm the situation.

As before, he didn’t answer, just continued staring at me with those fathomless dark eyes. My mouth was dry, but my anxiety now was not from a fear of death, but a concern over letting this chance slip through my fingers.

‘What’s in the freezers?’ I whispered. ‘Tell me. You’ve nothing to be afraid of.’

Writing that down now feels comical! I was the little girl in the cellar with the strange man and I’m telling him not to worry!

How fucking insane?

For a long moment, he simply looked at me, his expression unreadable. I was acutely aware of the life coursing through me, my breath and heartbeat intertwining with the mechanical purring of the freezers in a captivating, suspenseful melody.

Then he moved around me and disappeared into the darkness at the back of the cellar. Did he want me to follow?

I turned full circle, secrets pressing in on me from all sides, before switching my attention to the newest freezer. The metal surface was ice-cold, as was the chain that fixed the lid firmly down. I knocked on the top and it made a dull thump.

As I swung away from it, I heard another weak thump.

I spun back, reached out with my knuckles to knock on it again, but whoever was in there beat me to it.

Thump-thump.

Two this time. Weak, but clear enough.

I knocked back twice, firmer, heavier. Thump-thump.

I waited.

Nothing.

There was movement upstairs now. Unless the lads had come back, which I doubted, it was most certainly Katy.

But the freezer? The thumping? How could I turn away from this?

I leaned closer to the freezer and said, ‘Is anyone in there?’

Nothing.

I knocked again, but there was no response.

Disappointed but concerned about Katy, I sprinted up the cellar steps to catch my friend coming past. She’d dressed, but her clothing was dishevelled, and her eyes were wide and glassy. She stared at me for a long moment, her expression unreadable.

‘Katy?’

She didn’t answer. I edged forward, but before I could get to her, she was running from the Dead Place.

The cellar door slammed shut. I flipped around, expecting the mystery man to be there, but he’d shut it from the inside.

There was a loud clunk. I sprinted forward, but when I tried the handle, I realised it was too late. He’d locked it.

I knocked a few times, asking him to open it, but when it was clear he wasn’t going to, I turned and left the house, determined to catch Katy. It was hard running in my black school shoes, but I forced myself on.

I saw her blonde hair gleaming like a beacon in the light from the half-moon and shouted after her. ‘Katy! Wait!’

But she was soon gone, swallowed up by the night. I stood there for a long moment, my chest heaving as I struggled to catch my breath.

I glanced back toward the farmhouse but knew that tonight was not the night to head back. The strange occupant had made that very clear by slamming the door.

I trudged home, sensing that everything had changed, but not knowing quite how.

Diary, so much has happened since that night, but now I’ve school, so I’ll be in touch again soon.

Lacey x
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March 7, 1997

Dear Diary,

School used to be a welcome distraction from home, but these days I can barely stomach it. The whole place makes me feel like a fucking Dictaphone being relentlessly pumped with information.

Does this information better prepare you to fit into society? I’ve my doubts, but I guess I better hang about, regardless, in case I miss something crucial. I’ll need to fit into society one day. If only to fly below the radar.

I realise that I’ve yet to update you on Mr Price. He never showed for his court date three months back and he’s now disappeared. The papers seem to suspect he’s committed suicide. Although that isn’t official, I guess it makes sense.

And the list of abused girls has climbed to ten. I know! Ten!

I still can’t believe that he kept me back after school several times and never laid a hand on me. I don’t know whether to be offended or relieved!

The album “In Utero” by Nirvana is my album of choice for my recount this evening. Kurt Cobain’s raw, emotional vocals really capture the sense of alienation I was feeling back in November 1996.

In the space of two years, I’d found and lost two best friends!

Now that the darker aspects of my personality were shining through, my friends were being driven away. But what could I do? The sense of resignation from Cobain on “All Apologies” sums up how I was feeling.

Last night, I’d reached the point in the recount at which Katy disappeared off into the woods. Fortunately, she made it home. But she wasn’t the same person any more. The Dead Place had changed her.

In other words, I’d changed her.

Yes, Lucas had gone too far. And I couldn’t take responsibility for how far he took it. But I could have been more responsible. Obviously, I was yet to learn my lesson after what’d happened with my mother, and I’d instigated another fucked-up situation.

I knew Katy blamed me, too.

Remember the cellar door? The way she stared at me?

But, just like the apologies in Cobain’s song, what purpose would saying sorry serve?

Solving the situation required more than an apology for what I was and what I could so easily cause again.

And wouldn’t begging for forgiveness just degrade me?

Please don’t see me as ice cold. I love Katy. I do. But apologies and regret solve nothing.

Over the next week, there was no sign of Katy at school.

One week became two. No sign of Katy.

I’d never been round to Katy’s home before. There was no version of this world where that would have been a good idea. This was a well-to-do family! They would see the Rays as little more than riffraff. A scourge on the community (as demonstrated by our bloody legacy).

But I went regardless. It took me a while to get to their main house. A long, winding driveway cut through manicured lawns to their stone dominion with arched windows and ivy-infested walls! Smoke was curling out of the chimney into the crisp air, carrying the scent of burning cedar. It was like something out of a classic fucking novel like “Pride and Prejudice”.

The horse barns were all honey-coloured wood and freshly painted trim. I couldn’t see Malteser, but I saw some other thoroughbred horses milling about.

Hand in hand, Marcus and Evelyn Cain answered the door together. They were a striking pair! Marcus was tall and distinguished in his tailored sports coat, with neatly combed salt and pepper hair, while Evelyn was slim and elegant in a cashmere sweater. No chest waders or shit-stained wellington boots round here! They paid others to labour for them. I expect that this was how they always presented themselves. Together. Joined at the hip. Each other’s trophy.

But for all their expensive clothing and impressive living arrangements, there was a deep uneasiness in their expressions.

‘Lacey,’ Marcus said, fiddling with a glinting gold watch.

It surprised me he knew my first name. The Rays were infamous, yes, but I hadn’t suspected that he’d taken the time to bother looking me up personally! Maybe Katy had mentioned me? Now that would have been a surprise!

‘How can we help you?’ Evelyn said, also fiddling. She’d opted for the ring on her finger. Her own piece of gold.

‘I was wondering how Katy was.’

The unhappy, wealthy couple exchanged a glance.

‘She’s not been well,’ Evelyn said.

‘But she’s getting better,’ Marcus said.

I heard the doubt in his words.

‘That’s good news,’ I said.

Then they simply took a moment to stare off behind me, scanning the horizon. The wind whipped around us, carrying a hint of horse manure.

I could see the longing in their eyes.

Funny how their place, their farm, was something that most people would give their right arm for; yet, right now, that look of longing made the place feel empty and almost as bleak as the Dead Place.

Eventually, Marcus said, ‘She speaks highly of you.’

So, she had mentioned me!

Had Katy really accepted me before I fucked it all up? To tell her parents about a friendship with the descendant of a child killer was no small thing…

So surprising was this situation, that I almost said: ‘She was raped, two weeks ago, by a boy called Lucas. He’s nineteen.’

But I kept control and stopped myself in time. What could it possibly achieve apart from bringing their entire world crashing down?

If I’m to be honest, that wasn’t the reason I held back. I suppose I don’t care about Katy’s parents’ feelings. Their mollycoddling had done my friend no good. I held back because that’d bring a swift end to the man and his four freezers.

Freezer man meant mystery and discovery. Why would I want that avenue closed off?

There were, of course, other threats to the man, but I wasn’t too concerned.

Lucas wasn’t about to go to the police, was he? Not after what he’d done!

And I’d already silenced John. It wasn’t challenging. I took him into the woods. After I let his tongue dance around inside my mouth for a short time, he tried to undress me, but I stopped and asked him if he’d told anybody. He claimed he’d never do that. That the night had been too special to him. Special? Haha! He fled from a man wielding a “spear!”. A fucking spear. I’ll never get over that.

Even with his promise, I made doubly sure. After unzipping his fly, I slipped my hand inside and took hold of him. I expected him to be hard, but not that hard. I could feel his heart pulsing inside it! His eyes rolled back in his head as I clutched it. I promised I’d finish what I’d started with him, but not today, only when I was sure he’d stayed quiet about our special night in the Dead Place.

Honestly, if I could have been 100% certain, there and then, that he wouldn’t spill the beans, I’d have given John what he wanted. But the safety of the man with the freezers was paramount at this point.

I thanked Katy’s parents and walked away.

Marcus called out after me, ‘I’ll tell her you came by.’

I didn’t turn back.

I wonder if Evelyn snatched her hand away and hissed at him, ‘What are you doing? Why are you talking with the scum?’

Following this visit to Katy’s home, time moved on at an alarming pace.

Two weeks became one month.

No sign of Katy.

During this time, I’d been back to the Dead Place a few times, but was yet to catch another glimpse of him. All four humming freezer remained, showing that he was returning to cycle his cell batteries.

One day, I’d see him again. I believed that with all my heart.

I always checked to see if the freezers were chained and locked. You never knew. Everyone forgets sometimes, don’t they? Seems he never did.

Jesus, how many times did I consider bolt cutters? The curiosity was overwhelming! But it’d also be foolish. If I did this, the next time I returned, the freezers, and the owner, could be gone forever.

Four weeks became six.

No sign of Katy.

John was getting impatient. He wanted his promise fulfilled, but I was determined to keep him hanging until I had the truth about the man from the Dead Place. If I relented and gave him what he wanted, he may tell his friends everything, leaving me with the sorry sight of my mystery man being led off in handcuffs.

I wanted the truth about the freezers to belong to me before it belonged to the world.

By giving him other kinds of attention, I kept John on a leash.

John always reached orgasm at light speed. He was in awe of me. It was pitiable, though, considering how long it sometimes took me to reach orgasm! I wouldn’t change those long nights for the world! He was missing out.

I continued to date handsome and reliable Jake.

His affectionate behaviour was overwhelming, and he was more polite with me than anybody I’d ever met. It was disorientating. Still, it was again a significant sign of how much power I held over him.

In my way, I developed a fondness for Jake. But when I tried to stroke him and do with him what I did with John, he’d pull away, tell me we were too young. And he’d prefer to wait.

I wondered how Jake really saw me.

Did he see me like Marcus Cain saw Evelyn Cain? As a trophy? Desperate not to tarnish me? Were these how stronger bonds were formed? Patience… graduality… time?

For now, I remained happy to let him believe himself in control.

Six weeks became eight.

Still no sign of Katy.

I’m going down to have dinner now. I’ll pick up with you again, later, Diary.

Your Dictaphone, Lacey x
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March 8, 1997

Dear Diary,

Sorry I didn’t get back to you last night. It ended up being a late meal with my parents (Not by choice). My new mother has been keen to introduce family nights. I’ve wriggled out of a few with excuses before (homework and PMT often do the trick), but I must make the effort every now and again. Keep the house peaceful – and keep my fucking door on its hinges! Now that I’m having therapy, I’m trying to give them the impression that everything is hunky dory in my life. I’ve enough things going on without adding the watchful eye of my father to the list.

So, we ate pizza, and watched “Dirty Dancing”, my mum’s favourite film.

Watching her swooning over the character of Johnny Castle makes me wonder if she’s my biological mother.

Personally, I prefer the character of Frances Houseman – I’m not calling her Baby as that’s just fucking ridiculous – because she reminds me of Katy. Naïve, and sheltered by her affluent family. It ends well for Frances, though, as she wakes up and sees a world very different from her own. She embraces it and doesn’t let it destroy her.

I do hope the same happens for Katy.

Which leads me back to January. At this point, I still hadn’t seen her for two months.

I refused to give up and went back several times. Each time I met her parents on her doorstep. And each time Evelyn and Marcus told me she still wasn’t well enough.

At one point, I wondered if they were keeping her prisoner! I know! Ridiculous, right?

Twice, I crept into their farmyard during the night. The place was overflowing with security lights. There were also dogs. Fortunately, these were caged, but it didn’t stop them from barking a lot and waking people.

Both times, I got a minute to chuck some pebbles at her window before Marcus appeared at his door in a silk dressing gown and leather slippers, forcing me to scarper.

Each occasion, I glanced back over my shoulder, but I never saw Katy at the window drawn to the sound of the rattling pebbles.

Unbelievable to think she’d been in her bedroom for two months. It was my mother all over again!

Once, I saw Marcus out on Malteser. He rode right past me, sullen looking. Not even noticing I was there.

In January, I fantasised about Lucas often. About what I wanted to do to him. But no solution felt creative enough. The safety pins, the gutting knife, even the hook in the abattoir… it all felt so, well, old.

I tried meditation to help me find a more interesting solution, but as skilful as I was becoming, I was yet to find one.

I sent Katy letters. Not about taking revenge on Lucas, obviously – what if someone saw them? Mind you, I was confident that her parents were too sophisticated to read her mail (unlike my father, who saw nothing wrong with reading his teenage daughter’s diary!).

My letters to Katy merely asked about her health and happiness.

There were no replies.

January came and went.

Apart from the situation with Katy, February was a positive month.

It began with me bumping into Lance in Salisbury on a Saturday. I was out with Jake while Lance was on his own.

I expected him to give me the cold shoulder, but his face lit up when he saw me. ‘Lace!’

‘Lance!’ I stopped myself short of saying Lancey-boy. ‘How’ve you been?’

‘Good.’ He looked at Jake. ‘Hello, Jake.’

‘Hey,’ Jake said.

I stared at Jake. He got the message to give us some space and said he’d meet me at the bus stop.

Meanwhile, Lance was grinning ear to ear. In this moment, with that gormless expression, it was as if he’d never gone away!

‘You and Jake are proper together now?’ he asked.

‘Guess so,’ I said. ‘Are you here alone?’

‘No… well, yes, now…’ He looked down. He was sad or embarrassed. With Lance, it was always hard to tell which it was. ‘I’ve just been eating with Eric. He’s gone home.’

‘Would you like to meet sometime, Lance?’ I asked, steering the conversation away from the forty-three-year-old predator.

He looked up, grinning. ‘Can we meet at the lake?’

‘Why not? Might be too cold to swim now, though.’

‘I don’t care! We’ll get used to it, Lace…’ He wriggled his fingers. ‘We can stay in it until our fingers go pruney!’

That made me laugh. We set a date.

‘How’s Katy?’ he asked.

I said I’d explain more when I saw him next.

I was so pleased to see Lance, but I’ll be truthful here. The night before our meet, I thought about standing him up.

Eric was older than my dad! I suspected he was also older than Lance’s mother. He was being taken advantage of, controlled… manipulated. It did not differ from the bullying I’d witnessed by Barking Barlow’s barbed wire fence. If I met up with Lance by the lake, I may feel compelled to tell him what I thought. This would upset him again.

And I was through upsetting my friends!

Still, I’d really missed him, so I went. I instructed myself to be on my best behaviour – like that ever works!

We said little at first. Just swam naked like we used to. It was ice fucking cold, so we had to dry off and get dressed again immediately. We huddled together, and I enjoyed the fresh scent of the lake. After we’d warmed up and stopped shivering, I asked him. ‘Are you still dishwashing?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you going to try for other jobs?’

‘Why? I love it Lace!’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Dishwashing?’

‘Everyone’s so friendly. School was hell. People at the pub seem to take me seriously, you know, as a person.’

‘I always took you seriously, Lancey-boy,’ I said, and gave him a big grin.

‘You were the only one, though… Katy, too, I guess.’

I looked away, not ready to talk to him about Katy just yet. ‘I’m glad you’re thriving. Tell me about Eric?’ I reminded myself: Best behaviour, Lacey!

‘Will you get angry?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said. It was a real promise. I would work hard to keep it.

‘I love him, and he loves me. We laugh all the time.’

Not what I wanted to hear. This spider had Lance wrapped up tightly in his web. I faked a smile. ‘Even more than us?’

‘That’s not possible,’ he said. His mouth hung open on one side as he gave his peculiar barking laugh. I’d missed that!

‘And how often do you meet in Salisbury?’ I asked.

‘Every week. And he gets a hotel there.’

‘You’re having sex, Lancey-boy?’

He blushed.

The spider had already fed on him, then. I forced back a sigh. ‘Go on, tell me all about it.’

He described having sex with Eric. It wasn’t what I expected. I’d imagined that spider consuming a fly. ‘He’s that gentle?’

‘Yes.’

I nodded. That was at least something. Although, I still didn’t trust Eric. ‘Why all the secrecy? Meeting once a week? You’re old enough now.’

Lance blushed again. He whispered, ‘He’s married.’

It wasn’t so much of a revelation. To be honest, it felt rather predictable.

‘So, what do you think?’ Lance asked.

I felt like saying: ‘Lance, you’ve become fair game.’

Just like Katy had been fair game to Lucas.

Just like John is fair game to me.

My father always said it’s a dog-eat-dog world. I never considered him right about many things, but maybe he was right about that.

I said, ‘I just think I’m happy to see you, Lancey-pants.’

‘No,’ he said, stretching out the word for effect, feigning despair.

‘Sorry, Lancey-boy. Old habits, eh?’

After his peculiar laugh had ended, he said, ‘Can we do this again?’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘With Katy?’

‘Hopefully,’ I said. ‘But she isn’t too well at the moment.’

‘Why?’

‘Glandular fever,’ I lied.

‘Is that bad?’

‘Bad enough to keep her off school for a while.’

He suggested we went to see her. I told him that her parents weren’t accepting visitors, and that I was writing letters. Lance asked if he could write to her, too. I told him he could and that I’d deliver the letter.

Then our day was over. Once we were dressed, we walked back up to my farm and bid farewell at the entrance. After walking several metres, he turned back. ‘Did you ever go back to that Dead Place?’

‘No,’ I lied.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I have nightmares about that place. Sometimes I dream about you being trapped in there and I have to come and save you.’

Save me! He was such a card. Fuck! I’d missed him.

‘You shouldn’t go back again. I don’t think anyone should ever go there again. I think someone should burn it down.’

I nodded. ‘Okay.’

Feeling more positive than I’d felt in a long, long time, I broke my promise immediately and paid a visit to the Dead Place.

I’d been back there thirteen times now, to that row of freezers, but no mystery man.

My hope had been waning, but my reunion with Lance had inspired me. Taught me not to give up. Another reunion could well be on the cards…

I wasn’t wrong, Diary.

But now, I must meet Jake on a date. He wants to go to the cinema again. I’ve lost count of the number of films we’ve sat through now!

I wonder if I should suggest fucking him in one of our derelict barns?

I can see his face now!

Unfortunately, I know which option he’d go for. Put it this way, Diary, we wouldn’t need a shower to wash any hay off afterwards!

But, never mind, that’s what makes Jake who he is.

Reliable.

I guess everybody needs a little of that in their life, don’t they?

L x

OceanofPDF.com


March 9, 1997, 3 a.m.

Dear Diary,

I’ve just had a dream. A remarkable one which couldn’t wait until morning, because I know how fleeting dreams can be, and I don’t want to lose a single moment of it.

I dreamt I was in a stone room that looked like something out of a Victorian prison. The walls were bare, and the cold seeped into my bones. The air, heavy with decay, tasted sour.

Was this death? I felt awash in a grey sea, floating towards nothingness.

My body felt wrong. Taller and with more shape and strength, but inside, I knew it was still me.

The sensation stopped me from floating away.

Grounded now, I sensed the need. The dependence. I turned, scanning the room, and saw him.

A child huddled in the far corner. A boy. He couldn’t have been older than ten. Watching me. His eyes were intense. There was something familiar about him, something that tugged at the edges of my memory, but I couldn’t quite place it. He seemed to be silently imploring me, begging me for something. What though? Help?

Having climbed from the grey sea of nothingness, the sudden weight of the boy’s gaze became disorientating.

I staggered towards him. With each step, I expected him to move, maybe disappear. He didn’t. I opened my mouth to speak many times, but I couldn’t think of the words. We were two lost souls trapped in a nightmare. What could I say to bridge that gap?

When I was close enough, I managed a single question. ‘What’s your name?’

My voice sounded unfamiliar. Hoarse. Raspy. Almost, but not quite, broken.

For a long moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer, and wondered whether our entrapment was to be eternal and lonely. Like two prisoners looking at each other through soundproof glass. But then he crooked his finger and beckoned me to kneel so he could whisper in my ear.

He told me his name.

It was a beautiful name, and it hurts now, in this moment, that I can’t recall it.

But, in the dream, I was so familiar with that name. Somehow, impossibly, I knew this boy already. Memories flickered at the edges of my consciousness but stayed out of reach.

I moved closer, hands out, trying to grab him, inspect him… but then I realised he was already dead. Then he was on the floor. His skin was waxy and pale, his eyes sunken and lifeless. The metallic tang of blood filled the air.

A stone prison trapped me with the corpse of a young boy.

Maybe I’d been right at the start? Maybe this was death?

I looked at my hands, turned them over. They were grey, but everything was grey. ‘Am I dead?’

No answer.

I shut my eyes, and when I opened them back up, I was awake and in bed.

Alive.

Not dead.

For a moment, I just laid there, staring up at the familiar cracks in my bedroom ceiling, trying to catch my breath. I thought of the boy.

Dead.

Not alive.

The sense of loss I felt was suddenly extreme.

Especially when I could no longer remember the boy’s name.

I sat up in bed, his dead staring eyes inside my memory. I don’t know whether it was the lingering aftereffects of the dream, but I felt other things in my memory, too, desperately trying to claw their way out.

Who is he?

Or rather, who was he?

I need to speak to Crystal, my therapist, to see if she can understand this dream that whispered to me in the early hours.

I so wish I could remember his name.

L x
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March 9, 1997, evening

Dear Diary,

It’s a strange thing to know you’re being haunted.

That boy had given his name, allowed me to taste devastation, and then, before I’d woken, he’d snatched his identity back. Leaving me in limbo.

I sensed the ghost knew that this truth could destroy me, and that it was much too early for that to happen.

But I also sense that there’ll come a day when he won’t snatch his name back.

Listening to “Haunted” by The Cure, I think it is now time to tell you about that day in February when I visited the Dead Place after my reunion with Lance.

The white VW Transporter was around the rear. He was back. Adrenaline surging, I circled back to the front. I didn’t bother knocking.

Every time I'd come back, the cellar door had been closed. Never locked, but always shut. On this day, it gaped open like a hungry mouth.

He wanted me down there.

I marched into the mouth, happy enough to be consumed with whatever truths lay in the pit of this world's stomach. With the old wood groaning under my feet, I went down the steps, into the yellow pool that spilled from the floodlight at the bottom.

I gazed at the four freezers, which looked like the glowing white teeth of a giant in the surreal light. Their familiar hum was strangely comforting.

‘I came back,’ I said to the darkness in the furthest reaches of the cellar. ‘And I told nobody. I came back so you know you can trust me.’

I ventured nearer to the freezers, my heart close to bursting from my chest.

Secrets within touching distance!

I ran my fingers over a freezer, recalling that thumping sound from that night months earlier. The sound of fists? Someone trapped inside?

I held my breath. Around me was the relentless drone of the compressors. The occasional clank and shudder of old machinery.

I didn’t need to hear him, or see him, to know he was there in the darkness. This was what he’d wanted. For me to return. So, when I looked up and saw the whites of his eyes in the gloom, it didn’t surprise me.

The heavyset man stepped into the pool of light. His grey, patchy hair appeared shorter this time. He wore the same large overalls.

I considered smiling and show him I wasn’t scared. But was that necessary? I wasn’t prey, was I?

Prey rarely returned to its predator…

Apart from with the anglerfish, maybe.

‘I knew I’d see you again.’ My voice may have sounded strange in the cavernous space, echoing off the damp stone walls, but it didn’t sound weak.

No response. Not even a blink. Just eyes, white and hollow in the gloom, regarding me.

I took a step closer. ‘Have you anything to say?’

‘You’ve been back many times,’ he said.

This was the first time I’d ever heard him speak. It wasn’t what I expected. It was quiet, plain, monotonous, almost like the continuous hum of the freezers.

‘I want to know what’re in these?’ I pointed at the freezers.

‘Moments…’ he said, following the direction of my finger. ‘Stillness.’ He tilted his head slightly. ‘Forever.’

Then, he turned and walked towards the steps.

Disappointment surged through me. ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘I want to see.’

This man could overpower me at will, but I didn’t care. ‘Open them!’

His footsteps echoed off the damp stone walls before he hit the steps and the old wood groaned. Irritated, I followed him. ‘I came back. I kept your secret. Give me the truth.’

At the top of the steps, I watched him walk to the same sagging sofa where I’d felt the heat of John’s kisses between my legs. There, he sat limply, hands at his side, head hanging, like a battery-operated toy that had just ground to a halt.

I perched on the armchair across from him, wincing over the bitter smell of old fabric.

We stared at each other in the watery light filtering through the grimy windows. Away from the humming freezers, I could hear his long, scratching breaths.

His skin displayed lines and weathering, brimming with untold stories.

I looked at his gigantic hands. Veins stood out like ropes on the back of them.

What had he done with those hands?

Had he taken life?

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘Lacey Ray.’ I tried to strip back the desperation that had gnawed into my voice before down in the cellar. ‘I live on the farm down the road. The Ray farm. You’ll have heard about it.’

‘I haven’t.’

I didn’t know whether to believe that. The crimes of my great-grandfather, Reginald, followed me everywhere like a shadow. It was also the proof that I was interesting, that I was worth listening to.

The last thing I wanted to be was expendable!

‘I don’t believe you haven’t heard of us,’ I said.

‘I haven’t,’ he repeated.

There was nothing in his eyes that gave away that he was lying. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that same steady, unreadable gaze. Inscrutable as the grave.

‘You shouldn’t know that I’m here,’ he said.

I leaned forward. ‘You don’t need to worry. The only people who know you are here won’t say anything.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘But how?’ He wasn’t satisfied.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘If I couldn’t be sure, then I’d make sure.’

He nodded. My answer had been enough.

When he didn’t speak for a while, I felt I had to press the fact that he was secure even further. ‘They’re not a threat. None of them are. Not to you.’

I explained why. From John’s infatuation with me to Katy’s experience upstairs with Lucas. I used the word rape, and I’m sure I saw a reaction. Just the tiniest one. The briefest flare of something in those implacable eyes. Disgust? Anger? Or perhaps just a trick of the light. I couldn’t tell.

When I finished, I looked into the strange man’s haunted eyes, filled with watchful stillness, and knew he was listening, and I sensed he wanted to believe me.

‘Tell me about yourself, Lacey Ray.’

As the afternoon matured, and the light shifted and changed, causing the shadows to lengthen over a faded rug beneath our feet, I told him all about myself. All about the dark thoughts and desires that had sat beside me for years. I told him about my personal life: my mother’s return from the abyss; my relationship with sweet, patient Jake; the thrill I took from playing with John’s desires. I even told him about my father, and what he’d done to my Auntie Beatrix.

He never once interrupted me or probed me with a question. Every now and again, he’d deliver a swift nod, but that was all. His facial expressions betrayed little else.

I hadn’t come intending to pour out my secrets. But I did so, anyway. It just felt right, somehow. Like I was making an offering, laying my twisted soul bare before him. A twisted intimacy.

And then, finally, when I could think of nothing more to say, he leaned forward and spoke. Just four words. His voice was low, rasping in his throat like he hadn’t used it in years. ‘You carry it, too.’

‘Carry what?’ I asked, the coppery taste of anticipation on my tongue.

He regarded me for a moment longer and then leaned back into the chair.

‘Darkness?’ I suggested. ‘Emptiness?’

He still didn’t respond! ‘Tell me what!’

‘I’d like you to leave,’ he said.

The words were crushing.

At first, I couldn’t think of what to say, allowing him time to emphasise his order. ‘Now.’

It felt devastating. ‘Can I come back?’

He took a deep breath and thought about this for a painfully long time. ‘It depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On whether you’re ready to face the truth. Because when you realise who you are, what you are, then everything will change. Not just how you feel about me, but how you feel about yourself.’

I stared back at him, my blood roaring in my ears. ‘I’m ready for the truth!’ My skin was fever-hot and tight. I wanted so desperately to face who I was now. ‘Why the fuck do you think I came back? Why I kept coming back!’ I was shouting now. I’d just told this dickhead absolutely everything about me, and what had he given? A cryptic message that I carry something? That I’m going to change? ‘Tell me what⁠—’

He rose from his sofa. It was dismissive and deliberate. It severed our connection. He turned and headed towards the cellar door. I expected him to slam it, and lock it, like he’d done when I went up to Katy that night.

I scrambled to my feet, my mind reeling. ‘Wait,’ I called after him. ‘At least tell me your name?’

He paused in the doorway that led down to the cellar. His back to me.

‘Please?’ I asked.

He didn’t respond.

‘At least tell me when I can come back?’

At this, he continued through the door. He turned back on that top step but didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, he closed the cellar door, and I heard it being bolted from the inside. At least he didn’t slam it this time.

The weight of disappointment at how close I’d come was intense. How many times had I been here?

I couldn’t just leave it there.

But burning the whole place down – which is what I felt like doing – wouldn’t achieve anything.

Instead, I left the house and circled back around to the VW Transporter. Furious, I looked around on the grass for something to puncture his tyres with.

Eventually, I found a shard of glass and approached the vehicle. But before I could kneel and slash a tyre, I saw something through the passenger seat window.

I dropped the glass, grabbed the handle of the VW, and sighed when I found it to be unlocked. It glided opened. I reached in and grabbed his wallet. Then I looked up at the farmhouse. Was he watching me from a window?

Fuck him if he was! I held the wallet up to show him what I was doing.

Let him come out, and then I’ll run with it. Leave him to shit a brick!

I rustled through his wallet. Bingo! A driver’s licence.

Arthur Reynolds.

There was also a keycard for his place of work. Ratchett’s Hardware. I recognised the name. I’d visited there with my father when I was younger on one of his errands.

I memorised Arthur’s address on the licence, replaced everything in the wallet, and then threw it back onto the seat. I closed the door and headed off.

Empowerment!

L x

March 10, 1997

Dear Diary,

Stone the crows!

(I don’t know where I picked an expression like that up from, but I like it!)

Today, for the first time since that night in November, I saw Katy.

Stone the fucking crows!

After deciding I couldn’t face a double lesson of maths, I skipped school. Then, as I was walking the dirt path by the lake, I saw Katy coming towards me riding Malteser!

‘Katy!’

She didn’t respond, so I stood my ground in the centre of the dirt path, forcing her to stop. She tilted her hard hat back and glanced down at me as if she’d only just noticed me.

‘I’m so happy to see you!’ I said.

Katy didn’t look anxious, but neither did she look fully with it. But then she smiled and said, ‘I’m so happy to see you, too.’

Music to my ears! (It was hard at this point to believe that this was even real!)

I told her straight. ‘I’ve missed you, and I’ve missed our rides together.’

‘I’ve missed our rides together, too.’

The conversation was stilted. She was just repeating back what I was saying. But baby steps, I guess.

‘Do you want to hang out?’ I asked.

There was a faraway look in her eyes that was familiar. She looked just like my mother had done when medicated up to the eyeballs.

‘That would be nice. To hang out.’

‘You haven’t been in school for a very long time,’ I said.

‘A long time,’ she echoed.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked, even though I knew she wasn’t.

I thought about our kiss that night at the Dead Place, but stopped short of asking her about it. Often, I wondered if she lay awake at night, like me, thinking about that moment, touching herself.

‘I don’t go to school as often now,’ I said. ‘It’s hard to be bothered without you there. How long do you think you’ll be off for?’

‘I’m not sure.’ She stared down at me for a while; then, she ran a finger over her lips.

Was she thinking about the kiss? Remembering?

A tingle went down my spine.

‘Katy, I⁠—’

‘You don’t need to worry about me,’ she interrupted. ‘I’m getting better.’

‘I’m glad to hear that.’ I broached the subject of what happened with Lucas, thinking that if I didn’t do it then, I wouldn’t get another chance. ‘Did you ever tell your parents about that night at the Dead Place?’

She furrowed her brow.

I’d already brought it up now, so I persevered. ‘You know. The Dead Place and what happened there?’ I took a deep breath. ‘With Lucas?’

She shook her head to show that I’d lost her completely. ‘Who’s Lucas?’

I exhaled. ‘John’s friend?’

She continued shaking her head. ‘I’m sorry. I think you must be mistaken.’

‘It’s okay, Katy.’

I left it there. Was there any point in dragging it up if she’d blocked it out?

She touched her lips again and gazed at me, igniting that familiar tingle. I hope you remember our kiss, Katy. I really hope that you haven’t blocked that out.

Our stilted conversation continued for a while before she looked at her watch. ‘I have to go now.’

I nodded. ‘You don’t fancy talking for a while longer?’

‘Sorry, but my parents will worry. They want to monitor me. I haven’t been myself for a while.’

No shit! ‘I’m glad you’re feeling better, though. That makes me happy.’

As she rode Malteser away, I had the urge to shout a question: Do you want to do something about that bastard, Lucas? Together? I held it in. She’d made it clear she didn’t want to recall what had happened.

Suddenly, Katy halted Malteser and looked back. She had the biggest grin yet on her face. ‘I love you, Lacey.’

‘I love you, too,’ I said.

‘You’re always there for me.’

‘Can we meet again soon?’ I took a step towards her. ‘Please?’

She turned and trotted away. I shouted after her, ‘Did you get my letters?’

I don’t know if she answered. If she did, I hadn’t heard it.

After seeing Katy, I went to sit by the lake, remembering the good times. Me, Katy, and Lance.

Best friends. Forever.

Tomorrow, Diary, I’ll take you to the lake and I’ll tell you all about Crystal.

But for now, let me think about today. On fresh grass and in the sunshine. Friendship remains sweet even in its most brittle and unpredictable form.

Love from a girl grateful for the taste of friendship xx
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March 11, 1997

Dear Diary,

A gleaming sapphire.

That’s my lake and, as promised, I’m writing to you from beside it.

Blue will always remain one of my keys to unlocking the answers, but it isn’t the only one.

I’d never have agreed to see Crystal Lane if my father hadn’t taken away my door. But, to restore that privacy, and my time alone with you, I consented.

My mother was over the moon. ‘It helped me. It can help you.’

I wanted to challenge this. Tell her she didn’t seem real anymore. But I held back. Remember how she was? That pungent stench of her infected skin still turns my stomach when I think about it.

Maybe Mum’s right, then? Maybe a different version of yourself is the answer.

It surprised me that my father could find a doctor so quickly. He hadn’t used the NHS, and I knew that money was tight.

Turned out he knew someone. I know! There’s one thing about knowing a mechanic who can do you a cheap deal on a car repair, but mates’ rates on a psychiatrist who can fix your mind? Crazy, right?

Dr Crystal Lane lived on a plot of land nearby. She was in her early 70s and retired.

‘I used to do some work on her property when I was nine,’ my father said. ‘Odd jobs and stuff. She helped me.’

Unbelievable.

How desperate was I to say… ‘Wasn’t that the year you melted your sister?’

But I wanted that door back on its hinges, so I kept my mouth closed.

So, around the beginning of January, my parents took me to Crystal Lane for the first time.

After parking outside her farmhouse, my father stared at me in the rearview mirror. ‘Crystal’s a good woman. She was there for me as a child. You’ll show her respect.’

There for you? You used your sister as a fireguard!

It was so fucking tempting to call into question her credentials, Diary.

But I was determined to be a good girl – at least for now, anyway.

As we approached the door, I noticed someone watching us from the top window. At this distance, I could tell it was a young woman.

Crystal opened the front door, greeted us and invited us in. She wore a simple, shapeless dress that hung limply from her thin frame. The fabric was a muted shade of grey, so lifeless that it seemed to blend into the faded wallpaper behind her.

She led us to a door at the rear of the house and then turned to face us. Deep lines etched the corners of her mouth and eyes, giving her a perpetually pinched, disapproving expression. Her hair caught my attention. It was so brittle and dry that it looked more like dead hay than actual human hair.

‘Okay, Lacey,’ she said. ‘Follow me…’ She looked up at my parents, who’d dressed smartly for the occasion. ‘Richie… Mary-Ann… please wait in the lounge. There’s an old record player there.’ She winked at Dad. ‘I’ve some of your favourites.’

My parents left me, and she led me through a door into a strange room.

Antique grandfather clocks loomed in the room’s corners, ornate hands slowly sweeping across yellowed faces. Cuckoo clocks hung on the walls, pendulums swinging hypnotically. There were tacky cat clocks with the swishing tails and shifting eyes.

But it wasn’t just the quantity of clocks that staggered, it was a relentless chorus of ticks and chimes. With each timepiece seeming to have its own distinct voice, from the deep, resonant thrum of the grandfather clocks to the tinny, mechanical chirp of the cuckoos, I was subjected to an auditory assault that made it hard to think straight.

Maybe that was the plan? A disorientating wall of sound to lower the patient’s defences?

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself, but as I stepped further into the room, I became more disorientated. It was as if I was wading into a sea of time. Could I drown in the relentless current of minutes and hours?

Crystal sat first on the other side of a desk. Trying to anchor myself, I sat opposite and focused on the calm, unfazed doctor. I clung to her stillness like a life raft, using her steady gaze to keep myself grounded in the present.

When I settled a little, I said, ‘What’s with all the fucking clocks?’

The swearing was inevitable after this sensory overload!

The decaying old woman opposite me smirked. She wore no makeup. There was not even a hint of colour on her thin, chapped lips. Her eyebrows were sparse and undefined, fading into her lined forehead. Even her eyelashes seemed to have abandoned her, making her pale, watery eyes appear naked. I couldn’t help but think that she resembled one of her older clocks - an object that had once served a purpose but had been neglected and allowed to wind down and decay, its functionality long forgotten.

‘They’re just a reminder.’ Her voice was soft, but clear, above the ticking.

‘Of?’

‘Well, Lacey, what can we never escape?’

‘Time.’ I guessed it made sense.

‘Yes. It’s the one force that governs all our lives.’

‘But why so many clocks? Wouldn’t one or two be enough?’ I asked.

She smirked again. ‘Maybe.’

The old woman was frustrating me, as was the relentless ticking and clanging. ‘I can’t stay here.’

She leaned forward. ‘Time is all we have. From the moment we’re born to the moment we die. What do you think you’re measured by? Seconds, minutes, hours… adding up, piling on top of each other… so, if you can handle that chaos, then you handle life.’

‘Very philosophical! But what happens when they all suddenly stop?’

‘We die.’

‘So, what use was all that quantity of time?’

‘None whatsoever, if quantity is your thing. It’s what we do with each tick, and between each tick, that matters. How we spend each precious moment. When it’s gone, it’s gone.’

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, the weight of her words settling heavily on my shoulders. I’d never thought much about time before, beyond the daily routines of school and chores. But now, surrounded by the tangible evidence of its passage, I couldn't escape the sense of urgency, the feeling that each tick of the clock was not only a countdown but also a reminder to make the moments count.

And in this moment, in this second, to the sound of a hundred simultaneous ticks, I fell for the aura of Crystal Lane in the same way I’d fallen for the aura of Arthur Reynolds.

I wanted all of her secrets.

‘So, let’s focus on the ticks right now,’ she continued.

‘The present?’

‘Yes. In the end, that’s all any of us really have. Your father tells me you’re spending your moments struggling. Withdrawn.’

‘He’d know, I guess, having read from my diary.’

‘Not the most commendable of moments.’

‘He has commendable moments?’

‘He’s worried about your dark thoughts.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘I think he’s forgotten I’m a teenager.’

She leaned forward. ‘Do you think all teenagers think like you?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know their thoughts. They’re private. Like my own. They’re not his thoughts, and neither are they yours.’

‘I couldn’t agree more.’ She leaned back in her chair again. I was surprised to hear the ancient leather creaking over the ticking. ‘Tell me, do you still feel overwhelmed by the clocks?’

‘I’m getting used to them.’

Crystal nodded. ‘Time is the greatest equaliser. Rich or poor, good or evil, we all dance to its relentless rhythm.’ She allowed her gaze to bore into mine. ‘But some of us are more attuned to that rhythm than others. They feel it in their bones, in the very marrow of their being. A pulse, a heartbeat if you will, that echoes.’

‘This isn’t what I imagined therapy would be like at all!’

Crystal’s smile was knowing. ‘Special therapy for a special girl.’ She took a deep breath. ‘It’s there in your eyes. Plain to see.’

‘What is?’

‘See for yourself.’

‘I haven’t got a mirror.’

She grinned. ‘Why would you need a mirror? Just look into your father’s eyes.’

I laughed and wagged my finger. ‘No. I disagree. My father was weak. He couldn’t keep control.’

‘Losing control doesn’t make him weak. Everybody loses control.’

I snorted. ‘Weren’t you there to stop it from happening?’

‘I was.’

‘You didn’t do a great job.’

‘Didn’t I?’

I snorted again. ‘You know what he did to my auntie?’

‘Of course. I was the one who called the police and told them where he was. He was hiding here.’

He’d neglected to tell me that part of the story! ‘Okay… so, I don’t understand. It doesn’t seem like you helped him at all?’

‘Let time judge me on that,’ she said and smiled. ‘He had a very special daughter, didn’t he?’ She winked. ‘And he’s kept a roof over her head?’

‘And he read her diary, and took her fucking door off,’ I said and grunted. ‘Anyway, if I’m so special, what am I doing here? Talking to you?’

‘Because he wants you to learn to keep control. Like he does.’

I opted not to mention what had happened to Steven. I didn’t know if she knew, and I’d no idea what’d happen if she found out.

I pointed to my eyes. ‘Okay, let’s go back to these then. What do you see? Hunger?’

‘Among other things.’

‘Do you see it often?’

‘More than you can imagine.’

‘And do you save them all?’

‘No. Many people dare to stand on the edge of the abyss, but not everyone can be talked out of jumping.’

‘I can’t see anything like you’re describing in my father’s eyes,’ I said.

‘He finds it easier to hide now,’ she said.

‘Is that what you want to do, then? Teach me to hide?’

‘Would you like that?’

‘I don’t fucking know! Aren’t you supposed to be telling me what to do? What should I want?’ I folded my arms.

‘I can’t tell you what to want.’ She tapped her fingers on her desk. ‘Surely, now, you understand that about life?’

‘Does controlling his hunger make my father feel pain?’

‘Impulse control can be painful, but I’m sure you know that already.’

I panned my gaze around the room, looking at the different clocks, the varying presentations of time, of movement. Eventually, I settled my eyes back on Crystal’s. ‘I see nothing in your eyes.’

‘Good,’ she said and smiled. ‘But look again, try again.’

It was an invitation, a suggestion that there was more to her. So, I stared long and hard. I caught a slight movement. Rather like a pulsing vein, or a second-hand twitching around a clockface. I nodded. ‘I see something.’

She leaned forward and whispered. ‘The hunger is my constant companion. Now, listen, this is the most important thing, what you must know and strive to understand. The hunger whispers to me in that flicker of silence between the ticks.’

I shook my head, confused. ‘In this room, there’s no silence between any ticks! They’re overlapping. The noise is constant.’

‘There’s always silence.’ She put her hand down loudly on the table. I flinched, which was unusual for me. ‘But forget about my world, for a moment, think of yours. You’ve already heard them, haven’t you? The whispers?’

I shook my head. ‘No.’

‘Those whispers! In those spaces between the ticks.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Think about it, girl.’

Her tone sent a burst of adrenaline through me. And then I understood. The whispers. Between the ticks. In those spaces. Away from the relentless march of time.

She was referring to you, Diary. You!

‘My thoughts… in my diary… they’re the whispers.’

‘Good,’ she said, sitting back and linking her fingers.

She didn’t speak for a short time.

‘And?’ I asked.

‘And what?’

‘What do I do with them?’

‘Well,’ she said. ‘Listen to them for a start.’ She unclasped her hands and leaned in again. ‘Listen to those whispers. Not the ticks, but between them. Eventually, that will determine everything.’

‘Everything?’

‘Whether you’re standing on the edge of the abyss, looking in or⁠—’

‘Falling into it.’

‘And always remember that you can’t stand when falling,’ she said.

She took hold of my hand. I looked down at it. Her touch was icy, like the clammy skin of a corpse. ‘That’s enough for today.’

‘Can I come back?’ I asked.

‘If I said no, would you return anyway?’

‘Yes.’

Crystal smiled and took her hand away. ‘Then you’re listening.’

‘What will you tell my parents?’

‘I’ll provide a diagnosis. That’s important. Without that, the world outside may stop you from coming. With it, we have all the time in the world.’

She rose from her chair and inched her way around the table. She placed a hand on my shoulder and stared down at me. ‘You can trust no one. Even me. You’ll always be alone. Accept that and things will be easier.’ She squeezed my shoulder. ‘It cannot be any other way.’

She took her hand away, opened the door and called my parents back. She sent me away to the lounge.

After, outside, my mother seemed in good spirits. ‘Dr Lane says it went well.’

‘She’s the best at what she does,’ my father said.

I looked up and saw that face at the glass again. ‘Who’s that at the window?’

‘That’s Shirley. Crystal’s daughter.’

‘What’s she like?’

‘Loved,’ my father said. ‘And that is enough.’

‘When all’s said and done, that’s all any of us can really ask for,’ my mother said.

Since January, I’ve returned to Crystal for six appointments. Each time I went alone. It was a thirty-minute walk, and Crystal would let my parents know I was attending.

I got my door back, and I found someone else who was helping to shine a light on everything.

Dr Crystal Lane was more than a kind old woman who opted for lots of clocks over cats and cared for a sick daughter. She was someone who understood how to live in the shadows.

How to listen to the whispers.

And how to move to the rhythm of time and find those pulses between the ticks.

Diary, these words I write to you in this very moment, by my sapphire lake, are thoughts. Whispers. My truths.

But there was still something I couldn’t come to terms with. That I’d always be alone. And no matter how many times I went back to Crystal, she couldn’t convince me of it.

I even challenged her on it regarding her own daughter.

‘That’s different,’ she said. ‘One day, I’ll tell you about Shirley, but not today.’

Listen, Diary… I have Lance back… Yesterday, I spoke to Katy for the first time in months…

These are my best friends. These are my truths.

So listen to this. And it’s not a whisper. I’m screaming it loud above everything else. No amount of ticking clocks can drown this out.

I’ll stand on the edge of that abyss on my own terms, and I will not be alone when I look inside it.

My name is Lacey Ray.

And I call the shots.
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March 15, 1997

Dear Diary,

Today, I became Nancy fucking Drew.

I was just so sick and tired of waiting for Arthur Reynolds to come back to the Dead Place. I believed that he only appeared in the middle of the night, and I just couldn’t take the chance of sneaking out in the early hours. Everything had settled down with my father, and stirring that up again was not an option.

I recalled the address on his driver’s licence and headed to his home in Salisbury.

Keeping my coat on and hood up, I walked up and down his street a few times. His white VW Transporter sat in the driveway.

Out of nowhere, the temperature had skyrocketed, and it was a very warm day. The sun beat down on me, making me sweat under the heavy fabric, but I kept the coat on and hood up. I didn’t want to be spotted.

After a while, I became bored and chose a house opposite Arthur’s with no car in the driveway, and sat on the garden wall. It may have been obvious, but like I said, I was bored and very irritated by Arthur’s ignorance. If he saw me, then so be it.

Ten minutes later, he emerged wearing those familiar grey overalls and drove off in his van.

I then strolled to Ratchett’s Hardware, a shop on the outskirts of town. I used to visit there as a child with my father, so I knew exactly where it was. I couldn’t remember Arthur from back then, but I recalled the smell of fresh sawdust and metal.

Over the next hour, I sauntered past the shop several times, stealing glances. Arthur was the only person in the shop. Did he own the place?

He certainly knew what he was doing. Each time I passed, a customer was listening intently to whatever Arthur was saying, nodding along as if hypnotised by his words. In that hour, I didn’t see a single customer leave without buying something.

And here was me thinking he was the silent type!

In this, his other life, he was quite the salesman.

I left him to it and headed off into Salisbury to spend the day milling around the cathedral grounds. I wondered what secrets the towering, ancient stone walls had witnessed over the centuries; what stories they could tell if only they could speak.

I considered heading back home on the bus. But would Nancy have stopped there? It did feel a bit premature. Instead, I headed back to his home. By now, it was mid-afternoon. His van wasn’t there. I did a few loops of the area and went for a walk in the woods nearby. At one point, I was passing his home when the front door opened, and two girls came out. Their laughter carried across the quiet street. One looked a similar age to me, while the other looked younger, maybe nine or ten.

Your daughters, Arthur?

His other life really was something to behold.

I lingered around while the children were out. Eventually, the rumble of Arthur’s engine disrupted the peaceful afternoon. He was home.

I sat on the same garden wall as earlier, head lowered, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. Yet, knowing that if he glanced behind himself and came for a closer look, I’d be rumbled. I think, deep down, I was willing it to happen! Would his expression change? Would there be a look of surprise?

Athur went into his home. Eventually, the two girls came back, holding bulky carrier bags.

Arthur opened the door to the two girls and embraced them. I could see his face from here. He was grinning!

I left it another twenty minutes and then, bored and restless, I crossed the road and stood at their garden wall, trying my best to conceal myself behind a large apple tree in their garden.

Peering round, I could see through a window into a lounge. Arthur, his two girls, and, presumably, his wife, around a dining table.

He had the perfect fucking family! All smiles and hugs and love. Could you believe it, Diary?

I’d looked into his eyes at the Dead Place and I can tell you this: There’s no way that this was this the real Arthur here!

Contented. Laughing. Affectionate.

What a façade! This carefully constructed mask was breathtaking. So far removed from the coldness of that cellar and the humming freezers.

Eventually, he rose from his seat, and a light came on in an adjacent room.

I leaned further around the tree so I could see more clearly.

He was looking right at me through the glass of his kitchen window.

Our eyes locked. I sidled away from the tree, smiling.

I wondered if he would come out.

Eventually, he switched the light off, and he went back into the other room with his family.

Heading home, I was glad he’d seen me.

Arthur, I know you.

Nancy Drew xx
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March 28, 1997

Dear Diary,

Sorry, I’ve been quiet.

My father got a phone call from the school a couple of weeks back about my truanting. He hit the fucking roof.

I’ve been keeping my head down and going to school like a good girl. And this, Diary, has made the last two weeks rather dull.

Despite the promise of a reunion with Katy, I’d not clapped eyes on her again since that day I saw her riding. Neither had I seen Arthur Reynolds, despite poking my head around the door of the Dead Place on at least three occasions.

Thank God for my appointment with Crystal this week. If not for that, the boredom would surely have sent me six feet under.

My quiet life ended today.

When I arrived home from school, my parents were sitting at the table with Katy’s!

Believe me, it’s the truth!

Marcus and Evelyn Cain were at a pig farm, sitting inside an unfumigated kitchen, eating bourbons off kitchen roll and drinking from unmatching teacups! Honestly!

Evelyn’s mascara was smudged. Her freshly manicured fingers trembled as they held a biscuit.

Marcus looked frustrated rather than tearful.

Meanwhile, my mother was trying far too hard with a sympathetic expression, whereas my father, at least, was staying true to himself. He looked disinterested.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

‘Sit honey, please,’ my mother said.

The only seat available was alongside Evelyn, so I took that one. Katy’s mother immediately dropped her biscuit and reached over to snatch my hand. I noticed fresh tears in her eyes.

‘Katy’s regressed,’ her father said.

How do you regress from being practically housebound for months?

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I stopped short of telling them I’d seen her and, although the conversation had been peculiar, it had given me some hope. False hope, it now turned out.

‘She was getting better,’ Evelyn said. ‘I know she saw you. She told us.’

I nodded. So, they knew about our encounter.

‘She seemed happy about it,’ Evelyn continued.

‘But now,’ Marcus said, ‘she refuses to come out of her room again. Refuses to do any of her schoolwork…’

‘And she’s stopped eating,’ Evelyn said. She brushed the biscuits from the kitchen roll and used it to dab her eyes.

‘Lacey, honey,’ my mother said. ‘The Cains would like you to go and see Katy. Is that okay?’

Of course, it would be okay! I’d been trying for months. These people had already refused me access and now, ironically, they were begging me.

‘Of course. When?’

‘Now,’ Marcus said.

I stood. ‘Okay.’

Everlyn and Marcus exchanged a troubled look.

‘But,’ Marcus said, ‘you need to know that she’s made it very clear she doesn’t want to speak to anyone.’

I found this confusing. ‘I don’t understand. Then why are you here?’

They traded another look.

‘Because enough is enough,’ Marcus continued. ‘I don’t think patience is getting us, anyway.’

‘I think she’ll speak to you, dear,’ Evelyn said. ‘I do. I really do.’

I shrugged. ‘Well, I’ll try.’

Marcus drove me to theirs in a posh Mercedes. The leather seats smelled expensive, but the air inside felt somehow impoverished.

At Katy’s door, Marcus said, ‘I’ve not seen her smile in so long.’ I noticed a tear in the corner of his eye.

Katy’s bedroom, which I’d never been inside, was large and airy, with a big window overlooking the manicured gardens. Expensive furniture – a four-poster bed, an armoire wardrobe, a vanity table. Pale pink walls and plush carpet you could sink your toes into. Shelves lined with porcelain dolls and horse figurines, their glassy eyes watching.

But for all the trappings of wealth, the room felt empty. Sterile. No posters on the walls, no clutter, no personality. It felt like a preserved room in a stately home rather than a space where someone currently lived.

Katy was lying in the middle of the bed, her blonde hair fanned out on the pillow. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent. Her blue eyes, which had once sparkled like that sapphire lake, were dull.

My friend was broken. I should have protected her.

Her parents were lingering.

‘Can I be alone with her?’ I asked.

After they left the room, I kissed her once on the forehead, then on her lips. She didn’t stir.

I whispered in her ear. Told her I loved her, that I wanted her back. That I desperately wanted to ride on the back of Malteser with her again.

Not a flicker.

An hour passed and, apart from blinking and breathing, she did nothing to suggest she knew I was there.

It felt useless.

I stood, ready to leave, and said, ‘Sunday morning. 6 in the morning. Sunrise by the lake. If you can hear me, meet me there. If you love me, you’ll come. And then, I promise, Katy, that I’ll do something about Lucas. He’ll not get away with this.’

Downstairs, her tearful parents thanked me for trying. They told me that if she wasn’t responding by the beginning of next week, she’d have to be taken into a special centre. They clung to each other as they told me this. Didn’t matter how well off they were, and how happy they may have been before, I realised then, how rapidly any life could unravel.

There was no real protection from it. We were all, as I’ve pointed out before, fair game.

I felt sullen on the way home.

I know. Me? Never one for self-pity, but I couldn’t help but dwell on Crystal’s words. Her insistence that I’d always be alone.

I didn’t want to accept it.

I’d won back Lance, and I wasn’t about to see Katy go to a special fucking centre.

If that happened, I could lose her, like I’d lost my original mother. Forever.

Writing this now, Diary, I truly hope Katy comes back to me on Sunday morning.

I’ve never felt so short of options.

Lacey x
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March 30, 1997

Dear Diary,

With every passing day, I wonder if I’m fighting too hard against what must be.

I was at the lake by five-thirty, sitting in the darkness, waiting for the sun to rise, hoping that Katy would come. It was deathly still, but eventually a gentle breeze woke the leaves of the trees, which roused the birds.

I stood, took off my clothes and waited, naked and shivering in the darkness, for the light.

First, the inky black of night slowly gave way to deep shades of blue, then purple, then pink. I heard something and turned, expecting Katy to be approaching. It was a rabbit scurrying away.

I waited. Seconds ticked by, each one feeling like an eternity. I thought back to what Crystal had said about time, about how it was the one force that governed all our lives. The great equaliser. Standing there, watching the sunrise, I felt everything moving forwards, but I was determined to stay rooted and not dragged away in its current.

When the sun’s rays began their dance on the surface of the lake, I glimpsed a dark shape floating on the water.

Taking a deep breath, I clenched my fists by my side.

Katy.

I waded out. The chill of the water stole my breath. It was freezing, but I didn’t care. I swam until my fingers touched her billowing dress. Then I grasped her shoulder and felt the cold of her flesh even through the numbness of my own hands. With a surge of effort, I turned her over.

Her once vibrant eyes stared blankly at the sky. Her blue lips were parted, as if in offer of one last kiss. But there wasn’t time for that now. I swam her back to shore. It was a struggle, my limbs heavy and uncooperative.

Eventually, on the bank, I cradled her against me.

I traced the contours of her face with a trembling finger, memorising every detail. Then I kissed her. First, on the forehead, then the cheek, and then on her parted lips. I tasted the lake. Bittersweet. Beautiful, but with so much power to destroy.

My eyes were closed. I fought to remember the warmth of that one genuine kiss in the Dead Place and to take myself back there. To that spark, that connection. That heat. Excitement and desolation combined in a solitary moment.

I broke away before I lost myself.

I’m not sure why, but I thought about Malteser. ‘I’ll look after her,’ I promised.

As I dressed, I stared at the lake.

Before I left my sweet Katy, I made her a promise: ‘In time, I may be alone. But time won’t control what’s in here.’ I pointed at my head. ‘My memories.’

And then I was moving, struggling, fighting through the old woods. It was like wading through quicksand. All the time, the damp fabric of my clothes clinging to my skin.

I listened for the whispers.

But my thoughts were quiet, and I didn’t have you with me, Diary, to stimulate me.

All I had was the sound of the breeze breaking through the branches onto my damp clothing and into my bones.

For so long, I’d believed myself to be in control. But had I been? Had it been an illusion?

Had I been mindlessly dancing to the hypnotic ticking of clocks?

With no real thought to what I was doing, I headed towards the place that had promised me so much, while continually gave me nothing. The Dead Place.

A frustrating place of continual humming and the musty smell of decay and neglect.

If I’d stop to think, I may have considered it pointless and turned for home. But I didn’t. I pressed on right to the farmhouse.

My breath caught in my throat.

In his grey overalls, Arthur stood at the open cellar door.

I could hear the hum of his freezers. Was it any different from the ticking of a thousand clocks? In his world, was this how he measured everything?

He turned and went down into the basement. He’d left the door open, deliberately. I headed down towards the floodlight and stood there, watching him unlock his four freezers.

After letting the chains and padlocks clunk to the floor, he held his palm open over the first of the freezers and backed away.

I darted in, hungry, lifted the lid, and saw a young man, nineteen at most, stripped down to his underwear, curled up in a frozen foetal position, pale skin stretched taut across his slender frame, mouth wide open in a silent scream, eyes bulging and bloodshot, bony fingers contorted into claws.

I opened the second lid. Frost-coated chapped lips, nails bloody and cracked.

In the third freezer, I saw legs bent backwards and a misshapen chest.

And in the last unit, there was a sharp and metallic stench.

Death was what I’d expected, but that made it no less satisfying. I fed on the confirmation.

I pointed at the one with the misshapen chest. ‘What happened?’

‘After our time together, the others slept soundly, waking afterwards. Christopher woke earlier than expected. He fought hard.’ Arthur pointed at his own head. ‘He cracked my skull wide open with a spade.’

‘How?’ I reached down and stroked the boy’s cold, smashed ribs.

‘A hammer.’

‘Did you enjoy that?’

‘No. I don’t wish to harm them.’

I couldn’t believe that. The damage done to him was extensive. I looked at him. Did you lose control, Arthur?

‘Is this what you wanted to see?’ he asked, closing the lids one by one.

Truth was, I didn’t know what I wanted anymore.

I pointed at the freezer in which I’d heard the banging that night.

‘Frederick,’ Arthur said. ‘A gentle soul.’

After Arthur had closed them, I looked at the white coffins one by one. ‘Tell me why.’

He took a while to answer. ‘The question for me is different. The question is: why not?’

I nodded, thinking about Crystal’s focus on impulse control.

‘How did you feel about them?’ I asked. ‘Did you hate them?’

The look of disgust on his face was the clearest expression I’d yet to see from him. ‘Of course not! They’re perfect.’

‘Were?’

‘No. Are.’ He raised his voice, but then lowered his head and took a deep breath.

He then came closer to me, so he was barely a metre from me. I could feel his hot breath on my ice-cold face, the scent of coffee and cigarettes.

‘Who are they?’ I asked.

‘Nobodies. At least they were, before. Now, they’re mine. Perfect.’

‘Does no one miss them?’

‘Prostitutes. They were alone. Dead inside. Now, they’re no longer alone. Now they live forever.’

Until you’re no more, Arthur, and these batteries run out. I kept these thoughts to myself. I didn’t wish to antagonise him.

‘How can they be good company if they’re dead?’ I asked.

‘Can’t company be whatever you decide it to be? After all, you’re here, deciding you want my company. You’ve hardly joined a queue for it, have you?’

I looked down at the freezer containing Frederick. ‘It just seems so hard… so much effort… to keep them this way.’

‘The effort is slight for what I have. I get to keep them.’

‘But they’re dead!’ I know I was being repetitive, but I just couldn’t get my head around it.

‘The opportunity to keep them alive was never there.’ He nodded at the freezer containing Christopher. ‘He fought hard. Valiantly, in fact. I didn’t enjoy hearing his bones smash.’

I lifted the first lid again and glanced down at the boy in the foetal position.

‘That’s Bernard,’ Arthur said.

I reached down and touched his frozen torso, the icy skin burned my fingertips. It felt no different to touching a dead, frozen pig.

‘Please don’t touch them,’ Arthur said.

‘Why not?’

‘I want to keep them safe from contamination. Precious and perfect.’

‘You sound like you love them?’

‘I do.’

‘You smashed one to pieces?’

‘How many times? There was no choice.’

‘I heard one banging to get out. Suffering. Did you not have a choice in that one?’

‘Better they go like Frederick than how Christopher went. A cleaner, fresher sleep.’ He reached over and closed the lid.

‘Are these the only four?’ I asked.

‘Yes. Although they aren’t the first boys, I’ve relieved of misery. And they’re not the first boys I’ve held, touched, or even longed for.’

I nodded.

‘Do you understand what I’m showing you?’ he asked.

I wasn’t sure I did. I held my palms out, gesturing around me. ‘How is all this… this world… sustainable?’

‘You don’t understand. Not at all. Maybe, when you’re older, you will. I guess you’re still just a child.’

I was in no mood to be condescended to. I’d just held the girl I love, dead in my arms. If he wanted to play, then so be it. Let’s play. ‘I understand you have two lives, Arthur. One with a family. And this one. Someone satisfied wouldn’t need two lives.’

‘What’re you saying?’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘I’m saying, or rather asking, which is it? Which life aren’t you satisfied with?’

‘Neither.’

‘Not true.’

He narrowed his own eyes. ‘I’m satisfied. I love my family.’

I forced back a snort. No point in baiting this bear too hard. ‘If you did, would this world exist?’

‘Maybe it exists because I love them? Have you thought about it that way?’

I shook my head. ‘No. It’s selfish. It has to be. If this second world collapses, you destroy your first. Completely. Is that love?’

‘You’re too young. This is the way I control. You’re searching for reasons.’

‘One or two would be nice.’

‘Okay, how about this? I was abused by 18-year-old boys, my brother’s friends. Over and over. Until my life became a living hell. Then, one day, I developed a taste for them, for what they were doing.’ He bit his bottom lip. ‘So, now I prey on them with a mixture of hate and lust.’ He cocked his head to the side. ‘Is that what you want to hear?’

‘If it’s true.’

‘Maybe. You want another? When I was 18, I fell in love with another. A beautiful eighteen-year-old called William. Perfect skin. Perfect eyes.’ He closed his eyes as if savouring something delicious. Then he opened them and continued. ‘He died in a fire. Skin melted from his bones, and his eyes burst in their sockets. So now I preserve their boyish beauty forever.’

‘Is that true?’ I asked.

‘To be honest, I don’t remember. One of those two could be the truth. Or maybe neither of them. Does it change the outcome?’

‘I guess not. But it doesn’t get away from my point that your life at home with your daughters isn’t your real life.’

‘And you’ve made your mind up on that, have you?’

‘Not so much decided, it just seems obvious,’ I said.

‘How do you know that my family life isn’t the truth, and all of this, in here, is the lie? Nothing is ever as it seems, after all. Why are you so obsessed with the truth? The truth only exists because lies do.’

‘You’re not making any sense. You’re dressing it up in riddles⁠—’

His hand shot out and closed around my throat. He moved his eyes closer to mine.

I drew a breath. His grip wasn’t tight enough to stop it. Was this a warning? With his size difference, he could squeeze and be done with me within minutes.

‘You came to my home,’ he said.

‘I—’

He cut me off by tightening his grip. Maybe this hadn’t been a warning after all. I could see disappointment and anger fusing together in his eyes.

‘I made a mistake.’ He squeezed harder. He was cutting both blood and oxygen off. The world spun. I wondered if he’d prepared a fifth freezer for me.

‘A massive error,’ he continued. ‘Seeing you come back again and again, seeing what I saw in your eyes, I believed you were like me.’

Crystal had said something similar. That we, the ones who were so different, could see it in one another.

‘Am I mistaken?’ He regarded me for a moment.

He wasn’t mistaken, but I couldn’t answer while being strangled, and I could feel consciousness slipping away.

‘But,’ he said, ‘I can feel your pulse, through your neck, and…’ He released his grip. ‘It hasn’t changed. You’re not scared.’

I sucked in air, bent over, seized my knees, and gradually came out of the spin. I looked up, smiling. ‘Fear isn’t something that’s ever bothered me.’

‘What bothers you?’

What happened to Katy… that was bothering me immensely… but that wasn’t for Arthur to know about. Not yet anyway.

‘Didn’t you work it out the last time we spoke?’ I said, straightening up.

‘During your tales of childhood angst?’ he snorted. ‘Tell me something that gets you. Make me understand you.’

‘I thought reasons were redundant.’

He smiled. ‘You’re a smart girl.’

I was almost a dead one.

‘But you’ve given me nothing. And I’ve given you everything.’ He gestured at his freezers. ‘I’d be foolish to let you walk out of here.’

I laughed. ‘Do you not think I’d have put an end to all of this by now if I was going to?’

‘Then speak, little girl.’

I recalled my father referring to me as a “little girl,” on the night he sent me away and killed Steven. ‘Fuck you. I came of my own free will and I intend to leave with that same free will. If you think you’ve won by putting me in a freezer and adding me to your trophies, be my guest. But we both know you’ll be lying to yourself.’

He snorted. ‘My freezer? You’re the wrong type.’ He turned. ‘Anyway, enough is enough.’

‘You want me to beg, is that it?’

‘No,’ Arthur said, ‘But you came here intent on something, and I opened myself wide. What do I get? Before I reach that door, I need an excuse to let you live. Otherwise, I’ll lock it and, next time you see me, I’ll have something with which to kill you.’

As he was walking upstairs, I imagined Bilbo in the mines thinking up answers to Gollum’s riddles.

What things could I say to make him feel special? To make him feel like I understood?

I didn’t understand him! That was why I was here! Yes, he was like me, but yet so very different…

He paused on the final step. ‘Last chance.’

And then I realised. I knew what he needed, and I knew what I needed. It fused perfectly.

‘You need a fifth freezer,’ I shouted up. ‘A week today.’

When he left the cellar, he didn’t close the door.

As I write this down now, I realise now that my experience in the cellar had been a whisper. I’d heard it in the silence between the ticks.

After the Dead Place, I went straight home to the phone and contacted emergency services to tell them about Katy.

Then I sat on the floor, the phone in my hand, staring at our faded wallpaper.

Katy had been a bright star in my growing darkness, but now she was gone.

Could Lance continue to shine in my gloom? I’d almost lost him once, already. Could I hold on to him?

Unlikely. All my stars would burn out as the darkness grew.

I ended up in my room, staring at the faded posters on the walls. The smiling faces of pop stars and actors, frozen in time. They looked back at me, mocking. As if they knew the truth that I wouldn’t confront.

That I’ll always be alone.

Then I retrieved you from beneath the floorboard. I picked you up, ran my fingers over your worn leather cover. We’ve come so far together! I’ve filled your pages with my thoughts, my dreams, and my darkest desires. My whispers! But now, with acceptance, it’s time to turn a new page.

I’ll always be alone.

I’ve said it.

Whispered it.

Still, there’s something I just cannot accept. One thing that I’ll never abide.

Nobody will take from me. Katy has been taken. And I won’t have it. I simply won’t. So, I’ve a question, Diary.

Is it really enough to just listen to the whispers?

At what point do I need to become them?

L x
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April 4, 1997

Dear Diary,

Today was Katy’s funeral.

My family’s invitation had been unexpected.

I mean, what use was I to the Cains now? Surely, it was time to downgrade us back to riff raff, and snub the descendants of the infamous child killer?

Considering the Cains’ great wealth, I was stunned by how small the funeral was. Close family, and us. A peculiar combination! People were polite, but they had little to say to us. Likewise, we’d little to say to them.

I was grateful for the lack of interaction. The level of sadness and tears was astonishing. It wasn’t a situation that sat easy with me. I’m a doer, moving forward (with the current of time), looking for solutions (in the silence between the ticks). I’m not a passive observer who indulges in pity, allowing the world to chip away at me.

The shadows were where I belonged, so that’s where I felt content.

That didn’t stop me from thinking about Katy. I used the time for meaningful reflection. To consider our moments together. Those physical experiences had been wonderful.

At a funeral, most people only focus on the good times. Limiting. To me, it all mattered. The sight of her curled up in despair following the rape was just as necessary. That moment she stared at me with contempt at the cellar door was also as important.

And, of course, those minutes when I held her cold, lifeless body in my arms by that lake were essential.

I didn’t mind the funeral. I think with death, there simply came a sense of closure. Unless you’re Arthur, who seemed to have a passion to hold on to the moment of death forever. I’m still struggling with the concept of perfectly preserving your kills. I guess this was his way of keeping trophies? If I ever killed, would trophies appeal to me? Preserving the kills in my Blue Room, to revisit during meditation – did that count as taking souvenirs?

Evelyn and Marcus took me to one side and told me about a suicide note. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t read it to me.

‘She gave some reasons,’ Evelyn said. ‘We don’t quite understand them.’

‘I guess we need time to come to terms with them,’ Marcus said. ‘Digest them.’

Evelyn hugged me then. The scent of her perfume was floral and delicate; it mingled with the heavy aroma of the funeral flowers. A strange mix. I suspect she was trying to contrast the sweetness of life and the bitterness of death. For me, both were equally sweet and equally bitter.

‘She was experiencing some kind of disconnect from reality,’ her father continued.

They didn’t mention Lucas. I expect Katy hadn’t included him on the note, not wanting to intensify their turmoil any further.

‘She was very passionate in one part of her note,’ Evelyn continued, ending our embrace. ‘When she spoke about you, Lacey.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘What did she say?’

Her mother cried as she said, ‘About how you’d made her happy.’

Marcus, seeing his wife crumbling, jumped in. ‘She felt the world kept pointing her in the wrong direction and she wanted to be just like you. Able to point the world in the direction she wanted.’

‘Confusing,’ I lied. I completely understood what she was saying!

‘I know,’ Marcus said. ‘That’s why we need time.’

‘She wanted you to have Malteser,’ Evelyn said.

Stone those fucking crows!

Malteser.

My own horse!

I thought back to that moment, all those years ago, when I first saw her on Malteser. I cannot deny the jealousy I’d felt. Given a horse by her daddy! Suspicious, darker minds might suspect me. Had I deliberately pushed Katy into the darkness? Waited for it to swallow her, before finally taking her most precious thing in the world? Malteser?

I don’t know. I’d like to think not.

But I’ve whispered it to you now, so I must do what Crystal said and listen to it. I must give it credence.

However, I’ll whisper this also: Malteser was like the passing of the torch. Katy, a kind soul whom I’d loved, had entrusted me with something precious, something that had brought her joy and freedom in a world that had ultimately crushed her spirit. Malteser, the torch, was a flicker of life. A piece of herself. Something to keep fighting with when the darkness came to consume me, too.

It was the more romantic of the two whispers, and the one I preferred. At least for now.

‘You can keep Malteser here in his stable, and you can come whenever you want to ride and tend to him,’ Marcus said. ‘It will take the stress away. Moving him to yours would be very hard work.’

I wonder if what he really meant was this: No chance this expensive black mare is going to live on a farm which stinks of pig blood.

Haha! Who could blame him? Besides, it sounded like a win for me. Round the clock expensive care for my new horse. I couldn’t turn that down.

In a way, I was now accepting the Cains.

The entire time I’d known their daughter, they’d never challenged me once over the history of my family, and here they were, giving me the keys to their kingdom!

They were good people.

I’d always thought that meant little to me. Good people, bad people, people were people, just as horses were horses and pigs were pigs. But now I couldn’t help but see this definite difference between these people and my father, Lucas, and Arthur.

In fact, the more I think about it, and the more I whisper, the more I believe that Katy’s death hadn’t only been a wake-up call to be more on my game, but it was also a beautiful gift from her.

For so long, I’ve listened to the whispers, but never deciphered them. Today, standing there by the family plot laying Katy to rest, the scent of freshly turned earth in my nostrils, the whispers made more sense that ever.

Katy had seen me, known me. Believed I could evolve into something powerful and unshakeable. Stand on the edge of the abyss and look down without losing my footing. Channel my passions and desires in a direction that had value and purpose. Demonstrate control.

I’ll honour that belief, Katy. I’ll not only take the reins of Malteser, but the reins of my life, and steer it in the right direction.

The currents of time, of fate and circumstance, would no longer carry me where they wanted.

I left that funeral, that place of grief and loss that hung in the air, determined and strong, feeling as if I’d shed a skin.

My name is Lacey Ray.

And I’m excited about what’s next.

Are you?

Hold on to me, then.

Hold on tightly as I take the reins.

X
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April 5, 1997

Dear Diary,

Earlier, I waited outside Lucas and John’s gym.

I hung back when they exited, and once John had gone one way, I caught up with Lucas and blocked his path.

He looked me up and down, his eyes regarding curves which were becoming more prominent the closer I came to being fifteen. Returning the favour, I ran my eyes up and down his strong, muscular frame, which strained against his tight-fitting shirt.

‘No…’ he said as if suddenly snapping from a trance. He shook his head. ‘You’re dangerous. Fuck off.’ He swerved around me and marched away.

I caught him up and blocked him again. ‘Don’t you want to know what I want?’

‘No.’

I chewed my bottom lip, tasting the waxy flavour of my lip gloss.

He shook his head. ‘I said, fuck off.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re fourteen. Too young. And you’re John’s girlfriend.’

I laughed, stepped forward, and pressed myself against him. ‘Isn’t that how you like us?’

‘No,’ he said, but he didn’t move, and I could feel him swelling through his shorts.

‘I can’t stop thinking about that night,’ I said, pressing harder.

He turned his head away. ‘No.’ It was bollocks. The dickhead was folding.

‘I’ve thought about you every day since that night.’ I slipped my hand under his T-shirt and traced the contours of his abs.

‘I don’t know what⁠—’

‘The night you fucked my best friend.’

His face glowed. ‘Listen… look… I’ve got to go.’

I slipped my hand down from his stomach, into his shorts, and took hold of his cock.

He groaned.

‘You and John are nothing alike,’ I said. ‘He’s a child. I want you to fuck me. Not him.’

He closed his eyes. ‘Stop,’ he said. He spoke with no sincerity.

I stood on my tiptoes so he could feel my breath on his cheek. He turned his face towards mine. ‘Stop.’

He moved his lips to mine. I allowed them to press together briefly before pulling away.

I let my hand slip from his shorts and moved my hands under his T-shirt again. Feeling hard planes of muscle.

He looked both ways. ‘Okay. Let’s go. I know a place…’

How quickly did he chuck those morals, Diary?

He continued. ‘A field with some bushes, and⁠—’

I placed my finger in my mouth, dampened it, took it out, and pressed it against his lips to stop him. ‘Shh. Is that all I’m worth to you? A quick fuck in the bushes?’

He swallowed hard. I took my finger away.

‘No.’

‘Good, because what I want to do with you requires complete privacy. A bush won’t be enough.’ I took a deep breath and chewed my lip again. ‘The Dead Place. Tomorrow. Six.’

He looked confused. ‘The what? Fuck! That place? It’s dangerous. No, I⁠—’

‘Not anymore,’ I interrupted. ‘It’s empty again. I’ve been back. Many times.’ I grinned. ‘With others. All of them are still smiling.’ I winked and took a step back. ‘Frozen in joy. But none of them will be as sweet and tasty as you.’ I took another step away. ‘I’m aching for you, Lucas. You’re special to me. And the things to come will be very special indeed. I’ll see you tomorrow at six?’ I raised my eyebrow.

‘Tomorrow? Why not now?’ He looked devastated!

‘Tomorrow at six.’

He nodded.

Later today, I met Lance by the lake. He had his knees pulled up to his chest.

‘Hey, Lancey-boy,’ I said.

He looked up, his eyes red-rimmed and puffy. ‘Lace,’ he croaked, his voice hoarse from crying. ‘I can’t stop thinking about her. I want to stop, but I can’t.’

After sitting down beside him, I put my arm around his shoulders. ‘Why would you want to stop? Until she was our friend, she was invisible. Her parents were the only ones that saw her. She may be dead now.’ I touched his head and mine. ‘She’s no longer invisible.’

I could tell from Lance’s expression that he didn’t have a clue what I meant.

I rephrased. ‘It’s good that you miss her, shows that you loved her. That she was loved.’

‘But it hurts. So much.’

For a moment, we just sat there in silence, watching the play of light on the water.

Eventually, Lance turned to me, his eyes searching mine. ‘How do you do it? How do you stay so strong? It’s like you don’t care or something?’

‘We all care in different ways.’ That was the truth of the situation. If he didn’t understand that, I didn’t know how to rephrase it.

I picked up a smooth stone from the bank and turned it over in my hands. ‘I focus on what I can control.’ I stood.

After skimming the stone on the lake, I turned back to my sobbing friend.

‘What had made her so sad?’ he asked.

I couldn’t really tell Lance about Lucas. It’d only make him feel worse.

Protecting Lance was one of my goals. It’d been that way since the day I peeled his lip from the barbed wire.

I needed to offer him something. ‘Sometimes we lose our way. Katy lost hers.’

He stared at me for a long moment, trying to figure it out. Eventually, he nodded. He must have taken something from it.

I sat beside him and held him again. We watched the sun dipping lower, bringing the pinks and purples.

‘Do you remember when we first met?’ Lance asked.

‘Yes, of course. I helped you by the fence.’

‘When we spoke?’

‘You were feeling shaken up and confused. You could barely look me in the eye. And your lip was bleeding.’

‘When I first spoke to you, I thought you were… were… sorry. I’m useless. I can’t even remember the word… intense. That’s it!’

I laughed. ‘Intense, eh?’ I jabbed him gently in the ribs. He received it with his usual clumsy chuckle. ‘Well, I’m glad I saved your arse and talked to you.’ I grabbed his hand and squeezed it. ‘You’re one constant in my life, Lance.’ In the silence between the ticks. Regardless of Crystal’s warnings, I’ll keep you there. ‘I hope you know that.’

‘Constant?’

‘One of the best things,’ I said.

He leaned his head on my shoulder. ‘You’re one of the best things in my life, too, Lace. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

I stroked his hair. ‘You’ll never have to find out.’

We stayed until the first stars appeared in the darkening sky.

I heard the cry of an owl and kissed Lance on his crown.

My constant.

I whispered. ‘I loved Katy, but you were the first, Lance, always the first.’ You changed everything.

The wind picked up again, stronger this time, whipping my hair around my face. The leaves on the trees shivered and danced.

Diary, for so long we’ve whispered.

Now, we’re ready to shout.

Tomorrow is the day,

Lacey

OceanofPDF.com


April 6, 1997

Dear Diary,

I arrived at the Dead Place at nine, three hours after I’d arranged for Lucas to show up. I’d suspected that Arthur would no longer be there, but I circled around the back to confirm the absence of his VW Transporter.

Arthur had left the cellar door open, but the floodlight was off. I flicked the switch and headed down.

The humming was more intense than on my previous visits. I was certain I could feel it vibrating my bones.

I grinned when I saw that there were now five freezers.

The newest one was chained shut. The padlock glinted in the light. After approaching, I touched the cold metal, allowing the chill to seep into my skin. I wasn’t too disappointed. I’d expected it to be locked.

‘Goodbye, Lucas.’

Thud!

I jumped back.

Clank! Thud!

I watched the lid of the new freezer.

Thud! The lid lifted about five inches. Clank! The chain locking it down was at capacity, forcing the padlock to clash with the lid. Thud! The lid came back down.

Thud! Clank! Thud!

Excited that Arthur hadn’t wound the chain as tightly around this freezer lid as the others, I edged forward, wanting to peek inside.

Thud! Clank!

No second thud… the lid stayed up. Light and mist spilled out from the freezer. Fingers wormed their way through the crack.

‘Help.’ Lucas’s voice was weak. ‘Please.’

I knelt and leaned in, close enough to hear his teeth chatter, and the cold mist to sting my cheeks.

‘So cold…’

I brought my eyes level with the crack and his poking fingers. My breath caught in my throat when I saw a wide, blood-red eye, fixed on me!

What a fucking sight!

His lips, tinged with blue, reminded me of Katy’s that day by the lake.

I stroked his trembling fingers. My touch was tender, and I hoped his extremities weren’t so cold that he couldn’t feel it. ‘Hello, Lucas.’

‘Help me.’ His words were slurred. The cold had taken its toll. I wonder how long it would take for his mind and body to succumb to its merciless embrace.

‘It’s Lacey.’

‘I… know… help…’

‘Over there, in the darkness, I could find some bolt cutters. Or, failing that, an old spade to pry up the lid. I know there’s a spade as Christopher hit Arthur over the head with one. Didn’t work. Christopher is in one of the other freezers, Lucas. Frozen. He’ll stay there forever. I guess if he’d hit Arthur harder, then you wouldn’t be here now. Such fine margins. So, should I try for the spade? What do you think?’

‘Please…’ I could feel his icy fingers moving beneath the tips of mine.

‘Still, I think you’re just fine down here,’ I said. ‘With Christopher, with Frederick, with Bernard. Arthur’s frozen boys.’ I kept hold of his hand for a while longer, enjoying the icy chill of his skin against my own.

‘No, I … I’m sorry.’ His blood-red eye twitched from side to side.

‘Who are you apologising to? Me?’

‘Yes. I’m sorry… for Katy... too.’

‘A bit late for that. She’s gone, Lucas.’ I withdrew my fingers. ‘I hope the memory of what you’ve done, how you caused this, freezes into an eternal moment. You deserve to be locked in that pain of consequence and regret forever.’ I leaned in closer to the crack. ‘But if, over time, you forget, don’t fret. I’ll remember you. Always. I’ll never forget.’

I stood and gazed off into the darkness of this tomb for a while, listening to his moans and pleas, and the humming of the freezers. Then I closed my eyes and allowed the ticking and clanging of Crystal’s clocks to join the orchestra.

I found enough silence in the spaces to breathe and breathe.

I stayed there for a time, knowing my life as a passive observer had ended.

Lucas’s pain wasn’t releasing my darkness, it was filling me with it. My heart was full to bursting. This was the beginning. My first step on a journey to places I couldn’t yet fully comprehend.

I left the Dead Place for the night. The trees, even in limited moonlight, suddenly seemed sharper and more vivid.

I was ready to stand over the abyss,

And look in,

Lacey
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May 4, 1997

Dear Diary,

Yesterday, after a morning with Malteser, I went to visit the Dead Place before meeting Lance down by the lake.

Arthur was standing on his sagging porch, drinking a can of beer.

Seeing him there was disorientating. I’d never seen him outside the Dead Place before.

It’d been two weeks since we’d last spoken. I’d tried to bring up Lucas then, but he wasn’t interested. I suspected it was because Lucas’s disappearance had made the newspapers. Arthur had always selected male prostitutes before; there was rarely such a media frenzy behind their disappearances.

Still, he’d obviously opted out of lying low; two days earlier, I’d stopped by and noticed an empty sixth freezer ready and waiting.

I stood beside him. ‘Bit early to drink?’

He grunted, finished the can, and crushed it.

‘I’m busy,’ he said.

‘You filled the sixth freezer, yet?’ I asked.

He glanced at me. ‘What do you want?’

The cold shoulder was nothing new. Arthur wasn’t really a friend. Crystal had been more of a companion to me than Arthur would ever be. Yet, I didn’t want to give up on our relationship. I wished to learn from him as best I could. I’d be fifteen next month, and I needed to learn all I could before it was too late.

‘How do you balance the darkness inside you with your other life?’ I asked him.

Yes, Diary, I still had a fixation on his other life!

Crystal had been adamant that I must opt for isolation and loneliness. So, alternative routes interested me. Arthur had built a family. How was that for an alternative route?

I’m not saying alternative routes were better. For all I knew, Arthur’s route could end in absolute despair.

Arthur sighed, went silent for a time, before eventually looking at me and answering. ‘Balancing it all is like dancing on the edge of a knife.’

‘So how do you do that?’ I asked.

‘Learn. Practice.’ He stretched. ‘But be warned it takes a lot of time.’

‘I learned to meditate.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Meditation?’

‘It works for me,’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘Well, that’s okay then.’

‘Come on! I gave you Lucas, now give me something… how do you do this dance?’

He leaned against the door. ‘Choose happiness even when you can’t feel it. That’s all it is. Look, I’ve a bond with my family. Especially my daughters. It’s undeniable. But do I love them? I’d kill for them, but then, what does that even mean? I’d kill anyway, so that’s not evidence, is it? All I have is a choice. To be happy with them. I make them my anchor, my touchstone. They remind me what I stand to lose if I let the darkness consume me. That’s the dance that gives me control.’

‘What happens if they ever find out the truth about you?’

He turned to open the front door. ‘Well, what happened to Katy when you showed her who you really were?’

He went inside. I followed him. Annoyed by his comment, but excited that he was more talkative than usual.

A metre in, he turned to face me. ‘I need you to leave.’

‘Why?’

‘I want to be alone with them… now.’ He nodded at the cellar door. ‘It’s part of the dance. I’m feeling stiff. Allow yourself just enough movement to keep limber. To continue. Starve yourself and your joints will cease up.’

I wondered if he’d already filled that sixth freezer.

‘Arthur—’

‘Now,’ he said. ‘I won’t ask again.’

I thought about his words as I headed back through the woods.

Had I destroyed Katy by not honing my skills in this dance?

Or was Crystal right? Was it best to just let go of everyone? Spare them the darkness before it came for them?

And what of Lance?

Could learning to dance protect him if he remained my friend?

Or was I best just letting go of him completely?

I checked my watch. It was late afternoon, and I still had some time before I met Lance.

Standing on the outskirts of Barking Barlow’s farm, I touched a barb on the wire fence, wondering if that was the one that had snagged Lance almost two years ago.

I sighed and closed my eyes.

Both Crystal and Arthur had become prominent figures in my life. Yet, neither knew about the other. I’d been careful to keep each of them a secret.

I don’t know if either of them will last, but right now, I feel drawn to them, desperate for enlightenment.

By this barbed wire fence, I thought over the many sessions that I’d had with Crystal. The session immediately after Lucas’s death remains the most visceral.

Every sense was alive and firing that day. I recall standing in her cluttered living room, overwhelmed by the mustiness. The soft plinking of piano music from a scratchy gramophone intertwined with floral wallpaper from a bygone era. Surrounded by the relics of her past, I longed for a time I’d never known. In her office, among the clocks, and the lingering taste of stale tea, our session began.

I wasn’t too specific regarding Lucas. She told me that ignorance of the coarser details was better, imploring me not to compromise her too much.

I simply told her someone had gone. Because of me and my needs.

‘How do you feel?’

‘Like everything has changed colour.’

‘Seeing everything from a new lens is usual. Colour less so. Which colour?’

‘Blue.’

‘Why blue?’

‘I don’t know. The sky? The sea?’

‘Eternal? Forever?’

‘Yes, that’s it. And I feel… you know… in control.’

She nodded and drank from a chipped china teacup.

‘You told me before that when you meditate, you like everything to be blue. Is it linked?’

‘Yes. I go to a place called the Blue Room. But I don’t want to tell you about the things that happen there.’

‘I wouldn’t want you too.’ Crystal set down her teacup, the delicate clink of china on china heard even above the cacophony of ticking. ‘You’re remarkable. Learning at so young an age to adjust. But never rest on your laurels. Never think you’re there, or there’s nothing left to learn. Because that’s when you’ll fail. But you know that blue is your colour now, Lacey, and that’s just fine.’

‘Will you tell me about your daughter now? Shirley? She watches me from the window when I come and go.’

Crystal thought about it and then nodded. ‘She, like you, is very different, but that doesn’t make you in any way similar.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘For a start, she doesn’t live in this world.’

‘I’m still confused.’

‘Come. You can meet her.’

Crystal took me upstairs to meet her. Shirley, a twenty-eight-year-old woman, was sitting on the edge of the bed, clutching a doll to her chest.

‘Shirley, this is Lacey,’ Crystal said.

She looked up, turned the doll upright, and wriggled the toy’s hand. ‘Hello, Lacey.’

‘Hello, Shirley,’ I said and smiled.

‘Would you like to come and play?’ Shirley asked. A big smile spread over her face.

‘I’m afraid Lacey doesn’t have time now,’ Crystal said.

Shirley frowned. ‘Please?’

‘Another time,’ I said. ‘I promise.’

‘Goodie,’ Shirley said.

Afterwards, back in the office, Crystal explained Shirley’s condition to me as best she could. ‘The person you just met isn’t Shirley. Not really.’

I frowned, confused.

‘Shirley is living in another world. One she developed to mirror this one. Sometimes, the real Shirley slips out, but it is becoming less and less so these days. Once a month, if I’m lucky. In her world, she’s a fully developed adult, leading a full life, mature, intelligent. She has a husband and two children. She opted not to grow up in our world when she was eight. So, that’s why she remains frozen at that age.’

‘So, she has multiple personalities?’ I asked. ‘The adult and the eight-year-old?’

‘Some would argue for that.’

‘But not you?’

‘I make her scribble down her dreams every morning when she wakes. They’re fragments and make little sense to her as an eight-year-old, but I recognise her true self in them. They’re stories from the life she’s leading somewhere else. In their own way, they’re detailed. She’s existing… somewhere. She loves her own children, and she’s very happy.’

‘That’s good then, I guess,’ I said.

‘Yes. And her other self is content in this world with me. She’s mature for an eight-year-old. She does as she’s told, and can be pleasant to be around, if not a little grumpy sometimes when she’s tired.’

Over the weeks, I befriended Shirley. She said very little, but was a kind soul. Most of the time, I would join her as she played with dolls. While, sometimes, she’d hold my hand as we walked around the farmyard. To an outsider, we would look like mother and daughter. I always thought that Lance was a child in an adult’s body, but I realise that’d been different now. There’s something missing from a true eight-year-old’s eyes that isn’t missing from Lance’s. Complete obliviousness to what the world truly was, and what truly awaited you.

It was at this point that a familiar sound dragged me from my recollections, and I was back beside Barking Barlow’s barbed wire fence.

I listened carefully to the sound of the vehicle.

Only one engine coughed and spluttered like an old man on his deathbed. The one inside my father’s battered old Ford F-150.

Then, in the distance, on the other side of farmland, I glimpsed it winding its way over a dirt track to Barlow’s farmhouse.

My father never went near Barlow, or so he claimed. Curious about what he was doing here, I checked my watch again, and saw that I’d a bit of time before my rendezvous with Lance.

I jogged alongside the fence to a weak spot I knew about. A tree had fallen a year back, collapsing the fence and flattening some of the undergrowth. Barlow hadn’t got round to fixing it. He wouldn’t think it necessary at this stage. Rumours about him shooting animals with his shotgun were now enough of a deterrent.

It took about eight minutes to jog over the field to his farmhouse.

I’d only ever encountered Barlow once before when he was shopping in a supermarket in Salisbury. He obviously recognised me as vile Ray spawn and eyed me up suspiciously as I was rifling through a magazine rack at the checkout. The look was unforgettable. Cold and calculating. He looked like he was sizing me up for a coffin! I remember thinking that he too probably had secrets to hide, like so many others in my village.

I ran right up to the old red Ford. I hadn’t been mistaken. Familiar dents and rust covered it. Why was my father here? I crept along the edge of the farmhouse, trying to block out the potent scent of rotting vegetation. All around me, the chirping of bush-crickets was intense. It reminded me of the hum of the freezers and the ticking clocks in Crystal’s office.

Eventually, I found a spot where voices crept through cracks in old wood.

There was a window close, so I knelt below it, and rose slowly, aiming to peer through the corner, fully prepared to make a run for it if someone saw me.

Barlow and my father were side on, hunched together over a computer screen, their faces bathing in a red-orange glow.

The voices I’d heard were coming from the computer screen. Unfortunately, I couldn’t make out exactly what was being said.

It was also frustrating that I couldn’t see the video, because like their faces, the monitor was side on to me.

At that point, Barlow fiddled with the mouse. The voices stopped. I assumed he’d paused whatever they were watching. The red-orange light continued to spill out. Barlow and my father both stood up straight, spoke to one another, which emerged as little more than a grumble through the old wood, and then they headed for the door.

I cast my eyes around the room one last time, noting the sofa and a camera on a tripod.

When I heard the front door slamming, I ducked down and pressed my back against the rough, splintered wood of the farmhouse wall.

Around the corner, gravel crunched underfoot.

I took a deep breath, slid against the old wood to the corner and peered around, watching as my father and Barlow climbed into the Ford. The old vehicle coughed and wheezed into life.

As they drove away, I exhaled. The bush-crickets grew louder and everything around me pulsed.

Behind me, there was an empty farmhouse, and a great big fucking mystery to solve, Diary!

Feeling more confident now, I circled the farmhouse, trying the doors, discovering they were all locked. I spotted a small, half-hidden cellar door, its rusty hinges nearly swallowed by the overgrown weeds.

I tugged at the door by its metal handle. It burned cold against my fingers. It resisted at first, then gave way with a groan of protest.

The cellar stairs were steep and narrow, disappearing into musty darkness. I descended slowly, one hand skimming the damp, crumbling wall, the other groping ahead of me. The air grew colder with each step, heavy with the scent of something metallic and sharp.

At the bottom, I paused, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. Gradually, shapes emerged from the shadows. An old workbench cluttered with rusted tools, shelves lined with cobweb-shrouded jars, and a hulking furnace squatting in the corner.

No freezers, of course. Arthur remained unique in his choice of décor.

I picked my way through the debris. There, at the far end of the cellar, I found another door. This one was newer, the wood less weathered. It opened easily, revealing a narrow set of stairs leading up.

I climbed. Anticipation was coiling in my gut. At the top, I found myself in a dimly lit hallway. The floorboards warped and sagging beneath threadbare runners. The wallpaper hung in peeling strips, revealing patches of mouldering plaster beneath.

I froze and held my breath, certain I’d heard a car engine.

I waited.

When I didn’t hear it again, I exhaled, slipped down the hall, past closed doors and shadowy, empty rooms. Finally, I reached the room I’d seen from outside. The door was ajar, a sliver of sickly red-orange light spilling out.

I entered, closed the door behind me, and went over to the desk, where the computer hummed softly. I recalled seeing Barlow pause this video through the window. On the screen, there was a ratty sofa in that red-orange glow.

I turned from the screen and looked left at the video camera on its tripod. It pointed at that same ratty sofa.

I then used the mouse to play the video. I used the slider to budge it forward a minute. A girl I recognised was suddenly sitting on the sofa.

Maisie Hart. Naked apart from a blindfold.

I breathed in, recalling Maisie’s boasts all those years back, that Mr Price had kept her back after school and fondled her.

I paused it and looked at the date on the file. Someone made it this week.

I pressed play again. A naked, hooded figure came into the shot. ‘You can take your blindfold off now.’ The voice was robotic and echoey. During production, the filmmaker must have tampered with the voice.

Maisie took her blindfold off. Her eyes were wide. ‘Where am I?’

The man didn’t respond.

‘I want to go home. Let me go home.’ It didn’t sound real. It sounded forced. Like she was acting.

The man moved closer, his erection in view. ‘You’re staying with me.’

Was my father involved in this?

I heard a noise from inside the house. Holding my breath, I paused the video, sighted a pen on the desk and swooped for it.

I heard heavy footsteps.

I glanced across at the window I’d watched through earlier. It was a small, single-paned window. It was a good option. I could smash it. Go through.

But what was the point of that? Then, I’d never know. Remember that my life as a passive observer had ended. I looked at the pen in my hand, grinned and turned to the door.

The footsteps grew heavier. I thought of the silence between the ticks. I found the silence between the footsteps.

I felt in control.

The door opened.

‘Hello, Mr Price,’ I said, concealing the pen behind my back.

My former teacher had put on a lot of weight. There was an unfamiliar greyness about his eyes. He used to be clean-shaven but now sported unkempt facial hair. He smelt stale.

‘Back from the dead?’ I asked.

‘Lacey?’ His eyes were wide with surprised. ‘What? How?’

‘Been a long time,’ I said. ‘Have you missed me?’

‘I’ve missed all my students,’ he sighed. ‘But yes, I did like you. You were one of my favourites!’

‘Favourites!’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘Not one of your very best though, eh? Not good enough to be touched.’

He shook his head. ‘What’re you talking about?’

‘I think you know what I’m talking about.’

He looked sad. ‘You’re not making any sense, Lacey. Would you like to sit?’

‘Are you the man behind the mask?’ I asked.

‘What mask?’

I nodded towards the computer.

He showed me the palms of his hands. ‘You’re confused.’

‘You always said I daydreamed too much.’

‘I did. I remember. You know I always helped you. I remember our chats well. How is the meditation?’

‘Enlightening,’ I said. ‘Is this your grotty sex dungeon?’

He shook his head. He appeared as though he was about to burst into tears. ‘Lacey, please… you’re worrying me.’

‘What’s wrong with daydreaming, anyway?’ I asked him and smirked.

He clasped his palms together. ‘I just didn’t want you to be lost in your head. I wanted you to occupy yourself with the world around you.’

‘Like you.’ I snorted. ‘You’re certainly occupied with the world around you. Quite the filmmaker now.’

He separated his palms. ‘Let me get you some water. Then we can talk about what’s bothering you.’

‘Admit that’s you on the video? With Maisie Hart. Admit you’re a paedophile. Making films. Then I’ll sit and drink your water.’

‘It’s not like that.’ He rubbed his forehead.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘What’ve you done to her?’

He dropped his hand away. ‘Nothing she wasn’t willing to do.’

‘She’s fourteen.’ I moved the pen between my hands.

He shook his head. ‘Age is arbitrary.’

‘How far are you inside her head? She never came forward. She wasn’t one of the ten, or eleven… how many of them were there? I forget.’

‘It’s all a misunderstanding,’ he said, coming closer. Again, he pressed his palms together, as if begging. I kept the pen steady in one hand now.

‘How is it a misunderstanding?’ I asked.

He sighed. ‘The louder people shout. The more people listen. You know I don’t shout. I never shouted at you, did I? At anyone. I won’t argue with the people who shout. Why get angry with them?’

‘I guess you can’t argue if they’re right.’ I glanced around the room. ‘Is this where you’ve been hiding all this time? With Barking Barlow?’

He was close now. Close enough that if he so wished, he could reach out and touch me. I could smell his sour breath, the reek of coffee and cigarettes.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Where’s Maisie?’

‘She’s okay.’

‘No, she isn’t.’

‘Yes. She. Is.’ He emphasised every word by slicing the air with his clamped hands. ‘I love Maisie, and she loves me.’

I could tell from the look in his eyes, he believed it.

‘Is that what people in love do?’ I asked. ‘Make child pornography?’

‘It’s just for me and her.’

‘A lie. I’ve seen my father and Barking Barlow drooling over it. Ready to make money out of your disease, Mr Price.’

He glared. ‘Whatever you think you’re right about, Lacey, it doesn’t stop me loving her, and her loving me.’

‘You’ve fed her poison… she’s nothing more than your slave. Love? Are there other girls, too?’

He looked away.

‘How many?’

He shook his head.

‘And you love all of them?’

He looked back at me to answer this question. ‘Yes. But not like Maisie. She was my first, and she’s special.’

‘You’re disgusting.’

‘We pay them.’

‘We…’ My stomach turned. ‘Tell me what my father’s role is in this.’

He shook his head. ‘Not my place⁠—’

Then it dawned on me. And I mean, Diary, that it really fucking dawned on me! ‘That’s why you never touched me.’

‘You should never have come here⁠—’

‘The only thing a predator fears is another predator. A bigger one. You couldn’t do anything to me because of my⁠—’

He moved closer. ‘Listen, despite what you think I’ve done, I’ve always known what’s best for you and…’

I dropped the pen to my side.

‘…for young people, especially girls.’

I drove the pen in an upward arc towards his face. It connected. He bolted backwards, gripping his cheek.

‘Come on,’ I said, inching forward, baiting him. ‘Let’s ruffle Daddy’s feathers.’

I expected him to turn and leave, but he didn’t. He drove forward and slapped me hard across the side of my face with the back of his hand.

Everything flashed, and I thudded into the wall behind me.

When my vision cleared, he’d lifted his hand and was coming again.

I raised the pen and sliced at the air. Even though it missed him, it stopped him in his tracks. He nodded. ‘Spirited. But then you always were.’ He took some steps backwards. ‘But you’re not my problem.’

My lip was split. I spat blood on the floor. I smiled. ‘But you can be my problem, Mr Price.’

He was outside the room now, holding the edge of the door. ‘Your father isn’t what you think he is. He’ll see sense. Do what needs to be done.’

‘Are you sure about that?’

‘I don’t think you get the way the world works.’

‘Maybe, you should pay attention to how my world works.’

He slammed the door behind him. I heard the click of the lock. Then I went over, lip throbbing, and pressed my ear to the door.

‘I can hear you breathing.’ I was still smiling. ‘Enjoy it. Soon, I’ll cut out your lungs.’

I listened to his footsteps recede.

Okay, it’s the early hours of the morning. I’m not done. Not by a long way, but I’m starving. I’m heading downstairs for a glass of milk and a snack. Bear with me.

I’ll be back in ten.

L
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May 5, 1997, 1:22 a.m.

Dear Diary,

Nothing like pork, cheese, crackers and chutney. A midnight feast for the ages!

Today must really have taken it out of me.

Anyway, where was I?

After being locked in, I wasn’t scared, just pissed off about missing my meeting with Lance.

Still, as easy as it would have been to get out of that window and see my best friend, there were still too many questions that needed answering. So, I sat down on the ragged sofa where Mr Price had been committing his atrocities under the watchful lens of a camera.

I touched my lip and looked at the blood on my finger. Then a smile flashed across my face.

I took myself deep into the Blue Room. Deeper than I’ve ever been.

I coloured the walls of this dungeon the darkest shade of blue I could. And I made it so cold it took my breath away for a moment.

I ran my fingers over the ragged blue sofa. Then, I crossed to the window and smashed the single-paned glass. Afterwards, I sat on the floor, and sobbed relentlessly, feigning terror, until I heard his breathing…

The lock clicked, the door swung open, and Mr Price entered. His eyes flicked towards the smashed window. ‘What the fuck?’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, standing.

He slammed the door behind him with one hand.

In the blue gloom, I took all my clothes off and went to the sofa. I turned, smiled, and sat; the fabric felt rough against my skin. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

He watched me, breathing like an animal.

I put my fingers between my legs. ‘I see how wrong I’ve been.’

His breathing became faster, more ragged.

‘Don’t tell my father.’ I moved my fingers inside myself. ‘Don’t tell him.’ I let my head fall backwards and moaned.

‘Lacey, stop⁠—’

I interrupted him with another moan and parted my legs further. ‘I won’t tell him.’

Then I sensed him close to me, sniffing, scratching, panting. I lifted my eyes and saw him naked, stroking his cock.

‘The hood,’ I said. ‘Put on the hood.’

He recovered his hood and slipped it on.

I licked my bloody lip. ‘How did you fuck Maisie?’

He forced me down onto the sofa and controlled my body, as he’d have controlled Maisie’s. To relinquish power was disgusting, unnatural to me, but entirely necessary. I focused on his forceful movements and his desperate need to release himself into me. And then, when it became my turn, I wouldn’t be releasing into him. No. I’d only consume. Swallow him whole. The pleasure following such pain would be indescribable.

After his release, I allowed him a short time to bask in his power. Let him relish his ability to destroy before he came to understand the truth.

‘Dance for me,’ he said.

I went to the computer and found that music from the night in the Dead Place. The electronic beats I’d lost myself in while with Katy. I swayed to the movement, gyrated my hips, massaging my breasts. I thought of Katy, of Jake, of John. It made it easier. Made it more real. And the intense pleasure that swelled within me was indescribable.

In the blue haze, I observed him watching me, smiling.

He smoked two cigarettes before his eyes closed.

Two cigarettes? Was that my worth? Maisie’s worth?

The worth of all his victims?

I turned to the window I’d smashed earlier and chose the biggest shard of glass from the floor. I wrapped the base with my discarded shirt so I could wield it without hurting myself.

Climbing back on top of him, I saw he wasn’t yet actually asleep. He was bathing in that warm blue afterglow of his fuck.

Then he murmured, ‘Lacey… Lacey…’ He kept repeating it over and over, ‘Lacey… Lacey…’

I moved down his body, running my tongue over his neck, then his chest, before taking his right nipple into my mouth. He moaned. ‘Lacey… Lacey…’ I teased him with my tongue.

Somewhere between the ticks, I heard singing: Quite Contrary, how does your garden grow?

I released his nipple, readied the glass on his chest and sang: ‘With silver bells, and cockle shells, and pretty maids all in a row.’

I sliced his nipple off.

As he screamed, I licked the bloody gash on his chest. Then I traced a red trail down his body with my tongue, over his stomach, until I was between his legs, sweeping his genitals with my tongue.

The screaming stopped. The moaning resumed. I took his cock into my mouth.

‘Lacey… Lacey…’ over and over. ‘Lacey… Lacey…’ again and again.

I positioned the glass beneath his balls, pointing upwards, and then I lifted my head, stared up over his bloody chest, and into his rolling eyes. ‘Fuck your silver bells, cockle shells. And fuck your pretty maids all in a row. This is my world, and these are my fucking rules.’ I shoved the glass deep, twisting and turning as it entered his anus. I moved my face back down so I could taste his gushing blood. Hot and metallic on my tongue. Darkness rushing inside me. Consuming as I ruined him inside and out –someone was shaking me.

‘Lacey…’

My father’s voice.

I looked up at him in a world full of colour.

‘Lacey… Lacey…’ he said.

I grinned. ‘Quite Contrary. How does your garden grow?’

He shook his head. ‘What are you talking about?’

In that rare moment of disorientation, I almost told him. Told him about consuming Mr Price.

I’m glad I didn’t.

My father isn’t worthy of my whispers.

He squeezed my arms. ‘What’s wrong?’

I stared up at him. Next to him was the video camera on the tripod. Had he been the one behind it, filming, when Mr Price was instructing Masie to take off her blindfold?

‘I’ve been dreaming, Daddy.’

My father turned and regarded my former teacher in the doorway. ‘What have you done to her?’ 

‘Nothing. I’ve told you everything that happened! All I did was lock the fucking door!’

‘Hey, Daddy,’ I said. ‘Shush now, okay? Your baby girl is just fine.’

He looked back at me, his brow creased. ‘Knock it off. Understand?’

‘Knock what off?’

‘This. This weird stuff. Just tell me what the bloody hell you’re doing here?’

I laughed.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘That I was once your baby girl…’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Have you taken anything?’

‘Ask him,’ I nodded over his shoulder at Mr Price. ‘He’s been looking after me.’

‘She’s trying to make you paranoid,’ Mr Price hissed.

My father released one of my arms to hold a hand in the air, signalling he wanted the paedophile to shut up. He then grabbed my arm again.

‘How long ago was it?’ I asked my father.

‘How long ago was what?’

‘Since I sat on your lap? Since I stroked your stubble? Since you took me on those errands? Do you remember when you used to call me your baby girl?’ I couldn’t stop grinning!

‘Stop smiling, for fuck’s sake, Lacey! Stop fucking smiling.’ He shook me. ‘This is serious.’

‘Deadly serious?’ I turned my smile into a frown. ‘Is that better? I always want to be a good girl. To do as I was told.’ I winked over my father’s shoulder. ‘Isn’t that right, Mr Price?’

I saw my father’s face reddening.

‘I’ve never touched her,’ Mr Price said. ‘She’s lying.’

My father was shaking his head from side to side now. ‘Something’s not right here.’

‘She’s making it up. I found her here, that’s all,’ Mr Price said. ‘All I did was lock the door. She’s seen the videos, Richie! Fucking hell! Are you listening to me? She’s seen the fucking videos!’

I forced my grin back. How intriguing this was? My father might just have a decision to make. Me, or Mr Price…

‘Enough. Let’s rein this in.’ It was the gruff voice of Barlow.

‘No, Edgar,’ my father said. ‘Answers first. I want the whole fucking story.’ He was still squeezing my arms. ‘Why did you come here, Lacey?’

I shrugged. ‘Why did you come here, Daddy?’

He squeezed my arms tighter. ‘What is it you think you know?’

‘I know that Mr Price is a paedophile. I also know he isn’t a dead one.’

‘We just can’t have this,’ Mr Price said.

‘Shut the fuck up,’ my father said, releasing one of my arms to hold a hand up again. ‘Listen, not everything is as it seems.’

I couldn’t stop grinning now! Sweat sparkled on my father’s face. I enjoyed seeing his desperation.

‘I want to make a video, too, Daddy,’ I said. ‘Let me make a video with Mr Price.’

My father’s eyes twitched. Then they darted from side to side. It was as if something was short-circuiting in him.

My father slapped me across the face. Not as hard as Mr Price had done, but hard enough.

I shook my head. When everything stopped spinning, I touched my lip from the slap earlier and examined the blood on my finger. ‘All these big boys hitting little girls,’ I said.

‘All? What does that mean?’

‘Oh, you weren’t the first, Daddy.’

He looked back again.

‘She stuck a fucking pen in my face, Richie! Can’t you fucking see that hole?’ He was pointing at his damaged cheek.

My father looked back at me. ‘It’s a tough time. I’ve had to make hard decisions. Your mother? How much do you think her health cost us? Such a heavy cost.’ 

‘With heavier costs to come,’ I said, and winked.

‘Don’t you hear that?’ Mr Price said. ‘Your daughter, Richie. Your own daughter, threatening you. Threatening us.’

My father shook his head. I saw the despair on his face. He still had me by one arm, and I felt his grip relaxing. I reached out and stroked his face, leaned in and whispered. ‘Penny for Mr Price’s thoughts, Daddy?’ I kept my hand to his cheek as he shook his head slowly. ‘I think he wants to hurt me. Hurt me differently to how he hurt all those other girls. Are you going to let him? Hurt me. Before you came, he told me some of the things he was going to do to me.’

‘If you’re lying…’ my father said.

‘He told me he was going to force himself inside me. Fuck me until I was crying for you.’

His eyes widened. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed.

I saw Mr Price’s hand appear on my father’s shoulder. ‘Richie, listen. I’m sorry. I really am. But if she leaves here, then you, me, all of us are⁠—’

My father stood, casting off Mr Price’s hand from his shoulder. ‘Are what?’ He turned. 

Mr Price paled. ‘Fucked, Richie. Completely.’ 

My father looked at Barlow, who was lingering near the window I’d considered smashing earlier. ‘Edgar?’ My father asked.

Barlow shook his head and sighed.

‘Edgar?’ my father insisted.

‘Penny for your thoughts now, Edgar,’ I said, enjoying watching their toxic relationship collapse.

Barlow looked down. His eyes moved from left to right as he contemplated. Eventually, he lifted his eyes back up. ‘You’ve been running this gig since day one, Richie. I ain’t about to question your plans. Whatever you say. I trust you⁠—’

‘Edgar,’ Mr Price interrupted. The panic in his voice was very clear. ‘Think about it.’ My former teacher walked over to Edgar and took his shoulder. ‘Think about what’ll happen. This can’t ever come back on us. None of this can ever come back on us.’

‘Secrets are easy. Secrets are our thing,’ I said and laughed. ‘We’re the Rays, Mr Price. We’re fucking laden with secrets.’

My father turned back, pointed at me, and raised his voice. Spit flew from his mouth. ‘Shut the fuck up, you stupid little girl.’

I stood. ‘Or what, Daddy? Will you hit me again?’

He clenched his fist, drew it back.

‘Go on,’ I said. ‘Break me into little pieces and then go home and tell Mummy.’

He didn’t swing. Instead, I saw something I’d never seen before. Deep in my father’s eyes. It was little more than a glint, and to anyone else, it may have gone unnoticed.

But to me, that slight flicker spoke volumes. Something contained within him had slipped free.

He unclenched his fist and put his hand into his pocket.

Mr Price had come up close to my father. He hissed in his ear. ‘She’s playing you. I know she’s your daughter, but all this “Daddy” and “baby girl” shit? She’s going to throw us all under the bus.’

My father raised an eyebrow at me.

I smiled again and winked. ‘I love you, Daddy… your baby girl loves you so very much.’

I watched my father’s hand emerge from his pocket, followed by a thwapping sound. I saw the glint of the blade. Then he swung sharply. Mr Price’s face folded up.

When my father drew back, holding his knife, blood bloomed over Mr Price’s denim shirt. He looked down at his ruined stomach and then up at my father, who was taking long, hungry breaths, drinking in the moment. Consuming him.

Is this how he’d felt when he’d killed Steven?

His sister, Beatrix?

Free and unrestrained.

Mr Price stumbled back and forth, confused, the colour leaving his face as the blood drained from his stomach. A few times he looked at his hands, before eventually going to his knees and falling forward. 

My father knelt, wiped the blade on the back of the dead man’s shirt, retracted the blade, and returned it to his pocket. He closed his eyes and took two deep breaths. Perhaps savouring it one last time.

When he did eventually open his eyes, that unique glint, that hunger, had gone into hiding again.

‘Sorry about the mess, Edgar,’ he said and sighed. ‘You must turn him, and everything he came with, to ash. You understand, don’t you? That includes the computer and the videos.’ My father stared at the pale-faced farmer.

Barlow looked too stunned to respond.

‘Edgar, do you understand?’ My father raised his voice.

‘I understand,’ Barlow said.

Dad looked back at me. ‘Come with me. Don’t say another fucking word until we’re on the road.’

Outside, he instructed me to get into the Ford while he said goodbye to Barlow at the door. 

Fuck that!

I waited until I could hear fragments of their conversation riding the breeze over to me, and then I was off over the farmyard, taking exactly the same eight-minute route I’d taken to get here.

It was too late to see Lance.

But I needed to speak to someone about those videos. That my father wasn’t just a killer, but was, in fact, a monster that preyed on true innocence.

And where better to understand a monster that fed on innocence than another monster with similar appetites?

Arthur.

As I approached the decaying hulk of the Dead Place, I could hear the owls in the trees. I cast my eyes up and around. I’m sure I saw a set of wide, leering, white eyes. 

I circled around the back first and saw, with disappointment, that the Transporter wasn’t there. 

Sighing, I went in regardless. At least I could catch my breath, find a moment for quiet contemplation. Inside, the cellar door was closed, so instead of humming, I could only hear the creak of old floorboards under my feet. 

I craved familiarity. Something to ground me. To orientate me.

I opened the door, switched on the floodlight, and went down into the cellar. Then I closed my eyes and let the hum of the freezers settle over me⁠—

Thump. Thump.

The blows were loud.

It was happening again.

I moved towards the sixth freezer.

Thump. Thump.

I suspected it must have been last night. It’d been several hours since this morning, yes, but I doubted Arthur had been away and come back in that amount of time.

This explained why he’d been so desperate to get rid of me this morning. He’d wanted to spend some time with his victim while they were dying!

Thump. Thump.

This victim still had bite.

I could hear a muffled voice, but I couldn’t make out the words at all this time. Arthur had done a better job with his new victim’s lid than he’d done with Lucas’s. It’d been fixed down firmly. The knocking didn’t shift it an inch. I reached out and touched the icy lid, the chill seeping into my fingertips. I imagined the victim within was crying out for warmth, for air, for home.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The vibrations moved through me. The victim was desperate.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I heard a loud crash from upstairs.

The front door?

I’d left it open, but it wasn’t a windy night.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

It was hard to hear over the victim’s desperate pounding, so I turned and started back up the stairs.

Half-way up, I paused, and I heard heavy footsteps.

Assuming it was Arthur, I closed the gap to the cellar door.

‘Lacey?’ 

Shit! Dad?

‘Lacey?’

I held the handle of the cellar door. I could lock it, but then what? He’d only search the house before kicking it in. Better to just face the music. I opened the door and stepped out. 

My father turned his torch on me, blinding me. ‘What’re you doing here?’

‘Sometimes I come here to get away.’

‘Why?’ He came closer, still shining the torch into my eyes.

‘It’s quiet… abandoned.’

‘I saw you running from me through the farmyard. Why?’

‘I just needed time⁠—’

He grabbed my hair. A burning sensation seared my scalp as he dragged me.

‘Get the fuck off me!’

‘Enough,’ he shouted. He yanked harder, forcing me out the front door with him. ‘This had gone on too long. It’s time you got a grip on who you are and what’s fucking expected of you.’ 

I tripped and landed on my knees. 

He didn’t relent. 

He dragged me backwards over the ground. The pain was intense. He’d surely pulled some of my hair out already and had to readjust his grip. 

He released me next to his Ford outside, and shone his torch down on me, blinding me again. ‘This is over, okay?’

‘What is?’ I shouted back up at him.

‘All of this. You stay out of my personal business.’

‘The girl that you raped on that video, Daddy. She’s the same age as me.’ 

He fell to his knees, straddling me, pinning my arms to the ground beneath his knees. He backhanded me across the face. The third of the night! I tried to wriggle free, failed, and he slapped me again. 

I spat up at him, and he punched me in the stomach, winding me. 

‘I raped no one. It wasn’t me. And if you ever say that again, I’ll hurt you.’ 

I looked up at his fist, then his eyes. He looked serious. 

I steadied myself. 

‘He’s dead,’ my father said. ‘The man who abused that girl. Those girls. Is dead. I killed him. The man who did those things is no more. You leave it at that. The whole thing is done. Okay?’ 

‘Is it? I don’t believe you. You spoke to Barlow at the door. Are you still going to sell those films?’

He stood and pointed down at me. ‘Everything will be burned, you’ve my word. Now get the fuck in the truck like you should’ve done before. And realise that the only reason this is happening is because I love you.’

He turned and marched around to the other side of the truck.

But you know me, I’m a glutton for punishment!

I stood, turned and ran. 

Stupid.

He’s bigger, stronger and quicker. When he threw me into the Ford, I bashed the corner of my head against his steering wheel. I saw stars, and by the time my vision had cleared enough, he was driving me back. 

I’ve got a right shiner now!

Still, as painful as it was, I kept my mind on other things as we drove back, holding back from enraging him further by saying what I was thinking:

I may be a predator, father. I may be from a family of predators. But I’m different. And one day, not long from now, I’ll prove it to you. 

The first rays of sunlight have found my bedroom window. I haven’t slept a wink. My eye is throbbing, and my scalp is sore.

Fuck school.

Looking at the state of me, I don’t think my father will be too bothered today, do you? Last thing he’d want right now is a visit from social services.

Hunter of painkillers,

Lacey

OceanofPDF.com


May 5, 1997, much later

Dear Diary,

I just tried to find Crystal. She wasn’t home. She’s out with her daughter, Shirley.

I don’t know how to write the following words. To call them whispers would be a lie. This isn’t a diary entry for whispers. This is one long, torturous shout, echoing from the depths of hell.

And there are no silences between the ticks, just one long continuous thumping.

This morning, after I’d cleaned myself up, my mother had told me Lance had been round to see if I was okay yesterday. Realising he must have been worried about me after I failed to show at the lake, I went to his home to apologise.

His mother opened the door. She looked grey, tired and traumatised.

‘Is Lance here?’ I asked.

‘He didn’t come home yesterday. I thought… I hoped… he was with you.’

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I took a step back, away from the door, rubbing my temples – I wanted that fucking sound out of my head.

‘Lacey… where’s Lance?’

The pain was excruciating. My eyes watered.

‘He always comes home. Every night.’ His mother said. ‘He always comes home.’

The lake.

I ran. My breath came in ragged gasps.

The entire journey, I thought of Katy floating face-down.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The lake appeared deserted, with the water still and glassy in the early morning light. I scanned the shoreline, looking for any sign of Lance. But there was nothing. No towel, no clothes, no trace that he’d ever been here.

I thought about our conversation together back in March.

‘Did you ever go back to that Dead Place?’

‘No.’

‘Good. Sometimes I have nightmares about that place. Sometimes I dream about you being trapped in there and I have to come and save you.’

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I tasted bile. Then, I was on my knees, and the vomit was spilling out.

My head felt like it was on fire, but I got back to my feet and sprinted again.

Arthur Reynolds.

A monster with no conscience or mercy? He didn’t see innocence and vulnerability, like I saw it. He didn’t see it as something to be cherished and preserved.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

At the Dead Place, I wasn’t concerned about whether Arthur was here right now. I went straight in and to the cellar door.

I opened it and listened.

Silence.

I wanted to hear the thumping now, so desperately, but there was nothing.

‘Lance?’ I shouted.

Nothing.

Just that infernal humming.

The place was dead.

I switched on the floodlight and as I descended into the gloom, I recalled the muffled voice.

Just a couple of inches on that chain would have been enough.

Three fucking inches. Just allowing that lid high enough for the voice to slip free.

If only my father hadn’t turned up. Curious, I would have lingered. Investigated.

I looked at the six freezers. A mechanical hum. Not the organic sound of life I craved.

In the darkness around the outskirts, I searched for bolt cutters. It didn’t take long. I used them to chop through the chain on the sixth freezer.

I remembered the barb all the way through Lance’s lips. His goofy laugh. His gratitude over my friendship.

Lancey-pants.

My best friend was curled up on his side. His lips were blue with cold, while his skin was waxy. Open eyes staring blankly into nothing, all the light and laughter gone. Forever.

I issued my one long, torturous shout.

It lasted until I’d no energy left inside me to feed it, and my throat was in agony.

Then I turned and walked from the Dead Place with the answer I’d been looking for.

I was to be alone.
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May 8, 1997

Dear Diary,

Freezers humming… clocks ticking… bush-crickets chirping… a paedophile’s ragged breathing… a scratchy gramophone… desperate boys knocking…

Pick your own soundtrack to the next part, Diary. To me, it matters not.

The sound of fire, screaming and death has a way of drowning out everything.

That’s all I hear today, accompanying every word I ink on your pages.

On Monday, after I finished the last entry, I returned to the Dead Place. For three hours, I waited in the old barn where Neil Spencer had been staked like a vampire. I watched the Dead Place through broken wood.

Arthur didn’t return.

So, I came back the next day and the day after that.

I vowed to come back and wait every day until he showed.

That day was today.

I waited until he’d parked around the back of his farmhouse, then I ran the entire way home.

At the entrance to my farmyard, I tore my dress. It hung down, exposing one side of my chest. I spied my father drinking a cup of coffee by the fence around the pigs, talking to Uncle Thom.

I cried as I approached.

When he spotted me, I drew in a deep breath and welcomed the chaos.

The pigs detected it first. They kicked up a right fuss. Their squeals pierced the quiet. My father, who’d slapped me senseless just this past weekend, stood up straight. He knew that something had occurred outside of his control. ‘What’s happened, Lacey?’

I stumbled and fell into his arms.

‘Where have you been?’

I let myself hang in his arms as if I was close to death. My ear was to his chest. I could feel his racing heart.

‘Lacey? For fuck’s sake… talk to me! What’s happened?’

I looked up at him and met his eyes. Time to wrestle back control. ‘He raped me, Daddy.’

His eyes widened. ‘Who? Where?’

‘A man at that old farmhouse where you found me the other night.’

‘What were you doing back there? I told you to stay home. Short walks only. Lie low until⁠—’

I cried hard against his chest.

He stroked the hair he’d yanked the other night. ‘Sorry… baby girl… it’s okay…’

I dragged out my despairing performance until I sounded out of breath. He held me at arm’s length. ‘Who was it, honey? Who?’

‘An older man. An old, fat man in dirty grey overalls.’

After releasing me, my father staggered back and steadied himself against the fence around the pigpen. Uncle Thom, now infected with the chaos, paced back and forth, talking gibberish to himself, clutching his head, pleading with the aliens to stop and leave him alone.

The pigs grew louder by the second. They writhed, forming one pink mass of flesh. The stink of their shit intensified.

‘Okay,’ my father said. He put his arm around me and led me towards the house.

How ironic! That my father, a man overseeing the abuse of young girls, who’d beat me black and blue, was now cradling me to himself like I was a porcelain doll.

After he sat me down at the kitchen table, he told Mum to hold my hand. She did. I expected her to ask what was wrong, and I’d planned simply to cry. But she didn’t even ask!

I thought of Shirley Lane and the different world she inhabited. Was this what was happening to my mother?

My father marched past me with a shotgun.

I stood and followed him out the door.

My mother made a half-hearted attempt to stop me. I brushed her pathetic hands away.

‘You take me,’ I said to my father outside.

He turned. ‘Go back inside. I’m meeting Edgar⁠—’

‘I’m coming.’

‘You’re not.’

‘I’m coming.’

‘No—’

I stepped forward and trying to find the balance between despair and conviction, so as not to unravel my good work so far. ‘This is it, Daddy. This is the moment I become what you want me to be.’

He shook his head and looked down.

‘Do you not hear me? Isn’t this what you’ve wanted?’

‘I don’t know.’ He looked up.

‘Fucking take me!’

He took two steps back towards me, eyes narrowing. Behind him, the sun was setting. Around us, everything turned red. I don’t like red. It’s edgy. I wanted the blue of moonlight. In red, it feels too unpredictable.

‘Get in the truck,’ he said.

The drive to the Dead Place was fast and out of control. I wanted to smile, but I needed to keep the pretence up. As he took a narrow road around trees, his knuckles glowed white on the steering wheel. The acrid stench of burning rubber and gasoline filled my nostrils. I thought he might crash. Kill us in a fireball.

The sun completed its descent on route, and the red became blue.

When we arrived at the Dead Place, Barlow was already there.

The windows of the farmhouse gaped like hollow eye sockets. I was concerned that maybe Barlow had scared Arthur off. Although he wouldn’t be able to drive away from the farmhouse without going through us, he could have departed on foot into the trees at the rear.

Still, I doubted it. Arthur had never struck me as someone prepared to abandon his souvenirs.

My father reached over to the backseat for his shotgun and exited. ‘I brought you. I gave you what you wanted. Now stay here.’

I nodded as he slammed his car door and marched off with the shotgun over his shoulder to meet Barlow.

I watched them enter the house together. I exited the vehicle and followed their route.

Before I reached the open door, I heard my father shouting, ‘Oi, come here! Come the fuck here!’

And then my controlled chaos blossomed!

I took a deep breath, craving the smell of wildflowers, and entered.

Lance’s killer was down on his knees. He stared straight ahead, into a pool of light created by Barlow’s torch. He didn’t beg. If anything, he looked at ease. He wore his usual dirty grey overalls. I could only imagine the disgust my father was feeling. Believing this old predator had raped me.

It reminded me of the control I had over him when he tore open Mr Price’s stomach, but this felt much better. More organised. More fitting.

My father held the shotgun a metre from Arthur’s head. Hearing the bang now would in no way surprise me.

‘What the fuck did you do to my daughter? Speak, you dirty old man.’

Watching them all spin in a whirlwind of my creating was ever so satisfying.

Arthur’s eyes widened when he saw me by the front door. Boo!

I saw a ghost of a smile flicker across his face.

Just like Crystal, you taught me I was all alone. Thank you for that. Now, let me give back to you. Now, let me show you that you’re alone, too. That you’ll die alone.

‘Tell me, fucker!’ My father said. ‘Tell me what you did to my daughter?’

I inhaled. I could smell the desperation all around me.

‘Your daughter came to me.’ No emotion. Just a simple utterance of a fact.

How right he was… yet, I thought, completely the wrong thing to say in the moment!

My father struck him hard across the face with the butt of his shotgun.

I heard bones cracking.

‘Say it again. I fucking dare you. Say it again. Tell me my fourteen-year-old girl came to an old, fat man in this dirty place.’

‘She did,’ he said and smiled. Blood ran from his smashed nose.

My father thrust the butt of his shotgun directly into Arthur’s mouth, smashing his teeth.

I stepped forward and put my hand on my father’s damp back.

He turned his head and stared down at me. He didn’t look like he even recognised me. I saw the glint he’d had in his eye when he’d killed Mr Price.

Arthur was a second away from dying and it just felt too soon.

‘Daddy,’ I said. ‘Like Steven.’

He nodded down at Arthur, who was now still on his side, unconscious.

‘Is that what you want, honey?’

I ran my hand up and down my father’s back. ‘Yes.’

‘Okay.’ He nodded and looked at Barlow. ‘A leg each.’

Barlow handed me the torch, and I lit their route. The two farmers together dragged Lance’s killer towards the exit. I moved the torch over the trail of blood. White teeth sparkled in the glow.

As I passed the cellar door, I looked at it for what would surely be the last time.

I wanted to think of something sentimental. A grandiose farewell. An acknowledgement that my time with Lance, as it’d been with Katy, was significant, and would always be a part of what I now was and would later become.

But I was never one for sentimental.

Goodbye, Lancey-pants. Guess you won’t mind being called that anymore?

Outside, I shone the light on the back of our Ford. They threw Arthur on to it.

‘Now, burn the fucking house,’ my father said to Barlow. ‘All of it.’

Barlow nodded and went to his own truck. He took out two cannisters of petrol and disappeared into the Dead Place.

I closed my eyes and imagined I could hear the humming of the freezers from all the way out here.

Soon it would all be ash.

I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. What a fucking journey!

‘In the front,’ my father said.

‘No. I’m in the back. With him.’

‘In the fucking front.’

‘No. This is my time. Let me savour it. You took it from my mother. Don’t rob me of it now.’

He handed me his flick knife. I turned it around in my hands, remembering the moment it had ended Mr Price. ‘He wakes, you finish it, okay?’

I nodded.

My father climbed into the Ford and started the engine, but waited until the fire was lit, and the windows glowed before leaving. In the entire time I’d known it, this was the only time the Dead Place had looked alive. Readying itself for its final fiery descent into hell.

We left Barlow. My father drove more carefully so as not to throw us from the truck. I flicked the knife. Thwap. I held it ready, while with my other hand, I stroked Arthur’s forehead.

He groaned as he awoke. I couldn’t believe he smiled at me with his teeth smashed as badly as they were.

‘Your boys will be all gone soon,’ I said. I knew my father couldn’t hear us from here. ‘I wish you could have been awake when they lit the fire. It looked glorious.’

‘I never trusted you.’

‘Then why didn’t you kill me? You had chances.’

Blood dribbled from his mouth. I wiped it with part of my ripped dress.

‘You want the truth?’

I nodded.

‘When I looked at you, I thought of my daughters. I was going to kill you that day I took hold of your throat, but I just couldn’t shake the image of them.’

I nodded. ‘It seems your choice to have a family, have another life, didn’t work.’

‘I guess you’re right.’ He groaned, and I wiped the blood from his mouth.

‘Why did you kill Lance last night?’

He looked confused. ‘Why?’

‘That’s what I asked.’

‘Because you sent him to me.’

I shook my head. I could sense a realisation teetering at the edge of everything. A realisation that I really didn’t want. ‘But you knew he was my friend.’

‘He told me he was looking for you,’ Arthur said.

‘So?’ I didn’t want to face the realisation.

‘It was exactly the same as with Lucas,’ he said. ‘He came looking for you. Desperate for you. So I assumed you sent him. Given him to me.’

I filled my lungs with a deep breath and closed my eyes. ‘He was a child. Nothing but a child. He’d always have been a child. He was never born to be one of your boys.’

When I opened my eyes, I saw Arthur smiling as he spoke. ‘He was a nice boy. I would’ve looked after him for you. Forever.’

I sighed. ‘He wasn’t for you.’ I shook my head. ‘But in a way, I guess this isn’t your fault.’

‘So?’

‘So what?’

‘Let me go then.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘No. Just because Lance isn’t your fault doesn’t mean you should live. Think of your daughters, your wife…’

‘That’s exactly who I’m thinking of.’

‘No. If you were thinking of them, you’d realise that this is for the best. You should’ve stayed on your own. Your living jeopardises them, like I jeopardised Lance and Katy.’

‘They’ll be broken.’

‘Ha,’ I said. ‘Everyone’s sad and broken. Everyone. Living in tiny moments of happiness. Nothing will change for them. Your children will live. That should be enough for you.’

He nodded at the knife. ‘Why not just do it now, then?’

I put a finger to my lips and hushed him. Then I stroked his face. ‘You form a part of a larger narrative, my sweet Arthur… you haven’t yet fully served my purpose.’

‘I don’t understand.’

The truck stopped. We were here.

‘Kill me,’ he insisted.

‘I’m not a killer.’

‘That’s a lie.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But it’s a lie I want believed for now.’ I winked.

My father joined us.

Arthur said, ‘Let me walk.’

My father kept the shotgun on him all the way into the abattoir.

I waited until my father had him strung upside down. Then, we both put on chest waders. My father had the stun gun, his face a mask of grim determination. He offered it to me. I shook my head.

‘I thought you wanted this?’ he asked.

‘No. I’ve realised that I don’t want to kill.’

My father nodded.

‘Don’t be weak,’ Arthur said to me.

I looked at my father. ‘I forgive you.’

He smiled.

‘And I’d like you to do this for me,’ I said.

‘Do you realise how glad I am? That you can control it?’ He smiled.

‘She’s lying,’ Arthur said.

My father narrowed his eyes. ‘Fuck you,’ he said. He lurched forward and sent the bolt into the old killer’s skull. Arthur twitched and spasmed on the chain.

After, my father slashed his throat and as he drained out into a bucket, we stood and watched together. He slipped his arm around my shoulders. He pulled me in close, so my head was on his chest. ‘If this isn’t your legacy, then so be it. You’ve got my permission to walk away.’

So, did you choose a soundtrack, Diary?

Or was I right? Does fire, blood and screaming have a way of drowning out everything?

You’ve got my permission to walk away.

Lying on the bed beside you, Diary, is my father’s flick knife.

A weapon lost forever in the chaos of this evening… or so my father believes.

You’ve got my permission to walk away.

Who knows, Katy, after all this time, maybe I was just a daddy’s girl after all?

Thank you, Daddy,

Thank you so very much,

But I don’t need anyone’s fucking permission to do anything.

Your baby girl x
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June 4, 1997

Dear Diary,

It’s close to midnight. Soon I’ll be fifteen, and tonight marked another turning point in my life. How my world has changed since I first laid hands on you two years ago!

I was a child then, swamped and confused by fragmented dark thoughts. And now? Well, now, I’m not just a woman, but something entirely different.

What exactly? I’ll let you be the judge of that, Diary. You have my whispers inside you.

Tonight was the final burnout of an exploding star. A fiery inferno of passion and lust. It was necessary. Everything is about what comes next.

Tomorrow is about rebirth.

But let’s stay with tonight for the moment.

Since losing Lance a month back, I’d gone about severing any lingering attachments. My education was making sense to me now. Alone is where the heart is! Harbouring fondness, or more specifically protective urges, may have been in my nature, but converting these into attachments was a losing endeavour, and it had to go.

John was easy. He’d chosen his own exit plan already. When he realised that my interest was waning, he’d started dating Trisha Thomas. I heard him laughing with his gang as they discussed ‘guaranteed sex’ in the school corridors. A subtle dig at me, I guess. But John was a complete irrelevance. I wasn’t fond of him, nor did I see vulnerability in him. Neither did I find him antagonistic. He was a blot of pointlessness on my growing narrative. To do something about him, as I’d done with Lucas, would be a waste of my time.

Jake, however, was different.

He’d developed genuine affection for me. And, despite his strong exterior – an attractive exterior – he was gentle inside. I felt close to him. Not close in the same way that I’d felt close to Katy and Lance, but too close for comfort.

For my fifteenth birthday, he’d saved his pennies and wanted to take me out. I was busy tomorrow with the rebirth, so I insisted on tonight. He didn’t know that this would be it. It felt right to give Jake something to remember me by.

Before the meal, I messed myself up on my father’s stash. It just made everything more colourful, you know? And it also made Jake, with his forced humour and banal affectionate displays, less cringeworthy.

A server in the Italian restaurant knew Jake, so we couldn’t attempt to buy alcohol in there. Soft drinks only! I know, fifteen, and I may as well have been ordering off the children’s menu!

Afterwards, I suggested a pub called Deacon’s.

A NUS rep from the local college had been selling membership cards for five pounds a pop. All you needed to supply was a passport photo. They’d stamp it, scribble on a fake date to suggest you were eighteen, and then laminate it for you.

I already knew that Trisha and co. had been served in Deacon’s one night, so I thought it was worth trying out my new card. Jake didn’t have one, but he was a strapping lad for fifteen years of age – I think with me on his arm, he stood a good chance.

He was nervous about giving it a go. I whispered in his ear beforehand. ‘Why not? We could have sex in the toilet.’

He blushed and laughed. I wondered if he thought I was joking.

Before we got to Deacons, I suggested smoking a joint.

‘You know I don’t,’ he said.

Don’t I just know, you stiff fucker!

I was going to miss him.

After his refusal, I stopped him in the street and snogged him hard, flicking my tongue around his mouth exactly how I loved to do it. Then, clutching his cheeks in my palms, I asked, ‘Whose birthday is it, anyway?’

He nodded. We smoked, and it was the first time I’ve ever seen Jake blitzed.

Deacons was quiet, and the barman didn’t give us a second look when we ordered drinks at the bar. I sipped on my mother’s favourite. Gin. It tainted my lips with the bitterest of tastes.

As we talked and drank, Jake giggled and swayed. His bloodshot eyes couldn’t have been any more obvious. It was midweek, though, and the pub was quiet.

I really liked stoned Jake.

Our conversation was far less wooden and stilted. I could feel a genuine sense of loss creeping up on me, in the same way it’d crept up on me with Katy and Lance, but at least Jake would survive. Tonight was the end, and I wanted to be fair to him.

I teased him about his growing muscles – which had me feeling rather horny at this point – and asked him if he was planning on becoming his father. That man was built like a mountain.

‘Could you not see yourself on a mountain?’ he asked with a wink.

I laughed at his poor joke, feeling a pang of loss again.

His next line changed the tone somewhat. ‘I hope so, because I’m in love with you.’

‘No one can blame you.’ I knew it was very unlikely my quip would change the tone back again.

He gripped my hand. ‘I want everyone to know about you. My friends, my parents…’ He took a deep breath. ‘I want you all to myself.’

An obvious reference to John. I’d been open with Jake since the first date. That I wouldn’t be exclusive only to him. To anyone. I mean, how horrible would that be?

Lacey Ray, a possession?

‘You know that I never had sex with John,’ I said.

He flinched. He didn’t want to discuss John. ‘How do you feel about me, truthfully?’

And so, it was time. He wanted the truth, and I’d give it to him. ‘Come with me now.’

‘Where?’

I stood. My skirt was riding a little high. I kept it that way. ‘Where do you think?’ I nodded towards the toilet door. ‘You forgot my promise outside?’

He was red faced, stoned, looking both ways, not knowing what to do.

A sultry look. A flick of the finger. That was all it took.

I turned and headed to the women’s toilet door. I’d already clocked there were fewer females than men in the bar, so this was the better gamble.

He was following, and before we knew it, we were in a cubicle with the door locked.

Jake had always been gentle with me. After exploring his mouth with my tongue, I stared at him. I held the bulge at the front of his trousers. ‘If you love me, then fuck me.’

His bloodshot eyes widened, and I saw something come to life in them.

With his tongue now in my mouth, he snatched my right thigh up and held it against his hip. After a sharp turn, he had me pressed so firmly against the cubicle door that I wondered if we’d go through it!

It was difficult to manoeuvre under the force of his kiss, but I unfastened his belt and button before working his jeans and underwear down.

After I gripped his cock, he gasped into my mouth. Then, he yanked his head away to draw breath. He was still holding my thigh with one hand. I took his other hand and steered it towards my left buttock. He took a firm hold so he could hoist me partway up the door.

Using one hand, I adjusted my thong, then I guided him. First, by making him kneel slightly; then, by manoeuvring him upwards into me.

His eyes rolled.

I felt all his muscles, solid and defined, working, almost like pistons on some kind of machine, as he compressed me against that door.

It was fast, forceful, deep. It wasn’t better or worse than my time alone. Just different. Seeing the adoration in his eyes, the way his expression melted as he drove inside me again and again, was exhilarating.

Feeling now that I could take more control of the situation, I eased him down onto the toilet and straddled him. Now, I took control of the speed and movement. Then, I found those feelings I often felt alone when I thought of Jake, of Katy, and even sometimes, of John.

Jake stared longingly into my eyes as I drew the pleasure from both of us.

Afterward, following our noises and explosions, I stroked his face.

‘You’re all I think about,’ he said. ‘Every second of every day.’

The depth of someone’s adoration would never cease to fascinate me. I kissed his forehead.

‘And you?’ he asked. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Pleasured,’ I said and winked. ‘I hope you do, too.’

‘That’s not what I mean.’

‘Oh, Jake, Jakey,’ I rubbed my chin against his hair, realising how similar Jakey sounded to Lancey.

‘Jakey,’ he said, and laughed.

‘Do you like it?’

‘I like anything you like.’

He was infatuated. If I handed him a gun at this very moment and ask him to kill everyone in the pub, I suspect he might do it.

Infatuation was dangerous.

I thought about that boy in my dream that night. The dying boy I felt I knew. Dependent on me. I’d felt things in that dream I’d never felt in real life. A desperate longing for him.

Infatuation.

Yes, it was dangerous, and it would kill you.

I was glad it was just a dream.

I moved my nose to Jake’s cheek. Aftershave. Strong like the wildflowers by the lake. ‘I’m not what you think I am.’

‘You’re everything I think you are.’

How naïve. How vulnerable. How lost to chemical influences and fantasies he was.

‘There are things. So many things about me. That you don’t know.’

‘What things?’ he asked, pulling back, taking my face between the palms of his hands, and searching my eyes with his own.

‘I couldn’t even begin to tell you. You could never understand.’

There was a flash of irritation on his face.

‘I’m not being condescending.’

‘Sounds like it.’

‘If I told you the truth, if I told you everything about me, you’d think I was damaged.’

He moved his head slowly from side to side. I could sense his sadness about to come. I put my thumbs at the corner of each eye, ready to take his tears.

‘Let me help you then,’ he said. ‘Talk to me and let me help you.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Let me help you.’

‘What’re you saying?’ he asked.

‘You know what I’m saying.’

My thumbs dampened.

‘No. This can’t be it.’

I stood and stepped backward. ‘It never really was, though, was it?’ I touched his head. ‘Everything only ever exists in here.’ I turned, adjusting my skirt and underwear.

Behind me, I heard him standing, pulling up his jeans.

I unlocked the cubicle door. I felt his hand on my shoulder.

‘I’m alone,’ I said. ‘And it has to stay that way.’

His grip on my shoulder strengthened. ‘Alone? Why? Who wants to be alone?’

I broke from his grip, spun and kissed him on his lips. Then, I eased him backwards, alongside the toilet, allowing myself enough room to turn around and open the cubicle door to get out.

The bus journey home was an awkward one. More so for him than for me. He’d stare for a while, think of words to say, which emerged as little more than a plea for me to reconsider.

Although kindness didn’t come naturally to me, I tried. I reassured him, time and time again, that this was unavoidable.

He walked me to the entrance of my farmyard and tried to kiss me. I turned my face, so he kissed my cheek.

‘You know where I am,’ he said.

I nodded.

‘I’ll always be there for you.’

I nodded again, but I knew he wouldn’t. It was a promise he couldn’t keep. If he ever found out who I truly was, then he’d turn his back.

He’d have to.

Our natures were incompatible.

And there it is, Diary. Almost.

Just one last thing to do.

Lacey
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June 12, 1997

Dear Diary,

My name is Lacey Ray, and last week, on June 5th, I was born.

My mother beamed with pride as she handed me a neatly wrapped package tied with a bow. Inside was a knee-length floral dress in pastel pinks and purples, paired with a matching cardigan.

Wholesome.

I held back on asking my mother if we were due at the vicar’s garden party.

‘I’d like you to wear them tonight when we go for dinner.’

I guessed I wouldn’t be wearing fishnet stockings and stilettos to the family meal tonight.

Hardly the rebirth I promised you, eh?

Nothing wrong with a disguise, though…

I mean, my mother was wearing one, wasn’t she? A leaking battery of pain, clothed in summer and joy?

They took me to Salisbury. To the newest, flashiest, most expensive restaurant in town.

My parents looked so proud. Especially my father. Paying for this! I mean. Where had all that money come from?

I fucking wonder. The movie industry paying well, Daddy?

‘I could get used to this,’ my father said, not once, not twice, but three times.

My mother said little.

Even if she knew, she wouldn’t understand the irony of all of this.

A child neglected in childhood given fine threads, and fed fancy food, by those who’d neglected her? Paid for by the abuse of other children?

The world is a washing machine. A constant spin cycle of irony.

As my father, dressed in a suit, talked up his ambitions about one day owning his own farm shop, selling fresh meats and homemade chutneys, I kept recalling that glint in his eye before he punctured Mr Price, and split Arthur’s throat wide open.

The Rays, around a table, fine dining. Civilised.

The actual picture of civilisation.

Spin washing machine. Spin.

Following a dinner that didn’t live up to expectations, my father drove us home in an Audi borrowed from Barlow. It purred. Not like his battered old Ford.

The veneer of civilisation could be so interesting. It may not always mask the rot beneath, but it gave you something else to believe in. A lie to buy into.

I knew that this could be my world now.

One day I, Lacey Ray would be the picture of sophistication.

And that would be how I’d move in the shadows.

Outside of Salisbury, we hit the dark country roads. Moonlight was at a premium this evening. My father drove too fast. He was excited. Enjoying the new mask. The feel of a new Audi TT engine humming all around him.

Too quick, Daddy.

He put on a song I liked. ‘Immortality’ by Pearl Jam. He turned it up loud. It made me wonder if I could be truly reborn, or whether the trauma and impact of my rotten upbringing would live inside me forever.

I tried to think of what my father had given me, apart from a head full of dark dreams and a thirst to stare into the abyss. There was you, Diary, of course. And Crystal. Irony again that he should undo himself with those two gifts. That I should learn the value of being alone. A shame for him he’d never properly listened to Crystal when he’d had the chance. Learned the importance of controlling one’s own chaos. Of being alone.

As we speared through the darkness and mists, I looked down at the cardigan and dress, and touched my ponytail. I so disliked having my hair pulled tightly back.

But the washing machine was heading towards its last cycle.

My mother turned the music down and spoke. ‘We’re so proud of you… of how far you’ve come.’ She was robotically gleeful. She wasn’t my mother. I didn’t know who she fucking was.

My father, nodding at the wheel, regarded me in the rearview mirror.

Knowing eyes. Knowing smile.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Proud as punch. To open up to Crystal, it must have been tough.’

I wondered how proud he’d be when I finally wriggled free from my chrysalis.

‘What do you want to do with your life, dear?’ My mother asked. ‘I know I didn’t think about it much at your age, but⁠—’

‘Actually, I’ve been thinking about it often. I don’t want to stop learning. Education is everything.’

‘Great attitude,’ she said.

I wondered if she thought I was referring to college, or university, even? I was, of course, referring to Crystal, to experience, to learning to dance on a knife edge, and move, more gracefully than anyone before me, between the ticking.

‘And you always have the farm,’ my father said. ‘To fall back on.’

In his eyes reflected in the rearview mirror, I saw his thoughts. A place where you can kill, my darling daughter, kill always, and with ease.

‘But, for now, you’re not going anyway,’ my father said, regarding me again, smiling. He said it jovially, but the words were sharp. ‘You belong with us.’

This isn’t a perfect world. Killers don’t stick together. We’re alone, Crystal says, and that’s very much that.

‘And there’s always Malteser to think about,’ my mother said.

‘Yes.’

‘Remember, honey, grass isn’t always greener,’ she said.

‘I know,’ I said.

She turned and looked at me. ‘I came back.’

Did you Mum? Did you come back?

We drove further into the emptiness of the Salisbury plains. There was no other traffic about, and very little light to support my father, who still didn’t seem to care about keeping his speed down.

I welcomed a short period of listening to the music, even though it was turned down low now. I passed my new purse, another gift, from hand to hand.

I looked up and regarded my mother, who was staring off out the window at the trees flashing past. Occasionally, the trees broke, allowing a glimpse over fields. She still filled me with curiosity, especially this current incarnation. ‘What are you thinking about, Mum?’

She didn’t answer. I imagine the flashing trees were making her drowsy. I guess they were almost hypnotic if you stared at them long enough.

‘Honey,’ my father said. ‘Lacey asked you a question.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ she said, without turning. ‘What did you say, darling?’

‘What are you thinking about?’

‘The blue dress,’ she said.

My eyes widened.

The blue dress.

I recalled that night, years back, before her time away, when she’d torn off her bandages, and my father had settled her. She’d whispered in my ear. ‘Her blue dress… her blue dress… it was so beautiful.’

My father’s eyes, in the rearview mirror, spoke volumes. He didn’t want me to engage.

‘Beautiful… can’t you see it?’ my mother asked.

Intriguing. How could I not be engaged? ‘Where is it?’

‘Out there! Look!’ She was pointing now, but all I could see were the trees whooshing past.

‘I’m going to be running an errand early tomorrow,’ my father said, attempting to swerve the topic. ‘Lacey, I’d like you to come, we can⁠—’

‘Sapphire blue!’ my mother said.

Blue, too. My colour. Were her visions coincidence?

‘Who’s wearing the blue dress?’ I asked.

‘Enough!’ my father said. ‘Can’t you see that your mother’s tired?’

I tried again anyway. ‘Who’s wearing it, Mum?’

‘When I was tired,’ my mother continued. ‘She always held me so tightly to her chest. I could sleep. I miss that embrace. I miss sleeping well.’

I opened my mouth to speak again, but my father was there first. He was reaching across, gripping her arm. ‘Honey. Mary. You’re dreaming.’

‘My dreams were always so calm and so gentle when I was with her.’

‘With who?’ I asked.

My mother turned and smiled at me. ‘If you could hold me again, Mother, if I could sleep in your arms, again, in all that perfect blue, then I’d dream so beautifully.’

Then I recalled that night in which I lay with her hours before Steven raped her.

She’d referred to me as her mother then as well.

Perhaps she saw her own mother in me, her daughter?

‘I’m not your mother. I’m your daughter,’ I said.

‘Lacey,’ my father said, eyeing me up in the mirror again. ‘It is better you stop. You shouldn’t encourage this.’

I leaned forward and took my mother’s hand. ‘I’m Lacey, but you can tell me all about your mother if you’d like.’

‘She never had a mother,’ my father hissed. His eyes were narrow now.

My mother smiled at me. ‘Please.’ Her voice had become quieter and more emotional. ‘Please, hold me.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘When we get home.’

My father reached over and took my mother’s arm. ‘Honey… listen to me. This isn’t real. You don’t have a mother.’

‘Everyone has a mother,’ I said.

My father growled. ‘You’re making this worse, Lacey!’

‘Why won’t you hold me?’ my mother asked.

‘I will,’ I said. ‘When we get home.’

‘God damn it!’ My father hit the steering wheel. ‘You can’t do this, Lacey. You can’t indulge it.’ He glared at me in the rearview mirror.

My mother turned back around in my seat, took a loud breath, and sat up straight. ‘I can wait for you to hold me again.’

I shrugged so my father would see in the mirror. I wanted to show him that I was proud of doing a better job of settling her than he had.

He didn’t respond. I guess the relief he must have felt outweighed any irritation I caused him, anyway.

‘Okay,’ my father said. ‘Why don’t we all go on holiday this year? It’s been a good season, and I imagine we could⁠—’

‘She’s there!’ my mother cried. ‘Look! I can see her. She’s there.’

She was pointing at the passing trees.

‘Why are you still driving?’ she asked. ‘Stop the car. She’s there! She’s fucking there!’

That was the first time I’d ever heard my mother swear.

My father was looking back and forth between my mother and the road. ‘Mary, quit it.’

‘Maybe just stop the car,’ I said.

My father was shaking his head. ‘Shut the fuck up!’

I heard a click and saw that my mother had undone her seatbelt.

‘Shit… honey… fuck…’ he reached over and grabbed her arm, firmly. ‘There’s nothing outside. Snap out of it! Put your seatbelt⁠—’

She scratched his hand.

‘Shit!’ He yanked his hand back.

‘Stop the fucking car!’ my mother shouted. She slapped him across the face. He careered onto the wrong side of the road. I checked my seatbelt was fastened.

‘She’s dead. Your mother’s dead,’ he said, coming back to the right side of the road. ‘She’s always been dead. You never knew her. She died giving birth to you!’

‘Then who did I see, eh?’ my mother hissed. ‘Who was in the field back there? The blue dress?’ She slapped him again. ‘You never listened. I hate you. I fucking hate you.’

‘Mary!’ my father shouted as loud as he could.

It made her cower and fold up in her seat.

My father steadied the vehicle. I could see relief on his face.

I clutched my purse tightly with one hand, and with the other, I reached over and touched my mother’s shoulder. ‘I saw her, too. This mean old bastard is keeping us prisoner. Let’s get away and find your mother.’

I saw the horror in my father’s eyes. ‘You stupid little bitch, Lacey, you⁠—’

He didn’t have time to finish. My mother launched across the seat, and clawed at his face, backing him right up against his window. He’d taken his hands off the wheel to try to protect his eyes.

‘Run, Lacey,’ my mother shouted. ‘Run and find her!’

The car careered left. I closed my eyes. A sudden stop took the wind from me. It lifted me clear from my seat before my belt thrust me back into it. There was a sound of screaming metal and shattering glass, and the acrid stench of burning rubber.

Then… stillness, hissing, ticking, groaning.

I caught my breath. When I opened my eyes, I looked down at my hands, opening and closing them. I was here. Dizzy. My chest hurting. But alive. In control.

I could hear someone over the noises. ‘Lacey… Lacey…’

My father was mumbling with his head slumped forward. I couldn’t see the damage done to him. My mother’s side was empty, and the front windscreen was smashed.

I unbuckled my seatbelt.

After forcing the left passenger door open, I stumbled out. I knelt on the damp grass, sucking in air. The air was thick with the stink of petrol and burning rubber, and I had the coppery taste of blood on my tongue. I realised I was still clutching my purse in one hand.

‘Lacey… Lacey…’ His voice was like a whisper carried on the wind.

It took me a minute to steady myself. I rose to my feet and looked both ways at the long, lonely stretch of road cutting through the forest.

Holding the side of the car, I worked my way to the left corner of the car, which had crumpled against a tree.

Up ahead, I saw my mother lying half on the road, and half in the undergrowth. Letting go of the car, I worked my way over to her and looked down.

Whichever world my mother had inhabited, she was no longer in that, or any other world for that matter.

She had been twisted and knotted up in unfathomable ways. Her face was almost gone. I looked at the long bloody skid mark on the road running away from her.

I took a second with my eyes closed. She’d been my mother. Not an unkind bone in her body.

Broken, incapable of love, but she had tried.

After a swift nod, I opened my eyes.

In the end, what are we all? Meat.

Filling my lungs, I limped back to the hissing, smoking hulk.

The nearer I got, the clearer his mumbling became. ‘Lacey… help me… Lacey.’

I looked down through his smashed driver’s window. The crumpled dashboard pinned his legs down.

‘You need an ambulance,’ I said.

‘Yes. My mobile phone… the glove compartment.’

I turned my purse over in my hands.

‘Be… quick.’

‘Yes, you’re bleeding a lot.’

He raised his head to look at me. His face was pale. I saw the desperation in his half-closed eyes.

‘Mary… your mother⁠—’

‘Dead,’ I said, flipping the purse in my hands again.

‘My phone… get…’

I smiled.

His eyes closed. I leaned in and patted his cheek, so he opened them again. ‘You taught me how to kill Daddy.’

He gulped. ‘A pig… just a pig.’

‘Yes. Hit them hard between the eyes, force a bolt into their brain. Knock them out cold, sometimes kill them outright. Then…’ I opened the purse and pulled out his flick knife.

Thwap.

‘I’m… your… father.’

‘I know.’

He closed his eyes. I slapped his face harder.

His eyes bolted open.

‘Don’t you begrudge me this, Daddy! Who sat back and let you have Mr Price and Arthur Reynolds like a good little girl?’

‘Think… think about⁠—’

‘I have thought. Long and hard. You’re a predator, just like your grandfather.’

‘No.’

‘Yes. Children, Daddy.’

‘Different.’

‘Not different. Reggie consumed them. You consumed them to pay for food and holidays. You’re the same.’

‘And… if… you kill me, then…’ He stopped and moaned. He forced his last words out, ‘You are the same.’

‘Oh, I know. But then you’ve always known, too, haven’t you? That’s why you took me to Crystal.’

I readied the knife. My father looked up at it and⁠—

Okay, I admit it, Diary. I hesitated.

Look, it was the first time, okay? Surely, we can allow every predator just a tiny moment of hesitation? A flicker of doubt? A moment of weakness?

And let’s not forget that this is my father. I was on the verge of severing the bond of blood and kin forever!

Still, I got over it.

Want to know how I managed that, Diary?

Easily.

I just thought about Lance’s stiff body; Katy’s broken, battered spirit and my mother’s longing for something she never had. Oh, and I thought about young girls, like me, having their pain imprisoned on film. And all to pay for a fifteen-year-old’s birthday party.

I raised the knife.

My father managed a weak shake of his head. ‘But you don’t have a bolt gun?’

I shrugged. ‘So? I’m not a fucking pig farmer, dickhead.’

I brought the knife down, hard and fast, using as much power as I could to go deep into the side of his neck until I found bone.

When I pulled it out, blood spurted out onto my new dress and cardigan, hot and sticky.

Gurgles. Bulging eyes. His mouth opened and closed like a landed fish.

Near the end, he spasmed and twitched. Then, with one final, shuddering gasp, he was still.

I retracted the flick knife, leaned over, and slipped it into the pocket of his jeans.

Then, I took off the cardigan and dress, throwing them into the Audi. I plucked a lighter from my purse and threw that in too.

Then, I limped, in my underwear, back towards my mother. When I reached the point to where the petrol had run to. I knelt and lit it.

Whoosh!

I turned and watched the car and my father burn.

When it was done and the sounds of sirens grew louder, I undid my hair and shook it out.

Finally, I sat down by my mother, warmed my hands in her blood, and hummed “Immortality” by Pearl Jam, smiling the whole time.

My name is Lacey Ray, and last week, on June 5th, I was born.
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June 26, 1997

Dear Diary,

And so, my confidant, I thank you for your pages.

You gave me a genuine sanctuary, a haven where I could whisper my secrets and dreams.

But now, Diary, I have outgrown my need for you.

Those heady days of reflection are no more, and I must not succumb to nostalgia. However challenging, I must let it fade away like the scent of wildflowers on the wind.

Still, I will not destroy you. You are me, and I am you, after all. We will always exist together in these whispers.

I’ve thought long and hard about the best place for you to rest, to be safe and content. And maybe, when I no longer live, someone will find these whispers.

And they will fan the embers of a life already lived.

In the two weeks since my parents died, someone has given me a new home.

Uncle Thomas is mad and wasn’t an option. Crystal Lane was. She came for me as if she’d been expecting this.

Now, I live with her and her daughter, trying my best not to feel about Shirley as I felt about Lance, despite that same gentleness in her soul. I don’t need to relearn that lesson. Still, I’m patient and kind with her, and I feed off Crystal’s guidance.

As for the pig farm, my legacy, I really couldn’t care less.

I may be different, like my ancestors were, but I’m not them.

Just being different doesn’t make you the same.

I choose to be something entirely distinct.

I promise not to do anything too drastic until I turn eighteen. I’ll complete my education at college and then, well… who knows? The secret is never to commit.

A big city like Southampton?

Perhaps.

Lose myself to the darkness and the night? Taste sin for a time?

Maybe.

The world is my oyster.

I’ll give you one promise, though, Diary, because you deserve that. You’ve earned that.

If I ever need to whisper again, there’s only one place I’ll come.

To the loose floorboard in my room at Crystal Lane’s.

To the little metal box I purchased yesterday from a charity shop.

To this key around my neck.

So, Diary, I love you as I love myself.

Hide my whispers in the dark,

Your Lacey, forever.

X
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June 5th, 2023

Dear Diary,

My name is Lacey Ray, I am forty-two years old, and today I pried up the loose floorboard in my room at Crystal Lane’s, took out that little metal box which I purchased long ago in a charity shop, and used the key that still hangs around my neck.

Because today, Diary, I need to whisper.

I’ve lost my place in the silence between the ticking.

Tobias Ray, my son, is dead.

Over the years, I learned many lessons, but I also forgot many of them.

It seems I forgot the most important lesson.

Today, I read back through these pages. I opened myself back up. It’s amazing how much can be inside you, but so out of reach.

And, after reading, after listening to the whispers of a child, I see now how I’ve wandered.

My experiences with Katy and Lance taught me the value of being alone.

To be only one.

I should be dead. In fact, who’s saying I’m not? Who’s saying that I’m not just a spectral presence, reading the story of my own life, forever stuck in purgatory… chained by mistakes…

A Jacob Marley for the new age!

But if I’m not dead, then I’m fortunate. I lost so much blood as I crawled from the darkest of prisons, from the son whom I’d killed, and back into daylight.

Crystal may be long gone, but Shirley isn’t, neither the eight-year-old version nor the fifty-five-year-old grandmother in another world.

And Shirley did something that Crystal had never thought possible.

She brought her older version back into this world so she could rescue me!

A wonder.

Once I was well enough, Shirley went back to her world, leaving her eight-year-old counterpart attending to me as best she could in her ageing body.

By bringing me chocolate treats and toys to play with!

The moment I crawled from that tomb, Diary, I knew I had to retrieve you from yours.

Together, as we were and always will be, can we find that silence between the ticks again?

Stare into the abyss?

Dance on the edge of a knife?

If I whisper, will you listen?

Remember what fun we had!

So, how about it, then?

Fancy it? I do!

Let’s whisper!

I’m all ears, Diary.

I always was.

Lacey Ray

DCI Michael Yorke and Lacey Ray will return in:

Coming 2025 Drifting with the Damned

Pre-order here:

[image: Book cover]


https://mybook.to/Driftingwiththedamned
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COMING 2024

WHITBY'S FORGOTTEN VICTIMS 

BOOKS 1-3 AVAILABLE TO PRE-ORDER: 

https://mybook.to/WHITBY

[image: ]


To Detective Chief Inspector Frank Black they’re not just forgotten bones.

They’re forgotten hopes.

Forgotten dreams.

The forgotten voice of an angel.

When buried bones are unearthed by a storm in North Yorkshire’s picturesque coastal town of Whitby, Black is drawn into an investigation that takes him back to the late eighties and the fiery demise of a popular pub.

Frank is no stranger to vulnerability. With a shattered daughter, he lives with it. With an outsider in Detective Inspector Gerry Carver, he works with it.

And in Charlotte Wilson, a young, eighteen-year-old musician discarded and buried near the old whalebones of Whitby, he recognises it.

At sixty-four, Black really should be retiring.

But Charlotte had hopes and dreams.

And nobody should be allowed to silence the voice of an angel.
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FREE AND EXCLUSIVE READ



Delve deeper into the world of Wes Markin with the FREE and EXCLUSIVE read, A Lesson in Crime

CLICK HERE

[image: A Lesson in Crime cover]
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Rest assured, Lacey will return. You don't have to worry about that.

For now, I'm embarking on an adventure in Whitby, and I hope you can join DCI Frank Blank and DI Gerry Carver in September for their story.

OceanofPDF.com


STAY IN TOUCH


To keep up to date with new publications, tours, and promotions, or if you would like the opportunity to view pre-release novels, please contact me:

Website: www.wesmarkinauthor.com
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REVIEW



If you enjoyed reading The Secret Diary of Lacey Ray, please take a few moments to leave a review on

Amazon, Goodreads or BookBub.
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