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PROLOGUE

My darling daughter, I am so sorry I failed you.

This is such a mess.

My arrival at the courthouse disturbed a nest of starving, squawking media. Their bombardment of questions began before my trembling hands could even unbuckle the seatbelt.

All this time I thought I was protecting you, but somewhere amid the constant battle to stay afloat, I lost myself. Everyone around me could see that I was not me anymore, even you. But I wonder if I have ever been me. Perhaps all this time I was merely an origami of a happy woman. Complicated to put together, easy to rip to shreds.

I sat in the back of the van, unable to mute the accusations that I have heard on repeat since the day our family’s secret was revealed.

My heart is broken because you have been taken from me and I don’t know if I’ll ever get you back. That is your mother’s greatest punishment for going mad, but it kills me that you are too young for me to explain how I ended up here. One day we will read this together and I hope you will understand why I did what I did. More importantly, I hope you will be able to forgive me.

I surrendered to the photographers holding their cameras up to the glass, tucking a curl behind my ear and lifting my chin. Instead of shielding my face, I stared straight ahead solemnly, allowing them to capture my faux stoicism for their news articles. I don’t deserve anonymity, not after what I have done.

‘Gwynne.’ My eyes shot to the front of the van when my name was called. ‘Time to go.’

I stood and neatened my white suit, inhaling a deep, shuddery breath. Some would say this was my comeuppance for pointing a wind machine at the dancefloor when the glitter was just about to settle.

As I walked forward, I closed my teary eyes and begged myself to explain, Why did you do this? Why were you so weak? A surge of regret caused me to gasp in panic. I gripped the headrest next to me to steady myself then turned back in search of a reassuring face. But there was no one there.

I held up a single finger to signal that I was not quite ready for the doors to open. Only one sound could cut through the bellows of the aggressive press waiting for me; the memory of the clink of the knife as it hit the ground, spattering blood onto the tiles.

I desperately tried to drown out my own thoughts by reminding myself of the way you say ‘Mummy’ and how tightly you cuddle me. But your sweet voice has no place in this awful scenario. You are far too innocent for what I have put you through.

‘We can’t wait any longer.’ The van doors sprang open revealing a wall of cameras and microphones all pointed at me. ‘Guilty’ heckles punched through the frantic clicks of photographers.

My foot stalled above the ground as I began exiting the van. I’m not ready. I surveyed the angry crowd held back by orange barriers to the left. My eyes got caught on those of a red-faced woman holding up a poster of a slaughtered pig. She glared at me and aggressively chanted, ‘Murderer!’ The word landed in my mind with a buttery softness as if it always belonged there.

I puffed out my cheeks and lowered my sunglasses over my eyes. Shoulders back, chin up. Innocent until proven guilty.

As soon as my high heels hit the pavement, it signalled for the press to close in, forming a coffin of bodies around me as we moved as one towards the courthouse, flanked by police officers and security.

I strode through the revolving door, relieved to leave the press outside. When I turned back, they were assessing the photographs on their cameras, making sure they got the perfect shot of your mother’s downfall. Because that is all this was to them; a moment that will one day end up in the archives. But there is no archiving the woman I have become. She will form the foundation of whoever I end up being after shaking off the chaos that came with finding out a truth so shocking that it engulfed my entire being.

Because, as you know my darling daughter, if the shoe fits, you may as well make it a fucking stiletto.




ALMOST TEN MONTHS EARLIER




ONE

How humbling the last twenty-four hours have been. Let me tell you how it all happened. How the happy woman I had been for the last thirty-five years was snatched away from me.

It was Tuesday, 1 October 2024. On Tuesdays I collect you early from nursery and we spend the afternoon together, playing, picnicking in the park, whatever you want. But on this Tuesday, it was raining. I suggested we go puddle jumping in your new pink Wellington boots, but you asked if we could have lunch at Grandma and Grandpa’s house instead. I called ahead to let them know we were coming.

It’s only a short drive to your grandparents’ large square house in the Cheshire countryside. A Grade II listed property titled Willow Estate, in homage to the huge tree that looms over the lake at the end of the garden.

We drove through the gates and past the four twisted oak trees lining the entry. You gazed up through the sunroof in awe at the enchanting leafy canopy. You love the greenery almost as much as you love the bronze ballerina pirouetting in the middle of the fountain at the driveway’s turning circle.

My parents were waiting at the front door when we arrived, something they started doing when they became grandparents to lap up every single second of your company.

‘My beautiful granddaughter, Evelyn!’ My mum crouched in her beige cashmere lounge set and you raced into her open arms. ‘And my favourite daughter.’ She smiled warmly up at me, while you burrowed into her chest. ‘Come inside. Henry dropped off some lamb last night.’ Beyond the lake behind the house there is a wild thicket of yellow common gorse, and beyond that, a farmer’s field of cows and sheep raised for slaughter. The farmer often drops by with a fresh kill for roasting.

‘Gwynne, I’ve missed you.’ My dad wrapped an arm around me and brought me in close. We see each other several times a week but my parents always welcome me like I’ve just come home from war.

The dining table in the kitchen was set for five, but Mum said my brother, your Uncle Thomas, had cancelled. Not uncharacteristic of him.

Mum lifted a blue Le Creuset oven dish out of the black Aga, nudging the door closed with her hip. I offered to take it from her, but she rarely accepts help.

Dad yanked the cork out of a bottle of Italian red wine, spattering maroon dots on his white t-shirt. He ran a hand through his greying brown hair as he poured three glasses.

As we ate, we discussed all the galleries and restaurants my parents were looking forward to visiting on their upcoming trip to Venice. Mum was after a grandfather clock for the hallway and had already researched Venetian antique shops.

By the end of the meal, only the carcass of a lamb shoulder sat in the oven dish and fallen sprigs of rosemary that hadn’t quite made it to our plates lay scattered on the table.

A mess of carrot and duck-fat potatoes had collected in your booster seat, but our satisfied stomachs were too full to clean up right away.

You played with your grandfather in the sunroom. The autumn leaves on the glass roof cast shadows on the floor and the willow tree in the garden swayed gently in the wind to the rhythm of a tinkling windchime.

You were showing my dad your twirls in your new pink tutu and sparkly shoes. You asked him to pretend to be a fire-breathing dragon while you stood on the wicker armchair acting like a distressed princess in need of rescuing. Dad prowled on all fours and you giggled and screamed as he snapped at your toes. You threw pillows and magazines at him while jumping from chair to chair. Harmless misbehaviour has always been celebrated in our household. Dad says that is how personality is built.

Mum and I stood at the kitchen island under the brass pots and pans that hang above the gold-flecked, creamy marble benchtop as a decorative rather than practical feature. She poured me a cup of tea from her favourite floral Royal Albert pot. I lightly clinked my pink fingernails on the side of the cup and inhaled the peppermint steam. Such a homely aroma.

‘How did you go with this week’s book club pick?’ Mum sipped her tea.

‘I didn’t have time to read it. Work has been crazy.’

‘Luella Whitman always picks the smutty stuff.’ Mum scrunched her nose in disapproval. ‘It’s my turn next week. I’ve chosen a fiction debut based on the female revolutionaries in Tsarist Russia. Free Love, it’s called.’

‘Mummy!’ you shouted from the sunroom. ‘Gwandma!’

You instructed us to sit in the armchairs and watch your magic show. Just like always, we would ooh and ahh and pretend not to see where you had disappeared to, only to be shocked and amazed when you popped your head out from behind the sofa. Your grin would make us all smile.

But we didn’t get to that.

The shrill buzz of the intercom alerted us to a guest at the gates.

You crawled out from your hiding place and excitedly jumped up and down, asking who it could be.

‘I’ll get it,’ your grandfather said. He hoisted you into his arms and carried you to the front door with him. He ricocheted kisses from one of your cheeks to the other. Your laughter echoed in the hallway.

And then, silence.

You ran back into the kitchen and tugged at the hem of my dress. ‘Police car!’ You pointed towards the hallway then began dragging me in that direction.

Mum and I shared a smile, wondering what you could have mistaken for a police car. We followed you, blindly making our way towards the moment that would change our lives forever.

Your grandfather leant on a clenched hand against the frame of the oversized front door.

Your grandmother ducked under his arm and huddled close to him.

I picked you up. ‘Wow,’ you whispered when three police cars crunched down the gravel towards the house. Their blue lights flashed but their sirens were off.

‘Thomas,’ Mum muttered. She pulled the sleeves of her woollen jumper over her hands and brought her fingers to her lips. ‘Do you think something has happened to Thomas?’ She looked up at my dad for reassurance that my brother was safe. But Dad did not respond.

The car doors slammed one after another.

At the front door, we came face to face with a man who we now know as Detective Mourey. He was almost as tall as Dad, but with a bulkier frame. He had olive skin and hammocks of black fatigue under his eyes. His lips appeared thin and cracked. Every so often the tip of his tongue snaked out to moisten them.

His voice was gruff and nasally, like the beginning of a cold when he introduced himself. But we heard him clearly when he priggishly announced to my dad, ‘Huey Hogg, I am arresting you on suspicion of murder. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

Your grandmother was in disbelief, as was I. ‘Murder? That’s ridiculous.’ She released a nervous laugh then protectively wrapped her arms around your grandfather’s waist, looking up at him. The detective requested that she let him go and when she refused, she had to be peeled off by two rougher-than-necessary officers. ‘Get your hands off me!’ she shouted and tried to elbow her way back to Dad who was being handcuffed. ‘This is a mistake!’ Mum put her hands on her hips and confronted the much taller police officer blocking her way. ‘You need to get your superior down here because I’m telling you now, you’ve got the wrong man.’

‘We have to take him, Mrs Hogg.’ The detective slipped a piece of gum into his mouth. He turned away from us and nodded towards Dad. ‘We’ve been looking for him for a long time.’

‘But you’ve got the wrong man!’ Mum held back tears. ‘My Huey would never hurt someone.’

‘Not someone, Mrs Hogg.’ The detective turned back to us, his eyes menacing and unsympathetic. ‘We believe your husband is responsible for five previously unsolved murders in the north of England.’

‘Impossible.’ The word fell out of your grandmother’s mouth in a stunted breath.

Evelyn, I put you down and stepped forward into the rain. Firmly, I stated, ‘My father is not a murderer.’

The detective dismissed me and gestured for the remaining officers to step out of the house. ‘Someone from the station will be in touch.’ He turned and walked away. I followed him barefoot onto the driveway where Dad’s head was being lowered into the back of a police car.

‘I’m going with him,’ I told the police officer.

I turned back to you, Evelyn. ‘Mummy has to go but Daddy will be here to pick you up soon.’

And to Mum I said, ‘Stay here, I’ll sort this.’

‘You can’t come,’ the detective said from his open car door.

‘He’s my father, I’m staying with him.’ I called out to Dad, ‘Don’t worry, I’m coming.’ I made my way over to the car, but Detective Mourey stood with wide arms to block me.

‘You’re not permitted in the police vehicles.’

‘Then I’ll follow in my car.’ I checked my pockets for my keys but had left them inside.

‘Listen, go back in the house, look after your mother.’ I turned back and saw Mum was crying. Her shaky hands covered her mouth. ‘Call a lawyer, whatever you have to do.’ The detective got into his car and slammed the door shut.

I stood in shock in the middle of the three police vehicles as they reversed and manoeuvred around me.

For a brief moment Dad and I were face to face through his window. He looked at me and mouthed, ‘I love you,’ before the car sped off down the driveway.

A numbness concreted my body to the ground and with every cold breath I felt like I was inhaling more pain, more confusion.

I looked back at Mum, she appeared faint and unsteady on her feet. I rushed over to her, feeling the collapse of her body as my hands gripped her underarms. She dangled there in puppet limpness before I gently lowered her until she was on her knees next to me.

‘Mummy?’ You toddled forward and clung on to my leg.

Together we looked out at the open gates and tyre tracks left behind.
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I turned cartoons on for you with the volume loud.

I dropped down to the kitchen floor next to Mum and placed a box of tissues between us. The brass handle of one of the island drawers dug into my back, but I welcomed the ache.

Mum rested her head on my shoulder. ‘Was all that real?’

‘I think so.’

‘I keep expecting him to walk through the kitchen door.’ Mum plucked a tissue from the box and dabbed her eyes. ‘The house is so quiet without him.’

I wrapped an arm around Mum and brought her in close.

Through sniffles Mum asked, ‘What do we do?’

‘I’ve texted Uncle Grant and Thomas. They should be here soon.’

‘Then what?’

I didn’t respond because I was still trying to figure that out for myself. Dad had been arrested on five counts of murder. None of it made any sense. My dad is the kindest man in the world, not a serial killer.

‘Gwynne?’ Mum prompted through sniffles. She lifted her head and looked at me with desperate, watery eyes.

‘I’ll fix it, I promise.’

Mum gently nodded, placing her trust in me to fix something that I didn’t even understand in the first place.

You wandered over and nuzzled your face into mine. ‘Gwandma sad?’

‘Yes, my darling. Grandma is sad.’

‘Need Bunny?’ You sweetly held out your soft, cuddly toy because in that beautiful brain of yours, all the world’s problems can be solved if you have a fluffy bunny to cuddle. Your grandma took it from your hand, then weakly cupped the bottom of your chin and stared into your eyes. You were fixated on the tears rolling down her cheeks. It was a lot for a little girl to witness so I told you where to find some snacks and off you went.

Uncle Grant, Dad’s brother, arrived first. He hesitated when he saw us on the kitchen floor. His voice was husky like we were the first people he had spoken to that day, despite it now being late afternoon. ‘What the hell are you doing down there? What’s happened?’ He squatted down to our level in his clean-as-a-whistle white trainers and lime green tracksuit. He adjusted the gold chain around his neck that draws the eye to the Celtic cross tattoo stretched across his jugular.

‘Where’s your dad? I was just about to have a shave,’ he scratched at his stubbly beard, ‘then we were going for a spar.’ He and Dad met four times a week at The Pound, a local boxing gym that they’ve been going to for years.

‘Swap with me,’ I requested. Uncle Grant sat on the floor against the kitchen island and I gently manoeuvred Mum into his arms.

When I stood up, my knees were stiff and I had to cling to the edge of the counter.

I looked over to you; you were glued to the cartoons.

‘Oi,’ Uncle Grant tapped me on the leg. I looked down at him and he whispered, not wanting to disturb Mum who was staring blankly at the Aga door, ‘What’s going on?’ I regarded his face for a second. The ‘before’ version of him. ‘Where’s Huey?’

The time on the microwave said 16.44. Almost an hour since it happened.

‘Gwynne,’ Uncle Grant said sharply.

‘It’s really bad.’ I rested my elbows on the kitchen counter and buried my face in my hands. How do I even start to explain?

He whacked me on the calf with the back of his hand. ‘He’s alive?’

‘Yes.’ My voice was muffled, face still buried in my hands.

‘Hurt?’

‘No.’

He puffed out a deep sigh. ‘Come on, Gwynne. Throw me a fucking bone here. Whatever it is, I’ve got his back. And yours. Just tell me.’

Vacantly, Mum muttered, ‘Arrested.’

Uncle Grant swiftly unravelled his arm from behind Mum and got up. ‘Gwynne,’ he spoke close to my ear, ‘I love you, you know that?’ I nodded in my hands. ‘Come on, Gwynne, look at me.’ I slowly straightened my body. He placed his tattooed hands on my shoulders, and I glanced either side at the HOGG across one set of knuckles and the LOVE across the other. ‘I’d kill someone for you, you know that?’ I tensed at his wording, then nodded. ‘But Gwynne, right now, I swear to almighty God if you don’t start telling me what the fuck is going on—’

‘Murder.’ The word came out elongated. I watched the expression on Uncle Grant’s face crease. His mouth stuttered for something to say. I helped him out, ‘Five people.’ I rolled my tongue inside my mouth and looked to the heavens. ‘Apparently.’

Slowly, Uncle Grant lifted his hands from my shoulders and stepped backward. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a pack of cigarettes. Raised one to his lips. It dangled there as he finally spoke, ‘He’d never.’

‘I know. But we need to work out why they took him. Maybe he was framed, misidentified . . .’

Uncle Grant pointed at me with his cigarette, ‘Call a lawyer.’

As if I hadn’t already thought of that. ‘I’m about to.’ I pulled my phone out of my pocket but before I could call my business lawyer for a recommendation, the front door slammed.

Uncle Grant followed me into the hallway.

‘What’s happened?’ My brother, Thomas, rushed over to embrace me, pulling away slightly to assess my face for the extent of the tragedy. ‘You okay?’ I nodded. Then he looked to Uncle Grant who was shifting his weight, unlit cigarette propped between his lips. ‘He done something?’

‘No.’

‘Mum? Dad? Where are they?’

I dropped my head; I couldn’t look at him. ‘Mum’s in there,’ I nodded towards the kitchen door. I sunk my teeth into my bottom lip and squeezed my eyes clear of tears.

Thomas gently grabbed either side of my face, ‘Hey, hey,’ he eased me in for a hug and held me against him, ‘It’s okay. It’s Dad?’ My head nodded slightly. ‘What’s happened?’ He edged away so he could see my face.

‘He’s—’

‘I’ll tell you what’s happened . . .’ Uncle Grant held his unlit cigarette between the fingers of his jittery, flailing hand, ‘. . . some bastard has gone and framed your dad for murder and now he’s been arrested.’

Thomas’s eyes darted to me, ‘That true?’

I nodded. ‘The police just took him. Said he murdered five people.’

Thomas rubbed a hand across his face. He tugged the front of his light brown hair, a habit he’s had since he was a kid and something he does when he’s anxious. ‘That’s not even possible. Not our dad.’

‘I know.’

‘The TV at the pub said Breaking News before I saw your text. Something about a serial killer getting caught, but they didn’t say his name. That’s not . . .?’ I reluctantly nodded. ‘How has this even happened?’

‘I’ll tell you how it happened.’ Uncle Grant paced the edge of the hallway, stopping at a photograph of Dad outside the first office he ever opened. He spoke to the photograph, tapping his cigarette on Dad’s smiling face. ‘You know what I always said to your dad when he got rich? Watch. Your. Back. People will start coming for you, trying to bring you down.’ He shook his head in disappointment then opened his mouth like he had more to say, but hesitated. ‘I need to smoke this.’ He walked into the kitchen, lighter already to the cigarette in his mouth.

‘I need help with Mum so I can organise a lawyer,’ I said to Thomas.

‘Do what you need to do.’

Thomas took his black coat off as we walked into the kitchen. Underneath he wore a denim shirt with black jeans.

‘Unky Thomas!’ Evelyn, you ran at him, charging into his leg then reaching your arms up. My brother is very tall and you love it when he holds you up high.

‘Hi, Ev.’ Thomas held you in his arms while looking down with unease at Mum who was still on the floor, staring blankly straight ahead with a wad of tissues in her limp hand. ‘How about,’ he said as he carried you to the fridge, ‘I give you this,’ he continued as he handed you a strawberry yoghurt pouch and put you down, ‘and you watch cartoons?’

You took the yoghurt and ate it standing up in front of the television.

‘Mum,’ Thomas said as he crouched and placed a hand on her thigh, ‘let me help you up.’

Thomas led Mum to the bay window seat.

‘When did you get here?’ she asked as he eased her down.

‘Just now.’

‘They took my Huey.’ Mum’s head flopped to the side, she gazed at the raindrops racing down the glass. ‘He didn’t even take his coat.’

Thomas sat down next to her. He looked at me with concern but all I could do was shrug.

With Thomas monitoring Mum and Uncle Grant—well, he was smoking by the open kitchen door, but at least he was there—I knew I needed to shake off my emotions and do something to fix this.

My business lawyer was at the airport when she answered the phone. Boarding announcements played in the background as I gave her an overview of our predicament. My brother and Uncle Grant watched me closely as I spoke, like when you try and gauge the mood of a flight attendant during turbulence. They wanted to know how bad the expert thought this was. My lawyer couldn’t help me much—‘not my wheelhouse’, she said—but immediately referred me to an American barrister with a great reputation. I dialled his number without a second thought.

‘I’m not taking on any new cases,’ Jackson Mack said almost as soon as I started talking.

I had my phone flat on the kitchen island on loudspeaker. Uncle Grant pointed aggressively to the phone and mouthed, ‘Make him do it.’ Thomas nudged him and gestured for him to calm down by lowering his hand.

‘My dad has been accused of murder and he didn’t do it.’ For some reason I thought if I divulged that it was actually five murders, that might make it harder for me to convince him to help us. ‘He’s just a family man and businessman, he’s never done anything wrong in his life. None of this makes sense.’

There was a pause.

‘I’m at capacity.’

‘You paused. That means you were thinking about it, which means you might have time. His name is Huey Hogg and he’s an innocent man. Please, you have to help him.’

‘Just a second.’

I muted my phone. ‘We need him.’ I nervously tapped my fingernails on the benchtop. ‘Dad needs him.’

‘Don’t take no for an answer.’ Uncle Grant slapped a hand down on the counter. Mum jolted and grabbed her chest. Uncle Grant lowered his voice, ‘You never normally accept anyone saying no to you.’

Thomas tugged the front of his hair. ‘Do you reckon there could be any chance Dad did do it?’

Uncle Grant’s eyes shot to him. A vein bulged in his tense neck. ‘Of course he didn’t! It’s all bullshit. Don’t let me hear you question him again,’ he glared at Thomas. ‘You hear me?’

‘You don’t need to get so pissed off.’ Thomas frowned and clicked his jaw. He rested his elbows on the table, bulging his muscles.

Uncle Grant closed his eyes and reset himself. ‘Sorry, mate. This is a lot.’ He rubbed at his beard. ‘Your dad is—’

‘You there?’ Jackson asked.

I shushed my uncle and brother then unmuted my phone. ‘Yes.’ I cleared my throat. ‘And listen, my dad is a pillar within society. He donates money to charity, he runs a company that employs tens of thousands of people, he has never upset or offended anyone, and—’

‘I’ll do it.’

‘—and he . . . sorry? You’ll do it?’

‘Yes.’

I looked up and mouthed, ‘Thank God.’ Thomas and Uncle Grant slapped each other on the back in celebration. ‘Okay good. Thank you.’

‘I’ll see him tomorrow morning.’

‘This can’t wait until tomorrow.’

‘You’re pushing it, Gwynne.’

‘I know, but I need you to get to him now. Tonight.’

Another pause.

‘Fine. I’ll wrap up here then head to him.’

‘I’ll send you the station’s details. Should I meet you there?’

‘The police won’t let you in. Let me handle this. I’ll get a team together and you’ll hear from us shortly.’

‘Thank you.’ I exhaled a sigh of relief.

‘Thanks,’ Thomas said into the phone.

Jackson hung up. Dad’s innocence was now in his hands.

‘Listen,’ I addressed my brother and Uncle Grant, ‘we need family more than ever right now so let’s stick together and present a united front.’ They both silently looked back at me. ‘Agreed?’

Thomas nodded. ‘Agreed.’

‘I’ll protect this family until the day I die.’ Uncle Grant thumped his chest. ‘Let’s keep this between us for now. Don’t. Tell. Anyone.’

The sky outside had dimmed and I felt completely exhausted as I sat down next to Mum. I took her hands in mine. She didn’t respond as I said, ‘We’ll get through this together.’

Evelyn, you joined us. ‘I tired.’ You laid your head on my lap, and I really felt the weight of my responsibility.

‘Is the lawyer going to bring Huey home?’ Mum looked at me with a watery glaze to her eyes.

‘Not today, Mum.’

‘Tomorrow?’ She rested her head on my shoulder and I kissed it.

‘Maybe.’
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Thomas and Uncle Grant comforted Mum in shifts while I cleaned the kitchen and erased all signs of the pleasant afternoon we had enjoyed hours earlier. I stacked Dad’s favourite mug in the dishwasher and relocated any clothes he had lying around to the laundry.

I tried to block out the constant repetition of Mum saying, ‘It’s a mistake.’ I get it. How could one of the happiest men on earth be a serial killer?

The phone rang and I sprinted to pick it up. ‘Hello?’

‘Gwynne, listen, I don’t have long.’ It was Dad.

‘Dad!’ I tried to keep the desperation out of my voice. ‘What’s going on?’

Mum pressed her ear to the other side of the phone.

He spoke fast. ‘They’ve given me one phone call. Tell your mum I’m fine. And organise a lawyer. The best money can buy, you hear me?’

‘He’s already on his way.’

‘This will all be okay. We’re Hoggs. Only death can bring us down, remember?’

‘You used to say only prison or death could bring us down.’

‘Yeah.’ He laughed nervously.

‘Dad, what have they said? Do you get to come home?’

‘Not right now, Gwynnie.’

‘Can I speak to him?’ Mum prised the phone from my hands. ‘Huey, darling.’ She wept. ‘Come home to me . . . What’s that? . . . Huey? Huey!’ Mum tossed the phone onto the kitchen counter. ‘That wasn’t long enough!’ she wailed. ‘Call them back. Call the police back and complain!’

‘It doesn’t work like that, Mum,’ Thomas said softly. He could see I needed a minute and took Mum from my arms.

The hours after Dad’s arrest felt long yet empty. Time dragged its heels and around 8 pm you started getting restless and irritable. You rubbed your drowsy eyes and moaned. It was past your bedtime. Thomas and Uncle Grant agreed to stay with Mum so I could take you home.

When we arrived back at our house, your father was waiting at the front door. He had flown back from a conference in Edinburgh. He rarely went away for work. Barefoot, he stepped onto the driveway and held me in his arms. Finally, someone was taking care of me.

He gently unbuckled you from your seat. You had fallen asleep in the car.

Mindlessly, I wandered upstairs. Into the bedroom. Got a towel. Shower on. I turned the temperature up. I let the water redden my body. I wanted to feel something so I could reconnect myself to reality.

I slumped down the tiles and onto the soapy floor. My toes covered and uncovered the drain, teasing the water. Go. Stop. Go. It felt like the only control I had over anything right then.

I thought about you, my sweet girl. You are too young to understand what is going on and so, in that moment, I decided I needed to write all this down. The internet has given people immortality and I know one day you may have questions about this. If this transpires to be anything more than a god-awful misunderstanding.

I sobbed and pressed my skull against the tiles behind my head. I lifted my chin and let the water drench my face. An all-consuming feeling of complete overwhelm hardened my body, like rigor mortis. And there, alone for the first time all day, I released a silent scream and curled my toes until they cramped.

What the hell am I supposed to do now?




TWO

Four years ago, your father and I went to Hawaii for our honeymoon. We wore purple leis and drank cocktails from coconuts. Every night the hotel held a limbo competition. One thing about us Hoggs is that we are fiercely competitive. On day one, I lost my footing and was out early. Day two, I made it further after practising by the pool all morning. By day six, I was flexing my body backward with ease. On day seven, I won. Your father wolf-whistled as I performed a victory hula dance, floating my hips from side to side to the sound of the steel drums. Naively happy.

Now a different limbo hangs over our heads. It has been three days since Dad was taken away. We have not seen or spoken to him since the afternoon of the arrest. The lawyers act as carrier pigeons, giving us short messages of his status. They say he is doing okay. Still accused of multiple murders.

Once I got the legal team in place, the first thing they did was arrange an injunction on Dad’s name. They argued that his mental health and safety were at risk. We have been warned the injunction will not last forever, but right now it is what we need to breathe knowing that this is just between us Hoggs. When the rest of the world finds out, I imagine it will feel like we are suffocating.

Each morning we gather at Willow Estate. Thomas has temporarily moved back into the house to be there for Mum.

I go over after I have dropped you off at nursery.

It is strange going to the nursery and seeing all the other parents like normal. Oblivious people who still care to ask how I am without knowing how messed up the answer truly is. I tell them I am ‘fine’ and that placates them for another day.

Uncle Grant still hasn’t shaved. He scratches his beard. Sometimes quite ferociously. It drives me insane. I want to pin him down and shave it off myself.

Your father joined us today.

‘As long as he’s the only non-Hogg you’ve told.’ Uncle Grant stood in his baby-blue tracksuit at the open back door smoking. He rolled a suspicious eye over your father. My uncle never warmed to him; says he’s a snob, which he isn’t.

‘And how did you think I would go about hiding something like this from my own husband?’ I slammed cupboards as I looked for the mug I like to drink coffee from. ‘Has no one emptied the dishwasher?’ I snapped in my brother’s direction then remembered I was supposed to be the one holding it together. ‘Sorry, I didn’t sleep last night.’

Uncle Grant tossed his cigarette and closed the door. ‘Sit,’ he instructed me before turning on the coffee machine and getting my pink mug from the dishwasher.

‘Toast, anyone?’ your father offered, rolling up his sleeves. He was nervous about coming to Willow Estate with me, unsure of his place, but I wanted him there as a circuit breaker. The house was starting to feel claustrophobic, but your father offered new ears to moan to and new shoulders to cry on.

‘What’s with you?’ I heard Thomas whisper to Uncle Grant as I sat down at the kitchen bench.

‘Nothing,’ my uncle grunted, ‘just the less people that know the better.’

‘He’s her husband, chill out.’ Thomas joined me at the island, leaving Uncle Grant behind the coffee machine and your father in the pantry making the toast no one asked for.

Thomas nudged me. ‘You okay?’

‘Just exhausted. Where’s Mum?’

‘Coming down soon. I don’t think she sleeps. The last couple of nights it’s sounded like she’s wrecking her bedroom. Pulling things out of cupboards, moving boxes.’

‘You didn’t go in to see what she was doing?’

‘I knocked but she told me to go back to bed. Like I was a kid again.’

‘You know she tidies when she’s anxious.’ I checked the time on my phone. Jackson was due to arrive any minute. ‘I’ll go hurry Mum up. Can you have a word with Grant? Tell him to lay off. There’s already enough tension around here.’
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Mum followed me to the front door when I went to let Jackson in. Uncle Grant and Thomas also emerged from the kitchen.

Jackson walked in, spick and span with his lint-rolled, tailored suit and neatly gelled dyed black hair. He had just finished tucking his aviator sunglasses into the inside pocket of his suit jacket when Mum clasped his hand. ‘How is he, Jackson? How is my Huey?’

‘Mrs Hogg, I assume?’ Jackson changed Mum’s grip into a handshake. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’ He turned to me and outstretched his hand, ‘You must be Gwynne?’

‘Yes. Thank you for helping us.’ His handshake was very firm. He was shorter than me, but gym honed. Perhaps mid-fifties but chasing his youth. ‘This is my brother, Thomas.’

‘Geez, you look just like him,’ Jackson pointed out, startled by the similarity.

‘Both so handsome,’ Mum dreamily interjected with a sad smile.

‘And this is Dad’s brother, Grant.’ I indicated my uncle who was looking Jackson up and down with narrow eyes.

‘You’re American,’ Uncle Grant stated the obvious as if that was something to be suspicious of. He mustn’t have noticed when we first heard his voice on the phone.

‘Californian.’ Jackson surveyed the hallway. ‘This way to the kitchen?’

‘You reckon you’re gonna be able to get him out of this?’ Uncle Grant asked. He walked closely next to Jackson, squeezing sideways beside him through the doorways.

‘I’ll try,’ Jackson replied confidently. ‘I’m one of the best in the game.’

Thomas nudged me and muttered, ‘You’d hope so for the price.’

‘You mind if I . . .?’ Jackson held the fridge handle.

‘Go ahead,’ I said.

Jackson pulled out the milk and filled one of the glasses I had laid out on the kitchen island. His overfamiliarity made me feel comfortable. If he didn’t think he could help us he would be more distant, formal even. That’s what I was telling myself.

After wiping the first sip of milk from his mouth, he clapped his hands together. ‘Let’s get started.’

Mum, Jackson and I sat at the bay window seat.

‘Grant, come sit down.’ I sharply tilted my head to gesture for Grant to join us, but he pointed down at his feet to indicate he wanted to stay put by the open kitchen door. He lit another cigarette and began smoking.

‘Mum is too cold with that open,’ Thomas said as he sat up on the kitchen island. ‘Hurry up.’

Uncle Grant sucked at his cigarette and I watched the flame eat up over half of it. He tossed it onto the patio and began closing the door, pulling it open again to exhale his smoke, and then closing it fully. He leant his back against the counter.

Your father hovered towards the back of the kitchen. It was like he didn’t think he had a right to a seat at the table because he was only a hyphenated Hogg. I didn’t change my name when we got married. My dad’s business is Hogg Transport and I started Agency Hogg before your father and I even got engaged. I felt like I was too Hogg to change.

‘First things first,’ Jackson began. He hesitated and checked a message on his phone before continuing. ‘Huey is okay. He is being held at Manchester Prison—’

‘Strangeways?’ Mum gasped in horror.

Jackson appeared puzzled.

‘That’s what the prison used to be called.’ Uncle Grant scratched his beard. Ugh, the sound. My ears tuned in so deeply to what he was doing I almost felt like I was one of his hair follicles. ‘Us locals have always known it as Strangeways,’ he continued. ‘That’s where they keep the worst of the worst.’

‘Fuck.’ Thomas intertwined his hands on the back of his head. He jumped down from the counter and began pacing the kitchen.

Jackson held up a hand to stop any of us from speaking. ‘Secondly, I just got a message saying—’

The intercom buzzed.

‘Who the fuck is that?’ Uncle Grant walked to the monitor on the wall. ‘The police.’ He turned nervously to face us. ‘They’re not here to arrest another one of us, are they?’

‘That’s what I was about to say.’ Jackson paused. ‘They’re here to search the house.’
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Detective Mourey led the team and advised we could be present during the search if we did not interfere.

Mum darted up to her bedroom before Thomas had even let the search team inside.

I stood at the bottom of the double staircase and watched gloved strangers carry out items from our family home in plastic evidence bags. Jackson kept a manifest of everything being removed.

About twenty minutes into the search, I heard Mum shout, ‘Help!’ from upstairs. I raced up the staircase into her and Dad’s room.

‘Mrs Hogg, we are going to have to ask you to step outside.’

It was easy to figure out what was going on. Mum was sitting atop a pile of Dad’s clothes, refusing to move. ‘Make me,’ she snarled through gritted teeth.

The search officers looked to me.

‘Mum. Out. Now.’ I gestured to the door, but Mum turned away from me, so I approached her. ‘Mum,’ I lowered my voice, ‘you’re making Dad look guilty by withholding items. We need to comply, and they’ll find out for themselves that Dad has nothing to hide.’

Mum thought about my words then offered me her hand. I pulled her to standing. ‘But those are Huey’s things.’

‘I know, Mum. You’ll get them back soon.’ As we exited the room hand in hand, I turned back to take in the surreal sight of police officers combing through the ordinary things that my dad has owned for years and treating them as if they were part of something sinister.

But those are just his work clothes. Just his reading glasses. Just his antiinflammatories for his back pain. Just Dad’s things.

Mum and I clung to your father on the jetty jutting out over the lake. Even in her padded olive-coloured coat, Mum still shivered in the bitey wind.

Uncle Grant was already outside when we came out. He was sitting on the swing under the willow tree, dragging his feet through the mud and muttering slurs about the police under his breath.

Thomas joined soon after. ‘I can’t watch anymore.’

‘What have they taken?’ Mum asked. Her cold breath fogged in front of her.

‘Nothing much. A few shoes and clothes. His laptop. Phone. They’re looking at the cars then I think they’ll be done.’

Ten minutes later, Jackson came bounding down from the house. ‘They’re gone,’ he announced.

‘We weren’t expecting that. Is that normal?’ I asked.

Jackson blew warm air onto his hands and bobbed his knees up and down. ‘There’s strong evidence to suggest your father’s involvement in five murders. This is going to be a big case that will likely end up at the Crown Court. A house search is standard for this kind of thing.’

The gravity of the situation hit us as we huddled together on the jetty, looking back at the ivy-covered house that we always felt so safe in.

Thomas tapped his teeth together. ‘So, he’s not coming home any time soon?’

Jackson tilted his head. ‘No, I’m afraid not.’

‘But he hasn’t done anything wrong,’ Mum insisted.

Jackson glossed over her words. ‘We have to hope the injunction stays in place for as long as possible. It’ll buy us some time before the media gets too involved. The injunction is the best thing for his safety right now.’

Mum panicked. ‘Why? Has something happened?’

‘No. But he is a well-known businessman, not to mention very wealthy.’ Jackson turned back and regarded the house. ‘The media attention for this case is already big without the added,’ he raised his fingers in air quotes, ‘glamour.’

‘But what’s Dad said about all this?’ Thomas asked.

‘He’ll put up a fight,’ Jackson answered.

‘Because he’s innocent,’ I said.

Uncle Grant launched off the swing and approached us. ‘Good lad. He’s always been a fighter and this is just another hurdle to overcome.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Right, so, when will the first hearing be?’

‘Weeks, months, hard to tell,’ Jackson replied. ‘If it is decided at the preliminary hearing that there is enough evidence to proceed, and then if Huey pleads not guilty, the trial will likely not be for a year or so.’

Mum gasped.

‘That’s normal, Mrs Hogg.’ Jackson rubbed his arms, still cold. ‘We need time to prepare our case and familiarise ourselves with the Crown’s evidence.’

The wind howled in my ear as I asked, ‘What evidence have they got so far?’

Jackson hesitated. ‘There’s a lot. Your father’s DNA has been linked to all five alleged victims.’

Thomas held his hands behind his head and walked further down the jetty.

‘And there’s something else.’ Jackson paused. ‘The victims’ tongues were cut out so there’s a particular malicious violence behind this case.’

I held my hand over my lips. An intense wave of nausea came over me. I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth and imagined if it wasn’t there. Dad could never do something like that. ‘All of them?’ I asked.

Jackson nodded.

‘Fuck!’ Uncle Grant kicked the toe of his boot into the ground. ‘I remember this being reported in the news. One of them was found in the city centre behind a pub.’

‘That’s right. Over three decades ago,’ Jackson confirmed.

Uncle Grant’s face went white.

Your father drew me in close to him. I gripped his arm.

‘What is it?’ Mum begged to know.

‘The tongues,’ Jackson began. ‘They were all found resting on the chest of each victim, above the heart. And they all had a letter carved into them.’

I held my breath. ‘What letter?’

‘H.’




THREE

Today is Dad’s one week arrest-iversary.

All we get from Jackson now are quick phone calls to check in. He tells us Dad is talking and cooperating, but not what about or what that means. He’s always in a hurry to get off the phone but ends each conversation with ‘don’t worry’. I try not to read into that too much, but it does give me hope that this can all be resolved and I’ll get my dad back soon.

You, my beautiful daughter, are the main thing getting me through. Your sweet smile, your uncontrollable giggles, the way you snuggle into me on the settee, the way you point at my wineglass and say ‘Mummy’s juice’ without judgement. Your father bites his tongue, but I can tell he wants to say something about how much I have been drinking this last week.

When I first started my company, Agency Hogg, I was a bullet racing towards its target. Nothing could veer me off the course to success. But now it has been an entire week since I have even opened an email. A swimwear launch and an influencer lunch do not seem so important right now. However, I am too sensible at heart to allow my entire life to fall apart, so today I went to the office hoping it would take my mind off everything.

‘Where on earth have you been?’ Laura, my assistant and office manager, said when I sat at my desk. She loves wearing clashing prints and today wore a leopard-print top against silky floral pants.

Laura was my first hire and now I would call her a friend. She helped paint the baby-pink feature wall and build the swivel desk chairs. Dad helped too.

Laura was the one who pushed me to do the gold accents. She painstakingly blots the bouclé armchairs whenever there is a spill, even though she told me time and time again not to buy furniture made from such impractical fabric.

Today, Laura’s auburn hair was askew and she had pink lippy on her teeth. ‘I thought you were dead. I rang and rang and rang, but did you pick up? No, you didn’t. All I get is one single text from your husband saying you wouldn’t be coming in. No context, no whys, nothing. And now you swan in here, healthy as a triathlete with your Jimmy Choos and your lovely brown curls and your pinstripe blazer and—’

‘Laura,’ I interrupted. ‘I’m sorry.’ I flicked through the increasingly more frantic Post-it notes attached to my desktop screen. ‘I had a family thing.’

‘Oh goodness!’ Laura spun around and beelined to the kitchenette where she put the kettle on. I heard the clink of the biscuit tin. ‘Nothing too serious, I hope?’ she called out.

‘No,’ I lied.

Some of the Post-its on my desk made no sense at all.

‘Sorry for being such a stress head.’ Laura raised her voice above the gurgling kettle. ‘We have been fine . . . a few hiccups.’ More than a few by the looks of my inbox. ‘But the team has been proactive and working late most nights to keep the lights on.’

Laura returned with tea in pink mugs. She nudged a saucer of shortbread towards me.

‘Laura, this one from Winnie Speller.’ I prodded a subject line on my screen. ‘Did you get the samples sent out?’

‘Yes, yes, all done.’ Laura nodded. ‘And you can ignore most of these,’ she ripped the rest of the Post-its off my screen. ‘All fixed now.’

‘Have you had Legal reach out to this influencer? She was supposed to do fifteen posts in exchange for that trip to Mauritius and so far she’s done none.’

‘They are on to it and she should be posting today.’

I reclined in my chair. Laura and the team had survived just fine in my unexpected absence.

‘Now, my petal.’ Laura is older than me and loves a pet name. Three weeks ago I was her cherub. She rolled her chair close to mine and sat down with her hands tucked under her thighs. ‘What happened? I’ve been so worried. Since we first met I don’t think we’ve ever gone more than twenty-four hours without talking.’

She was right. Laura is perfect for this job because she tolerates my non-stop barrage of after-hours and weekend emails. She is the reason I try to hire single women; they have more time on their hands and they need to work harder to support themselves. There is a lot of girl power in my office, from the statue of a pig in a ballerina’s tutu in the reception area to the beautiful women who man the desks.

Agency Hogg specialises in public relations for female-skewed fashion, beauty and health and wellness brands. We champion women-owned companies and work with charities to raise awareness for breast cancer, endometriosis, cervical smear testing and support after pregnancy loss or stillbirth.

‘Just something with my dad.’ I shot Laura a fantastic I’m fine smile. ‘But I’m back now. Can you give me the top three things I missed while I was away?’

‘I have them here on a piece of paper.’ She ran a lilac fingernail down her list. ‘Winnie Speller increased her spend. She wants our help to get into the big high-street chains.’

‘At last, she finally realises where the money is. Great, easy. What else?’

‘We won a new client.’ My eyes widened. ‘All Bod Activewear.’

‘What?!’ I clutched the sides of my chair and leant forward. I excitedly grabbed Laura’s knees. ‘I have been working on them for almost a year. I had to steal them from Figaro PR. This is amazing. Surely, nothing tops that?’

‘Well, this one might.’ Laura coyly smiled. ‘Now, don’t be mad, but a few months ago I entered you in a little something for Twice Magazine and . . . you have been shortlisted as a finalist for Twice’s Top Woman in Business Award. The event isn’t until September next year, but that gives us plenty of time to make sure you win.’

Only the most prestigious award for female entrepreneurs in the UK. ‘Are you serious?’ My heart began racing with elation. Laura beamed back at me.

I imagined the event, the dress, the hair, your father on my arm, the applause, my acceptance speech and then . . . my dad.

Pop.

Bubble burst. I swallowed hard and quickly looked away from Laura.

‘Something wrong?’ Laura clocked my shift in mood.

‘No, nothing.’ I feigned a smile. ‘Thank you for manning the ship while I was gone. I really appreciate you.’

‘Glad to have you back, Hogg.’ Laura glided over to her desk on the wheels of her chair. She began enthusiastically typing.

It was nice being in the office. Acting normal.

As the rest of the twelve full-time staff made their way in that day, their chatter drowned out the thoughts in my head. A welcome break, until Laura, procrastinating before lunch, was clicking through the tabloids.

‘Did you see on the news last week that they caught that killer, the one who cut out tongues?’ Laura asked the office. She scrolled through the news site on her computer.

Sweat began to moisten my underarms.

‘No updates on his identity yet.’

‘Imagine being such a psychopath that you chop someone’s tongue off after killing them.’ One of my senior account managers accompanied their statement with a vomit sound effect.

‘It says here that he first killed thirty-five years ago. That’s a long time to get away with it,’ Laura tutted. ‘The police can be lousy sometimes. My mum told me she went to school with one of the men that was killed. Nice fella, apparently. Hopefully this psycho is locked up for the rest of his life.’

Heat rushed through my body. Ever since I was a little girl, my cheeks have had this habit of turning beacon rouge in the worst moments. It was time to leave. I got up and hastily grabbed my things.

Laura frowned. ‘Are you going?’

‘I’m suddenly—’ I turned my face away from Laura so she wouldn’t see how red I was, ‘not feeling well. Call me if you need me.’

I sat in my car outside the office for at least twenty minutes trying to calm myself down. I knew the story of a serial killer getting caught was out there in the media but hearing normal people in my life talk about it, hearing for myself that there were conversations about him outside the walls of Willow Estate, well and truly rattled me.

I needed to disconnect, and I knew exactly how to do it.
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Wine realigned my emotions. After three glasses I was able to numb the part of my brain trapped in fight or flight mode.

Instead of working I spent the afternoon lazily sprawled on the settee. I barely moved until you and your father arrived home.

You immediately jumped on top of me. ‘I missed you, Mummy.’ You sweetly kissed me on the cheek. Thank goodness you do not know your days of the week yet as it was a Tuesday, normally a mummy–daughter day.

‘Are you sure you want to go tonight?’ your father asked me. I noticed he had squeezed in a trip to the barber. I didn’t comment on the fresh lines etched into his dark brown hair. It seemed silly to even take note of such minor things.

I had completely forgotten about tonight’s commitment until he mentioned it.

‘I need some sort of normality back in my life,’ I replied. In all honesty, I needed to get out of the house. ‘You can unpack some more boxes while I’m gone.’

The last few moving boxes remained stacked in the hallway. Two weeks ago we were standing out the front, posing with a shiny gold key and bottle of champagne next to a SOLD sign.

For years, I have driven past this two-storey brick house and manifested owning it. With its wrought-iron gates and paved driveway, it’s like a mini version of Willow Estate. My dream home in this now nightmarish life.

After I was showered and dressed, I put on my coat and kissed you and then your father on the lips. Your father gave me a look as if I should be wrapped up in cotton wool in clear sight of him. I feigned an I’m okay smile and said, ‘I won’t be late.’

I was looking forward to the meeting with the nursery’s parents’ committee. Your nursery is part of the much larger, prestigious all-girls school that I attended once my dad could afford to send me. A stint on the nursery committee would solidify my place on the prep and then high school committees where I could have a say in important things.

We met for drinks at Waldo’s Wine Room, a dimly lit, moody bar with mahogany furniture and a red curtain on a gold rail pulled across the lower half of the windows. I was first to arrive and chose a seat that would have my back to the rest of the room. Even though Dad’s identity was still a secret, I craved anonymity.

Mary Hollandford was the next to arrive, wearing a bright pink pants suit. I didn’t know her that well, she wasn’t alumni like me, but she was head of the committee and very influential within the school as the wife of an important benefactor. When the other two—Frankie Braithwaite and my client and fellow parent Winnie Speller—arrived, Mary clapped her hands together. ‘This year’s gala is going to be divine.’ She overpronounced ‘divine’ like she was gagging on the elongated vine.

Frankie tried to hold back her amusement. I hid my mouth behind my wineglass. Winnie’s face soured, but that could mean anything; she was hard to read. She’d been my client for three years and I still couldn’t predict her moods.

‘Gwynne, darling.’ Mary specifically requested my attention as she passed around printed handouts of a schedule. ‘Since you are well versed in the world of philanthropy, I think it would be nice for you to host the gala. You are such a wonderful public speaker.’

Since starting Agency Hogg, I had been actively involved in various charities. My company hosted a summer Tits & Tatts event in which we raised money for breast cancer research and had a tattoo removalist on site to remove radiation markers free of charge. Everything was pink themed and utterly fabulous. Then there was the annual Hogg Transport Christmas toy giveaway where Dad dressed as Santa and handed out presents to sick kids at the north of England’s busiest hospitals. I always attended in sparkly tinsel earrings and a red dress. I’m not sure what will happen with that this year.

‘I’d be honoured,’ I replied, feigning confidence. This year’s chosen charity is raising money for victims of domestic violence. I am now no longer the poster child for a non-violent household, but, fingers crossed, the injunction will stay in place until after the event.

‘And, Frankie . . .’ Mary looked over at Frankie who was dressed in baggy jeans and a designer jumper. Like me, Frankie was not born into money. ‘I don’t really have a role for you at the event, but I presume you will be happy just mingling.’

Frankie has recently been ostracised from nursery society because she had an affair. The only reason she is still on the committee is because she donated an event space that she and her future ex-husband own for the annual charity gala.

‘Sure.’ Frankie knocked back the rest of her whisky and Coke and gestured to the waiter for another. ‘Want one?’ she mouthed to me. I nodded.

‘Now, page three, seating plans,’ Mary said. ‘I currently have Sarah Bash on table two, but her husband’s business just went into liquidation.’ Frankie smirked and raised her eyebrows at me. She knew first-hand what happened to a woman who didn’t fit the mould anymore. ‘So, I suggest we bump them to table twelve. I mean,’ Mary said, then began laughing, ‘it’s not like they will be giving a generous donation any time soon. And Gwynne, I have seated you and that divine husband of yours on table one and have reserved two seats for your parents. I’ve heard your father was once one of the school’s most generous donors. Do you think he would be interested in attending this year’s event now that his granddaughter is enrolled?’

I sucked too much air up my nose and my breath sounded shuddery. I cleared my throat and took a big glug of whisky. What do I say? I couldn’t tell them the truth. Should I lie? What a fool I would look when it was finally revealed that not only can Huey Hogg not attend the gala, but that he is in prison.

‘Of course,’ I said. Frankie clocked my nervousness so I avoided her eyes.

‘You can say whatever you want as host,’ Mary continued, ‘but keep pushing those donations. The mothers over at the boys school raised forty-five thousand pounds at their gala last week, and I want to beat those bitches.’

‘Perhaps we could auction off some of my skincare,’ Winnie offered. ‘We could put some Christmas gift collections together. It would be great publicity, right, Gee?’

Winnie often called me Gee. Since her company Magic Skin was my most successful account, I allowed it even though I loathed the nickname.

‘It will be, yes,’ I replied. I felt like I was digging a bigger and bigger hole for myself. But this was exactly how I would be behaving if life was continuing like usual, so why should I deprive myself of these last moments of normality?

Another whisky appeared in front of me. Frankie winked. I have never been a whisky drinker, but they were going down easy.

‘Fabulous!’ Mary clapped. ‘This will be one of the best galas the school has seen. Does anyone have anything else they would like to mention? We only have five weeks until the big day.’ She grinned.

My father is a serial killer, my brain considered blurting out. They probably wouldn’t have believed me.

‘Oh, Gwynne.’ Mary was staring at me. ‘I forgot to let you know, we will be attending Evelyn’s birthday party at Willow Estate. I’m looking forward to it. I’ve heard your parents have a beautiful property.’

I nodded meekly, trying to imagine everyone arriving at my parents’ house right now.

Mary and Winnie went home. I stayed back with Frankie because I knew she wanted to ask me what was going on and part of me wanted to talk to someone who was not a Hogg, or husband of a Hogg, or lawyer of a Hogg. But I knew I had to be vague.

‘What the fuck is going on with you?’ Frankie asked. ‘You didn’t challenge Mary on one thing, not even when she suggested spring rolls as an entrée. I know how much you despise beige foods.’

More drinks arrived.

I rested my elbow on the table and slumped my cheek onto my fist. ‘And I agreed to host, why did I do that?’ I looked to the heavens as if they had the answer.

‘To be fair, you are the best woman for the job.’

‘I’m not myself though, Frank.’ I paused. How much should I say? ‘Something bad has happened.’

‘It’s not fucking cancer, is it? That bastard gets everyone nowadays, I swear. It’s the toxins in our food and—’

‘It’s not cancer,’ I mumbled. Should I just say it? ‘It’s . . . my dad.’

‘Don’t tell me something has happened to old Huey. The world would be a much more boring place without him in it.’

‘You’re not wrong there.’ I swirled my straw around my glass and admired the whirlpool I managed to create. If only I could shrink myself and jump right in. I drained my glass and suddenly felt the alcohol hit me.

‘What is it?’

‘He did something bad.’

‘Did he have an affair? Because it’s not always as black and white as people think.’

‘No.’ I gently shook my glass and tuned in to the ice rattling at the bottom.

Frankie tried again. ‘Did he lose all his money?’

I shook my head.

‘Did he do something to one of his employees?’

I shook my head again.

‘Did he . . .’ she laughed at the ridiculousness of her next suggestion, ‘kill someone?’

I looked up at her. My face was serious. Her eyebrows knitted together as she searched for the comedy in my expression. ‘Oh.’ She paused. ‘Fuck.’

Two more drinks arrived at the table, but I panicked. What was I doing? I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, that’s what us Hoggs agreed. I stood up so quickly that my chair tipped onto the floor. I reached down to grab it but knocked heads with the waitress who was trying to help. I staggered backward into the table.

‘Gwynne.’ Frankie stood. ‘Are you okay?’

‘No. Not really.’ I threw some money on the table. ‘Sorry, Frank. I have to go.’ I ran out into the street clutching the emerging bump on my head.

There are many things I excel at. Drink-driving is not one of them.

In the dark, the blurry traffic lights looked like exploding fireworks. The more I squinted, the more the light pooled in the blackness. The green was my favourite. Someone beeped their horn. It was my turn to drive. The steering wheel went left like my hands asked it to. Thump. I once hit that corner sober, so it was no surprise I hit it drunk.

When I got home I closed the front door ever so quietly. Kicked off my high heels and left them where they landed. Tiptoed up the stairs. I stopped outside your room. From the hallway I could hear your snores. Just like your father. I poked my head in. Your rabbit nightlight glowed on the purple hot air balloon decals I had stuck to your wall. You lay on your front with your bum in the air and Bunny smushed under your cheek. So perfect.

I opened the main bedroom door so quietly. Shh. Tiny steps. Be light as a feather.

Then I tripped over my dangling handbag and landed on the floor. The lamp switched on and your father sprang up in bed. He told me to be quiet, that you had already woken up twice. You never sleep well when I’m not there to read you a bedtime story. I put my finger to my lip and drunkenly shushed myself.

‘Did you drive home?’ your father asked, disapprovingly.

I wafted my hand at him. ‘No.’

He went to the window and looked out at the poorly parked car on the driveway. He put his hands on his hips. I coyly sucked my cheeks in. ‘Gwynne, I know you’re going through a lot with your dad, but please don’t forget who you are. The Gwynne I married would never drink-drive. What about Evelyn? Imagine if something happened to you and she had to grow up without her mother.’

I chattered my hand and rolled my eyes. ‘Okay, okay.’ I swayed into the bathroom.

It wasn’t that I didn’t agree with everything your father was saying, I just didn’t want to hear it. It wasn’t as if I would be like this forever.




FOUR

It’s been two weeks since Dad’s arrest. None of us have been allowed to see him yet.

A darkness cloaks Willow Estate. No one quite knows what to say to one another. An uncomfortable tension has been gradually tightening like a noose around the house.

Over the last week, I have played the role of peacekeeper, therapist and servant as I focus on what everyone else needs while suppressing my own feelings. I manoeuvre my family around the house like chess pieces in an attempt to avoid two clashing states of being from spending too long in the same room.

Uncle Grant is angry and frustrated. He chain smokes by the open kitchen door and goes on about getting revenge on whoever framed Dad. This pisses Thomas off. As more time passes, he is starting to question Dad’s innocence. The two of them squabble about it all, which makes my fragile mum cry.

‘Enough!’ I shouted yesterday when it all became too much.

‘I’m sick of hearing him complain,’ Thomas moaned, referring to Uncle Grant.

‘You don’t have to be in here then.’ I pointed towards the back door. ‘Go outside, cool off.’

Uncle Grant pressed his back against the door and lifted his cigarette above his head to let Thomas past. Thomas stormed down towards the lake, kicking an empty bucket on his way.

‘He’s doing my head in,’ Uncle Grant took a deep drag of his cigarette.

‘And you’re both doing mine. You’re provoking him. Going on about Dad being framed when he doesn’t even have any enemies. It doesn’t make sense to him and now he’s losing faith in Dad’s innocence.’

‘Are you?’ He spoke through a croaky exhale.

‘Never.’ I glanced over at Mum who was mindlessly dipping her teabag in her cup. I addressed my uncle again, ‘I need you to get a grip of your emotions, though. You’re giving me a migraine.’

Now we exist in silence interluded by offers of cups of tea.

When I saw Jackson’s name appear on my phone screen today, I had a gut feeling it was going to be bad news. Mum was staring vacantly at the red light on the television. She didn’t notice when I stood up and took the phone into the garden.

Dad bought Willow Estate when I was ten, when the money from his company started flooding in. Before we moved out to the countryside, we lived in a humble two-up, two-down near Manchester’s Curry Mile. Simpler times.

I walked towards the willow tree. Dad and I used to lie on a picnic blanket under the canopy and talk about all the things I could be when I grew up. A ballerina. A Hollywood actress. Briefly, a zoologist. Dad would say, ‘You are capable of being anything you want to be. But the most important thing is to be happy.’

‘And what makes you happy?’ I would always ask Dad because I liked the answer.

‘You do,’ he would say before kissing the end of my nose.

Today, I sat on the wooden bench at the base of the tree and rested my back against the thick trunk. Jackson waited patiently on the other end of the phone. ‘I’m ready,’ I finally said.

‘The judge has lifted the injunction.’ My heart sank. ‘He said it was a slap in the face to the victims’ families to keep your dad’s identity a secret. The press will be alerted just before six pm so I suspect he will be all over the evening news.’

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I tilted my head forward then slammed it against the tree. Pain. I removed some bark from the back of my hair and rubbed the sore spot. No blood, at least.

‘Gwynne?’ Jackson prompted me.

‘I heard. What can we do? Anything?’

‘Look, a media storm is coming. Since the press can’t get to your dad, they are likely going to come after you, your mum and brother. They might even set up outside your houses. Do not—’ his voice was firm, ‘—talk to them.’

‘But Dad is going to plead not guilty, isn’t he? He’s innocent.’

‘Gwynne,’ Jackson paused. ‘Your dad is permitted one visitation and he has requested to see you. He said not to tell your mother. Can you get to the prison?’

‘When?’ I pressed my hand onto the tree trunk to help me stand up. I dusted flecks of dirt off my bottom.

‘In an hour.’

My hands were shaking when I hung up the phone.

As I walked back towards the house, I could see Mum watching me from the kitchen window. She scurried over as soon as I put my hand on the door handle. ‘Was that Jackson? Did he have news?’

‘Um, no. It was the office.’ I wanted to talk to Dad before I told Mum about the injunction being lifted. We had eight hours until the six o’clock news; there was no point letting Mum wallow in stress for all that time. ‘I’m heading out for a bit.’

‘Okay, darling. Thomas will be back from the supermarket soon. Before you go, I wanted to show you this calendar.’ Mum folded over the pages of an old 1995 calendar with kittens dressed in medieval costumes on the front.

‘You see this, love?’ Mum bounced her finger from dated box to box. ‘This is only March 1995 but see how I’ve written something down for every day. I hid all the other years behind a cupboard upstairs. Lucky the police didn’t check there when they searched the house. We have to find out what days these supposed incidents were so I can show these as Huey’s alibis.’

Mum nodded optimistically to herself. She flicked through the calendar and I saw how each box had something written in it. Even if they just stayed home that day, she had written, stayed home with Huey.

Most people use calendars to plan ahead, but your grandmother used hers to document what had happened. Such a sentimental old goose.

‘We will have to look at them later.’ I dashed out the front door.

Thomas was on the other side of the fountain when I reached the driveway. He had at least three supermarket shopping bags hanging off each arm and a pack of toilet roll propped under his armpit. ‘Where you off to?’

‘Don’t tell Mum, but I’ve got a visit with Dad.’

He frowned. ‘Can I come?’

‘Jackson said it’s just me allowed. I’ve got to run.’ I pointed at Thomas with my car key. ‘I’ll call you on my way home.’
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Manchester Prison is bleak. A turreted brick building towers above tall brown walls with tiny, barred windows and long-necked white security cameras. The prison goes on and on. Perhaps I was naive for not realising how many bad men there are out there. It’s something I’ve never wanted to think about.

I parked my Range Rover close to the entrance. It was already drizzling, which made a gloomy day feel all the more depressing.

There were signs leading to the visitors’ centre. Two rows of black chairs screwed into the ground. People milling around. I joined a queue waiting to pass through a security scanner. Everyone else was in hoodies and tracksuit pants but in my haste to leave the house, I didn’t even think to change into something less formal than the ruffly Isabel Marant lilac blouse and tailored white trousers I was going to wear to the office. Thankfully, everyone was too preoccupied with their own problems to take notice of me.

My heart thumped so hard in my chest I could hear it inside my ears. I thought about the murderers, the rapists, the child abusers with whom I was about to share a room. And then I thought of my dad. My loving, funny, intelligent dad. There was just no way he could be a serial killer.

A gloved woman who did not look like she wanted to be there gestured for me to walk through the scanner. I beeped. She roughly patted me down but all I had was my phone and car keys. She gruffly said, ‘All clear,’ and turned to the next person.

‘Um,’ I peered around for signage, ‘where do I go?’

She barely looked at me. ‘First time?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s funny how quickly people get used to coming here,’ she said through a sigh. ‘Down that hall. You’ll have to sign in and put your stuff in a locker. Have your ID ready.’

As I waited to sign in, I thought about what she said. It’s funny how quickly people get used to coming here. When the abnormal suddenly becomes the normal. Never in my life did I think I would walk into a prison. But now, if I have to come again, I understand how it works, where to go, how to dress. As with many things you do over and over in life, it will become easier, even if the first time is incredibly difficult.

The visitation hall was bigger than I was expecting. I had pictured glass screens with a telephone on either side, but this was a free-range coop for baddies. Rows of tables crammed in between echoey walls. It reminded me of a school exam hall. I used to get so nervous before exams that I would throw up. The perfectionist in me put so much pressure on myself even though Dad always said my best, plus a little extra oomph, was good enough.

The nervous and excited chatter from other visitors bounced off the concrete. It was hellishly noisy.

I chose a table in the back corner of the room. The lights were bright and harsh. I rested my elbows on the table and covered my ears with my hands. I watched the ticking arms of the clock on the wall.

Inmates started pouring in. They kissed their wives, hugged their children, shook hands with their fathers and asked their mothers not to cry. I was surprised how relaxed people seemed given so many of those men would spend years, decades—forever even—behind bars. And I was shocked to see the casual attire—Ralph Lauren polos, designer t-shirts and expensive trainers—that some of the men were wearing. Others wore plain tracksuits. Some of the prisoners larked around with one another, shouting, ‘This is my missus,’ or, ‘That’s the bastard I share a cell with,’ followed by howls of laughter. I found myself thinking about each of the individuals sardined in that room. How bad are you?

And then my dad appeared.

He craned his neck searching for me. I stood and waved. He kept a smile on his face the entire time he approached me. Swap our backdrop for an airport arrivals gate, a train station, a park, the moment he first saw me on my wedding day and we would look like a regular father and his daughter, so pleased to see each other. But we were in a prison.

‘Gwynne.’ Dad embraced me so tightly I started to lose my balance. He stepped backward and held my cheeks in his hands. I was shocked to see his eyes were teary. ‘I’m so glad you came.’ He pulled out my chair and pushed it back in as I took a seat. He looked like Dad, sounded like Dad, smiled like Dad, but still seemed like a stranger. ‘How have you been?’ He sat down opposite me and patted his eyes dry with the cuff of his grey sweatshirt. ‘Mum okay? Thomas?’ He grabbed my hands and sniffled back tears as he spoke.

‘Dad.’ I looked into his eyes. Before now, Dad being in prison was just a concept, but suddenly it felt very real. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Gwynne, do you know why I asked to see you and not your mother or Thomas?’

I shrugged. A tear rolled down my cheek.

‘Because you are just like me. You’re strong.’

I closed my eyes and shook my head.

‘You are Gwynne.’ Dad gave my hands a rattle. ‘You are. You are the strongest woman I know. The Hoggs need you right now.’

I looked around at the other families and couples in the room. How did they find the strength to come here every week? ‘Dad, this is too much. Why are they saying you did this?’

Dad sunk his teeth into his bottom lip. The way he looked at me. If it was a mistake, that would have been the first thing he said. I let go of his hands.

‘Listen, Gwynne,’ Dad started.

I clutched my chest, my thumping heart on the verge of explosion.

Dad tightened his fists, ‘I desperately need you to be strong right now. Can you do that for me?’

No, I can’t, I was thinking. But instead, I said, ‘Yes.’ I took three deep breaths and sat up straight. The room was booming with noise, but I managed to block it all out. Just me and Dad.

‘Part of me believed I had managed to get away with it. This all happened so long ago.’ Dad’s expression sagged. ‘When you were younger I . . . had issues . . . with rage. My dad was the same. I let people get to me.’

I leant in, shocked, I whispered, ‘So you killed them?’

Dad nodded.

My stomach dropped as the blast of his admission hit me. My mind felt completely off balance as the image I’d always had of my father was shattered. I closed my eyes and shook my head slowly in disbelief. ‘Wha—? Wha—?’

‘I know you’re shocked, but I need you to hear this, Gwynne. Please, look at me.’ I did. ‘Five people, Gwynne.’ He stared at me intensely, full of shame. ‘And then I got help. I’m not that man anymore. But I did do it, Gwynne.’

‘No.’ I couldn’t accept it. There was a pause as I recalled memories from my happy childhood and tried to find some sense in it all. ‘You’ve never even told me off before. Never raised your voice, and now,’ I lowered my volume, ‘you’re telling me you’re a . . .’ I hesitated, sickened by the words on the tip of my tongue, ‘a serial killer?’

He nodded, unable to look at me this time. He fidgeted with the cuffs of his sweatshirt, pulling them over his hands and folding them back.

‘How old was I when you stopped?’

Dad leant back in his plastic chair and puffed out his cheeks. ‘I did four before you were five, then when the business started getting big, I vowed to stop, get help, focus on giving you a happy home, but I slipped up one more time when you were twenty. Louis, his name was. The last one. I’m ready to take the fall.’

‘Dad . . .’ I felt sick. I put my hand over my mouth. Fifteen years ago. We were a happy family back then. Dad had made his fortune, we lived at Willow Estate, had friends, went on holidays. ‘I can’t listen to thi—’

‘You have to, Gwynne.’ Dad swifty leant forward and gripped my hands tightly. ‘You have to listen. I need you to take care of your mother. She won’t cope. You have to help her through this. I never wanted to get caught, I never thought I would, but now that I have, I need you to step up. Don’t let this knock you off your path. You are so brilliant.’ He was crying. ‘You are a wonderful mother, your business is going to take you to the stars, you have to live life and be happy. You hear me?’

A loud buzz signalled the end of the visit. Other prisoners and their families started to say their goodbyes, but I needed more time.

Dad stood up. He took me in his arms. Despite what he had told me, I still wanted him to comfort me like he always did. ‘What do I tell Mum?’

‘Tell her I’m sorry and I will see her soon. And Gwynne,’ Dad placed a hand on each of my shoulders and said, ‘I need you to remember something very important.’ He locked eyes with me. ‘Us Hoggs, we have a rage inside us. My dad had it, Thomas has it at times. I need you to not let it get the better of you. This will be a difficult time. Don’t lose yourself in the chaos.’






INTERVIEW RECORDING:

JACKSON MACK AND HUEY HOGG

TUESDAY, 1 OCTOBER 2024

Jackson Mack: Mr Hogg, nice to meet you. My name is Jackson Mack. Your daughter, Gwynne, has appointed me as your lawyer. I came straight here after she called.

Huey Hogg: Gwynnie sent in the cavalry I see.

Jackson Mack: I’m from California, Mr Hogg. I’ve disassociated from the rest of America. If you could hold the jokes.

Huey Hogg: We went to Los Angeles once. Me and my wife were at a restaurant and someone came over asking me for a photograph. Turns out they thought I was George Clooney. Not that I see the resemblance. Everyone thinks everyone is a celebrity over there. Celebrity until proven otherwise.

Jackson Mack: Now you say it, you do look a little like him. Right, just so you know, I am recording our conversations for my own personal files so I can keep track of what you have told me. Later on, if I need to build a case, we can refer to the recorded files. Once my business with you is complete, these will be destroyed. Everything you say in this room is strictly between you and me. Do you understand, Mr Hogg?

Huey Hogg: I do.

Jackson Mack: They used to let us smoke in rooms like these but there are so many rules to follow now. It’s a damn shame.

Huey Hogg: How was Gwynne when you spoke to her?

Jackson Mack: That’s a strong girl you’ve got there.

Huey Hogg: She’s always been tough. I raised her that way. When she was a little girl I told her once, just once, to always question and challenge everything she didn’t think was right. I thought nothing of it. Then one day I asked her to tidy her bedroom and she refused. When I asked why, she said, ‘Daddy, you told me to challenge everything. And so, I am challenging this.’ She was four.

Jackson Mack: That might explain why when I said I would visit you first thing in the morning she told me to get myself to the prison now. At . . . what time is it? Nine pm on a Tuesday night.

Huey Hogg: I appreciate it. I reckon I’m in quite the mess.

Jackson Mack: Messy cases are my speciality. So, you’ve been arrested today because . . . let’s see . . . five murders. Alright. Gwynne said ‘murder’ on the phone. Singular.

Huey Hogg: Is it going to be an issue?

Jackson Mack: Not at all. I’ve handled murders, plural, before. Just wasn’t expecting such a meaty case to come through. I have a feeling we’re in for a long night. Shall I get us some coffee? These places always do foul coffee, but beggars can’t be choosers, right?

Huey Hogg: I’ll take mine black, thank you.

Silence.

Jackson Mack: Here is your coffee, Mr Hogg.

Huey Hogg: Thank you. And please, call me Huey. You may as well. We are about to get very well acquainted.

Jackson Mack: Alrighty, Huey. Now it is my job to believe whatever you say. But did you do it?

Huey Hogg: I did.

Jackson Mack: In that case, the first murder you’re accused of was thirty-five years ago. Jessica Wilding, 22 January 1989. What can you tell me about that?

Huey Hogg: Thirty-five years I’ve kept all of this to myself. Talking about it now feels so unnatural.

Twenty-second January 1989 was the day my Gwynnie was born. The best day of my life. The day I became someone else entirely: a father and a murderer. My wife was in labour for three days. I was a bag of nerves. I always wanted kids, but I worried about what sort of dad I would be. My own dad was a piece of shit. The lowest of the low. My mum wanted to show affection, but Dad had walloped any warmth out of her by the time I was a toddler. He gradually broke her down until she was a ghost that floated around our home, completely numb to our situation. We existed by walking on eggshells in a house as tight as a coffin, with this ever-looming monster watching our every move.

As a child, I lugged around this burden of unshakeable fear. I knew how I was growing up wasn’t right. I’d ask myself, Why me? Why was I born into this family and not the one across the street that laughs and eats meals at the same table? Or even the one down the road where the dad died in a car accident but that seemed to bring them closer together? I’d get through the days by telling myself I wouldn’t be a kid forever and that one day I’d have my own house and it wouldn’t be a scary place. All that is why, when I first held Gwynne in my arms, I made her a promise. I promised to always protect her, no matter what. I loved her so much the instant I saw her, with her big green eyes and light brown hair and button nose and pink lips. She did these cute sneezes. I’ll never forget them. Every time she sneezed my heart grew. And she was so tiny. Her bum fit in the palm of my hand. As a father, how could you hold something so precious and even consider hurting it? Thoughts of my own dad intruded my mind. Thoughts of how evil he must have been to cause pain to something so innocent.

A few hours after Gwynne was born, the midwives took her away so my wife could rest. She was absolutely exhausted. She didn’t want to be separated from Gwynne, but I kissed her on the forehead and told her I would make sure our daughter was back when she woke up. My wife was asleep almost as soon as she was wheeled into the recovery room.

Now, this is a bit cheeky, but the nurses told me they had given my wife some sleeping pills and I’d have at least five or six hours before she woke up. I knew the hospital well; I had visited emergency twice with broken fingers from building site injuries and once when my brother, Grant, dislocated his shoulder playing football. Every time we went straight from the ward to this pub round the corner, The Hopper and Dog. I had a bit of cash in my pocket and I headed in for a few celebratory drinks.

There was no one else in; it was a quiet Sunday night. The barmaid greeted me warmly. She poured me a pint of Guinness and I told her all about how perfect my new little girl was. She seemed interested at first. She had these brown eyes and black hair in a messy bun. Piercings running down both ears and a Rolling Stones t-shirt. After about four pints I started feeling a bit woozy. She seemed like she was getting pissy with me. Rolling her eyes when I spoke. Normally four pints doesn’t touch the sides, but it had been three days since my last proper kip and I’d barely eaten. When I went to order a fifth, she refused. Cut me off. Told me to get back to my wife.

I remember scoffing at her. I’m not good with people telling me what to do, even though it wasn’t the worst idea. I got up to use the men’s room before leaving. I staggered as I walked, knocked over a couple of bar stools, no damage was done.

I heard the barmaid mutter to herself, ‘Jesus Christ.’

That stopped me in my tracks. I slowly turned around to look at her. Slurring, I asked, ‘What did you just say?’

She looked me up and down like I was scum. She laughed. ‘You’re only a few hours in and you’re already a shit dad.’

Shit dad.

If there’s anything I didn’t plan on being in this life, it was a shit dad. I grew up with a shit dad. And hours earlier I’d promised my daughter that I’d never let her down. To have this stranger label me like that was beyond insulting. And then she started laughing when she noticed I’d taken offence. When I tell you I saw red, I mean, I was filled with absolute fury. But I hid it. I took myself to the men’s room to calm down.

Jackson Mack: But that didn’t work, did it?

Huey Hogg: Not in the slightest. It was when I got into the toilets that I really started seething. I leant against the wall and thought about those words over and over again. Shit dad. I remember not being able to look at myself in the mirror because I knew I was boiling over with the same rage my own dad had. I didn’t want to see my reflection and see him, see what I was becoming. I got myself so wound up. I thought about punching the mirror, breaking the stalls off their hinges, slamming my foot on the pipes. But I knew none of that would satisfy my rage. It had to be taken out on her.

Jackson Mack: So, you went back and killed her? You couldn’t stop yourself?

Huey Hogg: Nothing was going to stop me. I’d spent nine months thinking about how I was going to be the best dad, to right the wrongs of my childhood. So for this stranger to tell me I was a shit dad, it really hit a nerve. I went from the highest high to the lowest low. On my way back from the bathroom I snuck into the empty kitchen and took a steak knife from the side. It was almost like I was on autopilot. It looked like she was starting to close up, so I left the pub but waited for her down a side alley. Not once did I question what I was doing. I killed her in an absolute frenzy. I was completely disconnected from reality. I watched her mouth gurgle up blood and, after a couple of minutes, she died. One second she was there, the next she wasn’t. But I didn’t care. I wanted to do more to hurt her. I wanted to stop her from ever saying anything rude again. So I cut her tongue out. Then I left her there, dead, with her tongue on her chest and an H carved into it.

Jackson Mack: There must have been a lot of blood. What did you do with your clothes? The knife?

Huey Hogg: As soon as I’d finished with her, I flipped back into reality and knew I had to get rid of any evidence. I ran back to my car; it was parked down the back of the hospital. Lucky no one saw me. I was covered in blood. I drove out to the river. My fingers danced on the steering wheel with anxiety or maybe excitement, I’m not sure. It wasn’t guilt, but I did know I’d done something bad. I couldn’t quite reach that point of regret though. All I wanted to do was get back to Gwynne and start being the best dad ever. Undo this by being that, or something.

I parked as close to the river as I could get. It was freezing cold but I stood on the banks and chucked the knife into the deepest bit in the middle. I’d already been at the hospital for days so I had a few spare clothes in the car boot. I quickly changed, shoved the dirty clothes in a plastic carrier bag, poured a half-empty water bottle over my hands and arms then drove back to my Gwynne. I burnt my bloody clothes on an outdoor barbecue a few days later. The clean-up was rushed and sloppy, but I guess it was good enough to not get caught. It was easy to push what I did to the back of my mind because I had Gwynne to focus on. But it was always looming inside me like a cloaked executioner waiting to lead me to the guillotine. She never told me her name, but I know from the newspaper reports after the police identified her that it was Jessica Wilding.

Jackson Mack: The way you recall the events, I’m struggling to make the link in my brain between you, this well-spoken, smart, placid man in front of me and this other person, this serial killer.

Huey Hogg: My family will find that hard too. Relationships are so complex, especially those with family. And especially when you destroy the idea of who they thought you were. That version you have of them falls to pieces and somehow your brain must rewire itself and rebuild a new version of them with these qualities that you don’t want to admit are part of them. It’s hard. My family will all struggle in their different ways. Denial. Anger. Sadness. Resentment. I wanted to hide this side of me from them forever. But now that it is out there, I fear more for them than I do for me.




FIVE

My dad is a serial killer.

Your grandfather is a serial killer.

I drove around for several hours attempting to process everything. Then I sat in my car on the driveway at Willow Estate trying to muster up the energy to face the house of Hoggs.

Don’t lose yourself in the chaos, Dad had said.

It has taken all my energy thus far to balance all my hats: mother, daughter, businesswoman, woman speaking at a fucking charity gala in four weeks. One more hat and I fear my neck will snap. Yet this one perches atop them all. The daughter of a serial killer hat. I picture it as a black felt fedora with net veil. The morbid crown on top of a tower of pink berets and floppy straw sunhats.

It was ten to six. In ten minutes, our family’s secret would be broadcast on the news, and I would have to confirm to my mother, brother, husband and uncle that everything they have heard is true. He did do those awful things.

‘Oi,’ Thomas called out as he stepped out of the front door. He lit a cigarette and tapped on my car window. ‘You said you’d call me. What happened?’

My brother looks so much like Dad. When they are both worried or nervous, the same frown lines knit their eyebrows together.

Thomas is a heartbreaker; always has been. Women throw themselves at him, but he doesn’t like to get too close to people. When we were younger, we used to play grown-ups. I would teeter around in Mum’s high heels, wearing her pearls while Thomas pretended to be Dad making important calls, his chin up with a deep, boomy voice that commanded attention. When Dad was sparring at The Pound with Uncle Grant, Thomas would stand ringside, giant gloves on his hands, copying Dad’s swings. Somewhere along the way he lost that desire to be like Dad.

I’m starting to think the boxing was Dad’s release whenever he’d had a rough day and needed an outlet. He never brought any anger home, but perhaps that was because he left it in the ring. We’d often have a silent car ride to The Pound, and a lively one on our way home.

‘Sorry.’ I turned the car off and began to open the door. Time to face it all.

‘What happened? Will he get out soon?’ Thomas clutched the side of my door and opened it the rest of the way. His other hand brought his cigarette to his mouth for deep puffs. I didn’t know he smoked.

‘Let’s go inside. The news will be on soon.’ I walked towards the front door. The house looked bigger than usual. A beautiful house, but today it felt haunting, menacing.

‘What the fuck, Gwynne?’ Thomas stormed after me. He grabbed my shoulder and jolted my body to face him. But I couldn’t look him in the eyes. Dad was Thomas’s age when he became a murderer.

‘You saw Dad, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

I could feel myself getting frustrated. It wasn’t my brother causing it, it was the whole situation. ‘And what, Thomas?’

‘What do you mean, “and what”? What did he say?’ Thomas was losing patience with me. ‘How did he look? None of us have seen him in two weeks, don’t you think we want to know what the hell is going on?’

‘I’ll tell you what is going on, Thomas,’ I said, fiercely. ‘Our dad is a serial killer. And now it is my job to pick up the pieces.’

Inside the house, you and your father were waiting in the lounge room with Mum and Uncle Grant. The television was on mute and the pre-news ads were playing. A single lamp warmed the room.

You were lying on the floor scribbling in your colouring book, but you leapt up shouting, ‘Mummy!’, and wrapped your arms around my legs when you saw me.

Your father kissed me. ‘Can I get you anything?’

I placed my hand on his heart and whispered, ‘No, I’m fine. Thank you.’

‘This is fucked.’ Thomas appeared.

‘Language, Thomas,’ Mum muttered without taking her eyes off the television. She grimaced when Thomas sat down next to her. Mum has always hated the smell of cigarette smoke.

‘Sit over there.’ Uncle Grant ordered Thomas to move to the other settee.

I looked at your father and he understood that I wanted him to take you out of the room. You went to the kitchen for ice cream.

I stood near the doorway.

‘Good evening, I’m Clyde Sabitov. We have breaking news. The identity of the serial killer responsible for five murders in the Cheshire area between 1989 and 2009 has been released. Huey Hogg, multi-millionaire businessman and owner of the nationwide company, Hogg Transport, has been charged with all five incidents.’

Mum gasped. She looked to me, but I couldn’t face looking back at her.

‘His victims have been named as Jessica Wilding, Gareth Wyatts, Abdul Fallah, Christopher Poole and Louis Balderford.’

Their photographs appeared on the screen. I had to turn away.

‘Each of the victims was found with their tongue removed and placed on top of their clothes. The letter “H” had been cut into their tongue with a knife.’

A photograph of Dad was shown. It was one of him sitting on a wall by the beach, eating an ice cream.

‘Handsome,’ Mum uttered so quietly that no one else noticed.

‘Huey Hogg has evaded capture for over thirty-five years but police were able to match him to DNA taken from the crime scenes thanks to an ancestry website.’

I bought him that DNA testing kit for Christmas. I thought it would be fun to see how many Hoggs were out there. He kept putting it off. I thought he just couldn’t be bothered so eventually I put the tube to his mouth and made him give a saliva sample.

‘A preliminary hearing will be held on Friday.’

We turned the television off. Mum was frozen. Thomas stood up. ‘How does an ancestry site prove it was him?’ He paced the living room.

‘It matches the DNA. Dad did a swab,’ I said.

‘Yeah, didn’t you do one too?’ Thomas pointed at Uncle Grant.

‘Not in the end. It’s still in the cupboard,’ Uncle Grant replied.

‘Then who is to say you aren’t the killer?’ Thomas snarled.

‘Come on, Thomas, do you really think I would kill five people?’ Uncle Grant laughed, nervously.

‘You’re dodgier than Dad,’ Thomas said.

Uncle Grant cracked his knuckles and turned away. ‘Give it a rest, Thomas. You’re in shock.’

‘I want to know how you got ruled out of this.’ Thomas moved in front of him. Uncle Grant stood with folded arms, so they were eye to eye.

‘Our DNA is different. And it was an “H” cut in them tongues, not a “G”.’

‘“H” for Hogg, you idiot,’ Thomas bit back.

Uncle Grant didn’t respond. He sat back down near Mum. ‘Gwynne, what do you reckon?’

Everyone looked at me. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. This fighting was stupid, and I had to tell them why.

‘I saw Dad today.’

‘What?’ Mum blinked, confused. ‘When?’

‘Before lunch. Jackson arranged it. Dad only wanted to see me.’

Uncle Grant frowned. ‘Why?’

‘He wanted me to tell you what was going on.’

Mum looked hopeful, like I had a piece of evidence that was going to blow this out of the water and bring Dad home.

Everyone’s eyes zoomed in on me.

‘He told me he killed them,’ I said. ‘All five of them.’

Mum’s neck twitched as if she was malfunctioning.

Thomas looked up. He cracked his knuckles and then suddenly jabbed his elbow backward. The wall behind him cracked and a concave of broken plasterboard appeared when he moved.

Uncle Grant groaned loudly.

Thomas stared him down. ‘Problem?’

‘Enough!’ I shouted.

Thomas sucked his front teeth. Uncle Grant shook his head with disappointment. He and Thomas have always been close. We all have. Uncle Grant was always that rough and tumble guy who snuck us sips of alcohol and placed horseracing bets on our behalf when we were underage.

Uncle Grant stood up. ‘I need a drink.’

The living room started to feel too stuffy, so we migrated to the kitchen in a despaired murmuration of serial killer relatives. What is the collective noun for a group of people related to a murderer? A scream of people? A horreur of people? A blood curdle of people?

Our horreur positioned itself at various points around the kitchen island. Uncle Grant distributed glasses of straight Scotch. Even Mum took tiny sips of one as though she were a baby bird. We stared blankly at the marble. There was a smear that caught my attention.

Uncle Grant’s phone started going off. Again. And again. He grumbled as he pulled it out of his pocket. ‘No empathy,’ he said as he scrolled his messages. ‘The truck drivers are kicking off about their jobs. Gwynne . . .’ I looked up. Dad had made Uncle Grant General Manager of Hogg Transport a year ago—a way of giving him money without hurting his pride. ‘What should I do?’

I glanced at your father. He got extra starey with me; his way of sending me a message. Do not take on more responsibility. I ignored his looks. ‘We need to have a meeting with all the staff tomorrow,’ I told Uncle Grant. ‘We need to reassure them that operations will continue as normal. I am not having everything Dad built fall apart because of this.’

‘Well done, darling,’ Mum said. She leant her head on my shoulder, and I put an arm around her. She has always been so proud of everything Dad has achieved. They both were born into working-class families and had to scrimp to get by at first. Dad built all this—the house, the business, the security, the legacy—for me and Thomas. He wanted a happy family who were proud of him. And we were.

How do you love someone when you know you shouldn’t? Dad is a serial killer, but I have never been on the receiving end of anything other than love. I admired him. I became a businesswoman because of him. I do everything for my family because that is a value that Dad instilled in me.

With her head still on my shoulder, Mum quietly said, ‘I still don’t believe he did it.’

I leant my head on top of hers. ‘Mum, he told me he did.’

She shook her head. ‘My Huey would never.’

‘Then why would he confess?’ I asked, ever so gently.

Mum straightened up. ‘That’s just something we will have to find out, isn’t it, my darling?’




SIX

Thus far it has been wildly inconvenient having a serial killer as a father. Each morning when I wake up, I am that happy woman I used to be. Then, crash. It floods into my mind. I dig my fingernails into my scalp to stop the reality from seeping in. But I am powerless.

Last night, we left Willow Estate around 9 pm. You had fallen asleep on the settee. I felt terrible for keeping you up late. You were cranky and cried when we woke you to put you in the car.

We drove towards the heavy wooden gates at the end of the driveway. Your father was behind the wheel, and I wearily reclined the passenger seat and let my tired body flop against the leather. It was dark but once the gates were fully open a lightning strike of camera flashes bombarded the car. You screamed from the backseat, ‘Mummy!’ You clutched your fluffy bunny and outstretched desperate fingers towards me. I reached back and clasped your hand.

‘It’s okay, my sweet angel.’ I offered a reassuring smile. I know I am your safe place. ‘They must have heard it was your birthday next week and want to take your photograph.’

You let go of my hand. You grinned and looked out the window. You even waved and held up your bunny.

Your father took my hand and squeezed it tightly. I saw his Adam’s apple gulp and then he slammed his fist on the horn and slowly eased the car forward. He flipped down the visor to try to stop the blinding flashes. We heard them shout my name and ask what was next for our family. Your father managed to get past them and we sped down the winding country lanes towards our home.

Two men on motorbikes chased after us. Your father had to drive dangerously fast to try to lose them. I looked back to comfort you, but you called out, ‘Weeee!’ as if it were a fairground ride.

Luckily, we lost them before we reached the house.

After I put you to bed, I opened a bottle of chardonnay.

‘That was horrendous,’ your father said. He sat at the kitchen counter and held his head in his hands. I poured him a glass of wine. ‘How did they know which house your dad lived in?’

‘All they’d have to do is ask anyone in the village. Then there’s the giant HOGG carved into the top of the gates accompanied by a pig face, the company’s logo. Our family is hardly subtle.’

‘How long do you think this will go on for?’

I poured myself a glass. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

‘So, your dad actually did it? He killed all those people?’

Your father had been busy distracting you at Willow Estate so he’d only heard snippets of our conversation.

‘Yes,’ was all I could manage as I sipped my wine.

Your father shook his head in disbelief. ‘I’ve known him for seven years and he’s been nothing but kind and funny and happy.’

‘He’s been like that my whole life.’

He reached out to take my hand. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Lost.’

We sat together in front of the television. Your father held me in his arms. I let him, even though his protective grip made me feel claustrophobic. When he stroked my thighs, I felt nauseated. I didn’t want his hands on me, but I knew he needed to feel like he was comforting me. My body was rigid. I wanted to be alone with my own mangled thoughts. Only the wine could make a dent in my anxiety, your father couldn’t help me.

Eventually I turned on some mindless reality television which marked his cue to go upstairs and mine to open another bottle. I hid the empty behind a cereal box in the pantry before I went to bed.

The next morning, your father handed me my morning cup of coffee in bed.

‘I want to get to the office early to make sure people don’t have a chance to gossip about me before I arrive,’ he said as I propped myself up against the pillows and watched him dress.

‘I wish I could stay in bed all day,’ I groaned.

Your father came over to kiss me. ‘Wouldn’t that be nice?’

‘Everyone knows now.’ I sank further into the pillows wanting to hide from it all. ‘They’ll all be talking about me, staring at me. I don’t think I can do this.’

I hoped he would offer to drop you off at nursery. The thought of facing the parents knocked me sick.

‘You’ve got this,’ he said as he opened the wardrobe doors. ‘You can’t hide forever.’ He held up two ties for me to choose from.

I rubbed my temples. ‘Blue.’

He spoke through his reflection in the mirror as he knotted his tie. ‘It’ll do you good to bite the bullet and get it over with.’

‘Can’t I just have one day to wallow?’ I moaned. I sank lower in the bed, tugging the duvet right up to my coffee cup. Just let me, I wanted to cry out. Just take her to nursery!

‘You’ll be okay.’ He came over and kissed me again. ‘I’ll be going through the same. I wish I didn’t have to see my colleagues.’

‘I don’t think it’s quite the same.’

Your father doesn’t share the same blood as a murderer.

‘Listen,’ he perched on the edge of the bed, ‘you’re going to be fine. The day will be over before you know it. I’ll see you later.’ He walked out the bedroom door only to poke his head back around. ‘Love you.’

I forced a closed-mouth smile and sipped my coffee.

When he left, I reluctantly walked into the bathroom. The woman staring back at me in the mirror was not the person who used to be there. This new woman had a sickly sallowness to her complexion.

I was a stranger to myself. Hello, daughter of a serial killer. It is not nice to meet you.

I smoothed my neck, my cheeks, my chin with my gua sha. The lines have become more pronounced as my skin’s healthy plumpness has been lost. After applying my usual serum and moisturiser, I covered up the evidence of pain on my face with a dewy make-up look. Ready for the day.

Dressed in a navy Tom Ford suit, tortoiseshell Fendi sunglasses and brown YSL boots, I strode hand-in-hand with you into your nursery, my heart thumping and palms clammy. Chin up. Feign confidence.

The uppity gawks of the other mothers dropping off their children penetrated my stoic exterior but not enough to derail me. I marched on, clasping your hand tightly. You approached your friends, but their mothers herded them away with excuses about putting their backpacks in the cupboards and their coats on hooks. It broke my heart, but your buoyant soul was oblivious. You dragged me over to look at your artwork on the drying rack.

Round coloured blobs with lines sticking out. ‘Look, Mummy! It’s you,’ you pointed at a pink blob, ‘and Daddy, Gwandma, Unky Thomas, Uncle Grant and the big smiling man is Gwandpa.’ You giggled.

Mary Hollandford arrived with her daughter. She sucked in her cheeks and raised her brows when she saw me from across the classroom.

I took the artwork from your hands. ‘I’ll stick it on the fridge.’ You clapped with joy.

At the coat hooks, I hung up your stuff and said ‘good morning’ to a dad doing the same next to me.

He looked at me and raised his palms in surrender, ‘I just . . .’ he stuttered. And then he walked away with his incomplete sentence still lingering in the air.

Other parents skirted the edge of the room to avoid me and rushed their goodbyes with their children.

‘Fuck. This is worse than I got it.’ Frankie nudged me after I sat you down at the table with some buttered toast.

The middle segment of a painted caterpillar dangling from the ceiling tickled my forehead when I crouched ever so slightly to look at Frankie. ‘At least we have each other,’ I said.

I lightly whacked the circular piece of caterpillar’s belly away from my face. Mary shot me a deathly glare as if I had just hit one of the children.

To be weak would be un-Hogg of me. Besides, I have you, my daughter, to set an example for. Strong women.

I approached Winnie, my client. It was time to remind people that I was a successful businesswoman more than anything else. ‘Winnie,’ I said confidently, ‘we need to talk Christmas product launches. Do you want to come by the office this . . .’ I quickly thought about my schedule. I had a meeting with the truck drivers at Dad’s company today—Wednesday—and the preliminary hearing for Dad’s case on Friday, so neither of those would do, ‘. . . tomorrow?’

Winnie made side-eyes at Mary. ‘Mmm,’ she pursed her plumped lips together. ‘Can I get back to you? Super busy this week.’

I nodded with fake nonchalance. ‘No problem.’ I walked back over to Frankie who grimaced like she had just witnessed someone’s marriage proposal get rejected.

‘Coffee?’ Frankie perkily asked. She was dressed for the gym with her long brown hair hoisted up in a ponytail.

‘Aren’t you heading to yoga?’

‘I’d rather have coffee with you and tell you all about how hard it is to find a decent divorce lawyer.’ She flashed a cheeky smirk. ‘Unless you have anything you’d like to talk about?’

‘I appreciate you.’ Even though it was fleeting, it was the first time I’d genuinely smiled in a long time. ‘But I need to check in on Mum then I have a meeting at Hogg Transport.’ My voice faded away as the overwhelm of everything crept back in.

‘Another time then.’

After kissing you goodbye, Frankie and I walked together into the car park.

We paused at my car. ‘Seriously, Gwynne. I’m here if you want to talk.’

I held back tears at the gesture. ‘Soon.’ I pressed the unlock button.

Frankie smiled but I could tell she was holding back pain just as much as I am.

Your grandmother called when I got in the car. She pussyfooted around but in the end I pressed out of her that she didn’t think my daily pop-ins to check on her wellbeing were necessary. She knows I have a lot on and does not want to be any bother. By the time she finished umming and ahhing her way to her point, I had already pulled my car into the driveway at Willow Estate.

Today, the house smelt of rosemary and mint. Mum was roasting an entire lamb shoulder. Again. This was the fifth or sixth one since Dad’s arrest. In the same way I can no longer eat pickles after pregnancy nausea, I can no longer enjoy lamb.

I found your grandmother cross-legged on her bedroom floor in a puddle of Dad’s dirty laundry. It was only 8.45 am but she already looked defeated by the day. I felt it too.

Mum exists like a hologram. Barely there. She is too fragile to go outside and live her life without her Huey in it. She stares blankly at walls, blinking occasionally to release a dam of tears.

‘Do you want to go for a walk?’ I asked thinking a bit of fresh air might do her good.

‘I can’t face the world,’ Mum responded, wearily.

‘It’s just a walk, Mum,’ I tried. ‘We can drive to Tatton Park. I doubt we’d run into anyone there.’

Mum looked up at me. ‘Do you think we’ll ever get to go on that trip to Venice?’

Ever since her Huey was taken away, I’ve been fearful that Mum will waste away. Her fragile five-foot frame delicately teeters on two skinny bird’s legs and her bony hands look like they might snap when she lifts anything heavier than her teacup. When Dad was around, Mum was always so full of life.

Joining her on the floor, I held her in my arms and reassured her that everything would probably be okay. I inserted that word probably. It didn’t feel fair to say something definite in a time of such uncertainty.

Mum pressed one of my dad’s jumpers into her nose and closed her eyes. Defeatedly, she muttered, ‘I hope so, darling.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I crawled over to a cupboard pulled slightly away from the wall. A few balls of dust lay on the floor. Then I noticed the pile of ring-bound calendars.

‘The newspaper printed the dates of the five incidents—’ Mum refuses to call them murders, ‘—and I am going to crosscheck them against these calendars. I know for a fact that one of the dates was when I was in hospital having you. Your dad never left my side.’ Mum stacked the calendars into the cupboard and closed the door. ‘Help me move this.’

I pushed the cupboard back against the wall with no idea how Mum had managed to move it in the first place.

‘You don’t need to come here every day, you know? I am quite alright. And Thomas is here most of the time. He’s just popped out to get some breakfast.’ Mum pressed her hand into her lower back and used the other to grip the banister. I followed her downstairs.

‘I’m worried about you,’ I said. ‘When was the last time you ate?’

‘Nonsense. I’m fine. Your dad will be home soon and I’ll cook something nice for us. But for now, crackers and cheese sandwiches will do. I don’t need much.’

At the kitchen doorway, Mum spun around with more energy than I thought she was capable of. ‘Actually,’ she added as she grabbed my wrist, ‘let’s sit in the front room.’

‘But there are photographers at the gates. Let’s stay in the back bit of the house in case they decide to scale the walls,’ I said, sort of joking but sort of not.

‘I’ll draw the curtains, darling.’ Mum watched me from over her shoulder.

I walked into the kitchen.

‘No, no, no,’ Mum called after me.

I surveyed the room. Nothing unusual. I marched into the adjoining sunroom and saw what my mum hadn’t wanted me to see.

She was breathless when she appeared. ‘This is why I didn’t want you to come today,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Thomas will be back in a minute to fix it. It’s not a big deal.’

‘When did it happen?’ I asked.

‘Last night after you left, but it’s fine. Your Uncle Grant was here to stop him before he took the whole thing down.’ She nervously laughed.

I counted five fist-sized holes in the wall. I clenched my jaw and cursed sharply under my breath.

Mum and I sat in the sunroom. I made us a pot of tea and tried to get her to have some toast. She nibbled the corner of the crust then pushed the plate away. We sat in silence staring at the holes in the wall.

‘Please be pleasant,’ Mum instructed when we heard the front door slam shut.

‘Sorry, Mum.’ Thomas walked into the sunroom and thrust a bouquet of flowers towards her. The knuckles on his right hand were red and raw.

Mum smiled as much as her pain will allow. ‘It’s okay, darling.’

Thomas bent down and kissed her on the cheek. She reached up her hand and clasped his chin. ‘Gorgeous. Just like your dad.’

They are both tall with big blue eyes, long lashes and one of those dashing smiles that says love me, trust me, be charmed and beguiled by me.

I floated my hand down the wall like I was presenting a beautiful piece of artwork for sale. ‘Why did you do this?’ I maintained a calm tone. I didn’t want a repeat of my brother’s behaviour.

‘You never been frustrated, Gwynne?’ Thomas raised an eyebrow at me.

My mind stuttered with its response.

‘Listen,’ he continued, ‘I’ve got a mate coming to help fix it this afternoon.’

‘Can’t Uncle Grant fix it?’

‘He said I have to start cleaning up my own messes.’

Thomas indicated for me to join him in the kitchen.

‘I need money,’ he whispered.

‘What for?’

Thomas gestured for me to lower my voice.

‘Rent.’ He opened the fridge and picked up a container of uneaten lamb. ‘I’m not giving up my flat just because I have to stay with Mum for a bit.’

‘Why can’t you pay it yourself?’ I tried to catch his gaze. ‘Oh, wait. Are you serious? Was Dad paying your rent for you?’

He put the container in the microwave. ‘Don’t make a big deal about it, please.’

‘I’m surprised how casual you’re being. How long has he been giving you money?’

Thomas shrugged. He sat up on the kitchen island. I stood directly in front of him, but he looked over my head at the microwave timer.

‘What? Forever?’

Thomas shushed me. ‘Just until I found a job.’

‘You’re thirty-three.’ I frowned.

‘Sometimes I did odd bits around the business for him.’

This was the first I had heard of it. ‘When?’

The microwave pinged. Thomas hopped down from the counter. He took his food to the cutlery drawer, pulled out a fork and started eating straight from the container. With food in his mouth, he answered, ‘Just here and there.’

‘Well, since you’re an employee, you won’t mind coming to this meeting with me.’

‘Someone needs to stay here with Mum.’

‘She’ll be fine on her own for an hour. Won’t you, Mum?’ I asked as Mum dawdled into the kitchen with an empty teacup.

Mum nodded. ‘I’ll have a nice long bath.’
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Hogg Transport’s head office is a fifteen-minute drive from Willow Estate.

On the way to the site, I called your father to see if he could pop by for moral support. His office isn’t far and he’s not chained to his desk like other employees. But he was cagey on the phone. I could hear people chattering and laughing loudly in the background while he whispered to me.

‘You want me to come to Hogg Transport?’ The way he said it was different from normal. Like Hogg was a profanity and not his wife’s surname. ‘I can’t Gwynne. I’ve got back-to-back meetings.’ I could tell he was lying. He rarely has meetings; he’s all spreadsheets and emails.

‘Okay.’ I tried to sound fine. ‘I’ll let you know how it goes.’

‘Good luck.’ And then he hung up. He couldn’t get off the phone quick enough. Or maybe I was being paranoid.

The Hogg Transport site is surrounded by tall black fences and the main gate is monitored twenty-four hours a day by security guards who had set up barricades for the small huddle of reporters to stay behind. They took photographs as I scanned my pass. The guard in the booth looked surprised to see us for a second and then waved us through.

The large three-storey office building houses three hundred or so admin, finance, legal, route planning, account management and human resources staff members. There are over ten thousand drivers based all over the country and overseas who can pick up shifts.

Next to the main building, there are twelve warehouses with huge roller shutters, some with Hogg trucks poking out, some closed. I could see some of the other staff—mechanics and load packers—working away wearing their Hogg-branded puffer vests.

Dad started the business in 1996. At the time he was working shifts on building sites and as a delivery driver. Mum says he would arrive home famished and fatigued. He used their entire life savings to buy a second-hand van with two hundred thousand kilometres already on it. He stuck a wrinkled glossy sticker saying ‘Hogg Hires’ to the side and made a deal with a local Indian supermarket that he would pick up their imported goods from the airport. After six months he was able to buy another vehicle, and then another two. Eventually he started to buy bigger vehicles and renamed the company Hogg Transport with an illustrated pig face as its logo. You can’t get far on a motorway without seeing one of our fleet. It wasn’t long until Dad became a well-known businessman and was able to buy Willow Estate. That was one of his proudest moments.

Just before midday, the staff started gathering in the cafeteria, the only space big enough to house everyone. Muscled men and women from the workshop collected in pockets around the back with folded arms, while the suited desk types leant on support pillars and gossiped along the white walls. Their differences might have been pronounced but the disgruntlement from both groups echoed around the space. A camera was set up for those offsite to join via video link.

Uncle Grant appeared next to me. ‘What are you gonna say?’ He seemed agitated but at least he had finally shaved. Around his neck his lanyard hung lopsided and backward over his black Hogg polo shirt. He chewed his lip as more people filed into the room.

‘Me?’ I turned to face Uncle Grant. ‘I’m here to show a united front. You are the general manager.’

‘Oh right. Yeah.’ He paused. He shifted his weight from foot to foot like he was gearing up to do a runner. ‘How about . . . you do the update?’ He held a ruler and anxiously slapped it over and over into the palm of his hand.

‘Jesus Christ.’ Thomas rolled his eyes. ‘This is your job.’

Uncle Grant grabbed my wrist, ‘Please, Gwynne. It’s too much pressure.’

I was already drowning in responsibility so why not give an unprepared presentation in front of over ten thousand people? I sighed. ‘Fine.’ In my head, I made a quick list of points to cover.

Uncle Grant slapped his ruler on the side of a column and shouted, ‘Oi! Listen!’

I couldn’t believe his lack of professionalism.

He gestured for me to step forward. Public speaking does not normally faze me, but this was a topic I was not well versed on.

‘Good morning, everyone,’ I started.

‘Can’t hear you!’ someone in the back shouted.

I raised my voice. ‘I won’t keep you too long. I know you all would have seen last night’s news. I want to reassure you that the allegations made against my father will not interfere with the running of this company. We have an excellent team and board in place so business will continue as usual. No one’s job is at risk. Myself, my brother, Thomas, and Grant, your current GM, will take over the running of the business. Thank you.’ I started to move to the side.

Uncle Grant lunged forward on one leg and addressed the room. He pointed his ruler at the crowd and requested, ‘Questions?’

I gave him a seriously? look and he shrugged like I was being unfair to the room.

A man right at the front raised his hand. ‘So, you’re telling me,’ he cleared his throat with a gruff cough then added, ‘that you want me to continue working for a serial killer like nothing has happened?’

I cocked my head to indicate to Uncle Grant that I wanted him to answer but he ummed and ahhed so much that I stepped forward again. ‘I think we need to focus on the company right now. Today is about the future of this nationwide business. And the future is looking good.’

With that, I turned and headed for the exit. There was no point sticking around. Thomas followed as chatter erupted in the hall behind us. Uncle Grant scampered after us, too cowardly to be left alone in the lion’s den.

When we were in the car park, I shielded my eyes from the rare autumn sun and turned to Uncle Grant. ‘What the hell was that?’ He went to speak but I talked over him. ‘I’ve got my own business to run, I can’t do Dad’s job too. You’re the GM, you need to step up.’

‘I know,’ he said, his eyes glancing towards a few staff members who had decided to leave early. ‘But that was so uncomfortable.’

I pressed my fingers to my forehead, my car keys dangling above my eyes. I tried not to snap but it was too hard. ‘Grant, this whole fucking thing is uncomfortable. Dad being a serial killer, uncomfortable. Mum being fucking—’ some spit came out of my mouth ‘—deluded, uncomfortable. My husband being suddenly ashamed of his marriage to a Hogg, uncomfortable. And then, I have to come here and stand in front of all those people and pretend that life is going to go on as normal when who knows how this whole thing will turn out. Un-fucking-comfortable.’

Thomas looked at me like he was impressed. Uncle Grant approached but I stiffened. He draped an arm over my shoulder anyway. ‘You’ve always been a firecracker, Gwynne. Don’t worry, me and Thomas have got this. Right, Tommy?’ He slapped my brother on the back.

‘Sure.’ Thomas didn’t sound convincing.

‘And Thomas might even join me for a spar at The Pound later.’ Grant jabbed some punches towards Thomas. ‘Help me release some tension. Right?’

Thomas frowned. ‘No.’

‘Come on, I’ve got no one to spar with now your dad is . . . unavailable.’

‘Not my problem.’ Thomas turned away.

Uncle Grant looked to me but I didn’t have the time nor patience to resolve whatever conflict they were having. ‘Just get back inside and do your job,’ I ordered as I got into my car.

Uncle Grant approached the open door. ‘And what are you going to do?’

I reached out to pull the door closed. ‘Everything else.’




SEVEN

Evelyn, this morning you would not stop crying. You flung yourself on the ground and hammered the floor with clenched fists because we couldn’t find your favourite heart-shaped hairclip. I am not going to say you were being unreasonable, because I understand what it is like to suddenly remember that you have lost something, but today was Dad’s preliminary hearing and I needed you to get in the goddamned car and go to nursery.

In the end, I had to fling you over my shoulder and carry you out of the house. You wailed and kicked and thumped your knuckles into my back. To my absolute horror, two photographers had tracked down where we live and began clicking their cameras. Photographs of me battling to strap you into your car seat now exist. Just what I need. I can only imagine the accompanying news stories about what a terrible mother I am. The worst part: as soon as I crammed you into the car, sustaining a kick to the chin in the process, you stopped crying, reached under your bottom, and giggled as you pulled out your hairclip.

‘Found it!’ you gleefully declared. ‘Kiss?’ You puckered your lips and closed your eyes. I turned my back for a second and silently screamed. Then I kissed you on the lips and closed your door.

My phone buzzed as I slid into the front seat. It was a message from Thomas with a link to a news article: SEEDY SIBLING OF SERIAL KILLER CAUGHT IN SEX SCANDAL. Beneath the headline was a set of three grainy photographs of my completely unaware Uncle Grant leaving a brothel in the centre of Manchester. There are some things you do not need to know about your family members, and this was one of them.

They’re coming for us, I typed back to my brother.

We’ve got nothing to hide, Thomas replied.

The media was watching us, and our every move was going to be analysed as people’s fascination with the happy family behind the serial killer grew.

This morning at nursery it was a quick ‘love you, have a good day’ drop-off. Luckily, we were so early that you were the first child to arrive.

‘You look nice,’ your teacher said. She has just moved here from the Philippines and seems unaware of the scandal I am currently embroiled in. ‘Going somewhere special?’

What to say? I was wearing a tailored Max Mara suit and patent Celine slingbacks with a pointed tip. I’ve planned my courtroom aesthetic to be classy but subtle. And in an all-black or muted palette. I can only imagine the looks of horror in the courtroom if I were to wear any joyfully bright colours. ‘Just the office,’ I replied.

Your teacher took you by the hand and asked you to help set up chairs at the table for breakfast. You love being given little bits of responsibility at the moment. I dashed out the door before any of the other mothers showed up.

The hearing was at 10 am but I had arranged for a driver to collect us from Willow Estate at nine.

When I arrived at Willow Estate, the usual mob of photographers was waiting outside. I punched my fist on the horn until they moved out of the way.

In the kitchen, Thomas was dressed in a smart suit. He mouthed, ‘I’m trying,’ when I entered.

‘Mum,’ Thomas said, gently, ‘Gwynne is here now, so do you think you can go upstairs and get ready?’

Mum looked like she had just woken from a lobotomy. She stood at the kitchen island, a mixing bowl in hand and flour dusted on her face and apron. The countertop was filled with at least one hundred cupcakes on baking trays. ‘Hello, darling,’ she said. ‘Look what I made for Evelyn’s birthday party.’

With everything going on I kept putting off thinking about what I was going to do about your upcoming party. Ultimately, I knew I was going to let you down, but I waited until the last minute to do so.

I am sorry, my darling daughter. I know you only turn three once, but we will celebrate doubly as much next year. I promise. This time, I have to cancel.

‘Mum.’ I approached cautiously. ‘Can I take you upstairs and help you get ready?’

Mum set the bowl down on the counter. A timer went off. ‘More cupcakes,’ she said, vacantly. Thomas moved quickly to turn off the oven.

My relationship with my mum is changing. Before all this, we had a sweet friendship. I relied on her for nothing except unconditional love and her the same with me. We would watch movies, go out for coffee, sit in the garden in comfortable silence. If I ever had a problem to talk about, I would go to Dad. Me and him think the same, except he has many more years of life experience to assist in navigating my issues. Mum and me simply get to enjoy one another. But things have shifted. Now our love is inextricably linked by fear. Fear that she will not survive this. Even with everything going on with Dad, there is no one in this world that scares me more than Mum.

Upstairs in the bathroom, I asked Mum to take her clothes off and get in the shower. I told her I would be outside the door. After a few minutes, I still couldn’t hear the water running. I knocked and let myself in. Mum hadn’t moved. She was looking at her hands; they were covered in cake batter.

‘I’m not sure what to do,’ she said.

‘That’s okay, Mum. Let me help you.’

Mum raised her arms. I pulled her jumper over her head.

Just like I do for you, Evelyn.

She steadied herself with a hand on my shoulder as I undressed her and led her to the shower. After testing the water temperature, I guided her inside. The water rained down on the arms of my suit. Mum crossed her hands over her chest and stood motionless. I urged her to try to wash herself.

‘I can’t,’ Mum’s voice quivered.

I removed my blazer and rolled up the cuffs of my crisp white shirt. From the cupboard, I took out a flannel and wet it under the bathroom tap. I reached around Mum’s fragile frame and pumped soap onto the cloth. I wiped off the flour and the batter and the hopelessness. Then I turned off the shower and wrapped Mum in a fluffy towel. ‘I’ll be by your side the whole day,’ I whispered. I felt the tiny movement of Mum’s head nodding.

Mum perched on the edge of the bathtub and looked down at the floor tiles. I blow-dried her long greying hair, being careful not to let the brush tangle or tug too hard.

And then I helped her get dressed.

‘Thank you,’ Mum said once I finished buttoning her blouse. ‘I’m sorry.’

I smiled. ‘I love you.’ And I kissed her on the cheek. It felt like I was sending her off to her first day of big school. I took a step back and pressed my fingers to my lips to conceal a shuddery inhale. Mum stood in front of me waiting for me to tell her what to do next. I felt overwhelmed as it dawned on me that Mum’s independence has faded away and she needs me in the same way a child needs their mother. I sat on the end of the bed for a brief moment of reflection, wet towel in my hands, then I got up. If my day stalled completely every time it felt like it was becoming too much, I would still be in bed.

The driver was downstairs by the time we returned to the kitchen.

‘We should get going,’ Thomas said, fastening the clasp on the silver Patek Philippe watch Dad gifted him for his twenty-first birthday.

‘Where’s Uncle Grant?’ I asked, gathering my phone and keys into my handbag.

‘Running late. We’ll have to meet him there.’

I took a deep breath and asked Thomas to help guide Mum to the van. She linked her arm through his and walked slowly. Suddenly she seemed one thousand years older.

Your father arrived after another early pop-in to his office. He clasped my hand and lifted it to his mouth. Kissed it. ‘We’ve got this,’ he said.

Do we? I thought. I felt like an aeroplane coasting with two broken engines. At some point, I would need to ditch into the ocean and hope I survived.

I took my seat next to your father in the van. Just as we were about to leave, Uncle Grant arrived breathless and still tucking his shirt into his pants.

‘Sorry I’m late.’ He rushed to a seat. ‘Rough morning.’

Photographers held their camera lenses up to the van’s windows when we drove through the gates. As soon as we passed through, they rushed to their cars and motorbikes, presumably to race to the courthouse to accost us there too.

‘Are we going to talk about your sex scandal?’ Thomas asked, laughing.

‘Please, God, no.’ Uncle Grant slumped down in his seat and covered his eyes with his hand.

‘No one to go boxing with so I guess you had to release that tension away from the gym,’ Thomas teased. ‘At least the press caught you on your way out rather than your way in.’

Uncle Grant grumbled, ‘What difference does it make?’

‘You’ve got a big smile on your face coming out.’ Thomas laughed.

Your father and I laughed too. But not Mum.

‘What do you reckon will happen with Dad today?’ Thomas tapped Uncle Grant on the shoulder.

Uncle Grant exhaled heavily, puffing his cheeks out. ‘I dunno.’ He paused. ‘I know Gwynne said he confessed to her, but yeah . . . I need to see him. I need to hear it for myself. Right now I’m not connecting the brother I have known my whole life with what everyone is saying he did.’

‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’ Thomas looked out the window. ‘Was he ever violent growing up?’

‘Never,’ Uncle Grant replied sternly. ‘Our dad would whack him. He was a horrid man, lost his temper at the tiniest things. Never got to me, though. Huey always stood in his way, blocked him. Told me to close my eyes and cover my ears. He’d clench his teeth and fists and stare up at our old man. He’d go bright red in the face, but he’d never budge, never back down even though he was just a child and our dad was a big man. He never let him lay a hand on me. Dad would give him a double walloping for that. For that reason, me and Huey had completely different upbringings. Huey was always in survival mode, and I got to be a kid. He was the best older brother; I owe him a lot. Once we started sparring together, he started talking about the impact of what Dad did to him. Told me he gets angry easily, but that the boxing helps him work through it. And I put up with him absolutely pummelling me because I wanted him to continue getting everything off his chest.’

My dad’s parents—your great-grandparents—both died before I was seven. I can recall them dimly. Their house always had the curtains drawn and a gust of cigarette aroma sprang from the furniture when I sat down. My grandmother would stand at the open red front door, Marlboro in hand, waiting for anyone she knew to walk by so she could chat to them. She would ruffle my hair and tell me I was a good girl, but she rarely said anything else. She attempted affection but was hesitant, as if it no longer came naturally to her but had once been part of her character. My grandfather rarely uttered a word. There was something sinister about his silent presence and Dad was careful to never leave me alone with him.

Your father squeezed my hand tightly when we pulled up to the courthouse. A swarm of press approached the van. Zombies in search of brains.

Mum gripped the strap of her seatbelt with both hands.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Are you going to take your seatbelt off? We’re here now.’

She looked at me with wide, terrified eyes. Thomas reached over and undid the buckle. He helped her up and guided her out onto the pavement.

‘Mrs Hogg, how do you feel about being married to a serial killer?’ A female reporter shoved a microphone close to Mum’s face. Mum gasped. She clung on to Thomas who hurried her towards the courthouse.

With all eyes on Mum, there was a clear path for me and your father to walk. Uncle Grant shuffled behind us, covering his face with his phone and wallet.

Inside the courthouse I could see Mum was shaking.

‘Fucking bitch,’ Thomas growled. ‘That was practically assault.’ He smoothed out his suit jacket and sharply fixed the knot on his tie.

The courthouse was busy. Gaggles of lawyers navigated the corridors in swarms of black gowns and old-fashioned wigs. They moved to and fro as if they had just been released from a cloning lab. An air of awful importance.

Jackson Mack appeared. He seemed antsy and bounced from foot to foot. He spoke with more speed than usual. ‘They’re nearly ready to start. Sit at the back,’ he instructed, ‘don’t try to talk to him or get his attention, just sit and watch, quietly. Otherwise, the judge may ask you to leave. The judge will be looking at the initial pieces of evidence to see if the Crown has a case. If he decides that they do, this will move to the Crown Court. We are expecting this to happen given there is strong DNA evidence.’

‘We understand,’ I replied. We were under no illusion that Dad’s case would be dismissed today. Being there was an opportunity to see Dad and to get a sense of what we were dealing with.

We sat at the back on black fold-down seats.

Your grandfather looked weary and despondent when two police officers escorted him in. When he spotted us, he straightened his posture—shoulders back, chin up. He tried to look strong. He smiled. Mum waved giddily at him; her energy levels boosted in his presence.

‘He looks so handsome,’ Mum whispered as we watched from our seats. She had arranged for a dark blue Armani suit to be sent over for Dad to wear. It took a well-trained Hogg eye to see that, despite his dapper appearance, there was a lot of pain behind Dad’s eyes.

The Crown’s evidence was plentiful. DNA found at each crime scene matched Dad’s DNA. Small hairs, a fingernail. Dad had unknowingly spilt the cookie crumbs that would lead to his arrest.

Dad kept his gaze down the whole time. He fidgeted with his fingers, pushing down his nail beds and twiddling his thumbs. This was not the same man that sat on boards of big companies and chaired meetings in front of hundreds of people. He was ashamed.

‘This case will be heard at the Crown Court,’ the judge announced after just fifteen minutes. ‘A plea hearing will take place in several weeks.’

Unsurprising.

The worst part was when Dad was handcuffed and taken out a door at the back. He mouthed, ‘Love you,’ to us before he was led away.

‘We don’t get to talk to him?’ Mum whimpered. I put my arm around her and pulled her close.

Out in the hallway, Jackson approached. Flustered and rushed. He bullishly said, ‘Everything is fine. We expected that to happen. The evidence is strong but if we go to trial, we can still plant those seeds of reasonable doubt.’ He reached his hand out to gently tap my mum’s. ‘You okay?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. ‘I know it’s hard. Stick together.’ He raised his files up in the air. ‘I’ll see you soon!’ He began to walk away. ‘And don’t forget he gets four visits a week while on remand. Go see him.’ He turned a corner and was gone. Considering the amount I was paying him, I at least expected his body to be stationary when he communicated with us.

Outside the courthouse, that same journalist came at Mum with her microphone again. Mum ducked and raised her arm to shelter herself, but this woman was persistent. Uncle Grant tried to stand in her way, but she kept reeling off questions about how Mum felt about her marriage being a lie.

I could see Thomas seething. I strode up beside him and whispered close to his ear, ‘Just keep walking. Don’t react.’ But I could see the vein in his neck bulging and his fists tightening. He needed to calm down. ‘United front.’ I gently reminded him.

But the journalist persisted. She could see Thomas was getting riled up. She walked backward in front of him, bombarding him with provoking questions, slowing his path, and frustrating him even more. Somehow, I ended up ahead of everyone. I kept looking over my shoulder to check where Mum and Thomas were. The crowd jostled them both from side to side. In just a few more steps they would have been safely inside the van. But it got too much for him. Like a black mamba lunging at its victim, Thomas’s arm lashed out at the journalist’s microphone. And then again. Suddenly there were people on the ground, including Uncle Grant who had been knocked to the side. It was hard to see what was going on as I was getting bundled into the van by the driver. But there was a lot of shouting.

Mum scurried into the van.

‘Where’s Thomas?’ I asked.

Mum raised a finger and pointed at the swarm of people surrounding someone on the ground. ‘In there.’




EIGHT

When people say ‘face the music’ I expect the quavers and crotchets of their own personal doom are not quite as ghastly as mine. Not that I am the only person in the world dealing with hardship. But things feel fairly dire today. I am riddled with self-pity, but I will shake it off come Monday morning. Perhaps this mood can be contained to the weekends.

I am exhausted, my darling daughter. At night, you and I lie together on the settee, and I close my eyes and rest my forehead against the side of yours. You have this magical way of making me feel calm.

Thomas received a phone call from the police. The journalist he attacked and dragged onto the ground has not yet decided if she will press charges, but Thomas was warned that his behaviour was under a microscope and his little outbursts would not be helpful should Dad’s case go to a jury.

His antics were shown on the news. A close-up shot of my suited brother’s open hand launching at the microphone. They replayed it in slow motion. Even I was taken aback by the aggressive contortion of his mouth as he unleashed his anger. He grabbed the journalist by the wrist and pulled her down to the ground. The footage showed her grazed knees under her grey linen dress.

I called Thomas after the news aired.

‘I know,’ he said as soon as he answered the phone, his voice slathered in shame.

There was no use scolding him for his actions; he sounded like he was struggling already. ‘I’ll hire security for next time. I won’t let them get close to you like that again. It’s not your fault, I should have been prepared for something like this.’

‘It is my fault,’ he sighed heavily, ‘I need to be more in control.’

‘Everything will be okay. I promise.’

I’m not sure why I’m throwing around promises that I barely believe. I didn’t expect the media to insist on Dad’s guilt so vehemently.

‘Are you sure you should be drinking?’ your father asked when I opened a bottle of chardonnay.

‘Why shouldn’t I?’ I asked. It was Friday night and you were already in bed, so I didn’t see the issue.

‘One glass is fine, but you always finish the whole bottle and then some. I think you’d be better staying sober at this time, especially while anxiety levels are already high.’

‘Being sober is exhausting.’ I slumped down onto one of the counter stools and leant my elbows on the table. ‘Let me forget things even if it’s just for a short time.’ I took that first sip of wine for the day, and it felt like a treat; something for me to enjoy. ‘Every moment of every day I am under so much pressure, I need this.’

Your father raised his eyebrows and began loading the dishwasher. ‘It’s concerning if you need it. I had the same day as you, and I’m not drinking,’ he replied, without looking at me.

I clenched my fist. He did not just say that. ‘No,’ I said, firmly. ‘You did not have the same day as me. You didn’t have to put on a brave face for Evelyn, yet again. Even on a day like today when you knew I would be stressed, you still didn’t offer to drop her off at nursery.’

‘That’s not fair.’ He slammed the dishwasher shut. ‘I had to go to the office early.’ He leant his back against the counter and wrung a tea towel between his hands.

‘Sure.’ I managed to keep my voice calm. ‘I know you don’t want the other parents looking at you the way they look at me: like I am beneath them because of what my dad did. You escape to your office every day even though you have stacks of annual leave that you could use to be here to help me instead. Somehow I have to do all the parenting and squeeze in running my company, which pays for eighty per cent of the mortgage on this house that you tell me I shouldn’t drink wine in. That’s a bit rich, isn’t it?’ I took a big sip.

‘Don’t do that, Gwynne. Don’t throw around the “I pay for everything” line.’ He sat on the stool next to me, but I immediately stood up. ‘I had to get some emails off before I spent the day in court with you Hoggs.’

‘You Hoggs.’ I began pacing next to the sink. I tried to stay calm, but even though I spoke softly I could hear the anger in my voice. ‘You’re ashamed of us. You’ve been trying to distance yourself from us since this came out.’

‘Gwynne, that isn’t fair. I have been there for you. I was in court with you today. This happened to me too. He’s my father-in-law.’

‘And he’s my dad!’ I shouted. ‘I can’t believe you are making this about you.’

‘You know, Gwynne, you haven’t once asked me how I feel about any of this.’

‘This isn’t about you!’ I threw my wineglass in the sink, and it shattered with a loud crash.

Your father sat at the kitchen bench in shock. Through gritted teeth in a much quieter voice, I tried to justify my actions, ‘All I am asking for is—’ I pressed my thumb against my first finger ‘—a little bit of help during this time. Take Evelyn to nursery. Take a few days off work to help me deal with the shitshow at Dad’s company. Help me at Agency Hogg for an hour a day. Go over and see Mum so I don’t have to. Anything.’

‘Fine. I can do those things,’ your father said as if I was being ridiculous.

‘I shouldn’t have to ask.’ I used a tea towel to push a few shards of broken glass off the counter and into the sink. I took a new glass from the cupboard and poured myself another wine.

‘Gwynne,’ your father looked at me disapprovingly, ‘maybe we should see a therapist to help us navigate through this time.’

I scoffed.

‘I don’t want our marriage to fall apart because of this,’ he said quietly.

‘Do you need me to book the therapist or is that something you can handle on your own?’

‘I’ll do it,’ he responded gently.

‘And you’ll drop Evelyn off at nursery next week so I can be at my office early and get some things done?’

‘Yes, okay. Except Thursdays . . .’

My head dropped and I couldn’t help but laugh.

‘You know our team has that weekly call with China that I can’t miss.’

I turned and looked out the window at the darkness. I muttered, ‘Because all of China are on tenterhooks waiting to hear your great ideas.’

‘Every other day is fine though. Okay?’

‘Sure,’ I replied, unconvinced. He stood up and tried to cuddle me from behind, but I shunned his touch.

He told me he’d take you to the farm with his mother tomorrow so I could stay home and try to have whatever version of a rest my body will allow nowadays. The gesture was appreciated because right now I feel like an upside-down condiment bottle with remnants of gloopy sauce wearily dripping down. People keep trying to squeeze more and more out of me, but I have very little left to give.
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‘Hi Gwynne,’ my mother-in-law called out from the hallway when she came to pick you and your father up. She wandered into the lounge room where I was hiding from her. She was hard to miss in a bright blue anorak with purple stars and a lemon-coloured woolly hat. ‘How is everything?’ She offered a sympathetic smile.

‘Fine.’ I nodded.

She edged further into the room. ‘Evelyn looks just beautiful today. A lot like her father.’

Wow. Bazooka loaded. Shots fired.

Evelyn, you look exactly like me. This is something that your grandmother has always agreed on. Now she is claiming you resemble her son. You have your father’s ears and above-average height but your silky light brown hair, plump pink lips, sparkling green eyes, lengthy black lashes and thick eyebrows are undeniably from me.

I managed a polite smile. ‘Have fun at the farm.’

Evelyn, you ran in and asked, ‘Mummy not coming?’

I caressed your soft cheek. ‘Not today, darling. Mummy is tired.’

‘Mummy got ouchie?’ You searched my body for scratches or bruises.

‘No ouchie, my love,’ I replied. ‘Mummy is just a bit sad.’

You darted off, returning seconds later with your fluffy bunny. ‘Here go, Mummy.’ You handed it to me and kissed my cheek. ‘Mummy special juice?’

‘Special juice?’ Your grandmother laughed.

Your father appeared in the doorway behind her. ‘She means wine.’ He gave me another disapproving look.

You were right, Evelyn. As soon as you were out the door, I opened a full-bodied Tasmanian shiraz hoping it would assist my soul in feeling slightly fuller bodied as well. I left the bottle next to the settee, within arm’s reach. It felt good not to have to hide the fact that I was going to finish the whole thing.

I used to leave the house with a confidence that I attributed to being a Hogg. Suddenly it’s the opposite and I’m worried about how my world is going to be impacted in ways beyond witnessing the disintegration of my family. Will people still want to work with my agency? My personal PR is in damage control right now so how can I expect clients to trust me with theirs? Then there’s the looks people give me. Restaurateurs and boutique owners used to make such a fuss if I went into their business, but how will I face them after this? Then there’s the charity gala, the nursery parents, the entire village where I planned to grow old but now feel like I want to run away from.

By the end of the bottle, my teeth were a muddy shade of purply brown.

Around lunchtime my credit card took a beating. My goodness, the instant high I got from clicking that add to cart button over and over. It gave me a small glimpse of the woman I was before all this and silenced my anxiety for a short time.

Dad was always a big spender too. He’d drag us along to The Pound, barely speaking on the drive there. He’d open the car boot and lug heavy bags of boxing gear onto our shoulders. We’d watch from the ropes as he aggressively whacked pads held by Uncle Grant until the floor was slippery with sweat and the veins in his neck bulged. It was my job to have a towel ready when he needed to mop his brow. The length of the sparring varied, but eventually he’d chuck his gloves to the side. It was Thomas’s job to pick them up and give them a wipe. Dad would lean his body over the ropes and let his mouth guard drop down. Then he’d walk off, wordless.

When Dad returned from showering, he would be back to his normal self. Weight lifted. Often on the drive home he’d stop at expensive shops and let us pick whatever we wanted. He’d buy designer handbags for Mum at the point of a finger. Back at Willow Estate we’d sit on the living room floor and show Mum what we’d bought. It’s only now I can see how Dad was trying to manage his mood so that he didn’t bring his anger home with him. It’s interesting the lengths we go to so we can protect our families.

The garden looked so enticing in the afternoon. Winter was coming but there were still signs of autumn on the trees and our lawn was flooded with orange leaves. I opened a fresh bottle of wine and poured a glass. This time a pinot noir. Kinder on the teeth. From the window I watched the leaves gently dance on the lawn. When I was younger, I used to pull on my Wellington boots and run through the mulchy litterfall at Willow Estate. Thomas and I would search for fallen conkers from the horse chestnut tree by the fence. We would attach string to them and battle for the ultimate conker championship title. I knew that shine over size was key, so was often victorious.

I felt a sudden urge to reconnect with that happy little girl. The only shoes I could find downstairs were my Celine slingbacks from yesterday, so I put them on. Beige cashmere lounge set, thick woolly socks, heels. I loved how silly my outfit was.

I opened the door and stepped into the garden. The cold air was delightfully refreshing. My hair blew over my face. What a freeing feeling. I smiled and headed out to the centre of the lawn, kicking my heels through the leaves. The hairs on my arms prickled with every icy blow of wind. I kicked my heels again. Long waves of hair flooded my face. The crunch of the leaves. So satisfying. I pushed my hair to the side to enjoy my wine. Free. I put my arms out to the side and began to spin. Twirling. Twirling. Like that little girl at Willow Estate. Dad would laugh and take photographs. Twirling. Thomas would throw leaves in the air like it was snowing orange. Twirling. I felt alive. Hilariously so.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

A fist on the glass. I stopped twirling. I steadied myself in the leaves and squinted. The clouds reflected in the kitchen window like great swans on a murky lake. I tented a hand over my eyes.

‘Gwynne.’ Your father opened the door. He stood with his hands on his hips; he does that a lot at the moment. ‘What are you doing?’

Behind him I could see his mother trying to shield you from my perceived insanity. I knew how it looked.

‘Mummy!’ you excitedly shouted. You wriggled free from your grandmother and ran out to join me, giggling as you tossed leaves in the air and spun in circles, just like Mummy was doing. One mummy’s madness is a child’s idea of fun.

‘Evelyn,’ your father said sternly, ‘come back inside.’

‘Why?’ I asked. Offended. Did he think you were not safe with me? With your mother?

‘It’s cold,’ he said. ‘Come on.’ He sharply gestured for you to move towards him.

‘Come on, Mummy. It’s too cold,’ you said, reaching up and taking my hand with a smile.
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Today was your birthday. I cancelled your party, but we still gathered at Willow Estate. After all, your grandmother had baked.

Your father was exerting patience and tolerance and, since I did not wake up with a hangover, he had nothing to moan about this morning.

When we walked into the kitchen at Willow Estate, Mum was humming to herself. A happy hum. A noise I hadn’t heard since Dad’s arrest. Whenever Dad was in a good mood he belted out operatic notes, but Mum enjoyed a more placid hum.

‘What’s going on?’ I whispered to Thomas.

‘She saw Dad yesterday.’

I was glad to see her energised, even though I knew it would diminish over the next few days until she saw him again.

‘Did you go too?’

He nodded.

‘How was it?’

‘Yeah, fine.’ Thomas shrugged. ‘He’s been placed in isolation. We met with him in a private room. Apparently, he’s been in there since the injunction was lifted. Some thugs tried to fight him. Jackson didn’t mention that?’

I shook my head. Jackson had been calling almost daily but we only speak about the case now. I had a feeling Dad would be having a hard time in prison, but I never asked for the details.

Mum crouched down and gave you a big cuddle and kiss. ‘Hello, darling! Happy birthday!’

You wiped her lipstick off your cheek and asked for a cupcake, of which there were many, stacked high next to a table of finger food and under a string of balloons set up in the sunroom.

‘You didn’t have to do all this, Mum.’

‘Nonsense.’ Mum fanned me away. ‘It’s not every day our little princess turns three.’ She touched my arm. ‘I want to show you something, darling.’ I followed her back into the kitchen and she pulled those old calendars out again.

Thomas raised his eyebrows. ‘She tried to take them into the prison yesterday.’

‘I wanted to show Huey,’ Mum said. ‘Look here.’ She flipped over pages of kittens in party hats from the 1989 calendar. She pointed at 22 January, my birthday. ‘I’ve finally finished cross-referencing them with the dates of those incidents. I already knew the first one was on your birthday so it’s impossible your father was involved because I was in labour for three days beforehand and he never left my side.’ Mum flipped over the pages of 1990’s kittens in teacups calendar. ‘March twenty-four. Apparently that is when the second victim was killed but, see here, I’ve written,’ Mum lowered her glasses from the top of her head and continued, ‘lunch with Uncle Grant two pm until five pm. Then it says we rented a video from Blockbuster. We would have just stayed in. And that last victim, look here, August five, 2009. Mum haircut ten am. Dad would have dropped me off in town and picked me up. Thomas football match one pm. Pub trivia with Grant seven pm. Gwynne trial shift—’

‘Did you tell Dad about all of this?’ I asked. Mum clearly couldn’t accept that Dad was responsible for these murders, even though he had already confessed. I wondered if he had told her as emphatically as he’d told me.

‘He said not to bother but I know there is something not right with all this. My Huey would never hurt a fly. And these,’ Mum said as she patted her hands excitedly on the stack of calendars on the kitchen bench, ‘prove that he simply couldn’t have been involved in the incidents.’

Your father peered over from the other side of the bench as he stuck birthday candles into your pink ballerina cake.

‘Mum, Dad confessed.’

‘Maybe he feels like there is no hope. But I have the evidence.’ Mum smiled proudly. ‘You’ll be happy when Dad is back home and whoever is responsible is in that terrible place instead.’

Your grandmother walked out to join you in the sunroom.

Thomas shrugged at me. Was it kinder to leave Mum in this state of hopeful denial?

‘Sorry I’m late.’ Uncle Grant sheepishly entered the kitchen.

‘What’s happened to your face?’ Thomas asked as he swigged his beer.

Uncle Grant tried to catch his reflection in the front of the microwave. ‘Do I look okay?’

His face appeared unusually puffy. Bee-stung. ‘Are you having an allergic reaction?’ I asked.

Uncle Grant shook his head moodily. ‘After them pictures came out the other day, I thought I looked like an old-man’s ballsack.’ I scrunched my face at the image. ‘I got some botox and filler.’

Thomas nearly spat his beer out. Your father sucked in his cheeks and tried not to laugh.

Noticing our reactions, Uncle Grant asked, ‘Is it bad? It hasn’t settled yet.’

Mum came back into the kitchen. ‘Oh, good heavens.’ She placed a hand over her mouth. ‘What on earth has happened to your face? Gwynne, there’re antihistamines in the cupboard. Grant, what did you eat?’

We all laughed. Uncle Grant pouted and took a seat at the kitchen bench. I walked up behind him and affectionately put an arm around him. ‘We love you. You look great,’ I said, trying to hide my amusement.

He gripped my hand for a second.

While Dad has his father’s floppy light brown hair, blue eyes, charming smile and dimples, Uncle Grant inherited the piggy nose of their mother. This isn’t the first time he has experimented with his look.

‘What’s all this then?’ Uncle Grant began rummaging through the calendars. ‘Oh, all your old calendars. God, you were like a war correspondent taking notes of everything we were up to. Couldn’t take a shit without your mum writing down the date and time.’

‘Give over.’ Mum frowned. ‘It wasn’t that bad. But I was just telling Gwynne, I’ve got notes down on all the days that Huey supposedly did these incidents. I would have put a line through them if the plans fell through.’

‘Oh right.’ Uncle Grant nudged the calendars away. ‘And where is Princess Evelyn? Come over here and give your Uncle Grant a cuddle.’

Evelyn, you came over and hid behind me. One of my parenting rules is that I never force you to kiss or cuddle anyone if you don’t want to. Unfortunately for Uncle Grant, that means he hasn’t had a hug from you since you were old enough to protest.

‘Shall we do the cake?’ your father asked.

I held you up in my arms as we sang ‘Happy Birthday’. You shyly smiled and took three puffs to blow out your candles.

Your father was handing out slices of cake when Thomas began furiously texting on his phone. ‘Fuck!’ he exclaimed. His chair screeched back and without explanation he dashed out the door leaving the rest of us Hoggs in confusion.

What could possibly have happened now?




NINE

Happy Halloween. This day feels jarring in my life right now. Like a double shot of vodka when I only have the tolerance for a single. I want the bartender to water my drink down before I start feeling too sick. If only this story could be diluted under a tap.

My costume was scarily realistic this year: Huey Hogg’s daughter. I looked at myself in the mirror and sighed. It’s like seeing someone walking down the street who you swear you recognise but you simply can’t place where you know them from. I know that woman in the mirror is me, but why does she look like she wants to give up? The Gwynne Hogg I know would never surrender herself to life’s troughs.

It is Thursday. My day to drop you off at nursery again as the whole of China was eagerly awaiting another of your father’s PowerPoint presentations.

The weather is getting chillier, so I squeezed into a pair of leather pants I have not been able to fit in since before my pregnancy—the benefit of stress suppressing my appetite—and a cosy beige Prada knit. Knee-high boots for pizzazz. My hair was clipped into rollers and when I took them out it fell into perfect waves.

You twirled your finger through my hair. ‘Mummy beautiful.’

I hoped my good hair was an omen for a fabulous day ahead. If only one could always control the outcome of the day based on how coiffed one’s ’do is.

We were later than normal to nursery, and I spotted Mary’s and Frankie’s cars in the car park.

Cut-out paper pumpkins had replaced the caterpillar hanging from the ceiling. You giddily dragged me over to a pink one smothered in glitter and told me it was yours. ‘A pink pumpkin?’ I gasped, overdramatically. You giggled. ‘You are just brilliant.’ I kissed your cheek and sent you to put your coat on your hook.

‘Hair, ten out of ten,’ Frankie said. ‘How are you feeling? Lost the will to live yet?’

‘If it wasn’t for wine, I would be a goner,’ I replied. ‘How are you?’

‘Tired. Mary has been bombarding me with things to do before the charity gala. Sometimes she messages at three am. I picture her scuttling up the sides of her walls and eating dead squirrels.’ Frankie laughed. ‘Has she been hounding you about hosting?’

I had completely forgotten that I was hosting a gala in two weeks. ‘No, I haven’t heard from her. Thankfully. It will be fine though.’

Frankie nudged me. ‘Incoming.’

Mary Hollandford flounced over. She grabbed Frankie by the wrist. ‘Frankie, darling, thank you so much for collecting the cloth napkins. I cannot believe the event planner thought paper ones would be suitable. Does she think we dine like pigs?’ She flashed her eyes towards me. ‘Oh, hello, Gwynne.’

I mustered a ‘hi’.

‘Listen,’ she leant closer to me. ‘I know how busy you are with your dad, so I would like to do you a favour.’ Mary smiled. She has sharp canines and a gap big enough for a penny to fit between her front teeth.

‘How kind of you,’ I said. ‘And what is this favour?’

‘I’m going to relieve you of your hosting duties at the gala. Your plate is already full and now this is one less thing to worry about.’ She grinned and her cheekbones sliced the air. I knew exactly what she was doing.

‘That is very sweet of you, Mary.’ I cocked my head and faux smiled. ‘But I am quite looking forward to the gala. It will take my mind off things.’ This was a lie. I was more than happy to relinquish any responsibility on the night, but I wasn’t going to let Mary steamroll me.

Mary’s nostrils flared as she inhaled. ‘Gwynne.’ She tucked one of my curls behind my ear. Frankie raised her eyebrows. ‘You don’t have to be a hero all the time. Please, let me do this for you. I have already prepared the notes.’

‘So, you’re going to host instead?’ Frankie asked.

‘I mean, as long as Gwynne doesn’t mind.’ Mary’s canines glistened.

I raised both hands in surrender. ‘Okay, if you really want to.’

‘Well, I am doing this for you,’ Mary said. ‘Want and will are two different things.’

‘In that case, I am happy to still host.’

Mary’s neck twitched, ‘No,’ she said, sharply. She rolled her shoulders back and resumed smiling. ‘You’re not hosting. A domestic violence charity with the daughter of a serial killer on the microphone? It’s a bit tacky, don’t you think?’

I chose not to reply.

‘You wouldn’t have Hitler host a bat mitzvah, would you?’ she continued. ‘Not that you’re Hitler, but, you know what I mean.’ She laughed a staccato hu hu hu. Suddenly she was pulled to one side by her daughter who wanted to show her the nursery’s pet fish.

I looked at Frankie who was hiding her face behind a dangling pumpkin. Her bobbing shoulders gave away her silent laughter. I playfully knocked the pumpkin out of the way.

‘Oh my god. Did she just compare you to Hitler?’ Frankie exclaimed in mild disbelief.

Mary returned. ‘Everything okay?’ She blinked rapidly as she looked between myself and Frankie.

‘Perfectly,’ I said. ‘I will sit at the back and pretend not to exist.’

‘That’s the other thing, Gwynne,’ Mary began. ‘There are going to be sensitive people there who have gone through a lot. I think they might . . .’ She paused and rubbed her lips together, ‘Take offence at your presence.’

‘Enough, Mary,’ Frankie butted in. Mary looked like she might exterminate her with her eyes. ‘Gwynne worked on this event too, you can’t stop her from going.’

‘It’s fine, Frankie.’ I placed a hand between Frankie’s shoulders, then I turned to Mary. ‘You should be careful what you say to people.’

Mary glared at me but then her daughter dragged her away again. This time to rat on one of the other little girls who had apparently kicked her.

‘She could have asked you to host,’ I said to Frankie. ‘At least you have a likeable personality.’

Frankie sighed. ‘I’m hardly the ideal spokesperson for the cause,’ she said vacantly as she watched her daughter build a tower out of blocks. ‘I should have left the first time my husband hit me, but instead I hung around because I believed him when he said he was sorry.’ She turned back to me and shrugged. ‘And then I had an affair with a kind man and suddenly became the villain.’ Her eyes became watery, but she quickly laughed it off and coolly dabbed them with the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

‘Oh, Frank. I had no ide—’

Mary interrupted again. ‘I hope I have not set a cat among the pigeons, but you know how these things are, Gwynne. Cheshire Social Magazine will be there, and it wouldn’t be a good look.’ I had tired of listening to her, yet she continued. ‘Plus, with you and Winnie not on good terms . . .’

Now she had my attention. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Oh dear, I have said too much.’ Mary pressed her fingers to her lips and barely tried to contain her smirk. ‘I shouldn’t get involved in your work relationship. Anyway, Pilates calls.’ She twiddled her fingers and swiftly exited.

‘Frankie . . .’ I didn’t know what to say.

‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘These things happen.’

‘That bastard.’

‘Hey. Better men do worse things, right?’ Frankie replied. ‘My father-in-law was a wifebeater too. These things are genetic.’

‘I hope not,’ I muttered.

In the car on the way to the office I thought about what Frankie said. Can we blame our parents for our bad hand-me-down qualities? Can evil really be genetic? If so, what does that mean for me? And for you, my sweet girl?
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When I arrived at the office, I heard footsteps scatter across the floorboards as I ascended the staircase. From behind my bronze ballerina pig statue in the reception area I could see my staff obediently typing away at their desks; a sure sign that I had interrupted some sort of gossip. Like graveyard ghouls they sang out their ‘good morning’ greetings.

Laura rushed into the kitchen to make me a coffee. I suspiciously eyed up my staff as they made their way into the boardroom for the all-in meeting.

Laura set a coffee down in front of me with the precision of a soldier handling TNT. Everyone else opted for notepad doodling and paper shuffling instead of eye contact.

‘Is this about Winnie Speller?’ I got straight to the point.

Laura held her breath. Her eyes darted left and right. Silence. Finally, she pushed a printout of an email towards me. ‘Winnie has decided to appoint a new PR company for Magic Skin.’

My biggest client. A huge revenue generator and a hallmark of our company and what we could do. We use the fact that we work with Magic Skin as a selling tool to win other business. Companies want us to replicate that success for them. This is a disaster.

I brushed my tongue against my top teeth. ‘When did this happen?’

‘Yesterday,’ Laura said nervously.

‘And why didn’t you tell me then?’ I looked at my other staff, but none of them wanted to make eye contact.

‘You said you were heading off early for a facial. I know you’ve got a lot on and I thought it best we leave you to relax.’

‘You know,’ I sucked my teeth, ‘lately everyone seems to think they know what is best for me. Just because my dad is a murderer, does not mean that I am suddenly an incompetent fool.’ That was the first time I admitted to the outside world that my dad is guilty. I noticed eyes widen around the room. I stood up. ‘Laura, schedule a meeting with Winnie Speller, we need to get her back.’

‘We’ve tried,’ Laura moaned.

I raised my voice. ‘Try harder!’ I yanked the door handle and left. This day was not turning out like my hair had. I needed wine.
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Paranoia has kicked in. As has daytime drinking. But one can justify acting rather monstrous today. Winnie Speller, the horreur that I am related to, Halloween. Excuses.

Your mother is not the vodka-from-a-brown-paper-bag type. The wine I buy is expensive, which makes drinking to excess feel more like a sophisticated pastime rather than alcoholism.

Heart’s Cellars sells posh imported wine. I have been stocking up there for years. It is a high-end boutique merchant with a chandelier crafted from upside-down wineglasses hanging above pigeonholes of black iron racking containing bottles from all over the world. Backlit signs above each section indicate the region the wine is from. I beelined to one of my favourites. Hello, Australia.

A shiraz or a pinot? I thought to myself as I perused the selection.

Your father called.

‘Darling . . .’ something, something ‘. . . therapy is booked for three weeks on Tuesday . . .’ something, something. He blathered on and on.

Shiraz might be too heavy, but that might help me sleep more than a light pinot. I contemplated buying both. It had been a rough day, even though it was only twelve-thirty.

‘Yes. Fine,’ I said.

‘And another thing,’ your father said, ‘I popped in on your mum, but she was sleeping.’ Something, something. ‘Thomas was there . . .’ something ‘. . . he started shouting down the phone at someone . . .’

‘Oh no,’ I said, only half listening.

I am a grown woman going through utter turmoil, I shall just buy both. Two of each, I decided.

‘Gwynne, are you listening?’

‘Of course, darling,’ I fibbed.

Clink. The bottles knocked together as I struggled to balance my phone and my wines. I stretched open my mouth and tucked my phone under my chin to try to prop it up.

‘Where are you? What was that noise?’ he asked.

‘Milk bottles. I am at the shops.’

‘Milk bottles haven’t clinked since plastic ones were introduced in the nineties.’

It’s so typical of your father to know something like that.

‘I’m at a new hippy, plastic-free shop with reusable milk bottles. So chic.’

‘You sound busy,’ your father said. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Great. I’ll see you after work.’

‘Are you still taking Evelyn trick or treating?’

‘Yes, yes, later. Bye.’

I carefully eased the wine bottles down onto the counter. They know me in the shop, but this guy was new. He had a twisty French moustache and a fifty-fifty distribution of grey and brown hair. People who work in wine shops are normally friendly, but this man had a scowl on his face.

‘ID,’ he demanded.

Although I am botoxed to the nines, there is something about my face that does not scream under eighteen. I like to think it is wisdom, but these days it is most likely my constant look of anguish. Nevertheless, I am clearly of legal drinking age, so I presumed this gentleman had another agenda.

‘Why?’ I asked sharply. I let my mouth hang open with attitude, like I was about to chew gum.

‘We are within our rights to ask anyone for ID.’

With an eyeroll, I slammed my handbag on his counter. I fumbled for my purse. My driver’s licence has not seen the light of day in a long time. When I pulled it out, I realised it was close to expiring but that is a problem for a less dramatic lifetime.

I taunted the man by dangling the card. His eyes followed it from left to right as I swung it like a pendulum. Finally, he snatched it from my hand. I saw him raise an eyebrow. He looked at me and then back at the card.

‘Problem?’ I snarled. Was all of this some sick ploy to confirm that I am in fact Gwynne Hogg, Huey Hogg’s daughter? Can I not be left alone? ‘If you have something to say, just say it,’ I snapped. ‘We all watch the news. Do you expect me to hide indoors all day and never show my face again?’

The man looked rather bewildered. He pinched the end of his moustache between two fingers. ‘Um, no. I just thought you looked young. I can’t believe you’re in your thirties.’ He handed the card back.

‘Oh.’ I took it from him. I felt like such an idiot. But in what world did he think I was under eighteen?

He handed me my box of wine and I wrapped my arms around it like it was a cardboard teddy bear.
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You insisted we dress as Sulley and Mike Wazowski from Monsters, Inc. I had ordered plastic face masks before all this with your grandfather. You were Mike Wazowski. You wore a big green costume complete with one eye, which did not quite make sense since your mask also had an eye on it, but you wanted to wear both. And I was Sulley. Fortunately, I had an oversized blue fur coat that I had bought from a vintage shop when I was feeling kooky one day. I fitted my Sulley face mask, and your father dropped us off on a nearby road that had lots of decorated houses.

‘Have fun, girls!’ he called out the window. ‘Love you!’

We held hands and you giddily spun in circles trying to catch sight of the other kids in their costumes. ‘Princess! Dinosaur, roar! Lion!’

You kicked your feet through fallen leaves just like you had seen Mummy do. I joined you. We visited three houses and each of them gave you chocolates and sweets for your plastic pumpkin bucket.

‘Look at this house, Mummy!’ You pointed in awe at a large house with cobwebs covering the gates and a mechanical spider twitching on the façade. We wandered in. Life-size figurines of zombies and mummies lined the pathway up to the front door and a smoke machine billowed grey fog around our feet.

You pressed the doorbell and a devilish voice cackled through a speaker.

‘Trick or treat!’ you shouted when the door opened.

‘Wow. My daughter loves Monsters, Inc.’ A woman crouched down and offered you a bucket full of assorted sweets. You reached out with clawed fingers, but she stopped you. ‘Nuh-uh,’ she tutted. ‘Little Miss Sticky Hands. Just take three. You must share with the other children.’

Mary fucking Hollandford. We had stumbled across her house.

‘Thank you,’ you sweetly said. ‘Come on, Mummy, next house.’

I thought about saying something. Would she recognise my eyeballs through the mask? My hair? Did she know it was me? I’m not sure. But instead of speaking, I turned and walked away.

For some reason, all I could think was, Now I know where that bitch lives.




TEN

Mid-November. For the last couple of weeks, it has felt wonderful to be liberated from the month during which my dad was arrested. Optimism is my monster’s mask of choice this month. I have tried to convince myself that it is not delusion if one is aware of one’s perceived delusion. But then that in itself is the double jeopardy of delusion. Am I trying to push shit uphill, or does life have a chance at getting better?

For fear of spiralling into a catatonic state of Hogg-shock like my mum, I am going forth with the belief that things cannot possibly get worse. My family need me.

Today we gathered at Willow Estate. The plea hearing was scheduled for 10 am, and the driver was due to pick us up at nine. By seven thirty I was washing Mum in the shower then dressing her in a grey tweed Chanel suit. It hung off her shrinking frame as if it were fancy dress. Before Dad’s arrest, he would take Mum to all the posh restaurants in town and she would wear designer outfits. All the major restaurant owners knew them, something Dad got a real kick out of. He loved the extra attention that came from being a wealthy businessman.

How the mighty have fallen. Now people in our local village frown at me as if the mere sight of a Hogg in the wild is offensive.

‘I reckon we sell it,’ I heard Uncle Grant say when I came downstairs to the kitchen. He was at the island bench with Thomas and your father.

‘Sell what?’ I asked. My surly expression made them all look a little nervous. Mum stood beside me, frail and swamped in Chanel.

‘Nothing,’ Uncle Grant muttered.

‘Come on, out with it.’ I tried to lock eyes with him, but he knocked back an espresso like it was a shot of tequila and grimaced at the heat. I tried someone else. ‘Thomas?’

‘It’s a conversation for another time,’ Thomas answered.

‘Oh, I see. Yet you seem to be having it right now.’ I folded my arms. ‘Darling?’ I raised my eyebrows at your father. He hesitated. His eyes gave away that he was mulling over what to say, how much to tell me on such an important day.

‘Sell Huey’s company,’ your father finally said.

Thomas huffed and walked towards the door with his hands behind his head.

Uncle Grant said, ‘Well done, mate,’ and sarcastically clapped his hands.

‘Sell Dad’s company?’ I replied. ‘Why?’

‘It’s too hard without him, Gwynne,’ Uncle Grant moaned. ‘I’m out of my depth. If Huey doesn’t get let off, we either need to sell or someone else needs to take over. I can’t do it.’

Mum looked to me with a watery glaze on her eyeballs.

I sighed but it turned into a low pitch scream with a gradual crescendo. ‘This is not the time for this conversation.’

‘Yeah, we told you that,’ Thomas upbraided me.

‘We’re not selling Dad’s company,’ I said. ‘We’ll talk about it later. Grant, if you don’t think you can do the job you need to stand down so we can find someone who can.’

‘Gwynne, we all know there is only one person who could do it.’

I knew it too. Without Dad here, everything has fallen onto my shoulders. I am the only person capable of filling his shoes. But I already have too much to deal with.

‘How about we circle back to this a bit later,’ your father said. He loves circling back to things instead of dealing with them in the moment. His life on paper would be a series of spirals broken up by a few jagged edges that signify the chaos that us Hoggs have brought to his once peaceful existence.

But for once circling back sounded like a good idea.

‘Mum, how are you feeling about today?’ Thomas asked. We were all worried about Mum, but as confronting as hearing Dad was guilty in court would be for her, it would mark an important step in her acceptance of her new reality.

Mum clutched the edge of the kitchen bench and shuffled into her Chanel mules. ‘Hopeful, my darling.’

Thomas looked at me and I at him. Mum was a ticking timebomb of devastation.

‘Mum,’ I said softly, ‘today you are going to hear Dad plead guilty. I want you to be prepared for that.’

‘We’ll see, darling. The calendars . . .’

‘Enough with the calendars, Mum!’ Thomas shouted.

‘Come on, mate. Let’s wait out the front.’ Uncle Grant put an arm over Thomas’s shoulder and manoeuvred him out into the hallway. Before he had even left the kitchen, Thomas had an unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth.

‘Mum.’ I took her by the hands. ‘Dad is guilty. He told me himself. I’m worried you aren’t going to cope when he admits that today.’

Mum, affectionately but a little too roughly, tapped her hand on my cheek as if she didn’t believe me.
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In the van on the way to court, Thomas nervously rubbed his second and third fingers together as if he desperately wanted the gap to be filled with another cigarette. His other hand tugged the front of his hair.

Uncle Grant turned around and peered at me through the gap between the headrests. ‘I was at the pub the other day, The Lazy Oak, and heard some guy, bit of a knobhead, talking about you.’

‘Is this really necessary right now?’ your father questioned.

‘Oi, us Hoggs stick together and if someone is talking shit, she has a right to know about it,’ Uncle Grant replied. He switched his focus back to me. ‘Some posh bloke, Chinese maybe, but British accent, said his wife was once a client at Agency Hogg but had just left because—’

‘Winnie Speller.’ I rolled my eyes. Your father clasped my hand tightly. ‘Go on.’

‘Said she didn’t want a Hogg anywhere near her brand. I was in two minds about whether to say something but chose to keep shtum. Your business and all. Big loss?’

‘Only my biggest client.’ I tilted my head up to the grey roof. ‘Did he say anything else?’

‘Just some woman called Mary had put her on to another company.’

‘There’s a surprise.’ I closed my eyes and focused on the light sway of the van. Just breathe, I told myself.

‘Listen, Gwynne,’ Uncle Grant continued. I listened but kept my eyes closed. ‘If you take over Hogg Transport you can do the company’s public relations, pay yourself a big fee too. God knows we’ll need some good PR after all this.’

‘Dad always said he would hire my agency one day,’ I said, almost dreamily. ‘But he wanted me to make it on my own first.’

‘I’d say you’ve made it. This would be a great opportunity.’

‘And one that we can talk about later.’ Your father shooed Uncle Grant’s face away. He turned to me and whispered, ‘I know there is a lot going on right now. Just focus on today and we can discuss everything else at another time.’ I forced a smile. ‘I love you.’

‘I love you too,’ I whispered then rested my head on his shoulder.
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Outside the Crown Court there was a much larger pandemonium than at the preliminary hearing. I got a text from Jackson. Don’t talk to any press! I relayed the information to my family.

‘Thomas, you go with Mum,’ I instructed my brother. Mum cowered in her seat. A hand banged on her window and she screamed. Thomas rushed over to help her up.

‘Don’t let go,’ he told Mum as he tightly clasped her hand.

Manchester Crown Court is located inside an old stone building with tall columns and a large stone coat of arms with Dieu et mon droit engraved on a scroll. God and my right. We are not a religious family but, in that moment, before I stepped out of the van, I said a little prayer to whoever may be listening. Us atheists love to call on God in times of need, just in case.

I stepped out onto the pavement. The media went off like a firework and did not stop.

‘Gwynne, how do you think your dad will plead today?’ A journalist shoved a microphone towards my face. Your father guided me through the crowd.

‘Gwynne, what will happen to Hogg Transport?’ another journalist called out. It was impossible to tell which direction or who the rapid-fire questions were coming from in the thunderstorm of clicking cameras and loud voices. We were surrounded.

‘Gwynne, what do you think about your dad cutting out people’s tongues?’

I turned back in search of your father’s reassuring face. ‘I’m here,’ he said, squeezing my hand tighter.

‘Gwynne, was your dad violent at home?’

‘Gwynne, are you worried about your dad getting attacked in prison?’

‘Gwynne, do you remember what your dad was like in 2009?’

My ears rang. My heart pounded. I was a ragdoll getting dragged along by the media scrum. Your father wrapped his arms around me. He clung on tightly to my weary body as we barged through the revolving doors into the Crown Court. I could barely breathe.

‘You couldn’t have helped?’ your father bawled at the disinterested security guards.

They shrugged.

Your father held my shoulders tightly and I pressed my face into his chest. It took at least thirty seconds for my mind to readjust to the quiet inside.

‘All about Gwynne today,’ Thomas panted when he finally made it through the doors with my terrified mother koala’d to his arm. ‘You okay?’ He patted my back. I nodded. ‘Any sign of Jackson?’ We surveyed the entrance, but Dad’s lawyer was nowhere to be seen.

Uncle Grant walked over from the reception desk. ‘Court four. They reckon we should go now and get seats.’

The balcony filled up with journalists holding pads and paper. They call court four the ‘super courtroom’, reserved for high-profile cases. It is relatively new and features light wood panelling and rows of desks fitted with microphones and black swivel chairs.

Mum had to stand to peer over the edge of the balcony when Dad was led out in handcuffs, followed by Jackson. Mum waited for Dad to look up at her, but he kept his head down. I expect he was ashamed that she would have to witness his guilty plea. A disheartened Mum sat back in her seat. I took her hand in mine. Her knuckles felt bonier than normal, and her wedding rings no longer sat tightly against her skin. If she lost them, she would be devastated.

The judge came out. Her hair wiry greys. Her glasses balanced on her pointed nose. Her lips tightly pressed together. Her posture pencil straight, mannequin like.

The judge asked Dad to stand. ‘Can you confirm your full name please?’

Dad was freshly shaven and wearing a suit, but he did not sparkle in the way he once did. He looked scared. His voice was shaky, ‘Huey Albert Hogg.’

‘Huey Hogg, you have been arraigned here today on count one, the murder of Jessica Wilding. Count two, the murder of Gareth Wyatts. Count three, the murder of Abdul Fallah. Count four, the murder of Christopher Poole. And count five, the murder of Louis Balderford. How do you plead?’

Mum leant forward and squeezed my hand. Her lips tightened. I looked at the side of her delicate face. How would I pick up the pieces of my own mother once her Huey’s fate had been sealed?

Dad took a deep breath then shocked all of us, except Mum. ‘Not guilty.’






INTERVIEW RECORDING:

JACKSON MACK AND HUEY HOGG

TUESDAY, 1 OCTOBER 2024

Jackson Mack: I’m surprised Starbucks haven’t tried to open up in here, the amount of coffee these visits require. Here, I got you a biscuit too.

Huey Hogg: Ta.

Jackson Mack: When I was at the coffee machine, I was thinking about that first murder. It’s like a moment of rage, but you didn’t act in that moment. You waited, you brewed, you held back until the right time when you had the best chance of getting away with it. So that part is premeditated. Is it like that with all the murders? You get angry but then you wait until the right moment to kill them?

Huey Hogg: Not really. But I couldn’t be killing a barmaid in her own pub.

Jackson Mack: So even in that moment of rage you were still thinking rationally about consequences?

Huey Hogg: I was thinking about my new daughter. How I didn’t want to let her down.

Jackson Mack: But that wasn’t enough to stop you killing Jessica Wilding.

Huey Hogg: Sadly not.

Jackson Mack: I’m surprised you weren’t spotted on some sort of CCTV.

Huey Hogg: I kept expecting the police to show up to arrest me, but I suppose I got her in a blind spot. If they’d have caught me, this all would have ended there and then.

Jackson Mack: How did you feel when you returned to the hospital?

Huey Hogg: I got back just as my wife was waking up. I made sure to bring her a cake and juice from the hospital cafe. Told her I’d popped down for a quick bite to eat while she was resting. Then the midwives handed Gwynne to me. To this day I still remember that feeling when her tiny fingers wrapped around my thumb. Her little fingernails. I felt proud as punch. I was a dad.

Jackson Mack: I’ve got two of my own. Teenage boys. My ex-wife ships them back and forth from the states. My advice, never get a divorce.

Huey Hogg: That’s not exactly top of mind at the moment.

Jackson Mack: Of course. Right, so, just looking here, your second murder charge relates to an incident with a Gareth Wyatts on 24 March 1990. Just over one year after the first. What happened?

Huey Hogg: Us Hoggs were growing as a family. I was chuffed to bits with my little girl, couldn’t take my eyes off her. But we were living pretty rough. My wife was looking after Gwynne full-time and I did odd courier and bricklaying jobs but there wasn’t consistent money coming in. I’d get fired a lot; always had an issue with authority and being told what to do. Sometimes I’d walk offsite and never go back. My work ethic didn’t kick in until I became my own boss. But we had a house. It was run down as hell and the neighbours were always at each other’s throats. They’d wake Gwynne up with loud music and fighting. I hated seeing my wife and daughter living like that and knew I had to do something. I said to my wife one night in bed, ‘I’m going to become a rich man so I can give my family everything they could ever want.’

Jackson Mack: Very bold. What did she say?

Huey Hogg: She said, ‘I know you will, Huey.’ And she cuddled up next to me. I’m a lucky man for finding her. She has never doubted me. I bet she won’t even believe any of this. She was the one who told me to start my own business. And right there, in bed, I came up with the idea of Hogg Hires.

Jackson Mack: And how did that bring you to Gareth Wyatts?

Huey Hogg: I was in our local cafe one morning having my usual bacon butty and coffee. Even though I’d only just thought up the business idea, I was impatient that I hadn’t made it happen yet. It was like this switch in my head had flipped. Gwynne had been up crying all night because the neighbours were having a party. The walls vibrated with music; it was that loud. I hammered on them, but it didn’t quieten down until seven am. Night after night after night that happened. Exhaustion does wild things to the mind. On my second coffee, I saw an ad in the newspaper for a second-hand white van. That woke me right up. I thought it was a sign from a higher power. I circled it in red pen. The cafe owner knew me well and let me use the phone to call the man selling it. I called from a blocked number and Gareth Wyatts picked up. We arranged to meet an hour later.

Jackson Mack: Did you tell anyone where you were going?

Huey Hogg: Not even my wife. I wanted to surprise her. We’d treated ourselves to a babysitter and had made plans for lunch, so I was going to tell her afterwards.

I ended up meeting Gareth at his house. He acted like I was inconveniencing him and tried to rush me through the viewing. Stood at the garage door smoking a cigarette and drinking a can of lager. The van was in good nick. He nodded to a few dents but nothing major. He had this air freshener dangling from the rear-view mirror. It was a woman in a bikini, smelt of pine. I remember thinking pine was an odd scent and something like peach or strawberry might suit better.

The doors at the back were mucky and someone had scrawled Clean Me into the dirt. I mean, if you’re trying to sell a vehicle, at least give it a hose down. But none of that mattered. This was the van for me, the start of something bigger that would get me off the low-income carousel that my family tree had been riding for generations. It would give my wife and daughter a better life and get them out of that horrible house. I was about to get into the details of buying it when Gareth asked what I needed it for. I told him I wanted to start my own transport logistics company. And, well . . .

Pause.

Jackson Mack: What did he say?

Huey Hogg: He just started laughing. Like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. He looked me up and down and scoffed, ‘You?’, as if I was the village idiot. I was dressed in jeans, a black t-shirt and my brown work boots, not unpresentable. He lit another cigarette. Puffs of smoke escaped his mouth as he continued laughing. I was exhausted. Life was already kicking me in the guts and then this guy was mocking me for wanting to better myself. I willed myself to stay calm, telling myself that this low-life’s opinion didn’t matter. I asked him what was so funny. He told me to leave the big business to the smart people. And he just kept laughing. If he had just stopped laughing . . .

But I could see the silver fillings in his back teeth, his tonsils, as he threw his head back in hilarity. Something exploded from within me; a caged animal breaking free. There were some tools on an upturned bucket behind him. One was a wrench. He was laughing so hard he didn’t even notice me lunge for it. I whacked that laughter right out of him. The silence of his death rang in my ears. The wawh wawh wawh of my own mind as the man’s blood pooled out around him. I recall looking at my hand and being shocked that I was holding a bloodied wrench. It was like the nerves in my closed fist had all died and I couldn’t even feel what I was gripping on to. Sheer rage had taken over me. It was completely unexpected.

Jackson Mack: But it can’t have felt that unexpected, this was the second time you’d killed someone. You were aware of your own capabilities.

Huey Hogg: The first time I killed someone I thought it was an aberration and I pushed it out of my mind. This second one shocked me more. Murder was suddenly a thing that I did. A natural response within me.

Jackson Mack: Did you feel bad?

Huey Hogg: Obviously not that bad because after I’d processed what I’d done, I picked up a Swiss army knife and cut his tongue out. I carved an H into it. Looking back I can’t believe I did that. It’s sickening. And just because someone said something to me that I didn’t like. I’m a different man now. The anger came from my own insecurities. Destroying people who I felt had wronged me made me feel powerful in a world where I had been so powerless. The news reported it as a robbery gone wrong but once they made the connection with the tongues, they started referring to me as a serial killer.

Jackson Mack: I get the rage thing. I understand killing someone because you’re infuriated and it seems like the only way to release that energy. I see cases like that all the time. But why the tongues? That seems so messy. It doesn’t suit you. Not that any of this does.

Huey Hogg: I know this sounds crazy, but I wanted people to know that the murders were connected. It was that little bit of guilt in me. It was my way of saying, ‘Oi! I did this. I don’t want to get caught, but if I do, you’ll be able to account for all my bodies.’ The victims’ families will all get closure because the police would link all the murders to me.

Jackson Mack: You’re not like other killers I’ve worked with, Mr Hogg.

Huey Hogg: Maybe now I’m not. The me of today would never dream of harming anyone. All I want is a peaceful life with my Hoggs. Sometimes you learn the most about yourself by going to the deepest, darkest place. Most will never push themselves that far, but those who do will discover what they are truly capable of. In the end, I loathed that version of me. So, I changed.

Jackson Mack: A bad man turned good is still a bad man in the eyes of the law.

Huey Hogg: I’m not a bad man, Mr Mack. I’m just a man who did bad things, once upon a time.

Jackson Mack: Once upon a time there was a good man who did bad things. Not quite the fairytale we would tell our children. How do you justify it?

Huey Hogg: I had to take life down before life took me down. I had to destroy that version of myself before I let it destroy me. That meant going through the motions of self-discovery and realising I wanted to be a better man.

Jackson Mack: Most people start journaling or join a running club.

Huey Hogg: I’m not like most people, Mr Mack. I’m the rich man and the serial killer. The dad and the murderer. The psychopath and the philanthropist. I was prepared to take these secrets to the grave but now that I’ve been caught, I would like to know, what plays do you have in your back pocket to help me?




ELEVEN

Not guilty by reason of insanity.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked Dad during our visitation two days after the arraignment. He was wearing a grey sweatshirt and black pants. Stubble had erupted in a tidy pattern.

Dad was sheepish. ‘Look, Mack reckons I’ve got a shot here. I alternate between these sky highs and extreme lows. Manic and depressive episodes. Before I discovered boxing at The Pound I’d let my feelings manifest into this uncontrollable anger. Mack thinks we can use that to explain why this switch in my brain suddenly flicks and I get filled with rage.’

‘Isn’t that what bipolar disorder is?’ I asked.

‘Most people with bipolar aren’t murderers and a jury is unlikely to accept that as an excuse given the extremity of my behaviour. My highs and lows don’t fit any mould which, we’ll argue, makes me all the more insane. I went to anger management therapy back when you and Thomas were little, and the psychologist’s report highlights that I’d go from almost maniacal euphoria to a state of depression or vice versa. But I got help. I’m not that person anymore, Gwynne.’ His eyes were full of sorrow. ‘I’m better now. I don’t get angry. I don’t want to hurt people. I want to live a good life; look after my family.’

‘An insanity conviction won’t bring you home. You’ll end up in a mental institution taking pills every day with really sick people. I’ve heard it’s worse than prison.’

‘At least I might have a chance of getting out once they say I’m better. It’s happened before. Or I might get day release. Mack reckons I should try. I’ve got to do something, Gwynne. I’m not ready to spend my life in a cage without putting up a decent fight.

‘After that last murder, I vowed never to hurt anyone ever again. I employ thousands of people and help feed their families. I do charity work. I’ve tried to make it right.’

‘I understand,’ I said sadly.

Dad is not the same man that killed those people, yet the law states he must be punished. If this was happening to anyone else, I would say lock them up and throw away the key. But this doesn’t seem fair. He has changed.

‘If I could take it all back, I would. It was a shit time. I was so angry at the world.’ A vein in his neck bulged as he clenched his teeth. ‘Your grandfather was abusive, verbally and physically. He had a nasty, nasty temper. He would lash out over the smallest things. I was only a young lad when it started. All I wanted was a happy family. It’s not an excuse for what I did but I used to get so frustrated at what wasn’t that it gave me this burning motivation to strive to build what could be. Break the cycle. But in order to do that, I had to learn about myself first. I learnt that I was an angry teenager, stuck in the rut of working-class life in Manchester in the early seventies. When I met your mum, I found it maddening that I couldn’t break free. I was pigeonholed as a certain type of person and the opportunities were few and far between for me. The lows that I felt after being shot down by society drove me to insanity, to a point where I wanted to eliminate anyone who wanted to stand in my way. Mack will argue that I was insane, but insanity is something you can recover from, and I have. I really have.’

‘Do you think it’s genetic?’ I asked. ‘This rage thing. Do you think it could have been passed down to us kids?’

Dad looked unsure. ‘My dad never tried to hide his anger, but you would have been too young to remember that side of me. And I promised myself I would never get angry inside the house.’ Dad looked deep into my eyes, ‘But . . . maybe.’
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To overcompensate for the family you were born into, I have been inundating you with gifts, Evelyn. If you say, ‘I like strawberries’, that night, after a bottle of wine, I will order you everything strawberry-related that I can possibly find on the internet. Strawberry pyjamas. Strawberry bag. Strawberry cuddly toy. The guilt of not being able to focus my attention on you during this time has turned me into a crazed shopaholic hungry for that fleeting dopamine hit that comes from buying something new.

Today, I caught an early train down to London. The anonymity of the capital seduced me. People in London are so frantic and self-involved that I can walk around without the stares I get in our countryside village. Londoners don’t care that my dad is a murderer. Nothing shocks them.

Frankie accompanied me. Or I accompanied her. She wanted to meet with a divorce lawyer based in London. Apparently, this lawyer is a gun. One whiff of a physically abusive spouse and she will grind his assets down to a pulp for Frankie to slurp up.

We hadn’t caught up properly since the charity gala I was disinvited to. Frankie played it all down; told me Mary’s hosting was atrocious but that they raised over fifty thousand pounds for the cause.

While Frankie attended her appointment, I shopped. Oxford Street’s Christmas lights shone brightly on this dreary and grey day. A glorious, sparkly angel swooped across the centre of the road, held up by a glittering canopy of twinkly lights. Stars hung down from high wires and the shopfronts were decorated with wreaths, giant red ribbons and shiny baubles.

Nobody batted an eyelid as I swanned in and out of shops like I was a nobody.

Every time I go to the supermarket in our small village, most people look at me. Their reactions fall into four categories: pity, anger, shock and disgust. Some whisper. Some point. Some feel the need to comment on how horrendous my dad’s crimes are. But in London, nobody cared. Every time someone opened their mouth to speak to me, my body tensed, and I braced for what was to come. To my delight, it was just to rather rudely and abruptly tell me I was in their way or walking too slowly. How wonderful to feel so utterly irrelevant.

After an hour of shopping, I found myself lost down a side street. I stumbled across a small window decorated with giant dreamcatchers, crystals, salt lamps and witchy knick-knacks. A black chalkboard read, ‘Tarot card readings. Reiki. Love potions. Soul transformation. Trauma healing. Past life regression.’ Not my usual kind of place, but there was something about the day that made me want to act differently. A bell jangled as I pushed open the door. An overwhelming waft of incense invaded my nostrils.

‘Hello?’ I called out. There was no sign of anyone.

The shop was tiny. Dark wooden shelves were crammed with books and candles. A large purple quartz lamp sat atop a stack of what looked to be spell books. Underneath the lamp a folded card said, ‘Crystals charging. Do not touch.’ More dreamcatchers dangled from the ceiling and jars of various herbs and spices sat behind the vacant counter.

The sceptic in me turned to leave.

‘Welcome.’ A woman rattled through a beaded curtain. ‘Oh dear.’ Her face contorted into a frown. She wore white cargo pants and a flowing earthy brown top. Her wild grey frizzy hair touched her middle back. Long dangly moon and star earrings almost grazed her shoulders. She was perhaps sixty but with very few wrinkles. She approached me with caution, as if I might bite.

‘I was just . . .’ I started.

‘Shh.’ She put a finger to my mouth. She circled around my body. ‘Interesting.’

‘This isn’t normally my sort of thing. I just came in to have a look.’ I tried to edge towards the door.

‘Come with me.’ The woman beckoned me to the curtain. The beads rattled as I followed her through.

Behind the curtain there was an even smaller room that I suspect was intended as a walk-in pantry or cupboard. Fairy lights covered the walls while a sheep’s wool blanket and two slouchy cushions sat on the floor. There was a small, low to the ground wooden coffee table and not much else.

‘Take a seat,’ the woman instructed.

I set down my shopping bags. It felt silly to have such materialistic possessions in a place like that. ‘What exactly do you . . .’

‘You have an aura around you. Something terrible has happened.’ She closed her eyes and strained her face. She was holding her hand like a claw in front of my nose as if she was sucking information from my soul. ‘A deep-rooted anger lies within you. You must break this pattern before more people get hurt.’ Her eyes pinged open. She smiled. ‘You need a past life regression. We must understand your past to fix your future. Two hundred pounds.’

She held out her hand. I fumbled in my bag. ‘Just a second.’

‘Cash only. There’s an ATM at the pub next door.’

I had cash in my bag which I handed to her.

The woman asked me to lie down and covered my eyes with a weighted eye mask. And then she began in a slow voice. ‘Imagine you are standing at the top of a staircase. As you descend down each step you are travelling back in time. With each step you approach your past. You arrive in a long corridor filled with different doors. I want you to choose the door that you are most drawn to. Place your hand on the knob and gently twist and push it open. You have arrived at your first destination.’

Typical Gwynne thoughts flooded my mind. What if she robs me and takes my new shoes? Is this a scam? Am I a fool? But they quickly washed away when I surrendered myself to the experience. I felt aware but sleepy, like I was watching a movie, but I was the main character.

The corridor my mind wandered down was in a dark motel with wood-panelled walls and flickering ceiling lights. The doors were brown and had peepholes. Some had signs dangling off the knobs like Do not disturb and Housekeeping please. I walked past those ones.

I stopped outside a door with nostalgic music playing. The song took me back to my teenage years. Excitedly, I pushed it open.

It was our garden at Willow Estate. A long mahogany bar counter with shelves of alcohol, a cash register and dirty glasses sat in the centre of the lawn, in front of the lake. There were bar stools but no customers. I was behind the bar pulling pints for nobody.

‘There’s too much head on that,’ a man said, laughing. My dad. My body warmed up in his presence. I felt comforted. Safe. He sat on one of the stools and smiled. ‘Pint of Guinness, please.’ Dad took a big sip of his drink. ‘You always have to split the G,’ he said. Dad took Guinness drinking very seriously.

We chatted about nothing in particular, but it was joyful.

Then, a scream came from the other side of the lake. A shrill, guttural scream. Goose pimples erupted all over my skin. I scratched at my thighs; they throbbed. And then shouting. An argument. Dad got off his stool and ran towards the water. ‘Dad, no!’ I cried after him. ‘Stay here where it’s safe.’

But he waded into the water and swam to the other side. He was still dry when he got out and walked into the dense shrubbery. The sharp branches cut his skin, but he kept walking, unfazed by the blood dripping from his wounds. And then he was gone.

I was sucked back into the corridor. The woman’s voice asked me to choose another door. I felt a pull towards door number four on the left side of the corridor. It had a hole in the middle where shards of broken wood splintered out. It was as if a fist had gone right through.

The red front door led directly into a small lounge room. It felt cold and gloomy. I immediately felt emotional. The curtains were drawn but I could see a sliver of daylight at the top.

To one side of the room there was a gas heater. There was an orange–yellow floral carpet and bobbly-textured white wallpaper. A beige armchair with green flowers printed on it was next to a glass side table with a burning cigarette on the edge of an ashtray. The house was not messy, but it did not feel clean. This was the house my dad grew up in.

A woman about my age sobbed on a settee. My grandmother. ‘Leave him alone!’ she wailed. A man, my grandfather, snapped the handle off a wooden broomstick and raised it in the air about to strike.

I saw my dad cowering in the corner. He was maybe three or four. His shaky hands covered his face and tears rolled down his cheeks. There was a broken vase next to him.

‘Daddy, no!’ my dad cried. He tried to push himself backward, but there was nowhere to go. His father’s face was bright red. His teeth clenched. His eyes wide and fierce. He breathed heavily. Pools of spit collected in the corners of his mouth.

‘Please, Daddy!’ my dad screamed again. He was too young to have the vocabulary to defend himself properly.

The heels of my dad’s tiny bare feet scraped backward. His small toes dug into the carpet. He looked up with teary eyes at the man who was supposed to protect him. ‘Please, Daddy,’ he quietly uttered.

My grandfather pulled back his arm.

Whack.

I awoke with a jolt. Crying, trembling. My hands scrambled for something familiar to bring me back into the moment.

The woman quickly got up and turned the main light on. It was just a cupboard. ‘Don’t worry, you’re safe,’ she said, concerned.

I clambered to my feet and grabbed my shopping bags. ‘I need to leave.’ The beaded curtain clattered as I dashed through.

‘Wait!’ the woman shouted after me. ‘You need to break the cycle! Break it or more people will get hurt!’

I ran into a cobblestone alleyway and leant against a brick wall. Breathless. I looked up at the drainpipes and rooftops above. The cloudy sky looked greyer. I told myself to breathe. The sky began spitting. Rain. That experience felt far too real.

I caught up with Frankie at a French restaurant.

‘Jesus Christ, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ She stood up and hugged me. ‘Sit down, I’ve ordered you a chardonnay.’

I held the wineglass with both hands and drank from it like I had been lost in the desert and was parched for water. Life slowly began to come back to me. A waiter placed a basket of bread and dish of olive oil on the table. Frankie twisted salt into the oil and ordered me to eat.

‘How did you go with the lawyer?’ I asked. As much as I wanted to regurgitate everything that had just happened, Frankie’s real-life experience trumped my hallucination.

‘She said I have a good case. I showed her photos and recordings of fights and my injuries. But my husband’s lawyer will probably go all in on my infidelity.’ Frankie shrugged. ‘It’s okay. I want the house and full custody. He can visit. I still want Lola to see her dad, I just don’t want a relationship with him myself.’

I squeezed her hand. ‘There’s no reason why you shouldn’t get full custody.’

‘I’m not sure. He’s a pretty influential man. I’m worried he’ll make stuff up to make me look bad.’

‘If you need a character witness, I’ll be there,’ I offered. ‘Although, I’m not sure how much credit they’ll give to the daughter of Huey Hogg.’ I laughed because if I didn’t laugh, I would bang my head against the wall until my skull cracked.

‘What did you get up to?’ Frankie eyed my bags. ‘Shopping, shopping and more shopping it seems.’

‘Yes, but also, I saw this past-life psychic woman.’

Frankie smirked. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘It’s true. Shook me up a bit too. I went back in time and saw my dad. I don’t know if what I was seeing was real, but I’m worried now.’

‘About what, Gwynne?’

‘That a monster lives inside us Hoggs. That I’m not strong enough to break the cycle. That my family have these moments of uncontrollable anger.’

‘But you don’t,’ Frankie quickly said.

I nodded. ‘Not yet.’ I sipped my drink. ‘What if all it takes is a trigger for us to realise who we really are? Dad was triggered by his dad’s behaviour when he was very young. What if this court case is my trigger? This realisation that my dad is violent. What if it’s genetic?’

‘It’s not.’ Frankie looked at me like I was silly. ‘Although I have heard about something called the warrior gene. Or some people call it the serial killer gene. A predisposition to responding to things with rage. Or taking risks. Or something like that. Maybe your dad has it.’

The serial killer gene. I pressed my lips together. Dad and I both took big risks when starting our businesses. Thomas definitely has rage problems, but I don’t think he would go so far as to kill someone. And Uncle Grant . . . perhaps it skipped him. Lately I have been feeling small twinges of anger, but I am under so much pressure and people like Mary Hollandford would drive anyone to murder.

Even thoughts like that scare me.




TWELVE

This last week since my trip to London, I have not been able to shake the feeling that there is some sort of Hogg mutation within me.

Your non-Hogg grandmother watched you this evening so your father and I could attend our first therapy session.

The therapist had a flashing Christmas wreath on her door, and I expected to be greeted with festive cheer, but she was quite the opposite.

‘Put these on,’ she ordered. ‘I’ve just had the carpets done.’ She handed us plastic shoe covers which looked absurd over my Prada heels. ‘Take a seat.’ She indicated a white settee with fluffy white cushions. There was an oversized baby-blue armchair for her. Her various framed qualifications bragged from the wall and a bubbling tank of clown fish separated her office from the reception area.

‘Is that from one of your patients?’ Your father splodged his finger on the glass and pointed at a skull in the tank.

The therapist raised her eyebrows and shook her head. She snatched a tissue from the box and wiped off the smear your father had left behind. We sat down on the settee. She proffered water and told us this was a safe space.

‘Welcome to your first session. Gwynne Hogg . . .’ She paused. She reread my name and then closed her file and smiled. ‘Daughter of Huey Hogg, I assume?’ My head bob confirmed. ‘Fantastic.’ She looked like she wanted to gobble me up. After years of marriage counselling and disturbed teens, it appeared I was her grand prize. How often does a serial killer’s daughter walk into your office? ‘So, what brings you to therapy?’

I let your father do the talking. ‘I . . . we . . .’ he pressed his hand to his chest. ‘I feel like it might be helpful if we got some advice on how to navigate this situation of Gwynne’s dad being, you know, in prison. Some help to . . . help us.’

‘So, you think we need help then?’ I teased your father, although no one laughed.

‘Yes, right.’ The therapist chewed the end of her pen. ‘And with help, are you talking in the sense of keeping your relationship afloat or dealing with your own individual issues?’

Your father pensively swayed his head from side to side then finally said, ‘Both, I think. But mainly our relationship. Gwynne is pulling away, being distant.’

‘Is that with intimacy too?’

‘Yes,’ your father replied.

I moved one of the pillows behind me to my lap. As if I want to be touched right now with everything roaring in my mind.

Hesitantly he added, ‘And then there’s the drinking.’

I swiftly turned to look at him. ‘Excuse me?’ I couldn’t believe I had been lured into therapy to be ambushed like this.

‘At least one bottle a night,’ he continued, talking to the therapist. ‘Often two, plus a whisky or vodka.’

‘You make it sound like I am a raging alcoholic.’ I tried to laugh but it sounded forced. ‘I’m just a woman dealing with a hard time.’

‘How do you feel when you drink, Gwynne?’ the therapist asked.

‘I feel like me except more relaxed. Drinking gives me a chance to escape everything that is going on in my life,’ I admitted. I clutched the pillow and avoided catching your father’s eye. ‘It’s not a big deal.’

‘And you think you have it under control?’ the therapist asked.

‘Right now . . .’ I paused to make certain I believed what I was about to say, ‘Yes.’

‘These things can quickly escalate so I advise you to keep checking in with yourself.’ I nodded. It was nice not to feel judged. Then the therapist addressed your father, ‘How do you feel about Gwynne monitoring the situation herself?’

‘I don’t think she can. She thinks she’s herself, but she isn’t. She’s reckless, sometimes volatile; smashing glasses, spinning in circles in the garden, drink-driving—’

‘Those were all isolated incidents.’

The therapist turned back to me. ‘Gwynne, have you had any moments when you have thought your drinking might be a problem?’

‘It’s just a temporary plug on my emotions. Like a cork in a wine bottle. I am the wine bottle. The drinking is saving me from spilling everywhere. It’s not a problem.’

‘When two people struggle to agree on alcohol boundaries,’ the therapist said, ‘it is best to create rules. Say, for example, three glasses a night, tops, and only after seven pm.’

‘Three is still a lot,’ your father mumbled.

‘Having a parent on trial for murder is a lot,’ the therapist said. I liked her. ‘And, Gwynne,’ she turned back to me, ‘only drink in responsible settings—at home, indoors—and only if your mood is okay before you start drinking. When people start drinking because they are particularly angry or upset, the drinking often amplifies that feeling. Those are the moments to avoid alcohol.’

‘But those are the times I need it the most,’ I protested.

‘Perhaps try running instead.’ She gave me a look which urged me to take the compromise. I nodded my agreeance.

She addressed your father. ‘Are you comfortable with that outcome? I believe what Gwynne is saying—that the drinking is temporary while she goes through a very difficult time.’

Your father wrung his fingers in his lap and pouted. ‘Yes, fine.’ He looked at the clock. ‘And then there’s how she is the rest of the time.’

My jaw dropped. What the hell?

‘And how is that?’ the therapist asked.

‘Disconnected. She’s taking on too much responsibility. By the end of the day she is exhausted and she uses every last bit of energy to cuddle and play with our daughter, which is great, don’t get me wrong, but . . . I need some attention too.’

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I have taken on too much, and yet instead of supporting me, he wants me to help support him. I stretched my fingers out over my eyes.

I barely spoke during the rest of the session. There was no point. Just like everyone else in my life, your father was telling me how to be and how to feel and how I should respond to the hellfire that has engulfed our family.

We didn’t speak on the way home. It wasn’t that I was giving him the silent treatment, it was because I am so exhausted with people trying to mould me into the version of me that they need. My husband needs an attentive wife. My mother needs someone to care for her. My uncle needs someone to do his job for him. My brother needs someone to take charge while still making him feel equal.

People treat me like playdough, but I need them to let the pieces of me explode with this revelation about my dad so that I can put myself back together in a way that will give me the strength to go on. I can’t do that if everyone wants to get their hands on me first.

My darling daughter, you are the only person who just needs me to be me.

My phone buzzed. Thomas.

Need you to come to Willow urgent.

‘We have to go to Willow Estate.’ I pointed for your father to turn right instead of going straight through the traffic lights.

‘What? Why?’ He reluctantly turned the wheel and puffed out his cheeks.

‘Not sure. Thomas said it’s urgent.’

‘Everything is more urgent than you and me spending time together,’ he muttered.

‘If Thomas says it’s urgent, it must be urgent. You know he doesn’t dramatise things.’

When we walked into the kitchen at Willow Estate everything seemed fine. Mum was sitting on a stool eating a cracker with a slice of cheese, some tomato and cracked pepper.

Uncle Grant opened a beer bottle with his teeth and spat the lid on the kitchen counter just as I said, ‘We’re here.’

Thomas nervously clicked and released the button on his lighter. The little flame danced then disappeared.

‘What’s going on?’ your father asked, frustration in his tone. I was taken aback. He is normally a silent partner when it comes to dealing with Hoggs.

Thomas tugged the front of his hair. Not a good sign. He paced in front of the Aga. His audience waited patiently. We all knew there was no point prompting him, he had to speak in his own time. ‘Listen, right, remember back at the preliminary hearing when I threw that woman’s microphone?’

‘The journalist?’ Mum asked. She bit into her cracker and the pieces crumbled onto her plate.

‘Yeah, that one. Well, since then she’s been calling me, texting me, telling me that she will press charges unless . . .’ Thomas gulped.

How bad could it be? I thought.

‘. . . unless I give her an exclusive interview.’

‘Fucking cow,’ Uncle Grant said. ‘I hope you told her where to go. You wouldn’t get in too much trouble over one piddly assault given the circumstances. And you’re a first timer.’

‘That’s the thing.’ Thomas cracked his knuckles. ‘It wouldn’t be my first charge.’

‘What?’ I asked. ‘Why didn’t you—’

‘Dad sorted them,’ Thomas hastily interjected.

I raised my voice. ‘Them?’

Mum pressed two fingertips between her eyebrows and rubbed. ‘Heavens above.’

‘I got told that one more and I’d be looking at prison time.’ Thomas cast his gaze down, ashamed. He looked just like Dad.

‘So you have to do an interview?’ I replied. ‘Just don’t tell her anything.’

‘I’ve . . . um . . . already recorded it.’

‘What!’

‘And it’s on in five minutes.’

‘I’m not doing this,’ your father said, throwing up his hands. ‘I’ll meet you at home. You Hoggs can deal with this one.’ He walked out the door. Everyone paused for a second, then resumed.

‘On the telly?’ Uncle Grant asked with a frown.

Thomas nodded.

‘Come on then.’ Uncle Grant stood up and pressed his hands on his knees to stretch out his back. ‘Let’s get yet another shitshow over with.’

We sat in the lounge room. The lights were off but the bright glow of the television illuminated our angsty faces.

Thomas hovered by the door tugging at the front of his hair.

I draped a knitted blanket over Mum and curled up next to her with my legs up on the settee. Uncle Grant sat on the armchair, his feet firmly planted on the floor and legs wide apart. He rested his elbows on his thighs in rugby tackle readiness.

‘Imagine if, at aged thirty-three, you found out that your father is a serial killer.’ A female interviewer with defined cheekbones, a slicked-back bun, skinny limbs and a figure-hugging pants suit addressed the camera in a blacked-out studio, a spotlight on her face. She spoke in that crisp, over-enunciated newsreader tone. ‘How would you react? How would you cope? And how would you help pick up the pieces of your family? Well, that is a reality for Thomas Hogg.’

Some b-roll footage of Thomas doing football kick-ups in the park started playing. The camera zoomed in to his dramatically unhappy face.

‘Thomas Hogg has recently learnt that his father, Huey Hogg, is the five-time serial killer that Cheshire has been fearing for over three decades. Huey Hogg has admitted guilt but is now awaiting trial after pleading not guilty by way of insanity. Thomas joins me now.’

Thomas and the interviewer sat opposite one another in black leather chairs. Thomas propped one leg atop the other and nervously bounced his ankle.

‘Thomas, first things first, how have you been?’ the interviewer asked.

‘Yeah, okay.’

‘This must be such a difficult time for you. Tell me about the challenges your family is facing.’

‘We’re taking it day by day. Being there for each other. That sort of thing.’

The interviewer rolled her hand towards Thomas as she tried to extract more from her unwilling subject. ‘And how are you there for each other?’

I was panicking. Thomas has had no media training. I worried that he would slip into the interviewer’s trap and paint our family as victims. This had the potential to be a PR nightmare.

‘We get together most mornings at our family home, check in with each other.’

‘Is that Willow Estate?’

‘Yes.’

‘A rather grand home.’ An aerial photograph popped up of the house. ‘How is it being there without your dad?’

‘It’s quiet. But my uncle is there, my sister, sometimes her daughter and husband.’

‘And your dad’s multi-million-pound business is still operating? A report from last financial year said that Hogg Transport profited—’

Thomas interrupted sharply, ‘It is our priority that the company’s staff all remain employed and that the business keeps operating.’

‘But your dad is still making huge amounts of money while in prison?’

Thomas cracked his neck. ‘We will be setting up a fund for the victims’ families.’

The interviewer’s eyes lit up and a subtle smile upturned the corners of her mouth. ‘Really?’

I rubbed my temples. This wasn’t something we’d ever discussed. It’s not a terrible idea but more a case of damned if you do and damned if you don’t. No amount of money will placate the enraged public. I looked to Thomas standing nearby, hoping that he would tell me he did not dive into the details.

‘And how much will the Hogg family be contributing to each victim’s family?’

The Thomas on the TV paused. Sweat glistened on his forehead. He was aware of the grave-deep hole he had just dug for himself and our family. ‘That will be a private matter.’

‘But surely Hogg Transport should not be profiting while your dad is awaiting trial for murder. Morally speaking.’

Thomas looked right into the camera then stood up. ‘Excuse me.’ He walked off set. The camera followed him. ‘This is—’ Beeeep. He cursed at a producer wearing a headset. The interviewer walked over to him and requested that the camera be cut.

Thomas spoke up from the doorway. ‘She told me to play ball or she’ll have to press charges.’

I rolled my eyes.

‘Thomas, thank you for joining me again. I understand this is a very hard time. Please share with us how your family have been coping.’

Thomas chewed his lip. ‘Fine.’ He paused then continued grumpily. ‘Not well. Mum is a complete wreck. My dad’s brother doesn’t know which way his head is spinning. My sister, Gwynne, is the only one holding us together, but I can see it is becoming too much for her.’

‘In what way?’

‘She’s got a family of her own, a daughter. She organised Dad’s legal team. She runs her own company and has had to help fill in at Dad’s business. If it wasn’t for her, I don’t know where we would be.’

I looked over at Thomas. It was nice to feel appreciated.

He avoided my eyes.

‘That must be so challenging for her. Is she not angry about her situation?’

‘She might be, but she doesn’t let on. I mean, sometimes she snaps.’ I held my breath. ‘We all have our moments of anger. She lashes out. Breaks stuff. Only sometimes. Her husband is a bit worried about her, but it’s not easy, what she’s dealing with.’

My mouth felt like it was stuffed with dry cotton. I wanted to speak but I couldn’t. I was stunned, yet I couldn’t peel my eyes off the television.

‘Coming up,’ a voiceover boomed, ‘Thomas talks more about the impact of his dad’s crimes on his family and we invite a psychiatrist into the studio to discuss if a serial-killer gene could be dormant inside some people.’

I muted the ads. Mum peered out from her blanket, which she had tugged right up to her nose.

I slowly turned my head to look at Thomas. He began making excuses. ‘She said I had to give her something decent to work with.’

‘So, you gave her my reputation on a plate?’ I scowled. ‘Did you mention the holes you put in Mum’s wall or your previous assault charges or all the times your friends have had to hold you back from getting in bar fights over absolutely nothing? And yet you try to make out that I am the angry one just because I show a few small moments of weakness?’

‘I’m sorry, Gwynne. I panicked,’ Thomas pleaded. ‘Come on, it’s not that bad.’

I tightened my fists. I could have unleashed, told my brother all the reasons why what he did was a flat-out betrayal of my trust. Us Hoggs are supposed to stick together, not throw each other under the bus. But I chose to hold back, for Mum’s sake. Her watery eyes blinked slowly at me. A scared baby in its cot. ‘I need to go.’ I stood up.

Thomas followed me into the kitchen. ‘Please, Gwynne. Talk to me.’

‘Not today.’ I opened a cupboard and ran my finger along the hook of spare car keys.

‘Don’t leave it like this. You know . . .’ Thomas pressed his hands down on the kitchen counter and lowered his head. ‘I don’t cope well in situations like this.’ I turned and saw his face begin to redden. He paced the kitchen, a starving lion in need of my words of reassurance.

‘Not my problem.’ I snatched the keys to Dad’s vintage-green Aston Martin from the rack then walked into the hallway.

Clang.

Clank. Clank. Clank. Clank. Clank.

I peered through the slit at the kitchen door hinge. The brass pots and pans above the kitchen island swung from side to side and Thomas held his knuckles tightly. Normally I would race in to calm him down, but not today.

Once I was in the car, I slammed my foot on the pedal and aggressively manoeuvred the gearstick. I sped along the dark, country lanes. Every fast turn was a roll of the dice as to whether another car was coming towards me. It was reckless but wildly freeing. I accelerated through amber lights. Nothing felt important: getting in trouble, dying in a fiery wreck, losing everything I worked so hard to build. None of it mattered. That was the anger. It throttled my brain.

The car screeched to a halt outside the gates to our house. My fingers clenched the wheel. The angry energy pulsating through my arms had to be released somewhere, somehow, before I got inside our home.

I got out of the car and looked around for outlets. Punch the brick wall? No. Shake the bars of the gates like a caged gorilla? No. It was bin day. Your father had lined up our bins on the side of the pavement ready for the morning’s collection. I took a run-up in my high heels and kicked one of them as hard as I could. Rubbish bags spilt onto the road. And then I kicked another one. Boom. Harder. And then I ran up to the neighbour’s house and kicked theirs too. Boom. Boom.

A noise. I turned around and saw the security light outside our house ping on.

‘You’d better come back here!’ I shouted and wagged my finger at the air.

‘What on earth was that about?’ Your father came out barefoot, arms folded, cross.

‘A bunch of teenagers going along the street tossing bins.’

He looked up and down the street. ‘Looks like they’ve only done ours and next-door’s.’

‘Yeah, I scared them off.’

‘Lucky you didn’t get hurt.’ He surveyed me for damage. ‘You get inside; I’ll fix these up.’

I parked Dad’s car in my garage with no intention of returning it any time soon.

When I walked into the house you, my beautiful daughter, were waiting for me on the bottom stair. It was way past your bedtime, but that didn’t matter. Your princess pyjamas, your freshly washed hair, the way you clutched your cuddly toy. You jumped up and raced into my arms. ‘Mummy!’

I felt calm once again.




THIRTEEN

This afternoon I attended the nativity play at your nursery. It meant I was likely to run into judgemental parents, but I do not want to be one of those mothers who does not come to things just because her dad is a serial killer.

It crossed my mind that perhaps I could slip in and out through the back, but I knew the play was important to you. I arrived early and was the first to take a seat. In the interest of having the best view, and overcompensating for your bloodline, I sat slap-bang in the middle of the front row. Your father cancelled last minute—‘held up in a meeting’—and my one ally, Frankie, was already on holidays, so I had to brave the occasion alone.

The school’s great hall was decorated with red and gold tinsel and baubles. Spray-on snow fogged the windows and a flashing Christmas tree sat at the back of the stage with tartan-wrapped gifts underneath.

Side of stage, I could see you holding hands with Mary Hollandford’s daughter.

You were dressed as an angel in a costume that I helped make. I got crafty last night with cardboard boxes from my online orders, some glitter glue and sparkly fabric for your wings. Your nursery dressed you in the most beautiful white gown. I could see your sequin shoes poking out the bottom.

You waved enthusiastically when you spotted me.

‘There’s my mummy!’ you called out to your friends. They all smiled and waved too. No judgement from them. The innocence of children, not to get caught up in the gossip of their meddlesome parents. They are the smart ones.

The hall filled with other parents. I could hear the chatter but did not turn to look. One of your teachers handed out tambourines with bells on them and a brown paper tag attached with string. The tag instructed us to shake the bells whenever the fake snow fell from the rafters, or someone said the word ‘Santa’.

The lights dimmed.

Evelyn, you came to centre stage on your own to open the performance. A spotlight shone down on your beautiful face. Snow started to fall. I shook my bell. And then your eyes locked on mine. You were sad. The kind of sad like when you thought we lost your bunny cuddly toy only for him to turn up under your bed. I knew what was wrong and I am sorry.

I shook my bell and mouthed, ‘It’s okay. I’m fine.’ But your mouth hung open in confusion.

We’d talked about how all the mummies and daddies would sit in crowded rows in the audience. You peered left to right and then scuttled towards the edge of the stage. ‘Mummy,’ you said.

My heart broke that this was happening to you.

You didn’t quite understand what was going on nor did you have the words to question it. But you knew there was something not quite right. This wasn’t what we had prepared for. You have always been such a smart girl, Evelyn. But all it took were two eyes to notice that there was a ring of empty seats around me in a crowded space.

I stood up and approached the stage. I felt all eyes in the room on the back of my head. ‘What is she doing?’ people whispered, and ‘That poor little girl’. Poor little girl because she has a mother like me?

I took your hand in mine. ‘Those other chairs are broken.’

You instantly smiled.

‘Dodgy legs.’ I winked. ‘I love you.’

You were the star of the show, Evelyn. You were the cutest on the stage. Even when you decided to start picking your nose in the middle of ‘Jingle Bells’. I tried to gesture for you to stop but you have always been such a stubborn little girl. I glanced to the side of the hall. Mary and Winnie were looking at you and tittering with smirks on their faces. Making fun of a child. It made my blood boil. I could tell they were looking at you because Mary put her finger up her nose with a cross-eyed hillbilly look on her face. My hand clenched around my tambourine. I imagined it was Mary’s neck. My hand a snake constricting its prey.

Applause. The raucous cheers and loud clapping shook me back into the moment.

You waved at me as you and your classmates walked offstage. I stood up and waved back with great vigour. I wanted everyone to know that you are mine and that I was proud to be your mummy.

After the performance, I came to collect you backstage. You ran into my arms and I held you tightly. I am sorry that all of this happened. You are just a child.

‘You did so well my sweet girl. I am so proud.’ I wrestled with your coat zip which kept getting jammed with the mesh from your dress. You grinned and asked if we could get chippies on the way home. ‘Of course.’

Mary Hollandford and Winnie Speller approached. Mary wore a festive red jumper with a reindeer on it and Winnie had donned a stylish plaid poncho with brown leather buckles across the front.

‘How are you, Gwynne?’ Mary asked, smugly. ‘We haven’t heard from you in so long. You just dash in and drop Evelyn off without even saying hello.’

‘I have a lot going on,’ I said, firmly but calmly.

‘I was worried it was something we did.’

‘Since you banned me from the gala, you mean? And you,’ I said as I looked at Winnie, ‘decided to drop us as your agency?’

‘It’s just business, darling. It’s not personal.’ Winnie tilted her chin up and flicked her long silky black hair over her shoulder. Her cheek highlighter glowed under the bright nursery lights. She shouted something in Mandarin and her daughter ran to her side.

‘We arrived late today otherwise we would have sat next to you. It was awfully sad seeing you all alone out there.’ Mary stuck out her bottom lip.

‘What do you want, Mary?’

You, Evelyn, were looking up at me with worried eyes. I hated that you might have sensed something was amiss. But you smiled at me.

‘We saw Thomas on television last night.’ Mary gave me a satisfied smile. ‘He looked so handsome, just like your dad.’ She sucked in her cheeks. I bet she had been waiting the entire performance to say that to me. I chose not to respond, instead helping you wiggle into your backpack straps. It takes a certain type of low-life to speak with such venom in front of children.

But Mary wasn’t finished. ‘Was what your brother said true? You’ve all had your anger issues? Even you?’

I could feel my hands tense. Stay calm, just ignore her. I tried to breathe through it, but my jaw tightened and my fresh manicure spiked into my palm.

‘You okay, Gwynne?’ Mary asked. ‘Your cheeks are flushed. Do you need one of us to take Evelyn into the other room so you can have a second to calm down?’ She laughed and looked to Winnie with a smirk. Other parents were watching our interaction.

Nobody talks to me like that in front of my daughter.

I snatched Mary’s wrist and squeezed it as tight as I could. She tried to break free of my grip. I leant in so close to her ear that I could see tiny hairs and wax. I breathed, wanting her to really feel that I was right there. ‘If you ever speak to me in front of my daughter like that again,’ I whispered through gritted teeth, ‘I will fucking kill you.’ And I flung her wrist from my grip. She clutched it and rubbed it as if she had never experienced a mild throbbing before.

I turned to you. ‘Come on, Evelyn. Let’s go home.’

In the car on the drive home you ate your chips and chattered merrily about how much fun that was and how happy you were that I was sitting at the front. Your innocence is your shield. It saddens me that one day that shield will be taken from you, but I hope I can instil in you the strength to handle anything this cruel world throws at you.

I tilted the rear-view mirror so you wouldn’t see that I was silently crying at the wheel. I didn’t want anyone, especially you, my innocent love, to see me so broken.
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My head was pounding when I awoke on the chaise in the study. Your father presented me with a coffee but did not say anything. He made sure the two empty wine bottles clinked together loudly when he removed them from the desk.

After I dropped you off at nursery this morning, I noticed a car following me. I was supposed to be heading straight to the Agency Hogg office but decided to detour to Willow Estate to be safe. I indicated left, they followed. I indicated right, they followed.

‘Gwynne, we weren’t expecting you today,’ Mum said when I walked into the kitchen. She noticed my distress. ‘What’s the matter?’

Thomas was at the kitchen bench eating a bacon sandwich. We have been avoiding each other since the interview but suddenly that didn’t matter.

The unexpected buzz of the gate made me clutch my chest.

Mum gasped. ‘Who’s that?’

Thomas protectively stood up. He walked to the intercom. ‘Yes?’

‘It’s Detective Mourey, can I come in?’

‘Fuck.’ Thomas’s finger jumped off the intercom button. ‘Surely it can’t be about the interview.’ He pressed his finger back to the intercom. ‘What do you want?’

‘I need to talk to Gwynne.’

‘She isn’t here.’

‘I saw her car pull in.’

Thomas turned to me. I nodded. ‘Okay. Drive in,’ Thomas said into the intercom. Then he turned to me. ‘What’s this about?’

‘No idea.’ I genuinely couldn’t think what the detective might have been there to say. Something about Dad, I assumed.

Detective Mourey appeared less fatigued than the last time we met. The raven-black swoops under his eyes had faded and his hoarse throat had cleared. The bottoms of his trouser legs dragged on the floor when he strode inside. His shirt was coffee-marked, and his suit jacket did not match the pants.

I invited him into our formal lounge room. A room so elegant and expensive that we rarely went in there. Mum appeared at the doorway and raised an eyebrow. She quickly scuttled in and began plumping already plump cushions. ‘We aren’t normally this untidy,’ she said. The room was spotless.

‘Perhaps I can talk to Gwynne alone,’ the detective hinted.

‘Oh, of course.’ Mum’s face followed the crack in the doorway as Detective Mourey closed it. I knew she would have an ear up against it.

‘Listen, Gwynne, I know your family is having a rough time. I sympathise, I really do, but there are some things you can’t get away with.’

‘Sorry? I’m not following.’

‘We’ve had a complaint. Someone saying you threatened their life.’

I scanned my brain for a while before it came to me. ‘Mary Hollandford.’ I flopped backward into the cushions. ‘It wasn’t a real threat, I just wanted her to leave me alone.’

‘She said you threatened to kill her.’

He was correct. But I hardly meant it. ‘Did I? I don’t recall.’

‘This is just a warning today. It was hard convincing Mrs Hollandford that this was the right course of action, but the school got involved and, while they weren’t happy with your behaviour, they did support you as an alumna and a generous donor to the bursary fund, noting that you must be stressed right now. Mary agreed to overlook this incident if you stay away from her.’

‘I am more than happy to stay away from her,’ I laughed. ‘Far, far away. But what do I do if I see her at the nursery?’

‘Just ignore her. Mrs Hollandford is aware that from time to time you may be in the same vicinity. Just don’t engage. Pretend she does not exist.’

‘Done.’ I tapped my thighs and stood up. ‘Anything else I can help you with?’

‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘How’s the family?’ He sounded genuinely concerned but I do not trust people anymore.

‘We’re fine,’ I said with a smile.

When I opened the door, Mum darted off like a startled rabbit. I let the detective out and waited for him to drive off. I lingered in the doorway until the gates closed. Clutching my phone, I walked back into the formal living room. I breathed heavily. I could feel that monster inside screaming to be released. I threw my phone with great might down on Mum’s beloved glass coffee table, shattering it into hundreds of tiny pieces.

When I turned around, I saw that my madness had an audience.




FOURTEEN

The worst part about breaking Mum’s table was that she was not even angry with me. She was upset. ‘Huey bought that for me in Rome,’ she said, weepily, when she entered the room.

As soon as I had done it, I felt terrible. I’m not sure what is happening to me. Instead of reacting to things rationally, I am choosing to explode into rage. And it is a choice. My head tells me to stay calm, but it is almost like I want to feel what it is like to give in to the part of my brain that chooses war over peace. Perhaps it is a way of feeling closer to my dad, of understanding how his mind works. Perhaps I am just losing myself. But that is my choice.

After the coffee table incident, I had no right to lecture my brother on what he said in the interview. The truce has gone unspoken, but we are both aware it has taken place. As more and more people drop out of our lives, us Hoggs need each other more than ever.

Five days ago, I tasked the staff at Hogg Transport to buy and wrap two hundred gifts for the annual hospital charity event.

It is Christmas Eve. This morning I arrived at the Hogg Transport office bright and early. The reception was frosty.

‘I’ve got umpteen papercuts after all that,’ Denise, the short and stout HR manager, complained when one of the truckies swung open the back door of his vehicle. The inside was stacked with gifts. The wrapping could have been better, but the children at the hospital wouldn’t care about that. ‘We could have done with an extra pair of hands,’ Denise muttered.

I marvelled at how wonderful all the presents looked.

I climbed into the truck, just like Dad let me do when I was younger. He should have been there, dressed as Santa with a cushion stuffed down the front of his top and a scratchy beard. I was determined to uphold the tradition that he started. No amount of charitable giving would cancel out what Dad did, but it makes me feel better to believe that I am chipping away at his bad karma.

The truckie handed me a high-vis vest and set of keys. ‘She’s all yours.’

‘Wait.’ I hopped down. ‘Who’s driving?’

‘You are.’ He walked off. ‘Grant said we could all finish early and get home to our families.’

‘But this is for charity!’ I called after him. He lifted one hand and lazily waved as he disappeared around the corner.

About ten years ago Dad made me get my lorry licence. My instructor laughed when he saw me behind the wheel. At the time I felt embarrassed, but today it finally came in handy.

I climbed into the cabin and tried to remember what I was supposed to press. The lorry growled. I put her in reverse and backed out under the roller door slowly.

As I drove through the security gates, you would have thought there was a monkey at the wheel by the looks the guys gave me. I waved the pompom on the end of my Santa hat at them.

The lorry was not easy to manoeuvre. These long vehicles are built for the main roads, so it was a workout getting around the local roundabouts.

Low branches whacked the windscreen. There were moments when I regretted making my detour. A string of frustrated drivers honked their horns behind me as I delicately edged around tight corners.

‘Come out the front,’ I said down the phone.

Luckily, the photographers had taken a day off. The gates to Willow Estate were open and Thomas ran down the driveway in a navy tracksuit.

‘I hope the truckies know you’ve taken this,’ he shouted up at me.

I tossed him a high-vis vest out the window. ‘Get in.’

Thomas climbed up into the cabin. ‘You know, there was a story printed this morning about how nuts our family appears to be.’

‘Really?’ I jolted the gearstick. My tongue poked out the side of my mouth as I waited for a few cars to pass before joining the road. ‘Who in particular?’ I asked, nonchalantly.

‘There was a photograph of me buying beer. They magnified an image of my bloody knuckles. Then there was one of you, on a jog.’

‘That doesn’t sound too bad.’

‘Wearing a Monsters, Inc. plastic mask.’

‘Fuck. How did they know it was me?’

‘They zoomed in on the back of your phone case.’

My phone case is black with the initials G.H. in gold. I hadn’t even noticed anyone taking my photograph. ‘They’re really coming for us.’

‘Listen, Gwynne, I want you to be careful.’

‘I am careful.’ I turned the truck onto the M56. ‘We’re going to Alder Hey, by the way. Liverpool.’

‘Yeah, fine,’ Thomas said. ‘Seriously, Gwynne. I’m worried about you.’

‘Don’t be.’

‘Let me just say something. I don’t want you to feel alone in all this. Don’t feel like you’re responsible for everyone. Just focus on yourself and your family. The rest of us will be fine. And I’ll help with Mum.’

Thomas has never been a particularly soppy brother, so I knew it was a big deal for him to say something like this. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’ve got your back, Gwynne.’ He looked out his window and muttered, ‘Always have.’

We pulled up to Alder Hey Children’s Hospital. I put the hazards on. Thomas came around to my side and helped me down.

We walked into the reception area. I jingled my bell, ‘Ho, ho, ho. Who is ready for presents?’

A security guard approached. ‘You here to see a patient?’

‘We’re from Hogg Transport. We come every year to deliver gifts. The kids get to climb into the back of the truck and pick one out, or we can take some up to the wards.’

‘You want to lure kids into the back of your van?’ The security guard frowned. I saw him take in the name decal on the truck. ‘Hogg Transport, you say? I remember you lot from last year. The owner is a serial killer, is that right?’

Thomas stepped forward and said fiercely, ‘We’re just here to donate the gifts, mate.’

‘Nobody told me nothing about a charity visit, mate. You have to get clearance for something like that.’

My heart sank. ‘But we come every year.’

‘Listen, go home. Take your blood gifts with you.’ The security guard opened his arms and began to usher us out.

Thomas lightly whacked the security guard’s arm. ‘What did you say?’

‘Leave it, Thomas.’ I grabbed his hand. ‘Let’s just go.’

I was devastated. It had been so important to me to keep Dad’s Christmas tradition going; to do the right thing on his behalf. An indirect good deed while he is in prison.

‘I’m sorry,’ Thomas said when we were back in the truck. ‘I know you were trying to do something nice.’

‘Since Dad’s arrest, I feel like I have been doing more harm than good.’

‘That’s not true.’

I tried to hold back my tears. ‘How is it that one man’s terrible past can change my future? I was so happy. Everything was going fine. Now look at us. People don’t even want to accept charity from us.’

‘It’s just too soon, Gwynne. Things will get better.’

‘Will they?’
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It was quite challenging manoeuvring our long vehicle through the gates of Willow Estate, but I did it. I parked the truck under the tree canopy. I didn’t feel like returning to the Hogg Transport office so all of the staff could tut at me for making them wrap presents for no reason.

Mum came to the door with you and your father.

‘Mummy!’ you shouted. You wiggled out of your father’s arms and ran towards me. I scooped you up, my precious girl.

‘I want to show you something.’ I carried you over to the truck and opened the rear doors. I lifted you into the back and then climbed up myself. Thomas joined us. Mum and your father stood at the open doors.

‘Darling, aren’t these for the sick kids?’ Mum asked me.

‘Mummy, can I open this one?’ you asked.

‘Of course, my angel.’ I turned to Mum. ‘Change of plan this year.’

You sat in my lap and peeled open the wrapping paper. ‘These are all for my beautiful daughter, Evelyn.’

‘Gwynne . . .’ your father began, disapprovingly. ‘This is too much.’

‘Nothing is too much for my princess.’ I kissed the top of your head.

‘Thank you, Mummy.’

Your father went back inside the house. Thomas helped heave Mum into the back of the truck as well. Us Hoggs sat with our backs against the side of the lorry as you giggled and clapped and tore open gift after gift after gift. Even your Uncle Thomas got into the spirit and began playing with some Barbie dolls. You offered him imaginary cups of tea and he slurped them from a pink tea set. ‘Croissant?’ you asked him. Thomas pretended to wolf down the snack and you laughed when he let out a big belch. The silliness was everything we needed in that moment.

We sat in the back of the truck for almost two hours. Laughing and playing like happy Hoggs. For a moment, we all got to forget.

‘Knock, knock.’ Your father lightly clanged his fist on the truck’s door. ‘We should probably be getting home for dinner now.’

‘Oh, stay here for dinner, won’t you?’ Mum pleaded. ‘We’re having such a lovely time.’

‘We can’t,’ your father answered. ‘We really should be getting back so we can sort that stuff out for tomorrow.’

‘What stuff?’ I scrunched my face, confused. Oh, I saw what he was getting at. ‘A quick dinner here won’t hurt.’

Your father tightened his mouth and forced a smile, but I knew he was pissed off.

As we approached the house, you held hands with Thomas and Mum. They gently swooped you into the air. You were lopsided as Mum could barely lift you off the ground.

‘Don’t we spend enough time here?’ your father asked quietly.

He doesn’t understand. Us Hoggs need each other more than ever right now. ‘They’re my family,’ I replied.

‘And what am I?’ Your father stopped still on the gravel.

‘Don’t be silly. You’re my husband.’

‘And where does that put me on the pecking order? Because right now, I see it as Evelyn,’ he held his hand high, ‘then Huey,’ he moved his hand down with each name, ‘your mum, Thomas . . . even your Uncle Grant is probably above me.’ He waved his hands by his shins. ‘I am somewhere down here.’

‘Why are you acting so insecure? You know we’re going through a lot.’

Your father sighed. ‘Listen, I can’t spend another evening in there.’ He looked at Willow Estate like it was a mortuary. ‘Your dad’s Range Rover has a car seat in it, right?’ I nodded. ‘Okay, I just . . . I need some space to think.’ He backed away.

‘About what?’

‘Just . . .’ he began as he opened his car door, ‘everything.’
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We arrived home just before your bedtime.

‘Where Daddy?’ you asked. We checked the kitchen, the study, the garage. Both our cars were parked on the driveway, so wherever he was, he had gone by foot or taxi.

Your father didn’t pick up his phone. His mother hadn’t seen him.

I ran you a bath. You played in the bubbles while I sat on the floor with a glass of wine. Your father and I have never been so disconnected.

I met your father seven years ago in a bar. He shouted his name above the music, but I couldn’t hear him. Instead, I called him Jerry and let him spin me in circles on the dancefloor. He was comical and kind and did not let me get away with games like those before him. He was patient and encouraging. He knew how to handle me and, more importantly, my wild family. They adored him. My dad was over the moon when your father proposed. We married at golden hour at Willow Estate. A black-tie affair. It was magical.

You came along one year later. A bonny baby with big eyes and a melting smile. It was love at first sight and not a day goes by when I do not thank the moons and stars that it was you.

Before Dad’s arrest, your father and I were talking about giving you a sibling. Another demi-Hogg. Although I am quite sure that is the last thing he wants right now.

I couldn’t sleep. I sat at the kitchen bench anxiously tapping my foot on the stool. Your father is usually reliable, not the type to vanish without so much as a word.

By 1 am, he was still not home.

The second wine bottle ceased to pour. I held it above my glass. One final, begrudging drop cowered in the neck. And then, plop. I hovered my glass above my mouth and let that last little bit slide onto my tongue. To open a third bottle would be wildness, but to climb into bed without knowing your father’s whereabouts would say too much about the state of our marriage. I had to stay up, to prove there was still hope for us.

Just fifteen minutes later, I heard a key bashing against the lock. I walked into the hallway just as your father poured into the house, his body dragged in by his grip on the door handle.

‘Shh,’ he told himself.

I folded my arms and tapped my foot. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Don’t scare me like that! Out. I went out. Drinking. You know what that is?’ he slurred. He slumped down on the bottom stair and kicked his shoes off. ‘I’m going to bed.’ He began to move up the stairs.

I peered through the banister. ‘That’s it?’

‘What do you want me to say, Gwynne? We all need to blow off steam, remember?’

‘You’d better be right for Christmas tomorrow,’ I called after him. He fanned me away and walked into the spare room.

I chose not to be angry. Your father had finally cracked. Us Hoggs had broken him. But why did I feel so shocked and sad that he wanted space when I knew how intolerable our family is right now? I expected him to deal with it, like I have to.

Tonight was not a time for anger. Kicking things, breaking things, would not make your father happy again.

In that moment, I chose sadness.




FIFTEEN

Merry Christmas, my sweet girl.

Last night when your father went to bed, I pressed the soles of his boots into some flour and printed footsteps from our fireplace to the Christmas tree. Underneath the tree, I stacked dozens of gifts, some in shiny silver wrapping, others in vintage-style Christmas paper. All with big red and gold ribbons on top. It took me most of the night.

You gasped when you saw how many gifts there were. ‘Santa’s been!’

When I was younger, my parents made such a fuss of Christmas. Every year Dad insisted on taking a Christmas Eve photograph of me and Thomas underneath the tree.

I will have to dig them out for you to look at one day.

He would get his camcorder out and narrate as we opened our presents. Then he would go into the kitchen and start cooking up a feast for lunch. Christmas music would blare through the house, and we would dine with coloured paper hats from crackers on our heads.

Pressing my ear up against the spare room door, I could hear your father’s snores. The plan was to gather at Willow Estate at 1 pm for a family lunch. Since it was still early, I let your father sleep in.

‘We’re going to go see Grandpa,’ I whispered to you. You lifted up your arms and I pulled a red tartan dress over your head then clipped a red sequined bow to the back of your hair. We tiptoed out the front door, gently closing it behind us.

This was a last-minute plan. Originally I had intended on seeing Dad on Boxing Day but he had put me on his visitation list, along with Mum and Thomas, for Christmas morning just in case I changed my mind about spending the morning at home with you and your father.

After my first visit, I wasn’t sure it was a place that I wanted you to even see. But as it seems to be the place where your grandfather may live out the rest of his days, I decided to introduce you to it, on a gentle, smiling day, like Christmas.

‘Scary.’ You pressed your face into my shoulder when we headed towards the prison entrance. ‘A dragon lives here, Mummy? Roar.’ You held your hands up like claws. The prison did look just like a scary castle from one of your books. I hesitated. Perhaps you were too young to learn about a place where evil is not just part of a fairytale. And then I heard laughter. Some other children close to your age, some in prams, were also walking through the car park with their families. You asked to be put down then pulled me towards them. ‘Mummy, let’s go.’ You had no idea what you were walking towards, but you were happy to be there.

Mum and Thomas met us on the other side of security.

‘Merry Christmas.’ Thomas kissed me on the cheek.

I could feel the bones in Mum’s back when I wrapped an arm around her. ‘Merry Christmas, darling,’ she said. ‘I’m so happy you both could make it.’

This was our first time at the prison all together and it felt peculiar. They were going to see what I am like in this setting, and I them. Once, I visited your father at his office and seeing him talk seriously to his colleagues and use work jargon was bizarre. What would Prison Mum and Prison Thomas be like? Would they make me cringe the same way your father did when he talked about putting a pin in an idea or consulting the analytics?

Mum chose a table in the centre of the room. Prison Mum is just as proud to show off her Huey as Home Mum.

I sat you up on my lap and you ate a mince pie provided by a friendly guard.

‘Gwandpa!’ You pointed when you spotted my dad. He looked absolutely thrilled to see you. He lifted you in the air, bringing you back down for the tightest cuddle.

‘My gorgeous granddaughter. This is the most wonderful Christmas present.’

‘Merry Christmas, darling.’ Mum kissed Dad.

Dad hugged Thomas. Thomas smiled. Prison Thomas was a happy, surprisingly relaxed version of himself. None of his body parts anxiously vibrated. He didn’t tug on the front of his hair.

He even let you sit on his lap while you used a tub of broken crayons to colour some Christmas-themed printouts.

‘This is the best thing ever. To have my family here with me.’ Dad’s mouth twitched as he tried to hold back his emotions.

‘How have things been?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, alright, I suppose. Thank you for sending the books. Mack visited yesterday. Said the psych testing will start in January.’

‘To prove that you’re insane?’ Thomas asked.

Mum turned away and distracted herself with the rest of the room.

‘Mack reckons that would give us a good case.’

‘But, darling, you aren’t insane.’ Mum had turned back to him. ‘You’ve never shown any signs of that.’

‘It’s just something I did out of the house, my love. Remember? Never around you.’

‘Nonsense.’ Mum turned to me and Thomas. ‘Your father and I have been talking about the calendars.’ She reached out and held Dad’s hand. ‘I know exactly where he was on each date. And he wouldn’t have had the time to cause any bother.’

Dad kept his head down. I wanted to ask what was going on. Why was Mum still under the illusion that he was innocent when he’d confessed his guilt to me? Had he not confessed outright to her too?

You started getting antsy. Mum took you to look at the puzzles that some of the other children were playing with in a makeshift kids’ corner.

‘Why does Mum think you’re innocent?’ I quickly asked Dad once Mum was out of earshot.

‘I’ve tried to tell her. She’s in denial. These bloody calendars. Someone needs to get rid of them, they’re driving her mad. She’s talking about giving them to the police. I don’t need her meddling.’

‘She said you can’t have killed the first victim because you were in the hospital with her while she was having Gwynne. Is that true?’ Thomas asked.

Dad’s head dropped. ‘I’m ashamed of how I acted.’ His watery eyes looked to me. ‘I wish I had been stronger for you.’ Thomas’s fingers began snapping at the front of his hair. I gently lowered them. ‘Listen.’ Dad ushered us both closer. ‘If your mum gets those calendars into the wrong hands, it might prove that I was in a normal state of mind: going out with friends, that having my daughter was the happiest day of my life, watching Thomas play football. It would be impossible to convince a jury that a switch in my head flipped when I was out having fun.’

‘But that is what happened, isn’t it?’ Thomas asked.

‘Yeah.’ Dad nodded quickly. ‘But people don’t understand how this rage thing can escalate.’

‘Is that what happened with your first victim?’ I asked. ‘You couldn’t control your rage?’

‘I was on cloud nine after you were born, Gwynne. Your mum and you were asleep and I went out for a few too many celebratory pints. I was a bit pissed and the barmaid joked that I was already a shit dad. I got so angry that I waited for her to finish her shift and then—’

‘What are we talking about?’ Mum returned with you clutching her hand.

Dad smiled up at her. ‘Nothing, my darling.’
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You ran into your father’s arms when he opened the door at Willow Estate. He looked like he was feeling dusty. He kissed me on the cheek; his breath stank of rotten liquor.

‘Where did you lot get to?’ he asked, smiling broadly, overcompensating for missing Christmas morning. He followed me, Mum and Thomas into the kitchen where Uncle Grant was attempting to make lunch. He had a tea towel tossed over one shoulder and a large knife in his hand. Pots boiled over on the stove and discarded potato skins lay scattered on the benchtop.

I had asked Mum and Thomas not to mention anything about the prison visit.

‘You’re back!’ Uncle Grant said gleefully to us. ‘Oi! Oi! How was the old trout?’ He didn’t notice the way I was shaking my head and willing him to stop talking. ‘Christmas in prison, what a party. Did he look alright?’

‘You went to see your dad?’ Your father was not smiling anymore.

‘It was just a quick hello.’

‘You took our daughter to a prison to see a serial killer?’

Mum shot your father a deathly stare. Dad is so much more than that to her.

‘I took her to see her grandpa.’

Your father covered his eyes with his hand. ‘Is this a joke?’

Us Hoggs stood still, watching. Your father is a placid man, especially around the Hoggs. But on this day it felt like a spring was getting tightly wound back, ready to release.

‘Come on, mate, have a glass of champagne.’ Uncle Grant placed his hand on your father’s back and held a glass in front of his face. Your father jerked his body away.

‘Does no one else think it’s messed up that my wife took my three-year-old daughter to a prison without consulting me?’ He looked at all of us. ‘Anybody?’

‘Huey is her grandfather,’ Mum said weakly.

‘Yeah, and I’m her father. Or does a Hogg always trump a schmuck like me?’

‘I would hardly call you a schmuck,’ Mum said as she placed a teabag in her favourite cup and reached for the kettle.

‘It’s Christmas, mate. Relax.’ Uncle Grant went back to work, poking skewers into cocktail sausages wrapped in bacon.

‘You took my daughter to a prison.’ Your father emphasised it again, like we were not well aware of what we had done. He pinched the top of his nose.

‘There were loads of other kids there,’ Thomas tried.

‘Oh, well that makes it okay then.’ Your father faked delight. ‘Lots of other children visiting their delinquent relatives. I am so happy Evelyn was not only in the company of a serial killer, but in the company of all those other wonderful, kind men.’

‘Daddy angry,’ you said. You lowered your brows to mimic his expression.

‘Why don’t we talk about this later?’ I tried his lingo. ‘We can circle back?’

‘This isn’t a joke, Gwynne! This is our daughter. I feel like you Hoggs think she belongs to you.’

‘You Hoggs?’ I questioned.

But in that moment we were ‘you Hoggs’. We stood around the kitchen bench, all eyes on your father—the non-Hogg in the room.

It suddenly dawned on me that my judgement about my dad had been way off. I had no idea he was a serial killer, or capable of anything remotely unkind. And if I was so wrong about him, how could I trust my judgement about anyone? Even your father.

Mum slid her wedding rings up and down her finger; she hates confrontation. Uncle Grant licked raw bacon juice off his fingers. The sound of him putting the tray in the oven cracked the tension.

‘I don’t feel like I’m part of this family when you all make decisions behind my back,’ your father said.

‘You’ve hardly been acting like you want to be part of this family,’ I said. ‘You have one foot out the door when it’s a tough day.’

Your father squirmed for words. I felt sorry for him, but I wanted to hear what he would say. Would he respond in the tension-defusing way I have come to expect of him over the years or had I misjudged him too?

He tilted his head down. Whatever he found in that brief moment, caused his face to scrunch with anger. ‘I can’t believe this.’ He tightened his lips and shook his head. ‘Suddenly you all turn on me because I have an opinion you don’t like.’

Uncle Grant stepped in. ‘We’re not turning on you, mate.’

‘Leave it,’ your father spat. He backed away to the door.

I was shocked.

‘Why don’t you stay and have some tea?’ Mum suggested.

‘I don’t want tea,’ he snapped.

Talking to our mum like that was a mistake and your father knew it. He apologetically held his hands up. But I could tell he still had something on the tip of his tongue that he wanted to say. And he wanted the entire room to hear it. ‘I just don’t know when my wife turned into such a . . .’ the room braced for adjective creativity, ‘. . . selfish,’ boom, ‘fucking,’ he would end with a bang, ‘bitch.’

Thomas moved towards him. Menacing but calm. ‘Don’t talk about my sister like that.’

‘Or what?’ your father dared to ask. ‘You Hoggs will banish me?’ Nobody spoke. ‘I guess I’ll just go ahead and banish myself.’ Your father walked towards the door. Without turning back, he muttered to me, ‘I take it you’re staying here?’

‘Yes.’

And then he left.






INTERVIEW RECORDING:

JACKSON MACK AND HUEY HOGG

TUESDAY, 1 OCTOBER 2024

Jackson Mack: Those coffees have got me going.

Huey Hogg: You don’t want to sit down?

Jackson Mack: No. I want you to tell me the rest of your story. I want to hear it in one big swoop. These are our building blocks, Huey. I need to know exactly what happened so we can work backward and decide what you want to make unhappen in front of the jury. If it goes to trial, that is.

Huey Hogg: You reckon you can get me out of this?

Jackson Mack: Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, Huey. But we may have some options here. Talk to me about this one, Abdul Fallah. That guy. Talk to me about him.

Huey Hogg: I did end up buying a second-hand van. Then I bought another one six months later. I was driving one and needed someone to drive the other. I asked my brother but he was making alright money as a tiler. Said he wouldn’t leave his job until I could pay him minimum six figures. Cheeky git. He’d always buy the pints at the pub though. He does the little things to let me know he loves me. With so much tension in our house growing up, my brother always tried to lighten the mood. I think he sensed that was what our family needed. He was cheeky and always trying to get a laugh out of us. Even our dad would crack a smile every now and then. I’m the successful one; he’s the funny one. He doesn’t have the same trauma I do. When we were kids, I’d tell him to hide in his bed and cover his ears with his pillow. Then I’d sit on the stairs and wait for Mum and Dad to stop fighting. I never wanted my brother to hear the things our dad would say and do to her. Grant knows those things went on, but he barely has any memories of them happening. Without memories of it, the same sort of trauma isn’t there for him.

Grant was supposed to come with me when I was meeting this guy about the driving job.

Jackson Mack: Abdul Fallah?

Huey Hogg: Yeah. He responded to an ad I had up in a cafe window. By that time, I had a few supermarkets and a fashion brand wanting goods picked up from the airport. I really needed the help. Last minute, my brother couldn’t make it. A tiling job came up. Things would have been different if he’d come along.

I met Abdul in a park. I was bouncing with energy at the idea of hiring my first ever staff member. It was late and dark. He was a broad man; tall too. And he had this attitude about him. I knew in the first ten seconds that I didn’t want to hire him. He wouldn’t even look at me when I was talking. He kicked stones on the ground and smirked like the idea of having a job better than the one he was doing was some sort of joke. At one point he said, ‘People like you and me don’t go on to do anything half decent.’ It was a complete waste of my time. And I told him as much. He accepted that we weren’t a good fit and reached out to shake my hand. But when I took his hand, he dragged me towards him and punched me in the stomach. I fell to the ground and he kicked me in the side of the ribs. That’s when he started rummaging around for my wallet. As I lay winded on the ground I thought, This is the least I deserve. Karma was finally catching up with me, so I just let it happen.

Jackson Mack: So . . . how did you go from that to killing the guy?

Huey Hogg: When he found my wallet, he opened it up, presumably to check for cash. I kept this passport-sized photo of Gwynne in it with my driver’s licence. I’d look at it all the time to remind myself to keep pushing. It fell out and landed on my chest, on my heart. Suddenly I was overcome with strength. Not today, I thought. He tossed the wallet into a flowerbed and began to walk away. It pissed me off that he didn’t see me as a threat. I tackled him from behind. Pinned him to the ground and wrapped my hands around his throat. It’s a much slower way of killing someone than with a weapon. I kept checking over my shoulder, wondering if I should stop before I was caught. He thrashed around then the movements got weaker and eventually he died. Killing him didn’t feel right. Holding my hands on his neck was a chore, but I had committed to the task. He’d seen my face, knew my name, I couldn’t leave him. Back then I always carried a penknife for box opening. I took his tongue out, like I did the rest. When I left, I justified it to myself that he had attacked me first and I had to defend myself. But everything changed when I got home.

Jackson Mack: What happened?

Huey Hogg: I walked through the front door still in the same clothes. They were black so the blood stains were barely visible. Not that my wife would have clocked them. She was too happy to notice anything sinister. She thrust a pregnancy test at me. We were having another baby. I’d have another little life to protect. It was a wake-up call. I knew I had to get anger management treatment. Go to therapy. But that wasn’t something I could afford. Not then, anyway. Instead I found some second-hand boxing gloves at a car boot sale and roped my brother into sparring with me. Sometimes I’d get so into punching his pads that I’d forget he was there. There was just blackness. He took it like a champ; I reckon he knew that my pain was caused by what our dad did to me. This was his way of helping me through it.

Jackson Mack: Surely the media reaction was pretty big. Three murders fairly close together. All quite obviously linked.

Huey Hogg: There were re-enactments and Crimestoppers ads between the news breaks. For some reason I went down to a re-enactment in the park. I wanted to see for myself the sadness I had caused. I was hoping that it would knock this habit out of me. Because that’s what it had become, a habit. Someone made me mad and I would kill them. I knew it was wrong.

Jackson Mack: And no one at home suspected anything?

Huey Hogg: My wife thinks the sun shines out of me. The woman hasn’t got a bad bone in her body. People who are wholly good tend to only see the good in others. That’s all part of them being so good. Even if I’d walked into the house covered head to toe in blood, she would have believed any excuse I made up.

Jackson Mack: And what about your brother? Aside from the boxing, he didn’t notice that something had changed in you?

Huey Hogg: When someone has known you their whole life, they hold on to whatever version of you they feel most comfortable with, even if it is not the present-day version. During our lives we all go through different versions of ourselves. Some more likeable than others. The more successful I got, the more my brother joked about what an idiot I was as a teenager. He couldn’t handle the speed of my growth even though he was happy for me. I know that he liked that version of us when we were younger, when it was just the two of us and protecting him was my sole responsibility. Maybe I did too much for him. He’s not able to handle pressure or stress. But he will need to step up now.

Jackson Mack: And the kids? Gwynne seemed pretty switched on when I spoke to her earlier.

Huey Hogg: Gwynne was too young to notice anything, but I remember I would come home from wherever I’d been and she would climb up onto my lap and examine my face. ‘Daddy happy?’ she’d ask. It was her way of gauging my mood. This whole thing is going to turn her world upside down. I just hope I did enough when she was growing up to teach her how to be strong. Lord knows she’ll need to be.




SIXTEEN

Running resets me. I have been running a lot since Christmas. Today is New Year’s Day. The start of a fresh year that has already gone stale. It feels strange stepping into a new year with so much baggage from the old. Traditionally, I set goals and have a lengthy discussion with my dad about how I will reach them; how I will grow and be better. This year, my only goal is to get through the next three hundred and sixty-five days unscathed. If there are moments of happiness along the way, I will be tickled pink.

When I run, my knees ache with the shockwaves of each heavy stride. Is that because I am ageing? Even my feet don’t hit the pavement with quite the same strength as they did in my twenties. As I grow older, I connect to different parts of my body differently. I am more aware that I am made up of tiny pieces of flesh and bone and muscle and veins rather than one slab of meat. When I was younger, I never considered the individual mechanisms in my body, but now they make their presence known. Some days my lower back throbs. Others, I get a stabbing pain under my left breast, just for a second. Sometimes my big toes crack when I flex. I get migraines behind my left eye.

There is a lot going on inside your mother.

I run the same loop every day. Down our street. I hop a stile into a pathway that runs between Willow Estate and the farmer’s field. After a while I hop another stile onto Mary Hollandford’s street. I know the detective said to stay away from her, but I like the trees on her road. Then it’s through the village. I enjoy a long run. Depending on my mood, sometimes I stop for a coffee and walk the rest of the way, other times I speed up and end my sprint in marathon exhaustion with shaky jelly legs that can barely climb the stairs.

Today, I wanted to stop for a coffee. As I slowed to a walk and caught my breath a group of still-drunk men in wrinkled, untucked white shirts with unfastened bowties and suit jackets tossed over one shoulder parted around me. They slurred grotesque remarks about my appearance, one even tried to block my path, but I pointed my elbows up in defence and he backed off. I felt an immediate shift in my mood as I entered the coffee shop.

‘Happy New Year!’ The cheery girl behind the counter said to the man in front of me in the queue. He ordered and stepped to the side. I edged forward.

‘Hap—’ The woman began. She stopped herself. ‘Your usual?’

‘No happy New Year for me?’ I asked.

‘I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to be insensitive, you know, given that . . .’

‘That’s fine,’ I snapped. I stepped to the side and waited by the window. I suppose it makes sense. Why wish a happy New Year to someone who you are almost certain will have a terrible year? If a neighbour was terminally ill with two months to live, you wouldn’t call out ‘Happy New Year!’ over the fence. Maybe there should be an alternative sentiment for those people. Perhaps a ‘Welcome to another year!’ or a ‘You survived last year!’

Outside, families strolled by on their first walks of 2025. People greeted strangers in the street with amiable smiles and well wishes. Next week they will all go back to ignoring each other.

Then I saw her. Winnie Speller.

I reached to tap on the window but stopped myself. My instincts told me to go and talk to her. She had her back to me. She wore a long, brown fur coat with a yellow collar. Sunglasses on this cloudy day.

‘Gwynne,’ the barista shouted out. I grabbed my coffee and rushed out of the cafe.

I wanted to speak with her alone without Mary getting in her ear about how dreadful I am. Imagine if I could start the year by winning back my biggest client.

Winnie was about to step out onto the road.

To my left, the gang of men were further down the street smoking and laughing loudly with each other.

‘Winnie!’ I shouted.

I tried again. ‘Winnie!’

Looking annoyed, Winnie spun around.

SLAM.

A silver Mercedes ploughed into the side of her.

A tumbleweed of brown fur rolled chaotically over the top of the car and landed in a heap on the road. Motionless. Her long black hair spilling out.

Everyone in the village turned to look. People came out of cafes and shops to see what had happened.

The driver of the car raced over to see if she was alive. I stood, shocked, frozen on the safety of the pavement. The driver screamed out for someone to call an ambulance.

Someone made the call while other bystanders stood in the road and stopped traffic. One of the drunk men from earlier held his suit jacket in front of Winnie to block watchful eyes. He was more sober now, more sensible, less vile.

Two women announced they were off-duty nurses and started assessing her wounds. One of them removed her scarf and pressed it to Winnie’s head.

I stepped onto the road and walked over. ‘I’m a friend,’ I told the man holding up the jacket. He let me through. Winnie’s eyes were closed. Blood dribbled down her porcelain face.

I knelt by her. ‘Is she alive?’ I asked one of the nurses.

‘Barely.’

It felt voyeuristic. Winnie was an elegant swan; she would not want the eyes of the village watching her die. She would want to die in dignity.

Her poor daughter.

I stood up and bumped straight into Mary Hollandford.

‘You,’ she said with disdain. She looked me up and down. ‘What are you—oh my god . . . Winnie.’ She barged past me and crouched beside Winnie. ‘What happened? We were supposed to meet for coffee.’

‘A car,’ I said.

Mary leant in closer. ‘Is she breathing? Winnie! Can you hear me?’

The ambulance arrived. Our makeshift casualty set-up dissipated and the experts took over. Mary stood to the side wailing down her phone.

The paramedics worked on Winnie. Eventually they cuffed a brace around her neck and manoeuvred her onto a stretcher.

Her hand twitched. Alive. I walked to the open back of the ambulance. Mary got inside with her. She scowled at me. And then the doors slammed shut. Sirens on. Lights flashing. I hoped Winnie would make it.

I walked home, exhausted by the experience.

‘I’ve been ringing,’ your father said when I arrived. ‘I heard on the radio that someone was hit by a car in the village. I’m glad you’re okay.’ He hugged me.

After walking out of Willow Estate on Christmas Day, your father spent four nights at his mother’s house. He needed to cool off; de-Hogg, de-stress. I could understand the need for a break from time to time but your father didn’t even reach out to check on you. When he arrived home, he looked refreshed and spoke about how his attitude had changed.

‘I’m going to look at this situation differently,’ he announced at the kitchen bench when he got home. He even poured me a glass of wine. ‘Instead of getting worked up about your family and the situation, I will position myself on the outer edge of the circle. Should any of you require my assistance or input, I will oblige. But only if requested. There is no point in me shoehorning myself into the drama.’

‘So, you want me to ask for your support when I need it?’

‘Yes. That way I won’t be inserting myself where I’m not wanted. Once the case is wrapped up, we can go back to being us.’

‘What if the old version of us ceases to exist? I’m not sure I will ever be that innocent again.’

‘We will be a better version of us. Humble. Stronger.’

‘Strong together or strong as individuals?’

Your father thought for a second. ‘Together. Two strong individuals who are strong together.’

Thus far, your father has been intolerably gleeful about the whole thing. We do not talk about Dad or the other Hoggs. We eat dinner and discuss every other topic under the sun. I press my finger into the prongs of my fork to redirect any tension away from my face while your father yaps on about mundane stuff that doesn’t even matter. Hogg is taboo. My surname is a profanity, and one utterance will send your father into a tailspin of despair. It is not an honest coupledom, but it appeases him.

Sometimes, Evelyn, we must censor ourselves for those around us who can’t handle our fullest version. We blur ourselves entirely for them; the greatest favour, with no thanks. A shame, but a necessary means for maintaining some relationships.

‘Did you see anything when you were out running?’ your father asked me. ‘There was no mention on the news of who the car hit.’

‘No, I must have just missed it.’ I’m not sure why I lied. Blurring myself, I suppose.

I thought about calling the hospital to check on Winnie. The car screech, the thuds as she spun over the roof, the smack as she hit the ground, those sounds were all burnt into my memory. The way Mary looked at me like I had no right to exist. I wonder if Mary held Winnie’s hand as she slipped away.




SEVENTEEN

‘Winnie Speller is alive,’ Frankie announced when I walked into your nursery two days later. ‘Broken arm, two fractured ribs, sore head, punctured lung, but the woman lives. She must have nine lives like a cat. She looks like she would. She’s nimble and, you know, catty.’

‘That’s good news.’ I perked up my voice, ‘Great news.’

‘The teacher came over to say the kids are going to make cards for her. She was wondering if one of us could drop them off. I tried to nominate Mary but they’re not enrolled in the holiday program. I doubt we’ll see her until the term properly starts.’

‘So, you’re doing it?’

‘Yes. Unless you’d like to? She might be a little friendlier if she’s dosed with painkillers.’ Frankie laughed.

‘Seeing me might send her into cardiac arrest,’ I muttered quietly.

There was a pause. ‘Fancy a coffee?’ Frankie asked.

I checked the time on my phone. I had a few things on my to-do list today. ‘A quick one.’

As Frankie and I exited the school gates my phone rang. ‘Sorry,’ I said to Frankie. I had to pick this one up. ‘Jackson, everything okay?’

Jackson Mack cleared his throat. ‘There’s been an incident. Your dad is in the prison’s infirmary. From what I gather, he was jumped by three men while taking a shower.’

‘Oh my god.’ I stopped walking. ‘Is he badly hurt?’

Frankie paused in front of me and mouthed, ‘What’s happened?’ I turned my back and began to walk towards my car.

‘He’s pretty banged up,’ Jackson continued. ‘Some bruised ribs, a black eye and his nose is swollen. He’s lucky no one shanked him.’

‘Shanked?’ I paused at my car door.

‘Homemade prison weapon.’

‘Can I see him?’

Frankie stood nearby with a look of concern. She edged closer to the car as vehicles passed behind her.

‘They won’t let any visitors see him until he tells them who attacked him.’

‘Why doesn’t he do that then?’ I cupped a hand over my other ear so I could hear him better.

‘Gwynne, things are a lot worse for a prisoner who rats on another prisoner. If he keeps his mouth shut it he might gain some respect.’

I turned my back again as a dad walked by holding his daughter and her school bag. ‘When can we visit him? I need to see that he’s safe.’

‘I’ll let you know when he’s out of the infirmary.’

‘Mum is supposed to be going to see him this morning. What should I tell her?’

‘Tell her whatever you think she can cope with. I’ll chat to you soon.’ Jackson hung up.

I leant forward on my car. The cold steel stung my palms.

‘Everything okay?’ Frankie asked.

I spoke to her through the reflection in the car window. ‘Dad’s been beaten up.’

‘You’re joking!’ She quickly recovered. ‘I’m sorry. That’s the last thing you need.’

I turned around. ‘Just when I think I can’t cope with any more shit, suddenly, I have to.’
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Mum was in the kitchen at Willow Estate in a freshly pressed blue midi dress cinched at the waist with a matching belt. She held a brown Baby Birkin in front of her with both hands and smiled widely when I walked through the door. Uncle Grant had not yet arrived to collect her, but she was clearly ready to go.

‘Snacks for the car,’ Mum said when she saw my eyes catch on a plastic ziplock bag of homemade cake bars and dried fruit on the kitchen bench. ‘I am always too excited to eat before seeing Huey so those are for the drive home.’

My heart ached. My mouth was parched with anxiety. I took a glass to the sink and noticed Mum’s calendar to the side. Today’s date box was outlined with pink pen hearts and Mum’s excitable scrawls read, HUEY VISIT 10 AM.

‘Grant should be here shortly,’ Mum said. ‘I have already telephoned him twice this morning to make sure he doesn’t forget.’

Mum keeps a box of medical supplies in the bottom drawer of the pantry. I rummaged around for painkillers. I popped three out from the silver foil. An extra for luck. At the kitchen bench I swallowed the pills with a big glug of water. My head throbbed.

‘Mum . . .’ I began.

Her glittery eyes looked to me. For once, they were not watery pools of sadness. ‘Yes, darling.’

Rip it off like a plaster, I told myself. One deep breath. ‘Jackson called this morn—’

‘Good morning,’ Uncle Grant sang out. He strolled into the kitchen in a shiny gold puffer coat that I had not seen before. He wore it zipped up to the top. He paired his new garment with black tracksuit pants and black trainers.

‘What on earth is this ghastly thing?’ Mum giggled. She prodded her skinny finger into Grant’s coat and tittered as it squeaked against the glossy material.

‘It’s Versace.’ Uncle Grant eyed his reflection in the microwave glass.

‘You look like a chicken nugget.’ Mum grinned. She opened her handbag and put the snacks inside. ‘Are you ready to go?’ she asked Grant.

‘One second.’ Uncle Grant emptied the contents of his pockets onto the kitchen bench ‘Phone. Wallet. Keys. Ciggies. Lighter. And . . . ID. Got it. Alright, see ya, Gwynne.’

‘Before you go,’ I held a hand up to halt them, ‘I was just saying to Mum that Jackson called this morning.’

‘Yeah . . . and?’ Uncle Grant asked.

My mouth became a machine gun and my words bullets as I rapidly admitted, ‘Dad was beaten up. By three men. He’s in the hospital.’

Mum and Uncle Grant both frowned.

‘Come again?’ Uncle Grant replied.

‘He’s in the hospital. Bruised ribs, black eye—nothing too serious but he’s not allowed visitors.’

‘Bruised ribs?’ Mum put her trembling fingers to her lips. ‘If he’s hurt, I need to see him. He needs me there. Who said he’s not allowed visitors?’

‘The prison, Mum. I’m sorry.’

Mum’s shoulders drooped. She leant a palm on the kitchen island to steady herself.

‘How about tomorrow?’ Uncle Grant looked over at the sorry state of Hogg-shock Mum had slipped into. He pulled me to one side. ‘Come on, Gwynne. She needs this. Look at her.’ I looked at my mother and felt every twinge of her agonising pain. I wished we could be by Dad’s side too. If I could do something, I would.

‘It’s out of my hands. Jackson will call when visits are back on.’

Mum started shuffling towards the door. ‘I want to go back to bed,’ she muttered.

I assisted her up the stairs, her bony hand in mind. Twice she stopped and wilted onto the stairs.

Mum sat on the edge of the bed. I removed her shoes and put her handbag to one side. She shuffled onto the mattress, still in her dress. She rested her head on the pillow and pulled the covers over herself. I drew the thick curtains that blocked all signs of life outside Willow Estate.

‘Mum?’ I fumbled for the bed in the darkness. ‘Do you want me to stay?’

‘Maybe just for a moment.’

I lay next to Mum on top of the covers. I rested my head on my dad’s pillow and listened to Mum’s soft inhales. Sometimes she would exhale and there would be a longer than normal wait for her to breathe in again. In those moments, I was convinced she had taken her last breath and given up on life. But then a shuddery inhale would follow, and I felt relief.

After five minutes, Mum started snoring. For someone so tiny, she grunted like a hefty swine.

I crept out of the room, gently closing the door behind me.

In the kitchen, Uncle Grant was helping himself to the contents of the fridge. He dangled a slice of ham above his mouth and chomped it down in three bites. He grabbed a single slice of white bread and dropped a wad of ham on top. He roughly folded it in half and sunk his teeth into it. ‘She can’t cope with much more,’ he said when he saw me.

‘I know.’ I slumped down onto the bay window seat. I startled a bird nibbling at chipped paint on the ledge outside. He flew away into the willow tree.

‘Right,’ Uncle Grant clapped the crumby residue off his hands. ‘Do you need me to do anything? If not, I’ll head to Hogg Transport to keep Thomas company.’

‘Can you drive that truck back? It’s been here for almost two weeks.’

‘Your dad never let me drive the trucks. Even though he made me get the licence. He was a broken record about upskilling. And then he goes and labels me a shit driver.’

‘Yeah, well.’ I leant back in the chair and rummaged in my pocket, ‘Dad’s not here now.’ I tossed the keys to Uncle Grant. He caught them in the centre of his chest.

‘No problem. And you? What are you going to do today?’

I puffed air through my lips. They vibrated softly. ‘Not sure.’

‘Try and take it easy.’ He kissed me on the top of my head. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you.’

Somehow, I fell asleep sitting up at the bay window. True exhaustion allows for such things. I woke to the sound of the kettle gurgling in the pantry.

‘Mum?’ I called out.

‘Just me.’ Thomas stuck his head out from behind the door. ‘Mum wants me to take her a pot of tea in bed. She said something about Albert and blue flowers. Any ideas?’

I rubbed my eyes then walked into the pantry, yawning. I pulled out the Royal Albert teapot Mum wanted and took over from Thomas. ‘How are things at Dad’s office?’

‘Yeah, fine. I was running through our client list with sales, making sure we haven’t lost any business.’

‘And?’ I asked wearily.

‘None. All routes are still the same.’

‘Great.’ I handed Thomas a tray loaded with a teapot, cup and saucer, and plate of biscuits. ‘Let’s go up and see Mum together.’

Mum insisted we keep the curtains closed. ‘I feel safer when they’re shut.’ I flicked on her bedside lamp, and put a cushion behind her back as I helped her to a sitting position.

Mum pulled a remote out from under her pillow. The TV flashed on. She tapped the empty space in the bed. ‘Come, sit.’

I propped myself up against the headboard next to her. Thomas sat in the armchair beside the bed. He had to nudge a pile of Dad’s unmoved clothes out of the way. Mum shot him a glance but allowed it.

Three Hoggs sat in a dimly lit room in the middle of a Friday.

Mum flicked through the channels on the television. She settled on the news and reached for her teacup. Her dry lips blew on the steam.

‘I don’t know why you watch this crap,’ Thomas grumbled. He started scrolling through something on his phone.

‘There might be something about Huey.’

The newsreader crossed to a reporter outside the prison. Mum leant forward and turned the volume up. ‘Huey Hogg has been attacked in Manchester Prison and is thought to be in the infirmary. Mr Hogg is awaiting trial after pleading not guilty to five murders over a twenty-year period. Tonight, a vigil for the victims will be held at Bar Lombardi, where twenty-two-year-old Louis Balderford worked before he lost his life in 2009.’

I felt sick. I had to turn it off.

‘Bar Lombardi?’ Mum pensively sipped her tea. ‘That sounds familiar.’

‘It’s only about fifteen minutes from here,’ Thomas said. ‘You’ve probably driven past.’

‘That’s right. Wait . . . did—’

‘Yeah,’ Thomas interrupted. ‘I used to go there most weekends.’

Mum scowled. ‘Did you know the gentleman that died?’

‘Vaguely. He worked behind the bar.’

Mum stood up abruptly and walked into her ensuite. She was cross. ‘That seems like something you should have mentioned.’

‘What difference does it make?’ Thomas shouted to the bathroom.

Mum marched back into the room, hands on hips. ‘Maybe you were there the night of the murder.’ She flailed her hands around. ‘You can tell the police that Huey was not there.’ Mum walked to her cupboard. ‘Did you go there after your football game? I think that’s written on my calendar.’

Thomas quickly stood up. He lightly grabbed Mum’s arm and led her to the chair. ‘No, Mum, I didn’t. And you need to take it easy. You should eat something.’

Mum clasped her head. ‘You’re right, darling.’ She lightly tapped Thomas’s cheek. ‘I am feeling dizzy.’

‘I’ll make you some soup, Mum,’ I offered. ‘You need your strength.’

Thomas and I walked downstairs together. We shared a look of concern. Mum was struggling, weak. I wondered how much worse this could possibly get.
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‘Mummy!’ You skipped straight into my arms when your father brought you home from nursery. ‘I do drawing.’

You handed me a piece of paper with some blue squiggles on it. There was a hole from where you had pressed too hard with the pencil. ‘It’s beautiful.’ I removed the back from a framed photograph of me and your father in New York and slotted your drawing in front.

‘Evelyn, why don’t you see if you can build a tower as tall as you?’ Your father emptied a tub of coloured blocks onto the floor. He sat down on the armchair opposite me. He appeared to be tightly wound up with something he wanted to say. His eyes moved around the room and his mouth peeled open little by little. Finally, he asked, ‘Why did you tell me you weren’t there when Winnie got hit by that car?’

I crossed my legs underneath me on the sofa. I played with the tassels of a cushion on my lap. ‘What?’

‘You heard me. When Winnie Speller got hit by the car you said you weren’t there.’

‘I wasn’t.’

‘Don’t lie to me, Gwynne.’ Your father kept his volume low, but I could tell he was angry.

‘I’m not. I wasn’t there.’

‘I ran into Mary Hollandford at the supermarket. She asked if you were okay.’

‘That bitch doesn’t genuinely care if—’

‘That’s not the point, Gwynne. The point is she asked if you were okay because she saw you crouching next to Winnie’s body after she was hit by the car.’

‘Not true,’ I lied.

‘Then why would Mary say you were there? What does she have to gain from that?’

‘To make me look crazy? I don’t know.’

‘She wouldn’t have known you told me you weren’t there.’

I was stumped. My body curved inwards, trying to make myself look smaller, more vulnerable. Leave me alone, I’m sad. Perhaps the sofa could swallow me into another universe where life was simple.

‘Forget it,’ your father snapped. ‘I don’t even know who you are half the time so it is no surprise that you are a liar now too.’

I returned fire. ‘Don’t call me a liar!’

‘Fine. A non-truth teller. A porky pie-er. That one seems suitable for you Hoggs.’

‘My family don’t lie.’

‘Really, Gwynne? Are you going to go down this path?’ Your father stood up. ‘I can’t be fucked with this. What’s for dinner?’ He wandered into the kitchen where I had beef cheeks on the stove like a good wifey. I followed. Your father took a fork from the drawer and began eating straight from the pot.

‘Can you not do that?’ I opened the cupboard and got out three plates.

‘Let’s eat in front of the television tonight,’ your father said.

One of the rules we have always had in our household—that I stole from my own childhood—was that we all eat dinner together as a family. Us Hoggs used it as an opportunity to discuss our day in a forum where everyone was equal.

I began plating the food. ‘You don’t want to eat together? I’m going to sit at the dining table.’

Your father pressed his hands into the countertop and sighed. ‘I don’t give a shit what you do, Gwynne. You can eat in the bathtub for all I care. But I will be eating in front of the television with my daughter.’

Instead of horn-locking with your father, I covered my plate with foil and left it in the oven. I had to get out of the house. I pulled on my trainers and slammed the front door.

I heard a faint knock, knock. You were standing at the window, your little hand scrunched into a ball. Bunny was in your arms. You stuck your bottom lip out as if I was abandoning you. I smiled and shouted, ‘Home soon!’ You took a big sniff and then waved the arm of your bunny.

The chill hummed past my ears as I pounded along the pavement. The streetlamps glowed orange. Every so often a white light would temporarily blind me as a car came around a corner.

After ten minutes, I stopped for a breath. I lunged under a streetlamp. Stretched out my calves and rotated my ankles. A murky black puddle on the edge of the road glowed under the lamppost. In it, I could see small rippling dots. Rain. What a miserable night. I lifted the hood of my jacket over my head.

A door slammed shut. Startled, I edged around the lamppost. A woman paused at her car door to shake her umbrella. She sat in the driver’s seat. I quickly crouched, not wanting anyone to see me. The crazy Hogg lady running in the rain. Once the car drove off, I continued running.

I found myself at Bar Lombardi. The rain had stopped and tealight candles flickered in front of a wall adorned with flowers and teddies. There were notes in waterproof plastic folders and people crying and bending down to read the messages.

Of course, I did not get too close. A wild Hogg at the vigil of her dad’s victims. Unthinkable. Yet, I found myself there. Curious to see how many people would turn up. The personification of Dad’s impact on the world. There were at least two hundred. I kept my hood up and stood behind a parked car. I zipped my jacket to the top, so it sat under my nose. Incognito.

People hugged. They cried in each other’s arms. A man walked behind me and said to his friend, ‘I’m glad they caught that sick bastard.’

I wanted to leave but I couldn’t look away. All those people impacted by what Dad did. All those people who left their cosy, warm homes on such a ghastly night to join together.

I noticed a gaggle of women pointing my way. Or at least, my paranoia thought they were. I had seen enough. I turned to run home.

‘Sorry, excuse me.’ I bumped straight into the chest of a man in a long brown coat.

‘Gwynne.’ He grabbed my arm and pulled me into an alleyway. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing here?’ Detective Mourey stared angrily into my eyes.

‘It’s a coincidence,’ I quickly answered. ‘I’m out on a run.’

‘You’re out on a run.’ He laughed. ‘And you just happened to find yourself at the vigil for your dad’s victims? Right.’ Then his voice snapped, ‘Are you out of your fucking mind?’

‘I stopped for a minute, that’s all,’ I said innocently. ‘How did you know I was here?’

‘When I arrived, Mary Hollandford came over and said she saw you outside her house.’ I peered over the detective’s shoulder and saw Mary, arms crossed, watching. ‘And then you turned up here, where she is.’

‘I didn’t know she would be here.’

‘But you knew she might be at her house. What were you doing there?’

‘I told you, I’m on a run.’

‘Bullshit,’ Detective Mourey hissed. He looked around. ‘Do I need to take you to the station?’

Another person calling me a liar. I spoke slowly, clearly, so he could hear every fucking word. ‘I. Am. On. A. Run.’

He pointed his finger at my face. It looked like he was about to lash out. But instead he took a deep breath, licked his cracked lips and sharply said, ‘You’re on thin ice, Hogg.’ Then he walked away.

‘This is absurd!’ I heard Mary Hollandford shout. It was clear she wanted me to hear her. ‘She’s practically stalking me.’

A small group of people turned to look at me. I had no idea where the alleyway behind me led, but I started walking backward down it. My back hit a metal bin.

Once I was in the shadows I turned and began running.

I ran and ran and ran and ran. Not stopping for breath until I burst through my own front door and collapsed on the bottom stairs.

‘Mummy!’ You rushed over. ‘You okay? Got ouchie?’ You placed your hands on my cheeks and stared into my eyes. I love you so much, my daughter. I tried to get my breathing under control.

‘You’ve been gone for nearly two hours,’ your father said when he appeared. ‘Where have you been?’

I thought about Mary’s words. She’s practically stalking me. What a ridiculous thing to say. I mopped my brow with the back of my hand. I did not look up as I removed my shoes and informed your father, ‘Just a long run.’




EIGHTEEN

Dad was finally out of hospital. Mum and Thomas visited him this morning. I was at Willow Estate when they arrived home.

You were with me while your father sought refuge on the golf course. The golf course is to your father what a two-minute shower alone is to me. I am not afforded the same length of respite.

‘Apart from some pretty messed-up purple bruising down his body, Dad is alright,’ Thomas said. ‘He told us people are leaving him alone now, which is a relief.’

‘Was it nice to see him, Mum?’ I asked.

She hummed as she clipped herbs and put them in jars of water on the windowsill. ‘Always,’ she replied dreamily. ‘Oh no!’ A light clink. ‘My rings!’ I raced over to where she was standing. She had one hand covering the plughole. She was breathless. ‘Goodness, that was close.’

Mum kept her hand over the drain, and I fished her rings out from in between an empty teacup and dirty plate. ‘Lucky,’ I said. ‘Let me take them to get resized. Your fingers are too thin for them now. You would be devastated if you lost them.’

‘I suppose that would be the best thing.’ Mum fetched a small pouch from the cupboard and dropped them inside. ‘Please look after them, Gwynne.’

‘We saw Mack at the prison,’ Thomas said.

‘Mummy.’ You shyly tugged the bottom of my white knit jumper.

‘Just a second, darling.’ I removed your hand. ‘What did he say?’ I asked Thomas.

‘Dad’s psych testing is finished. A psychiatrist is willing to stand up in court and say Dad was not in his right mind when he . . . you know.’

You tugged my jumper again. ‘Mummy. Mummy.’

I wanted you to be patient so I kept my attention on Thomas. ‘That’s good. That will help convince the jury that Dad acted out of insanity. What else did he say?’

‘Mummy, please. Listen, Mummy.’

‘Just a second,’ I told you, sharply. I crouched down and put a finger to your lips.

‘We should have a trial date for as soon as June.’

‘Five months. Wow. I was not expecting that.’ I gulped and took a second to get to grips with the information.

‘Mummy,’ you moaned.

‘Not now, Evelyn.’ I was firm. Too firm for a three-year-old. Wet dribbled down from underneath your dress. A yellow puddle pooled on the kitchen floor.

I am a terrible mother.

Your cheeks went bright red. You covered your face with your tiny hands. ‘Evelyn,’ I tried to peel your hands off your face.

‘No, Mummy!’ you shouted, angrily.

It hurt to see you like that. I crouched to your eye level.

‘Go away, Mummy!’ You pushed me.

I lost my balance and wobbled onto the floor. You ran away into the hallway.

I had failed you.

You’ve been toilet trained since last year and I had reassured you that I would always find you a toilet whenever you needed. You were nervous about it, but we pinky-promised. Mummy would always help you find a toilet. You trusted me.

I found you upstairs in my dad’s wardrobe. One of your favourite hiding places. I saw your feet poking out from underneath the dangling shirts. I moved some hangers to the side.

‘Go away, Mummy!’ you shouted through your sobs. ‘I want Gwandpa!’

Your grandfather is so patient with you. He was like that with me growing up too. Never a voice raised, never an abrupt tone. He gave me the safe place I needed. He never made me feel ashamed when I messed up. If he was here, he would make you feel better by sneaking you a bowl of ice cream or taking you into the garden to spot rabbits.

‘I am so sorry, my love.’ I sat on the floor and rested my back against the wall. ‘Mummy let you down.’ You sniffled as you listened. ‘Mummy will never not listen to you again. Please can you come out so we can have a cuddle?’ No movement. ‘Please, Evelyn. Sometimes Mummy makes mistakes. But I love you so much.’

Your little hands pattered onto the carpet. You emerged from behind the clothes and crawled into my arms. I quietly cried as I cradled you.

What has come over me? Suddenly I am neglecting my daughter, running to vigils that I am not welcome at, lying to my husband. The Gwynne Hogg I used to know would not act like this.
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On the way home from Willow Estate, we dropped your grandmother’s rings off at the jewellery store and picked up a case of wine from Heart’s Cellars. This time I slammed my ID down on the counter before they could ask.

At home, you sat up at the kitchen bench while I made crab and asparagus risotto.

‘Mummy, what doing?’ you asked with every ingredient I chopped.

I poured myself a glass of chianti. That beautiful aroma. That delicious first sip. The bottle disappeared as I enjoyed the rhythmic stirring of my fragrant cooking.

My phone rang. Laura from the office.

‘Laura, it’s a Saturday,’ I said grumpily.

‘I know, I know, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ She sounded frantic.

‘What is it?’

‘You need to come down to the office. I just came in to pick up my laptop so I can work from home on Monday. Gwynne, can you come now? I’ve called the police.’

‘The police?’ I could hear Laura nervously talking to someone in the background. ‘Laura!’ No response. ‘Sod it.’ I turned the burner off.

‘Where we going, Mummy?’ you asked as I quickly bundled you into the car. I should not have been driving—too much wine—but that did not matter in the moment.

We pulled up at the Agency Hogg office. The front door had been kicked in. Spray-painted in red across the exterior wall were the words, Psycho Bitch!

Detective Mourey stood out the front with two other police officers. I took you from the car and carried you in my arms. We walked straight through the front door and up the staircase. Along the walls of the stairwell, more spray-paint read, Murderer! Killer! Whore!

That last one seemed unrelated yet made a rather aggressive appearance in blood-red paint.

My beloved statue of a pig in a ballerina skirt lay broken on the floor. The head had snapped clean off. Whoever did this had taken the time to take a cigarette lighter to piggy’s skirt. Scorched circles marked the marble.

‘Piggy, sad. Piggy, crying. He need Bunny.’ You stuck out your bottom lip as we passed through the reception area.

Laura stood in the centre of the office surveying the damage. It was as if war planes were flying overhead; she could not take her eyes off it. More slanderous words on the pink walls. Bitch! Killer! Murderer!

It was a massacre.

‘The police are looking at the security footage but they said they can’t see his face.’ Laura put her arm around me and rested her head against mine. ‘I’m sorry, Gwynne. You don’t deserve this. Here, let me hold Ev for a minute.’

My beautiful office. It was just paint, it was not permanent, but it felt so devastating. I was already a fish battling to swim upstream through violent river rapids. And now this. Another kick in the teeth.

Detective Mourey announced his presence with a cough.

‘You reckon you’ll be able to catch the guy?’ Laura asked him.

‘We’ll try.’ The detective nodded unconvincingly.

‘Why would someone do this?’ I rubbed my finger against the M of the word Murderer above the seating area. The tip of my finger turned red.

Mourey shrugged. ‘There are a lot of people out there who are angry about what your dad did.’

‘Mary Hollandford,’ I announced. ‘She seemed pretty upset at the vigil last night, do you reckon she could have—’

Mourey interrupted by raising his palm towards me. ‘I highly doubt it, Gwynne.’

‘Do you think my presence could have pissed someone off this much?’

‘It’s a possibility. Listen, Gwynne, I only came by because I was in the area when the call came through, but I’ll leave this to the other guys now. I wouldn’t be surprised if we don’t catch the culprit. On the CCTV they were in and out in minutes, wore gloves, covered their face. But we’ll try.’

‘Right.’ I nodded. ‘And the door?’

Laura took a step forward. ‘I’ll hang around and get someone to come fix the door. I’ve already locked in a painter for Monday and sent an email telling the staff to work from home on Monday and Tuesday. I’m sure they’ll hear about this, but no need for them to see it in person. It might scare them.’

My shoulders untensed. ‘Thank you, Laura. You really are amazing.’

‘You head home, doll. Get this cheeky monkey something yummy to eat.’

Laura tickled you under your arms and you giggled. I am so relieved that you are too young to understand what is happening.

‘Gwynne, a word.’ Detective Mourey ushered me into the reception area. ‘How are you getting home?’

‘I was going to drive. Why?’

He gently pulled me over to the mirror on the wall. Underneath the spray-painted Psycho I saw my reflection. Red wine had stained the cracks in my lips. My teeth were a purply rouge. The evidence of an entire bottle lay in plain sight.

‘I’ll stick around until someone picks you up, yeah?’ Detective Mourey said. He was letting me off the hook, but now I had to call someone to collect us.

Thomas and Uncle Grant were at Hogg Transport, navigating some urgent issues with three of the vehicles.

Frankie was in the Lake District for a solo spa weekend.

I knew Laura rode a turquoise moped.

I would never dream of asking Mum. She hasn’t driven in years.

I sighed.

The last resort.
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Upon exiting Agency Hogg, I heard the click, click of a camera. A photographer was taking photos of the vandalised doorway then turned his attention to me. I wanted to tell him to fuck off but imagined the photographs of my aggressively agape mouth would be quite hideous.

At the car, I handed you straight to your dad. He hastily strapped you into your car seat while I hid in the front.

Your father gave me the cold shoulder on the drive home. There was no creative way of twisting the scenario in my favour even though I frantically brainstormed reasons for not being able to drive myself home. I can handle my wine so well nowadays that I don’t even realise when I am supposedly incapacitated.

‘Do you want to talk?’ I asked him.

Your father gripped the steering wheel tightly with both hands. He did not take his gaze off the road. ‘No.’

‘It was an emergency,’ I said.

I could almost hear your father grit his teeth. ‘We’ll talk about it when we get home.’

I was in trouble. I edged my body to the side of the seat and peered out the window. All I wanted was more wine to fog the moment. Had Laura waited until Monday to go to the office I would still have been stirring my yummy risotto and opening another bottle. But now, I was to be scolded.

We turned into our street. We had almost reached our house.

Pop. Crunch. Rattle.

‘What was that?’ Your father pulled over to the side of the road, right outside our gates. ‘Can you check?’

Moodily, I opened the car door. A silver can lay wounded in the gutter.

Your father got out of the car. He held his head in his hands. ‘Oh fuck!’

Across the side of the car was a red splatter of exploded spray-paint. The front wheel looked like it had ploughed through a herd of roadkill. Then I realised it was the same colour as the paint in my office. I turned to your father. ‘What if whoever targeted my office was on their way to do something to the house?’

Your father had his hands on his hips in deep contemplation. A few too many beats went by. Finally he replied, ‘Then why didn’t they?’

‘Something must have spooked them.’ I kicked the can with the tip of my boot. It rattled down the street. ‘I barely feel safe in my own home.’

‘Our home,’ your father corrected me. ‘This is happening to me and Evelyn too. We should tell the police.’

‘As if they’ll do anything.’

‘At least they’ll have it on record. Unless . . .’ He looked at me very carefully.

‘Mummy!’ you shouted from the car.

I folded my arms and stared at your father. ‘Go on. What were you going to say?’

‘If you’re drink-driving with Evelyn in the car, I wouldn’t put it past you . . .’

‘You think I vandalised my own office?’ My voice was even louder than I expected.

‘You tell me. You were out on a—’ he used air quotes ‘—run for two hours last night.’

‘You’re out of your mind. I put everything into building my company, do you really think I would want to destroy it? How dare you!’

‘I don’t even know anymore.’ He sounded defeated.

‘Mummy!’ you shouted again.

‘Just a minute!’ I yelled.

You started crying. Wailing and bawling.

‘Look what you’ve done,’ I snapped at your father. I ran to your car door and lifted you out of your seat for a tight cuddle. ‘Come on, my sweet girl, let’s go inside and get ice cream.’




NINETEEN

What a privilege it was to have only ever experienced life’s highs and lulls before. Moments of tremendous glee followed by moments of maintained contentment. Now, it is the lows and the lows and the lows and the lows.

SERIAL KILLER’S DAUGHTER VICTIM OF VANDAL ATTACK.

The Sunday morning newspaper featured my misfortune as one of their headline stories. I read it on my phone while propped up in bed. Your father had slept in the spare room—again.

I turned on the television. A panel of four women sat behind a semi-circular desk discussing what had happened to me. Apparently, the story had reignited interest in my father’s case. We were a hot topic.

‘This is a businesswoman and mother that you’re talking about,’ a frizzy redhead with glasses was saying when I tuned in. They had a photograph of me up on the big screen behind them. It was the one from my website. Dressed in a yellow Stella McCartney gown, naive smile.

‘I am just saying, if my dad was accused of being a serial killer, I would lay low for a bit,’ a dark-haired lady with a cigarette-damaged voice said.

‘But why should she hide? Just because someone’s relative did something wrong doesn’t mean they are guilty by association,’ a sweetly spoken blonde with puffy sleeves and bright white teeth added.

‘No, I’m with Grace,’ the final, grey-haired panellist said. ‘Stay home. Stop going out and getting photographed. Over Christmas I heard she was at Liverpool’s children’s hospital trying to hand out gifts. Go home, love. Wait until the dust settles then you can get back to your shopping trips in London and your hair appointments. She comes across so cold.’

‘I completely disagree,’ the blonde said. ‘And since when are women not supporting women? And she is a mother. I would hate to think society would shun me if I was going through this.’

‘She’s not being shunned,’ the annoyed dark-haired lady jumped back in. ‘We’re just saying, stop finding yourself on the front page of my newspaper.’ She held up this morning’s paper. ‘It’s a constant reminder to those poor victims’ families that, while they suffer every day, you’re fine because Huey Hogg bought you this lovely lifestyle before he went to prison. She should give all his money to the victims’ families.’ She hammered her fist down on the counter and the audience applauded.

The television blackened as I turned it off. That was quite enough character annihilation for one lazy Sunday. How the attack on my office could have been contorted to make me look like the monster was beyond comprehension. I pulled the duvet over my head and hid.

When I eventually felt like I could face the day I went downstairs. Your father was zipping up your coat. ‘We’re going for a walk to the farmers’ market. My mother will meet us there.’ He didn’t even look at me.

‘Mummy, come!’ you shouted.

‘It’s just Daddy and Evelyn today,’ your father said. ‘And Grandma.’

‘No!’ You sprang from his arms. You grabbed on to my leg and stomped your foot. ‘I stay with Mummy!’

Your father bowed his head in frustration.

‘How about I take her to Willow Estate with me and you can have a break?’ I offered.

‘Gwynne, I threw out another two empty wine bottles this morning.’ He looked me up and down in disgust. ‘You’re probably still drunk. And I saw you in the newspaper. You should stay home. Lay low.’

I lifted you up into my arms. ‘I need to check in on Mum. Thomas said she looked a bit out of it. I’ll take Evelyn with me and you can go see your mother.’

‘Fine. Do what you want, Gwynne. You always do. Just,’ his tone became snide, ‘do us all a favour and take a taxi.’

He fastened his jacket ready to leave, said goodbye to you and then opened the front door. What sounded like a swarm of giant crickets started up. Still in my dressing-gown, hair askew, I peered out the door. Unlike the solid wooden gates at Willow Estate, ours are wrought iron with gaps between the bars. Gaps big enough for the half-dozen camera lenses on the other side to get the perfect shot of your father angrily storming out.

I quickly closed the door. Your father hammered on his horn until they let him through.

I rang Thomas and he jogged to our place so he could drive my car to Willow Estate. The last thing I needed was to be photographed behind the wheel for your father to see.

You clapped your hands in the backseat. ‘Unky Thomas!’

Thomas whirred the seat back and put the visor down. ‘You had a drink this morning?’ he asked me.

‘Of course not. I had a few last night. I’m feeling a bit foggy, but it’s nothing.’

He turned to face me. ‘You got it under control?’

Not at all. But I didn’t say that. I didn’t want Thomas, or anyone for that matter, to worry about me on top of everything else. I smiled confidently. ‘Always.’

I have never given Thomas a reason to doubt me. He started the car and pressed the button to open the gates. ‘This is beyond a joke,’ he said as the nosy photographers readied themselves.

‘People are fascinated by the supposed happy family behind the serial killer. If we were dirt poor or living in squalor, or hideously ugly, I doubt there would be such interest.’ I tried to look as forlorn as possible as the cameras came closer.

‘Move out the way, you dickheads!’ Thomas shouted out the window.

‘Don’t react. Don’t give them what they want.’

Thomas sped off. He cursed into the rear-view mirror. ‘What’s happening with your office?’

‘Repainting tomorrow. We had a new door fitted. Mourey doubts we’ll catch the guy who did it.’

‘What a bastard. Did you ever hire a security guard after what happened at the hearing?’

‘No.’ Flashbacks of Thomas lashing out at the journalist screamed through my memory.

Gently, Thomas advised, ‘Maybe you should. Just temporarily.’

‘I don’t want people to think I’m scared.’

‘Mack recommended we organise a bodyguard to get us in and out of court during the trial. He reckons it will be a circus.’

‘I feel like the bearded lady.’

Thomas laughed. ‘What does that make me?’

‘The strong man.’

He laughed again. ‘Barely.’
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There was an undertone of peppermint tea beneath the stale air that wafted from Mum’s bedroom when I opened the door. The curtains were drawn, the room in complete darkness but for a sliver of light escaping from underneath the bathroom door.

‘Mum,’ I whispered as I edged into the room. Thomas said Mum had been asleep all morning. It was time to wake her for something to eat. ‘Mum,’ I whispered a little louder.

I fumbled for the switch for the bedside lamp and clicked it on. Mum was curled up in the foetal position wearing her favourite silky pink pyjamas that Dad had bought her. She had one of his jumpers bundled in her arms. Her eyes were closed.

Gently placing my hand on hers, trying not to startle her, I gave her a small shake. Her body rocked gently and then settled back into position. Her hand was cold to touch, but it often is. Poor circulation. There was no noticeable rise and fall to her chest. Trying not to panic, I held my ear close to her nose. Silence.

‘Oh my god. Mum!’ I shouted. ‘Thomas! Thomas! Quick!’ I grabbed Mum by the shoulders and gave her a shake. ‘Mum! Oh my god, no! Mum!’

Thomas ran into the room holding you. When he saw the way Mum’s arm flopped when I lifted it, he put you down. You could tell something was wrong and stayed back by the door.

‘Mum!’ Thomas shouted. ‘Mum, sit up.’ He tugged Mum’s body and propped her up on her pillow. Her head slumped forward. He pushed it back against the headboard. Without thought, I grabbed a glass of water from Mum’s bedside table and threw it in her face.

Mum flailed in shock. She gasped.

I let out a long, relieved breath of air.

‘We thought you were dead,’ Thomas panted.

‘For goodness’ sake.’ Mum slumped down against her pillow and curled up in the foetal position once more.

I turned around to make sure you were okay. You smiled nervously.

Mum closed her eyes. ‘Get out, the pair of you.’ She weakly reached for the lamp switch and turned it off.

We exited the room and went downstairs.

‘I have such a warped idea of life now,’ I said, pulling the cork from a bottle of wine, ‘that I just expect bad things to happen.’ I poured myself a glass.

Thomas raised an eyebrow at me.

‘What?’ I took a sip of my drink.

‘You sure you’ve got this?’ He nodded towards my glass.

I laughed. ‘I’m sure.’

We tried to have a normal afternoon. Thomas took you outside to play on the swing under the willow tree. I watched from the window, a comforting glass of wine in hand.

I chopped the vegetables for a chicken roast for us to share. Honey carrots, duck-fat potatoes and roasted leeks. Chicken cooking in the Aga.

Very soon, the entire bottle of wine was finished, and I felt like some of the weight of the world had lifted. I opened another bottle and decanted it into a koi carafe to place in the centre of the dining table. Topped up my own glass for good measure.

The radio played sixties hits. ‘Somebody to Love’ by Jefferson Airplane. I could listen to that song over and over. Something about it, the rhythm. I turned it up and allowed myself to enjoy the moment. I began sashaying around the kitchen, swaying my hips, pitter-pattering my feet, a twirl by the Aga. I raised my arms in the air, the carving knife still in my grip. I looked upwards and floated my hips left to right, a double bounce on the left, a double bounce on the right.

‘You lost the plot too?’ A deep voice, bellowing laughter.

Clink. The knife landed on the floor as I brought my dancing to an abrupt halt. The sound reverberated lightly as the blade shuddered on the tiles. I pressed my hands to my heart.

Uncle Grant. I pushed him in the chest. ‘Don’t scare me like that.’

He laughed and bit into an apple. ‘Sorry. Thought you were possessed for a second there.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked, fiercely. I was embarrassed that he had caught me off guard.

‘It’s Sunday,’ he said, casually. ‘Family lunch.’

‘Right.’ I turned the radio down. ‘Go outside. The food will be ready in twenty minutes.’ I pointed at the back door and Uncle Grant obediently exited. He said something to Thomas at the willow tree and both of them looked back at me. The crazy woman having a moment of freedom in the kitchen. People judge my every move.

Mum decided not to join us at the dining table. Thomas took her a small bowl of food and said she sat up in bed when he walked in. He lingered by the door as she took a few bites.

Evelyn, you sat next to me but were more interested in a ‘magic stick’ you had found outside than the food.

‘This looks great, Gwynne.’ Uncle Grant watched eagerly as I poured gravy on his mound of food. In preparation for feasting, he pulled his jumper off over his head. Underneath he wore a long-sleeved white t-shirt.

‘What’s on your top?’ Thomas asked, frowning.

‘Helping a neighbour paint their bedroom.’ Uncle Grant scratched at the marks on his top and flecks of paint fell onto the table.

‘Red?’ Thomas asked.

‘Not a colour I would choose for my boudoir, but each to their own.’

Thomas looked at me. Red paint. Images of the words Psycho Bitch! and Whore! emblazoned on my office walls flashed through my mind. Nobody paints their bedroom red. There is nothing restful about red. Red is the colour of angry vandalism.

‘Gwynne?’ Thomas prompted me.

I didn’t know what to say. The numbers on our team are already dwindling. I didn’t want to lose Uncle Grant. But Thomas locked eyes with me; he wanted me to say something.

‘See, look.’ Obliviously, Uncle Grant held up a photograph of himself holding a paintbrush smeared in red paint in front of a white wall. ‘That was Thursday.’ He scrolled through his phone. ‘By Friday we’d done the first coat.’ He scrolled again. ‘Finished most yesterday.’ One more scroll. ‘Patched up a few bare spots this morning. Pretty horrific, isn’t it, eh?’ He nudged Thomas.

‘Yeah.’ Thomas peered at the photograph again. ‘What a coincidence.’

‘Coincidence?’ Uncle Grant shoved an entire potato into his mouth. He mumbled through the food, ‘How so?’

‘You haven’t seen the news?’ I asked.

He put his knife and fork down, with a serious expression. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘Did they arrest a man for painting his bedroom red?’ Uncle Grant laughed. ‘Should be a crime.’

We enjoyed a lazy afternoon in the sunroom. We drank red wine and Uncle Grant made a special effort to tell funny stories about life before Dad’s arrest. How Dad forgot to acknowledge your father’s family in his father of the bride speech. How he toasted ‘to the Hogg family’ and everyone except my new in-laws clinked their glasses. The time that Thomas got suspended from school for selling cigarettes. How Uncle Grant had no idea where his cigarettes kept disappearing to. The time Dad stopped my school’s drama performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream because he didn’t like the way the boy playing Bottom was touching me even though it was in the script. I played Titania, Queen of the Fairies. And when Mum and Dad renewed their vows under the willow tree and then we all decided to jump in the lake, only for leeches to attach themselves to our bodies. We spent the afternoon plucking them off one another while sipping champagne and laughing.

‘Life will never be the same again, will it?’ I sighed.

‘We can make it just as good as it was before,’ Uncle Grant said.

‘Without Dad?’

Uncle Grant nodded. ‘It’ll just be a bit different.’

‘I feel like we’ve been left behind.’

‘Huey is the one who will miss out,’ Uncle Grant said, ‘we still have a shitload of living left to do.’

I dropped my head. ‘All the living I have ever done has been with him.’

Uncle Grant smiled, reassuringly. ‘Nothing in life ever stays the same. People change. Homes change. The world around you changes. You have to try your best to make the most of the little time we have here. We will ride out this rocky patch, then we will buck up, smile big and stride onwards.’ He raised his wineglass. ‘To the Hoggs.’

Thomas and I reached our glasses towards his. ‘The Hoggs.’
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Your father picked us up from Willow Estate. His eyes were red and puffy.

‘Have you been crying?’ I asked, gently. Seeing your father so despondent was quite upsetting. He used to beam with happiness when he saw me, now he could barely look at me.

‘No.’ He kept his eyes on the road.

I wanted to take his hand in mine, to stroke his cheek, but it felt like there was a force field keeping us apart.

This situation with our family has created distance between me and your father. His role in my life has changed. Before Dad’s arrest, there were things I went to Dad for and things I went to your father for. I used to go to your father for the menial: What should I cook for dinner? Can you pick Evelyn up from nursery? What movie shall we watch tonight? Can I wear your socks to bed? And what I used to go to Dad for was to do with big business moves, finance, legal issues. Dad is no longer as available, and your father has no more knowledge about them than I do. And the things I used to go to your father about are no longer things that matter. Fun things. Happy things. Everyday sweet things. We do not cuddle on the settee anymore because I am too uptight. We do not sleep in the same bed anymore because I think he is ashamed that I am a Hogg.

Once we were back at home, I read you a bedtime story and said goodnight before going back downstairs to try to mobilise the conversation with your father. ‘Did you end up seeing your mum?’ I sat on an armchair in the lounge.

‘Yes.’ Your father flicked through the television channels with the sound muted. Eyes on the screen.

‘And . . . what did you get up to?’

‘I just went to her house. Had lunch.’

‘Is she well?’

‘Yes.’ He still didn’t look at me.

‘What did you talk about?’

He sighed and put the remote down on the armrest. ‘She suggested I move in with her for a bit. Until the trial is over.’ He finally looked at me. ‘Get out of your hair.’

‘You’re not in my hair.’ I edged forward on the cushion. ‘And what about Evelyn?’

‘I didn’t say yes.’

‘Okay, good.’ I reclined back. ‘There is enough going on in Evelyn’s life without her father moving out.’

Your father rolled his eyes and puffed out his cheeks. ‘Is that the only reason you want me to stay? So I don’t disrupt Evelyn’s life?’

I thought about my answer. Why else did I want him to stay? He has not been providing the emotional support I currently need. We barely speak. He frowns upon my drinking, which makes my life harder. ‘You’re my husband,’ I said eventually.

He picked the remote up and began scrolling again. ‘Let’s just get through the trial and hopefully things will get better.’ He didn’t sound convincing.

‘They will get better,’ I said. ‘They have to.’




TWENTY

The last three months have not exactly been back to normal, but nothing of a particularly chaotic essence has occurred.

Your father and I communicate on practical business only. I’ve noticed he keeps an eye on me when I do things. The little cogs in his head spin, presumably as he questions what sort of woman his wife has become. He mistrusts me and quizzes me about my runs. How many cows were in the field? Did I see anyone I knew? What roads did I jog down? Of course, I don’t tell him that Mary Hollandford’s house is still part of my route. The trees on her street are budding with springtime flowers. They really are quite lovely. Your father need not worry. If I see her, I turn my back, pretend to tie my shoelace or lunge against a wall so she does not see my face.

My mum’s days alternate between wasting away in bed, nibbling on a cracker in the kitchen and visiting Dad. We have tried to encourage her to go outside, to begin replanting the flowerbeds.

‘Why plant flowers when there is no sunshine?’ she laments from her bed.

‘It’s spring, Mum. There is plenty of sunshine.’

‘Not without Huey.’ She rolls away from me.

Thomas and I take turns to be by her bedside. It feels like we are preparing for her demise. But we are both hopeful she will return to normal life once the trial has finished. Considering it has not even started yet, there is a long road ahead.

This morning I dropped you off at nursery. You skipped through the car park holding my hand and singing a made-up song about the clouds. You have such a vivid imagination.

‘Winnie,’ I gasped when we walked through the door. ‘You’re . . . here.’

Winnie spent six weeks in hospital after the accident. Her daughter’s nanny has been doing nursery drop offs and pick ups while Winnie has been in and out of hospital having multiple operations on her upper spine and arm. Even though she wore a neck brace and had her arm in a cast, she looked as chic as ever in a black knitted dress with a Miu Miu cardigan draped over shoulders. She turned her whole body to look at me.

‘It’s great to see you up and about,’ I said. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Sore.’

‘Winnie, darling.’ Mary Hollandford appeared. ‘Come over here, away from any hazards.’ She scrunched a nostril at me. Winnie teetered towards the coat hooks.

Mary turned back to me. ‘Don’t think I haven’t seen you run past my house.’

‘I can run wherever I want.’

You, my beautiful daughter, looked up at me concerned. I smiled down at you. ‘Come on, Evelyn, let’s put your stuff away.’ My arm lightly brushed Mary’s as I guided you to your cupboard to put your bag away.

‘Mummy.’ You held my leg. ‘I want to be with you.’ You pressed yourself against my body. I crouched down and held you tightly. I kissed your head.

‘I’m sorry, darling. Mummy has to work today.’

‘No.’ You nuzzled further into my body. ‘Don’t want to.’

‘You don’t want to go to nursery today?’

‘No.’

‘Why not? You were fine before.’

You looked over at Mary Hollandford’s daughter, who stuck her tongue out at you. You quickly hid against my chest again.

Your teacher came over and reached her hand out to you. ‘Evelyn, do you want to come and do some drawing?’

‘Is something going on with Tilly?’ I asked your teacher. ‘I thought they were friends.’

Your teacher hesitated for a moment. She pretended to sort through artwork on the drying rack. ‘Lately they haven’t been getting along. I have discussed the behaviour with Mary. Evelyn is not the instigator.’

‘What behaviour?’ I shot a look at Tilly. You little shit.

‘I can’t discuss another child with you, Ms Hogg.’ She handed me a purple and green painting with sequins glued to it.

‘You can if they’re doing something to my daughter.’

Your teacher looked around cautiously then edged closer to me. ‘She’s been pushing,’ she said quietly, ‘taking toys from her, hitting. If Evelyn is drawing, she will come and take the pencils. It is very odd behaviour, but we have made Mary aware.’

‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’

‘We want to teach the children to resolve their own conflicts.’ She handed me another painting with glued-on feathers and pipe cleaners.

I held a hand up to stop her passing me things. ‘But you told Mary?’

‘Her child is the one exhibiting bad behaviours.’

‘Mary!’ I called out. ‘Come here.’ I summoned her with my finger. Mary came over, her body aggressively rigid.

‘Your daughter has been bullying mine,’ I announced. ‘Poor Evelyn doesn’t want to be here because of her.’

Mary opened her mouth in horror. ‘How dare you label my daughter a bully.’

‘Like mother like daughter,’ I said.

‘And what about you? You just barged into me before. You aren’t even supposed to be near me.’ She turned to the teacher. ‘Did you know the police have told Gwynne to stay away from me because she is stalking me?’

Your teacher did not respond.

‘Stalking? Why would I want to be near you any second longer than I have to be?’

‘I’ll tell Detective Mourey about this.’

‘Go ahead,’ I said.

I turned to you. ‘Evelyn, come here.’ I whispered in your ear, ‘If Tilly pushes you, Mummy says it’s okay to push her back.’

You looked at me, confused.

‘Mummy has to go,’ I said. ‘I love you so much. We’ll have ice cream when you get home.’

You smiled and hugged me.

On my way out, I stopped next to Mary and hissed close to her ear, ‘Keep your little bitch away from my daughter.’

In the car, I flung your artwork on the passenger seat and pressed my forehead against the steering wheel, releasing a frustrated groan. This had all happened before I’d even had my morning coffee.

I expect a phone call, perhaps even a visit, from Detective Mourey in the coming days. But I don’t care. Women like Mary, women who take pleasure in the downfall of others, need to be put in their place from time to time.

If she comes for me, I can handle it, but I will not let her come for you. I know she has told her daughter to treat you cruelly. It is no coincidence that this has happened during this time.

It was not quite the start to the day that I had hoped for. I have finally worked out a schedule to balance my many commitments. Mondays, Wednesdays and Friday afternoons I am at Agency Hogg. Tuesday mornings and Thursdays I am at Hogg Transport. Tuesday afternoons are still reserved for our special time together, although I have been cancelling on you more often than I would like. Friday mornings I visit Dad at the prison.

Today is a Thursday. Contrary to my schedule, I did not go to Hogg Transport.

We gathered at Willow Estate for a meeting with Jackson Mack. Due to my encounter with Mary Hollandford, I was the last to arrive.

Uncle Grant gave me a subtle thumbs-up when I took a seat at the kitchen’s bay window. He had his legs stretched out and was slumped down in his chair, dressing for the occasion in a black Gucci tracksuit emblazoned with logos. His gold-rimmed sunglasses sat atop his head and he had new neon-green trainers on.

Thomas stood by Jackson’s shoulder.

‘Do you mind taking a seat, Thomas?’ Jackson requested. ‘You’re standing there like a parking meter.’

Jackson was the shiny gold coin in our room of dulled Hoggs. He wore a pinstriped navy suit and polished shoes that shone like onyx. Even in my beautiful dress, or Uncle Grant in his ostentations ensemble, us Hoggs radiated anguish.

Mum put on her glasses. ‘What are we discussing today?’

‘The trial.’ Jackson clapped his hands together enthusiastically. He handed out documents. ‘Right now, it’s looking like it will be some time in July.’

‘That soon?’ Mum asked.

‘I thought we wouldn’t even know the date until June,’ Thomas said.

‘Things move quickly, Hogg Junior.’ Jackson snapped his fingers three times. ‘Now, this is just an update, but things are looking mildly okay.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Mildly okay?’

‘We need more psychiatric evidence. So far we have Dr Dmitri Popov, a psychiatrist willing to take the stand to say that Huey was not in his right mind when he committed these murders. We’ve got evidence to show that Mr Hogg, Huey, sought to get help for his rage episodes at the time of the first four murders.’

‘What about the last incident?’ Mum asked.

‘An anomaly.’ The way Jackson overpronounced and elongated the vowels made it sound like he was chewing on the word. ‘A blip in his recovery. A moment of relapse. If anything, it makes it more plausible that he is insane. As with others suffering from mental health problems, improvement is not,’ I braced for the vowelly word I knew was coming, ‘linear.’

Mum licked her finger and flicked through sheets of paper. ‘But—’ she put her hands out to the side ‘—my Huey is not crazy.’

Jackson took Mum’s hand. ‘Mrs Hogg, this line of defence is all we have. We call it temporary insanity. He was insane during the incidents, but not anymore.’

It was obvious that even Jackson didn’t fully believe Dad could be declared criminally insane. He ran a successful business, had a loving family, had friends. The only people who could vouch for his insanity are dead.

‘The calendars!’ Mum shot up. ‘They prove Huey’s whereabouts. They show that he was not where the crimes were.’

Jackson looked at me for help.

‘Mum,’ I said, ‘Dad has already confessed. It’s too late to argue that he is innocent.’

Mum looked at Jackson with doe eyes. ‘Can I at least show them to you? This lot won’t listen to me.’

‘Mrs Hogg, this sort of evidence would not stand up in court. Especially since they have been in your possession so long. You could have doctored them.’

‘But I haven’t! I’ll show the press out the front if I have to,’ Mum said. ‘Thomas was at that bar, Bar Lombardi, when that last incident took place with the bartender. He told me. Took a while to get the truth out of him.’ She raised an eyebrow at my brother. ‘He could tell the jury that Huey wasn’t even there.’

‘Is that true?’ Uncle Grant asked Thomas.

‘Yes.’ Thomas’s frustration was evident. ‘But I didn’t see anything.’

‘And even if you did,’ Jackson said, ‘we’re going for a not guilty by way of insanity verdict. None of this will help. Read through these documents. This is everything our team has put together so far. If you have any questions, call me. But right now, we’re just waiting on that date.’

Jackson left. Papers littered the table.

‘Coffee, anyone?’ Thomas offered as he started up the machine.

‘A double. Add a shot of whisky too, will ya?’ Uncle Grant sat at the kitchen island and rubbed his head.

‘I’ll have the same,’ I said.

‘It’s ten am!’ Thomas said. He looked at all the papers. ‘Fuck it, I’ll have one too.’

Mum put her hands to her mouth, ‘No!’ she shouted. ‘No. No. No.’

I raced over, ‘Mum, what is it?’ I held her hand.

‘Today is our wedding anniversary. I . . . I must have forgotten with everything going on.’

‘Surprised it wasn’t on the calendar,’ Uncle Grant muttered to Thomas.

Mum’s bottom lip quivered. ‘Huey must hate me for forgetting.’

‘I don’t think he would have remembered either, Mum,’ I said. ‘There’s quite a lot going on at the moment.’

‘Normally we’d go out for dinner,’ she continued. ‘Go dancing.’ She looked at me. ‘Stay the night, won’t you?’

I hesitated for a moment. ‘Okay. A daddy-daughter night might be nice for Evelyn. Let me just check it’s okay.’

I quickly texted your father and he replied with a staunch ‘k’. I’m sure he was quite happy to off-load a Hogg for a night so he could spend time at home with just you. He has told me before that I carry an aura of stress that he doesn’t appreciate. All I can think is if he doesn’t like my aura, then he must absolutely loathe the rest of me.

‘It’ll be so nice having you and Thomas under my roof again. Oh, and darling, did you ever get my rings back from the jeweller?’

‘Not yet. They emailed a while back saying one of the diamonds was loose and the ring had to be sent overseas to be fixed, that’s why it’s been a few months. I’ll call them later for an update.’

After the sun vanished behind the common gorse, we prepped for our sleepover. Thomas made cocktails. Pina coladas. He rattled the cocktail shaker by his shoulders, side to side, flamenco hips.

I danced by the stove, swirling my tomatoey jus of spicy chicken and peppers. Uncle Grant warmed tortilla shells in the oven and chopped lettuce. Mum sat at the kitchen island, plucking coriander leaves off stems and soaking up the happy moment.

Instead of dining at the table, we laid everything out on the kitchen island so we could make our own tacos and pour our own cocktails.

‘At least we’ve got this house to endure misery in,’ Thomas said. He raised his cocktail glass.

‘Absolutely.’ Uncle Grant clinked his glass with Thomas’s. ‘Misery loves luxury.’

‘In this house, the happiness will always outweigh the pain.’ Mum managed a weak smile. ‘To Willow Estate.’ She raised her glass.

‘To Willow Estate,’ we echoed.

‘And everything that Huey built, including my beautiful children.’ Mum looked at me and Thomas and nodded to herself. At least she had us, I imagined her thinking.

After the food, I rinsed the dishes at the kitchen sink. The garden beyond the window was pitch black. But then I saw a light by the lake and a shadowy figure. ‘I think there’s someone out there,’ I said, quietly. I opened the back door. The light vanished and a dark blur ran towards the fence.

Thomas joined me. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive. Someone is watching the house. They went that way, behind the willow.’

Thomas ran out, ‘Oi!’ He picked up sticks and began throwing them into the dark. He returned, breathless. ‘Whoever it was, they’re gone now. I’ll let the police know. I assume it was the press.’

‘What if it wasn’t?’ I asked. ‘What if the same person who vandalised my office is coming for the house?’

‘Then we’ll be here waiting for them.’

When Thomas and I were children, we used to race up either side of the imperial staircase at bedtime. Thomas always won. Tonight, I challenged him to a rematch.

Mum was already in bed. Uncle Grant stood at the bottom of the staircase and announced, ‘Three . . . two . . . one—go!’

Thomas and I shot up the stairs. My legs took them two at a time but he still beat me.

‘Some things don’t change.’ He pulled me in for an embrace at the top. ‘Night, Grant.’ Thomas shouted over the banister.

‘Goodnight!’ I called down to Uncle Grant.

‘Night,’ he called up. ‘I’m too pissed to drive home. I’ll sleep on the settee.’

‘You can sleep in the spare room up here,’ I shouted down, laughing.

‘Nah.’ He stumbled off, slamming his hand on the light switch, plunging the stairway into darkness.

Mum had kept my old bedroom much the same as when I was a teenager.

My queen-sized bed still sat in the centre of the room with white wardrobes to either side. I chose the wallpaper when I was sixteen. White with illustrated watercolour flowers in blue, pink and orange. Opposite my bed I used to have a television but Mum replaced it with a painting of a lavender field in Provence.

There is a desk where I used to write. In the drawer I found some of my old diaries with entries about boys I thought I loved and lines of poetry that now make me cringe. Often I would sit on the cream armchair next to the desk, curled up with my head in a book where enemies turned to lovers. A few photographs of my high school friends remain in silver frames on the desk. I lost touch with most of them, choosing the company of my family over them, or convincing myself that they did not want to be close to me because my radiant happiness made them reflect too much on their own less-than-perfect lives. That smugness has certainly gone. Those women get the last laugh.

There is something about the cosiness of my childhood bed that makes me feel safe. I dreamt of what would be after all this. How I would take you on a holiday somewhere exotic. Vietnam, perhaps. We would slurp pho, barter at busy markets and sail on a dragon boat at Hạ Long Bay. We would stay up late and dance in a fun open-air bar. In my dream, you morphed into an adult. You twirled me around and told me you loved me. We playfully bumped hips and sang at the top of our voices. Then the music turned sour. A beeping. Beep. Beep. Beep. We looked around the bar. No one else appeared to hear it: people laughed and drank. You grabbed me by the wrist. ‘Mum, we have to go.’ Beep. Beep. Beep. You sounded so grown-up. I couldn’t take my eyes off your beautiful, adult face. ‘Mum!’ You pulled my arm but I would not budge. ‘Gwynne!’ you shouted. I frowned at you. ‘Gwynne!’ Beep. Beep. Beep. ‘Gwynne!’

I jolted up in bed. The light was on. Thomas stood over me, panicked. Beep. Beep. Beep. ‘Gwynne! We have to go!’ He dragged me from the bed. It took me a few moments to realise what was going on.

The fire alarm.

We ran into Mum’s room. Thomas pulled Mum from the bed and carried her like a baby. We ran down the stairs together and to the front door.

Smoke billowed into the hallway from the kitchen.

‘Uncle Grant!’ I exclaimed. ‘He’s somewhere down here.’ I turned to go and look for him.

‘Gwynne, no,’ Thomas ordered. He coughed and slowly eased Mum onto her feet. ‘Go with Mum. Go outside. Call someone. I’ll get Grant.’

‘No!’ Mum wailed as Thomas ran into the smoke.

I opened the front door and dragged Mum outside. She dug her feet into the gravel and tried to fight her way back towards the house. The further away from the house we got, the more I could see the extent of the devastation.

Orange flames flickered on the rooftop above the kitchen. Smoke swirled into the sky in huge puffs. The smoke turned from grey to black as it rose higher. More orange crackled down the side of the house. The fire was spreading fast.

‘Thomas!’ I shouted. I prayed that my brother would emerge at any moment. I can’t do this without him. I let go of Mum and ordered her to stay. In the distance I could hear sirens.

I raced around the back of the house to see if there was a safe entry point. There was so much smoke it was impossible to see windows or doors. Glass shattered and billows of flame burst free. I couldn’t stand the heat any longer, so I ran further back towards the lake. I stood on the jetty in complete shock. Then I screamed louder than I have ever screamed before. Where was Thomas? Where was Uncle Grant?

The flames from the house tried to lick me. Their scorching tongues extended until the heat prickled my skin. Glowing embers floated in the wind, alighting tiny fires in the willow tree.

The sirens were loud, most likely inside the gates.

A crew of firemen carrying equipment and ladders came around the corner. They began working to tackle the blaze.

‘Was there anyone else in the house?’ A fireman asked me with urgency. ‘We need to know. Quickly!’

‘Yes,’ I stuttered. ‘My brother went to find my uncle. He was sleeping downstairs.’

‘And the lady round the front? Who is she?’

‘That’s my mum.’

‘Go be with her,’ he ordered. ‘It’s not safe here.’

It felt like everything was happening in slow motion. Stepping off the lake’s wooden jetty. Walking to the side of the house. That same fireman grabbed my arm and shouted at me to ‘Hurry!’ but I was catatonic. I turned and looked behind me, desperately hoping to see Thomas or Uncle Grant. Instead I saw wild flames eating up the branches of our beloved willow tree.

Willow Estate burned. She burned violently, our happy memories her gasoline. A large, square burning house. A house where Hoggs used to live.

I fell to my knees. Bits of gravel stuck into them, but I didn’t care. I pressed my hands into the ground and sobbed. ‘Thomas!’ I screamed. ‘Thomas!’ My throat prickled. I couldn’t quite believe it was me making such a horrendous sound. Who was that woman on the driveway screaming with the pain of a mother losing her child? ‘Thomas!’

The crinkle of a foil blanket being placed over my dog-poised body. A paramedic held it on my back as I wailed.

She was a sight to behold. A flaming jewellery box.

My head fell to the ground. I felt dead, yet I was uninjured but for a wheezy cough.

Suddenly, an ambulance dodged us on the driveway and veered onto the grass towards the house. I weakly pushed myself up. ‘What’s going on there?’ I managed. I lifted a finger and pointed towards the flashing blue lights radiating behind the garage.

‘I’m not sure,’ the paramedic said.

I wiped my nose and unsteadily got to my feet. I staggered towards the lights.

‘Keep her back here,’ a fireman ordered. ‘Clear the driveway.’

I was escorted to an ambulance. Mum lay on a stretcher taking in oxygen.

‘We’ll take you both to the hospital, just as a precaution.’

‘But my brother . . .’

‘We can’t stay here. It’s not safe.’ The paramedic guided me to the seat next to Mum. She rolled her cheek to the side and looked at me. Tears fell down her face, pooling at the top of her oxygen mask and then dripping down to her ear. She reached out her hand and I clasped it with both of mine. Eyes closed, I wished to whoever might be listening that my brother was alive.




TWENTY-ONE

It was a busy night in the hospital. Mum and I were monitored on neighbouring beds in the emergency department.

Mum lay motionless. She watched doctors and nurses and porters zoom past the open curtain. They would regularly stop and take our vitals before dashing off to tend to another patient. Nobody starts their day thinking they will end up in A&E, yet everyone in that loud and busy ward had been surprised by something they would rather had not happened. And yet it didn’t feel like unity; it felt like chaos.

Each time someone was rolled by on a stretcher, Mum and I would crane our necks upwards to see if we could identify them. There’d been no news on Thomas or Uncle Grant.

The beep, beep, beep of the machines itched my mind. I found myself mindlessly nodding to the rhythm.

Every ten minutes a blood pressure cuff automatically constricted around my arm. The velcro fastening it to my bicep prickled apart with every tightening. I tuned in deeply to the noise of the crackling as it strained to hold together.

‘Any news of my brother or uncle?’ I asked a young nurse with freckly cheeks and a brunette pixie cut.

‘Nothing yet,’ she said apologetically. ‘As soon as I hear something I will let you know. I think the police are here to see you both.’

As soon as she said it, Detective Mourey appeared. He closed the curtain around mine and Mum’s beds. Clumps of white gel stood out like glowing stars in his jet-black hair. He had obviously just rolled out of bed and made a rushed attempt at looking put together. He wore an unironed blue shirt and corduroy brown suit. He sat on the edge of Mum’s bed and kept his head down.

‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘Is it Thomas? Is it Uncle Grant?’

‘So far, we’ve heard that one body has been found. Right now, I don’t know any more than that.’ He looked up at me with sad eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Gwynne. I really am.’

I nodded. I flopped back against the pillow.

‘I know you probably don’t want to talk about it right now, but the sooner I get your statements, the better for the investigation.’

I understood. And I wanted to talk about it. To make sense of it. ‘We were asleep.’ I was still in disbelief as I recalled the events. ‘There was someone outside the house. I saw a light, maybe it was the torch on their phone. They were in the garden, but Thomas spooked them. We thought it might have been the press. Then Thomas, Mum and I went to bed upstairs. Uncle Grant slept on the settee downstairs. The fire alarm went off. Thomas ran in to wake me. He carried Mum downstairs and told us to go outside. He went to . . .’ I paused and took a deep breath, ‘to find Uncle Grant. The flames were so big. They swallowed the whole house.’

‘Do you think something in the house could have caused the fire?’ Mourey asked. ‘Maybe you left the stove on or a candle. Do you burn incense?’

I shook my head. ‘This was intentional.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘First the graffiti at my office then this. Someone is out to get us.’

A gurney flew by surrounded by doctors and nurses. One paramedic held machinery and the other pressed a mask to the patient’s face. A scalded, red arm drooped over the side of the stretcher. I heard the words ‘house fire’ as they sped by.

‘Who was that? Was it Thomas?’ Mum shuffled up in bed. She began removing the blood pressure cuff from her arm.

Detective Mourey put a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’ll find out what’s going on but I need you to stay here, Mrs Hogg,’ he instructed.

Mum ignored him and flopped her legs over the side of the bed. Her bare feet were ghostly white. ‘I need to see if that’s my boy.’

‘Please, Mrs Hogg. Let the doctors do their work.’

When Mum’s feet touched the ground, her knees buckled. She reached out for the edge of the bed but grabbed the sheet instead. She pulled it down onto the floor with her.

I ripped the cuff off my arm. ‘Mum!’

‘Can we get some help in here?’ Detective Mourey shouted.

‘I’m fine. I’m fine,’ Mum said as I lifted her to a chair. ‘But I need to know if that was Thomas.’

Detective Mourey left our cubicle. All we could do was wait.

An hour dragged by. Mum stared at the floor as endless footwear marched past. I paced up and down our cubicle.

The hospital had made several attempts to contact your father, but he always turned his phone off when he was sleeping.

Suddenly, I stood up. A pair of neon-green trainers. I rushed to the curtain and yanked it back.

‘Fucking hell.’ Uncle Grant clutched his chest and breathed a sigh of relief. I must have looked like I had seen a ghost because Uncle Grant pulled me in for a tight embrace. He held his hands on my cheeks. I could smell the cigarettes. ‘Gwynne, where is Thomas?’

‘He went back in to find you,’ I said through tears. ‘What are you doing here?’ It was a relief to see him alive, but it confirmed to me that the body that was found at the house was Thomas’s.

Uncle Grant held his head in his hands. ‘No, no.’ He looked for something to hammer his fist onto but there was nothing. He resisted the urge. ‘I went home.’ He pushed a hand through his hair. ‘I sobered up and went home.’ He sat on the edge of the bed. I could see his hands shaking. ‘Where is he? Did they get him out?’

‘We don’t know what is going on yet.’

‘Please, God. Please. Please say he is alive.’

Detective Mourey entered. He closed the curtain behind him. His eyes were red. He struggled to speak but finally uttered, ‘I have news about Thomas.’




TWENTY-TWO

We lost a family member.

Willow Estate was a family member as much as the rest of us. That house cocooned us all in a safe place where we could grow and laugh and cry. No Hogg ever had to endure loneliness because there was always family to be found at Willow Estate. It was a tragic loss. A photograph of the burnt shell of the house was broadcast on the news. It took firefighters six hours to contain the blaze. After dawn broke, witnesses spoke about how they could still see the smoke from miles away. Aeroplane passengers posted bird’s-eye-view photos on social media of our once happy home charred on the landscape.

Thomas was found on the singed grass down the side of the house. Dead.

Paramedics and doctors worked ferociously to revive him. I applaud their efforts. They brought a Hogg back to life.

Thomas has been placed in an induced coma to allow for a small amount of swelling on his brain to go down. But he is alive. All the pieces of him are still there, just a little battered and scorched.

My Thomas. My dear brother. He is going to be okay.

Mum and I sat either side of Thomas’s bed. Every time Uncle Grant tried to look at him, I could tell he was consumed by guilt. He saw him in one-minute increments, then spent thirty minutes chain-smoking in the car park.

‘How do you think he ended up down the side of the house?’ Mum asked, staring at Thomas’s face.

‘Not sure.’

‘I wonder if anyone has told Huey what happened.’

‘He might have watched it on the news if he’s awake. I’ll try to call him later.’

‘He’ll be devastated. He loved that house. We all did.’ Mum dabbed her eyes with the sleeve of her hospital gown.

‘He loves his family more. He’ll just be glad we’re okay.’ I reached out across Thomas and took Mum’s hand in mine.

‘What happens now, darling? How do we pick ourselves up after this?’ I looked at Thomas, ventilated and maimed. ‘You move in with me while we rebuild Willow Estate.’

‘But it will never be the same,’ Mum said.

‘Nothing will. But we can try.’

Mum managed a weak smile.

My phone rang. It was your father. I took the call out in the hallway. ‘Gwynne? Gwynne! Say something.’

It was hard to speak as I tightly held back tears. ‘I’m here. I’m okay.’

‘Gwynne.’ He paused, stifling back emotion. ‘I thought you were . . . I thought you might have . . . I was so scared.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what he’d been through when he woke up to the news of the fire and dozens of missed calls. It was nice to know he was so worried, especially considering the distance that has grown between us. ‘We’re at the hospital. Thomas is in a coma but the doctors think he’ll be okay.’ I tugged a piece of paper towel from a dispenser and dabbed my eyes. ‘Is Evelyn alright?’

‘She’s fine. But, Gwynne, I don’t want to lose you. I need to see you. I want to hold you. We need to get back to us. I’ll drop Evelyn off at nursery and head straight there.’

I contemplated his presence in our Hogg recovery bubble.

‘Gwynne?’ he prompted.

‘See you soon,’ I said.

Part of me didn’t want your father to come, to intrude on a moment just for us Hoggs. Once he arrived, I would have to deal with his stress and angst and reassure him that we were fine. Even though I was glad he had been worried about me, I didn’t want to have to pander to his emotional needs. I just wanted to sit by Thomas’s side. Just sit, just be.
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Mum and I were discharged and advised to go home and rest.

‘I don’t want to leave his side.’ Mum tucked her chair in tighter to Thomas’s hospital bed. Her eyes were red and fatigued.

I know that nothing would ever tear me away from your side if you needed me, so I understood Mum’s objections.

When you were born, Evelyn, you did not cry. You were not able to catch a breath. Immediately, I knew something was wrong. Before I even got to hold you, they ripped you away from me. An alarm sounded and an army of fretting medical staff entered the room. They fussed over you on a resuscitation table. Your entire stomach sucked in as you tried to take your first proper breath. I wasn’t able to get to you as I was getting stitched, and the epidural hadn’t worn off. I will never forget that feeling of desperately reaching out for you but not being able to be by your side. A mother’s torture. You were taken to intensive care and I didn’t get to see you until twelve hours later. You looked up at me with foggy eyes when I held you for the first time. You knew my voice. A bubble cannula covered most of your face but I nuzzled myself against you and promised to always protect you.

‘You head off.’ Uncle Grant appeared at the curtain. ‘I’ll stay with him until you get back.’ His hands were shaky and the skin under his eyes was dark. He, too, was exhausted, but I could tell he wanted to have time alone with Thomas. To mentally process his guilt and to begin healing.

‘Come on, Mum.’ I held out my hand to her. ‘Even if it’s just for a few hours. Let’s get back to my place, get showered and you can try to sleep.’

Mum reluctantly stood up. She leant over and kissed Thomas’s forehead. She pushed his hair back from his face. ‘I love you,’ she whispered to him before she patted the tears from her eyes and came towards me.

Your father helped my mum into the car. When he closed the door he asked, ‘Is she going to be okay?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I replied. ‘Perhaps we should pick her wedding rings up on the way home.’

‘The rings!’ your father said enthusiastically. ‘Thank God the rings weren’t in the house.’

‘Mum’s only possessions to have survived the fire.’

Your father dashed into the jeweller. Mum gazed out the window; I doubt she even noticed the car had stopped. Your father emerged after a few minutes with a small brown gift bag.

‘Mum,’ I said. She weakly turned to look at me. ‘Look what I have.’

I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached out to hand Mum the pouch. She emptied the contents into her hand. Her engagement and wedding rings. She tightly clasped her hand around them and sobbed. She sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. Tears flooded. It broke my heart.

At our house, I desperately wanted to crawl into bed and turn the lights out. But Mum needed me. Your father did as much as he could: getting the spare bed ready, finding some of my clothes that would fit Mum’s shrinking frame, digging out a spare toothbrush, putting water and painkillers next to the bed. Meanwhile, I helped Mum undress and guided her into the shower.

‘Stay,’ she said vacantly. I nodded and reached for the shower door handle. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Stay in here.’

‘In the shower?’

Mum nodded.

My woolly lounge set smelt of smoke. Like when you get home from a bonfire. I turned the shower on and let the water soak me. Mum and I stood under the faucet; me fully dressed, my mother fully undressed. My thick clothes absorbed the water. It was warm and comforting. Mum reached her arms out and wrapped them around me. I held her tight, my clothes leaking water as I pressed my arms against her frail back. There are some moments that represent true pain between a mother and daughter—this was one of them. We have both been weakened so badly by everything going on around us, that we have become the most vulnerable versions of ourselves. To see my mum, naked and frail, took our relationship to a place I never envisaged it would go. It felt overly intimate and impossible to ever come back from; a moment that should never be shared. I don’t really see Mum as my mother anymore. That would imply a certain balance in our relationship in which her natural instinct is to care for me, but now her natural instinct is to wither, regardless of how much pain that causes me, the person who has to watch it happen. I feel like her mother. Is that what happens when we watch a parent reach a point in their life when they can no longer look after themselves? The relationship flips. The son or daughter becomes the parent. I expected this to happen on her death bed, or perhaps if she was diagnosed with an illness, not while her heart still beat strongly and she was in good health.

I wrapped Mum in a fluffy towel and helped get her dressed in some comfortable clothes. I tucked her into bed, gave her a sleeping pill and told her to rest. With the duvet pulled up to her chin, she looked at me with wide eyes.

‘I’m so sorry, Gwynne.’

‘You have nothing to be sorry for.’ I pushed her hair from her face. ‘Get some rest.’

Downstairs, I sat at the kitchen bench. If there was ever a moment that called for wine, this was it. Your father did not say anything when I opened a shiraz. I offered him some.

‘No. I have to get Evelyn in a few hours. Is there anything you need me to pick up for your mum? I can go to the shops.’

‘You’re being awfully accommodating.’ I knew now was not the time for a snide tone, but I was overtired, overwhelmed and over life.

‘Come on, Gwynne. I’m trying to help. You’ve been through a lot. Just give me a list of things you want me to get.’

‘Sure. Fine. I’ll order her some clothes online. If you can go and get . . .’ I stood up and grabbed a pen and paper. I scribbled down a list of items and handed it to him. ‘I’ll figure the rest out later.’

Your father obediently took the list and left. I imagine he did not want to linger in my presence. I was so exhausted yet I felt completely wired. I changed into my leggings and put on my running shoes.

The world looked like a video game. Everything appeared more three dimensional than usual. I know that sounds insane. But I noticed the rough curves of the trees more than normal. The spikes of the neighbours’ fence posts. The tiny hairs on the flower stems. And the sounds. The soft squeak of The Hare & Badger’s sign blowing in the wind. The whistle of a red-breasted robin sitting on its branch. My own deep inhales and coughs.

The stile I normally hop over onto the pathway behind Willow Estate was extra muddy. The outlines of dirty shoeprints clung to the wooden boards. When I jumped over, I landed in a puddle and brown mud splattered up my legs.

The path was busier than normal and I dodged dog walkers and families. I stopped. It’s not easy to see the house from behind the shrubbery, but I battled past nosy onlookers to find the perfect spot. There were about two dozen people marvelling at the burnt shell of our family’s home. I stood on the lower wooden beam of the fence and flung one leg over. There she was. Nothing but a blackened box now. There was a huge hole where our dead willow tree had already been ripped from the ground.

‘We’re sorry for your loss, Ms Hogg,’ a woman about my age said sympathetically. ‘It really was a beautiful house.’

Others nodded their agreeance. Some said they hoped my brother was recovering well in hospital. They stood around me like worshippers. Me, high on the fence; them, down below flinging kind words at me. Nobody wanted anything to do with us when my dad was arrested, but it turns out, middle-class mourners will flock to the remains of a historic house.

It became too much. I stepped down from the fence and made my way through the crowd. As soon as the pathway was clear, I started running again.

But exhaustion suddenly infected my body. I staggered along the pavement until my legs buckled. I sank to the ground and sat on the edge of the kerb between two parked cars. I struggled to catch my breath between violent coughs. Why did I leave the house? Why did I not just go to bed and rest? My eyes drooped closed.

A door slammed. The clip-clop of heels on the concrete.

‘What are you doing here?’ a woman asked.

I opened one eye and squinted up at Mary Hollandford. My head buzzed with a migraine. Along with coughing, the doctors said headaches could be a side effect of the smoke inhalation.

‘I was on a run. I needed to stop.’

‘And you just happened to stop outside my house?’ Mary tapped one foot impatiently.

‘I need to get a taxi home.’ I wobbled as I got to my feet. My head throbbed. I stumbled and caught myself on the bonnet of a parked car.

‘Woah.’ Mary stepped forward and grabbed my arm. ‘Here, come this way. I’ll drive you home.’ She wrapped an arm around my back and together we hobbled to her Mercedes. She buckled my seatbelt and reclined the chair for me.

When the engine started it hit me. I was in Mary Hollandford’s car. The blurriness of the headache had momentarily blinded my judgement.

The side of her face was as pointed as her canines. I wanted to run my finger along her sharp, skinny jaw. Her nostrils swooped through her nose; caves waiting to be explored. Her eyeballs protruded ever so slightly. I imagined splodging them back into their sockets with my finger. Splurp. She took a hard swallow. Her eyes darted towards me, but her head did not move. She quickly looked back at the road.

When she turned the steering wheel she gripped it tightly with both hands. A controlled movement. Not like my one-handed swoops. But she sped up to get through an orange traffic light. Naughty, naughty.

‘Do you need help getting inside?’ Mary asked softly. That is when I noticed we were at my gates.

For a second I considered forcing her to lug my body through my front door as some sort of payback. But the gates automatically opened and your father drove around Mary’s car to get inside.

‘Oh good.’ Mary sounded relieved. ‘Looks like you’ve got all the help you need.’

I sucked my top teeth with my tongue. ‘Looks like it.’ I slowly climbed out of her car.

Mary drove off with haste. Your father called over from the open boot of his car, ‘Was that Mary Hollandford? I thought the detective asked you to stay away.’

‘She gave me a lift home. I started feeling faint outside her house.’

‘You were outside her house again?’

‘Mummy!’ you shouted. You were still strapped into your car seat.

‘Just a second, Ev!’ your father called back.

‘No! I want Mummy!’

‘Well?’ Your father looked crossly at me.

‘I was on a run. I went to see the house. You know her place is on the other side of that pathway, the one that goes between Willow Estate and the farmer’s field.’

‘There are other ways you could have run, Gwynne.’ Your father’s voice was low and sinister. He began pulling carrier bags from the boot of his car. ‘Have you been going there a lot?’

‘Mummy!’

‘Coming, darling!’ I called out. I turned to your father. ‘No. I haven’t.’

Instead of responding, your father looked at me with suspicious eyes and then started taking the bags inside. When I opened your car door, you clapped your hands. I pulled you out and held you tightly.

‘Guess what?’ I said. You leant your head back. ‘Grandma is staying with us for a bit.’

‘Yay!’ you squealed.

‘Where Gwandma?’ you asked eagerly once we were inside.

‘She’s sleeping.’ I put my finger to my lips.

‘Shh. Gwandma sad. Gwandpa is not here. Where Gwandpa?’

‘Grandpa is away. Grandpa is in . . . prison.’

‘Evelyn go prison?’ you asked, innocently.

‘No, darling.’

‘Mummy go prison?’

I kissed your soft cheek. ‘No, darling. Your mummy will never go to prison.’
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Jackson Mack: I don’t get you. You’re a man who has it all, so why do this?

Huey Hogg: I didn’t have it all though, did I? That version of me was always looking for more. I can now see that I had more than a man could ever want: happy wife, one then two beautiful, healthy children. The only extra thing I acquired over the years was money, but that’s not everything. The ‘all’ that people think they’re talking about when they say things like ‘he has it all’ is a nice house, beautiful family, shiny car and a few holidays a year. At least, that’s what I thought when I was a kid and saw posh people on the television. But the real ‘all’ is peace. It’s your kids becoming adults and still wanting to spend time with you. It’s avoiding health problems. It’s waking up in the morning and having something you’re excited to do that day and then having someone you can’t wait to tell all about it. It’s sitting at the dinner table surrounded by family, sharing a good meal and laughing about all the silly things you did that made you who you are. Less than twenty-four hours ago, that’s exactly what I had.

Jackson Mack: That’s a lot to throw away.

Huey Hogg: I’m not throwing anything away, Mr Mack. A version of me from the past is stealing it from me.

Jackson Mack: But you had kids when you did all this. You were risking so much.

Huey Hogg: I was weak. It was after this murder that I knew I had to reprogram the way I was thinking. Stop getting caught up in the opinions of others and put all my energy into building the life I wanted for my own family. I had to block out all the noise and focus on what I was trying to achieve.

Jackson Mack: It mustn’t have been easy growing such a large company.

Huey Hogg: It wasn’t, but I didn’t want to stay on that working-class roundabout, scrimping to buy stuff, never getting a holiday . . . I needed to have control over my existence. I’d rather put myself through pain than let life put me through pain.

Jackson Mack: You come out with some pearlers, Huey.

Huey Hogg: I’m about to go through a hell of a lot of pain now though.

Jackson Mack: And still not as much pain as your victims’ families. What happened with the fourth victim? Christopher Poole. It sounds like you were done killing people. What changed?

Huey Hogg: Not enough changed, that’s the problem. I’ve always been impatient. I wanted to be this amazing dad and business owner living in a big house with enough money to do whatever would make my family happy. And I wanted it straight away. Those early days of getting on my feet were gruelling. I had to work sixteen-hour days to keep clients happy and then I’d go home, the house would be a mess, my wife would be crying, the kids didn’t sleep well. There was never any down time to re-energise, so I was always running on empty and highly strung. To make matters worse, Thomas was a colicky baby. He’d scream all day and all night. My wife couldn’t cope; looking back I think she was depressed but we barely had time to stop and consider that. It was like we were living in a blender.

It was a Saturday morning. My wife was on a knife’s edge. We’d taken it in turns to be up with Thomas through the night. There were dirty nappies and wipes and half-drunk bottles of milk all over our bedroom. The neighbours had been blaring music all night.

I took the kids out the house so my wife could get a few hours’ sleep. We went on a bus. Thomas and Gwynne were in a double buggy. The motion and noise helped Thomas sleep and eventually even Gwynne nodded off. I rested my head against a railing, eyes closed, trying to squeeze a moment of rest in. We rode that bus to the end of the line and then back. At some point, Thomas woke up, screaming. I searched the bottom of the pram for a bottle of milk to give him, but I’d forgotten to pack it. I’d forgotten a dummy too. People started to look at me with judgemental eyes, tutting. It was winding me up. Then this lad got on the bus. He was obviously drunk, swigging from a bottle in a brown paper bag. He sat down and glared at Thomas. After a couple of minutes he slurred, ‘Shut that thing up, will ya!’

I tried to ignore him. There was nothing I could do. Thomas was impossible to settle, even more so without milk or a dummy. The lad was grinding his teeth, still staring at Thomas. By this point Gwynne had woken up and was getting scared. Then the lad ripped a piece off his brown paper bag. He scrunched it into a ball, then lurched forward and shoved the paper in Thomas’s mouth. ‘Shurrup!’ he shouted.

That moment was the angriest I’ve ever felt in my entire life. I pushed the lad away and then the bus stopped and the driver asked us both to get off. Seething, I walked in the opposite direction to him. No one else has to die, I told myself. But all I could think was, Just one last one. He hurt Thomas.

When the bus was out of sight I turned back and followed the lad to an underpass. I turned the buggy to face away and attacked him from behind, kicking his head in until he was dead. I’m surprised witnesses from the bus didn’t come forward to say they saw our argument, but no one did. The news linked his death to the others, but they didn’t have a clear photograph of him. Apparently he was some runaway heroin addict who no one seemed to care about.

It made me feel sick to my stomach that I’d done what I’d done with the kids there. What sort of dad does that? Certainly not the kind that I was trying to be. After that, I used all my savings to get anger management therapy.

Jackson Mack: Did that help?

Huey Hogg: It did. The therapist taught me to reprogram my mind. To diminish the importance of those who were speaking poorly to me. To do that, I knew I had to make myself feel more important; become even more successful than I even planned to be. As it turns out, people treat you a lot better when you’re rich.

Jackson Mack: How do you feel about the fact that you took these people’s lives?

Huey Hogg: When you’re younger, you don’t think so much about the reality of growing older. But now I know that growing old is life’s greatest privilege. Knowing I stole that from people eats me up inside. I thought I had the right to play God, but I was just a fool. I thought the fact that I had a rough upbringing gave me this special privilege to act out because I was messed up in the head and that’s what people like me did. It took growing older to make me realise it is a much braver thing to turn personal pain into greatness. Channel it into family and work and worthwhile relationships.

Jackson Mack: Ageing is for the lucky.

Huey Hogg: The fact that someone like me is still here makes a mockery of the system. But I live every day with immense guilt over what I did.

Jackson Mack: There are people out there who would swap their hardship for your mental torture any day of the week. If a few sleepless nights and a guilty conscience is the only punishment you’ve had to endure, then I’d say you’ve been a very lucky man, Mr Hogg.

Silence.

Jackson Mack: Shall we move on? Let’s look at this last one. Louis Balderford. It says his murder was almost fifteen years later than the last.

Huey Hogg: Um . . . can you, can you turn the recording off for a minute?
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Would you believe that I slept for ten hours last night? As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out. The bottle of wine and sleeping pills helped. When I woke, I was groggy, not unexpected given I had self-medicated my way through the entire weekend, only getting out of my bed when I had to use the bathroom. I only realised it was Monday because I eventually went downstairs and saw your nursery bag was gone from its usual spot. I was so sad I didn’t get to kiss you goodbye before your father dropped you off.

I found Mum in the lounge room, clinging to a cushion on the settee with the curtains drawn.

I went to open them.

‘No,’ Mum said hastily.

I peeked through the side of the curtain and saw the pavement beyond the gates crowded with camera crews and journalists. ‘What do they want?’

‘They’ve been here all weekend. But there’s more today because on the news this morning they said the attack on Willow Estate was arson. Probably the person you saw in the garden.’

I sighed and let the curtain go. ‘Does that mean they have to camp in front of the house?’

‘I imagine they want to grill us on who we think it could be. I wish they’d just leave us alone.’

I sat down next to Mum. ‘Have you heard from the hospital?’

‘They called earlier. They’re bringing Thomas out of his coma at three. They asked if we could be there.’

‘Three pm? So far away.’ I tapped my teeth together, antsy. ‘I might head to the office, catch up on some emails. Will you be okay here alone?’

‘I suppose.’ She glanced nervously at the curtains, but I knew she would be fine if she stayed inside.

‘A delivery of clothes should arrive for you this morning.’

Mum nodded.

‘I’ll pick you up at two.’

I poured some whisky into one of those reusable coffee cups. A pink one with sparkles and the words, ‘BOSS BITCH’ on the side. A novelty gift from Laura that I had never had the desire to use before. But now—oh how I loved how it disguised my drink and fit so perfectly into the cup holder in my car.

By the time I arrived at the Agency Hogg office, I must have consumed at least two shots on an empty stomach.

Laura got up from her desk and approached me with open arms. My other staff members gawked at me.

‘How’s Thomas?’ Laura asked after a tight hug.

I tilted my head away so she wouldn’t smell the alcohol. ‘He’ll be okay. They’re bringing him out of his coma today.’ I smoothed out the crinkles in my red suit and crisp white shirt. My hair was half-up, half-down in soft waves. The intention was to look strong and powerful. To show my staff that I am their leader, and I am fine.

‘What are you even doing here?’ Laura asked. ‘We can manage without you.’

‘I need the distraction.’

The staff had started using my desk as storage space. A few of them rushed over and hurriedly removed stacks of make-up samples and event invitations. They were apologetic in a way that implied they were afraid of me. They need not be. A few lippies and gold pens will hardly make me snap. I swigged from my coffee cup and clapped my hands, ready to distract myself with the day.

In the background I could hear the introduction of a song I liked. I approached the dial on the wall and my fingers twizzled the knob that sets the music’s volume. Up and up. Some of the staff looked over with furrowed brows. The crazy lady who survived the house fire at her serial killer father’s home. The louder the music, the more it drowned out the facts: Dad in prison, childhood home burnt to ash, brother in hospital, Mum falling to pieces.

The music blurred my thoughts. Ellie Goulding, ‘Burn’. With my Boss Bitch coffee cup in hand, I closed my eyes and swayed from side to side. My arms rose up and my wrists rotated to the rhythm. My waist moved in circles. My right butt cheek tightened, then my left, then my right. Everything was blurry. It was so nice to forget, even if it was for just twenty seconds.

When the song finished, I turned around. The sniggers of some of my more senior staff silenced. They should have known better. But that is quite alright. They can watch my silliness. Am I not allowed to have a ridiculous moment amid all this? Just because my life is falling to pieces does not mean I have lost the rhythm in my hips.

Laura pursed her lips together and looked side to side. ‘That was interesting.’ She came closer to me and whispered, ‘Are you sure you should be here?’

I backed off, not wanting her to get too close to my whisky breath. ‘Yes, why?’

‘You don’t seem like . . . you.’

I zoomed into her face. Laura’s chins doubled as she edged away. ‘I am as me as the day I was born,’ I announced. Laura crinkled her nose, perhaps catching a whiff of alcohol. I began fiddling with things on my desk. ‘Come on, Laura. I can’t wake up like the grim reaper every day. Life goes on.’

‘But your life is quite terrible right now.’

I stopped what I was doing. I sunk my top teeth into my bottom lip and cocked my head. ‘Laura, that wasn’t very nice.’ I slumped down into my desk chair and began checking emails. Swig of whisky.

Laura approached me with caution. ‘Sorry, Gwynne. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

But she had upset me. I put my headphones in and indicated that I was not interested in conversing anymore.

The hours in the office dragged, especially since I chose not to engage with anyone. If my presence made people uncomfortable, they were welcome to leave. They could all leave for all I cared. Even Laura. This company was built by me and I would be able to survive on my own.
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Just before 2 pm, I turned the corner into our street. As I drove closer to our house, I noticed something had caught the attention of the usual gaggle of photographers. The ones at the back had their cameras above their heads on outstretched arms.

The slam of my car door caught their attention, but only for a second. When I joined the photographers at the iron bars, I could see the performance they were eager to capture.

‘Stay away, you evil Satanists!’ Mum shouted. She had unravelled the hose from the wall and was pointing it at the cameras. She opened fire. Water wet some of the photographers’ boots. ‘Be gone!’ Mum screamed. Her face contorted with aggressive intensity. I could only imagine the photographs.

‘Step aside, Gwynne!’ Mum called out when she saw me. I was trapped on the other side of the enemy line. This time a lengthy stream of water soaked everyone.

‘Oi! That’s expensive equipment!’ one of the photographers grumbled.

‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Mum laughed.

Luckily the water had just missed me. A river dribbled down onto the road and into the gutter. The photographers used their sleeves or spare bits of cloth to dry their equipment, but I knew potential lawsuits were brewing. I tapped the code into the intercom and Mum slipped out the side gate.

I hurried her into the car and we made our getaway.

‘They were shouting all sorts of horrible things,’ Mum said in the car. ‘Calling Huey a psychopath. Asking what it was like to be married to an evil man.’

‘You need to ignore them, they’re trying to provoke a reaction.’

‘Nobody talks about my Huey like that.’ Mum folded her arms and turned her body away from me.

The media are a daily reminder of our current predicament. They act as an army of antagonists to feed the nation’s hunger for controversial stories. The average person will watch our family’s wildness with an appreciation for their own boring existence. What is wrong with being dull when you do not have to be a Hogg?

When we arrived at the hospital, a medical team were waiting for us outside Thomas’s room. They warned us that Thomas might be confused and scared.

Mum rushed into the room and straight to Thomas’s side. I held back, hiding the coffee cup of whisky I had from the nurses. Sipping from it when they were preoccupied.

Thomas groggily awoke. His eyes flickered a few times before opening, then closing, opening halfway, then opening just the left eye.

‘Oh, thank God.’ Mum released a big exhale. ‘My boy.’ She tenderly stroked his cheek. ‘I love you so much, my darling boy. You’re okay now. You’re safe.’

‘Thomas,’ I said, relieved. He was still connected to all sorts of machinery, but he managed to lift and wiggle one finger. A hello.

Tears rolled down my brother’s face as I explained to him where he was and what had happened. Mum dabbed his face with a washcloth and pushed back his hair; she knows he likes it off his face. I kissed his forehead and told him that the most important thing was that we were all safe. His eyes followed both of us as we gently fussed over him.

‘We’ll slowly start getting him up to move about,’ the nurse said. ‘And it might take some time to get him talking again. The body forgets its strength very quickly in a coma. But it will come back.’ She smiled. ‘I’ll leave you to it for a bit.’

‘Thomas, I’m so glad you’re okay.’ I held his hand and stroked his fingers. ‘You haven’t missed much,’ I laughed lightly. ‘The fire investigation team are still working out how it started. They say it looks like arson. You don’t need to worry about that though. You just need to get better.’

He stared so deeply into my eyes that I felt like he desperately wanted to tell me something.

We sat with Thomas in comfortable silence for two hours. Nurses came in and out. Even in that short space of time, Thomas started reconnecting to his body and even sat up on his own. He made a few croaky attempts to speak, but they all ended in coughing fits.

My phone buzzed. A news alert. If a story has the word ‘Hogg’ in it, it triggers a notification on my phone. Opening the screen, I expected to see something defamatory about Mum accompanied by a photograph of her wildly hosing the cameramen down. But that was not the case.

SERIAL KILLER’S DAUGHTER DOES BIZARRE DANCE AFTER HOUSE FIRE.

Fuck.

I clicked play and watched as my head swayed from side to side. My arms rose up and my wrists rotated to the rhythm. My right butt cheek tightened, then my left, then my right. All to the lyrics of a song aptly titled ‘Burn’. Those traitorous bitches. Someone in my office filmed those twenty seconds of lowered inhibitions this morning. Nobody can be trusted.

The comments on the article called me a ‘nutta’, a ‘heartless cow’, and ‘just as mad as her old man’.

I brought up my email and began furiously typing.

Subject line: Everyone is fired

Body: You know why!!!

Pressing send felt easy, freeing in fact. Almost immediately I received a text message from Laura.

I promise you it wasn’t me. Please, I need this job. L

I typed my reply.

Au revoir, Laura.

My face hardened. My chest rose and fell with rage. Thomas stared at me from his bed. Even Mum asked if I was alright.

My privacy had been violated by people I trusted to support me. I felt like someone had yanked the towel from around me as I was changing at the beach. I pushed my thumb into my sharpest tooth hoping that the mild irritation would distract me from my growing anger. It didn’t work. My chair screeched backward as I stood up. Mum looked startled, almost frightened. I needed to go somewhere to release the tension.

A nurse smiled at me as I marched down the corridor, drinking what was left in my coffee cup. I wanted to tell that nurse to Fuck off, stop looking at me. Was she smirking because she had seen the video? The wild Hogg dancing to a song about fire while her scorched brother was in a coma.

My fists tightened. I followed a sign to the toilets. The disabled toilet door was slightly ajar. I went in and locked it. I looked around for something to punch, to destroy. The mirror. The woman staring back at me had been humiliated. Her face irked me. Why did she not look as angry as I felt?

Smash.

Her face broke into shards of glass.

Breathing fast, I staggered backward and pressed my back against the wall, taking in what I had done. My body slowly slumped down the yellowy tiles.

A small shard sparkled from inside a hole at the base of my middle finger. I delicately picked it out and tossed it into the sink, listening for the light tinkle as it made its way to the plughole.

I watched my knuckle bleed onto the floor. Then my body started to soften. My breathing became steadier as the effervescing tension evaporated.

What is happening to your mother, my darling Evelyn? This series of events is destroying me. It is almost as if my greatest fear is eventuating.

I am becoming just like your grandfather.
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Your father called me ‘crazy’ last night. The hospital gave me a telling-off for breaking the mirror but I avoided getting in too much trouble after offering a generous donation. However, when your father saw my bandaged knuckles, he judged me as if I had the madness of a kamikaze pilot in a war. This was before he had even seen the video of me dancing.

He waited until Mum had gone to bed to roast me. ‘How many more times are you Hoggs going to make the news for something that makes you look completely mental? A mate from work sent me a video of your mum hosing down photographers outside. It’s embarrassing.’

‘Are you ashamed of us?’ I asked, perhaps to provoke him.

He thought for far too long about his answer. ‘This is getting beyond ridiculous.’

‘It’s not my fault someone filmed me.’

‘But it is your fault that you thought it would be smart to dance to that particular song and then to destroy hospital property.’ He puffed out his cheeks. ‘Is it even safe for Evelyn to be around you anymore?’

‘Don’t you fucking dare.’ I pointed my bandaged finger in his face. ‘Evelyn is the most important thing in my world.’

Silence.

Your father knows full well how much I adore you. I would never do anything to hurt you. The fact that he even implied it was insulting.

‘She’s expecting you to take her for chocolate eclairs when you pick her up early tomorrow. You do remember that it is Tuesday tomorrow?’

‘Don’t insult me,’ I spat. Although I had completely lost track of what day it was.
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This morning I rose and shone with a different attitude. I would embrace calmness and shake off the events of the past few days. I was doing no one any favours by acting like a rabid piglet.

It was a particularly glorious spring morning, but I styled my black suit with leather driving gloves. If I was going to do the morning drop-off in the shadows of yesterday’s video, I did not want people to see what I had done to my hand. I straightened my hair so it was sleek and glossy and wore red lipstick.

Your father left early for work, before me or Mum had even woken up. I suspect he does not want to see us, to be reminded that he is associated with our family. Watching Mum skulk about the house can be depressing. She moves with her shoulders curled over and starts crying for no reason. She takes the milk out of the fridge while crying, she sips her tea while crying, she walks to the toilet while crying.

‘Gwandma sad.’ You have distanced yourself from her, Evelyn. Refusing her requests for cuddles and hiding behind your father when she enters a room. You are not scared of her, but the overwhelming sadness that she radiates is starting to affect you.

We arrived at nursery at peak drop-off time. The car park was almost full.

Your classroom was rowdy. This week you are learning about sea life. Blue cellophane clung to the windows with coloured cut-outs of octopuses, sharks, whales and fish stuck on top. A papier-mâché whale hung from the ceiling. You pulled me over to the rack of drying artwork. You showed me your painting of a blue blob covered with different shades of blue lines.

‘The ocean,’ you said.

What a talent you are.

We walked over to put your bag in your cupboard. I noticed some of the other parents looking at me. At least they were trying to be discreet. Then, a few lockers down I heard that song, ‘Burn’. Mary Hollandford and Winnie Speller huddled around Winnie’s phone and tittered at something on the screen.

‘Mummy, chocolate eclairs?’ you asked.

I bent down and kissed you. ‘I’ll be here after lunch.’

You smiled and ran off to join your friends having toast for breakfast.

Winnie and Mary didn’t notice me approach. I loomed over Winnie’s phone, ‘What’s so funny, ladies?’ I could see the video of me playing.

Winnie sucked in her cheeks and casually lowered her phone. ‘You’ve got moves, Gee.’ She laughed.

Mary looked nervous. ‘Someone sent it to her.’

‘Well, I’m glad I could give you a good laugh.’ I locked eyes with Mary. She blinked a lot and tried to avoid my gaze. Her features appeared less pointy when she was uncomfortable. I enjoyed watching her stew.

‘Maybe you should come over here.’ Frankie clasped me by my shoulders and manoeuvred me to the other side of the room. ‘Come on, let’s go get a coffee.’

Evelyn, you blew me a kiss, a piece of toast clamped in your hand. I overheard you tell your friend that you were leaving early today to get chocolate eclairs with Mummy.

Frankie and I stood outside the cafe with our takeaway coffees.

‘You need to stop letting her get to you. You’re supposed to be staying away.’ Frankie took a sip.

‘I hate her, Frank. I hate her sharp teeth, her pointed nose, her spiky jaw. I just want to . . .’ My hand tensed.

Frankie frowned. ‘To what?’ She looked concerned. People keep looking at me like that. Like I am unhinged.

The end of the sentence would have been something violent. But it was too scary to say aloud and I wasn’t sure I really meant it. Instead, I went with, ‘I want to shove her face in cow shit.’

But Frankie still looked nervous. ‘Gwynne, I’m worried about how much you are letting her bother you. She is a stupid, stuck-up bitch. You need to ignore her. Pretend she doesn’t exist. That’s what I do with my husband. Soon to be ex-husband.’

‘Don’t you want to kill him after the way he treated you?’

Frankie looked at me sadly. ‘That would make me just as bad as him. And what would happen to Lola? She needs her parents. Anyway,’ Frankie shook the conversation off, ‘this is all hypothetical, right, Gwynne? No one is actually thinking about killing anyone?’

The big sip of coffee I took tingled my tongue with its heat. The light sting helped me take my intensity down a notch. ‘Of course not. Mary is irrelevant. But I really don’t need people laughing at me right now.’

‘You’ve always got me, Gwynne.’

‘Don’t you think us Hoggs are crazy like everyone else does?’

‘Yeah, a little.’ Frankie laughed. ‘But even crazy people need friends.’

‘I fired everyone in my office, you know?’ I took a sip of coffee and spoke casually like that was a normal thing to do.

‘Because of the video?’

I nodded.

‘How are you going to manage without any staff?’

‘No fucking idea.’
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After nursery drop-off, I should have gone to the Agency Hogg office, but I knew each desktop computer would now be a tombstone for a person who once worked there. I was already feeling depressed, so I decided to go home and drink.

Misery loves company, yet my mum was starting to get sick of mine.

‘Perhaps you should have some food,’ Mum suggested after I polished off an entire bottle of chardonnay before 10 am. I rolled my eyes and slumped onto the sofa. Mum grimaced as I twisted the cap off another bottle. The glug, glug, glug of the wine filling my glass made me smile.

‘I might go upstairs and read,’ Mum excused herself, not wanting to witness whatever I was becoming.

I lay back on the settee and balanced the wineglass on my chest. A small pool of liquid slipped and slided inside. When I tilted my chest upwards, my breasts guided the glass to my lips. Ah, refreshing. The video of me dancing in my office replayed over and over on my phone. The way I sashayed without a care in the world only to be blindsided by a betrayal. I tossed my phone onto the carpet.

The second bottle was suddenly empty.

In the kitchen, I startled Mum who had quietly come downstairs to refill her teapot. She pinned her back against the fridge and watched me place another empty bottle in the sink.

‘Excuse me,’ I slurred. Mum was standing in the way of the fridge door and I was craving something refreshing. The cans of mixed drinks clattered around the drawer as I fumbled for a pre-made whisky and Coke. Mum backed out of the kitchen knowing that she was powerless to stop me. I am exactly like my dad, you see. Strong-minded. Once we put our mind to something, there is no stopping us. Mum was wise to exit the room.

I enjoyed the whisky with a squeeze of lime. After one can and a dry piece of white bread from the pantry as a snack, I fell asleep on the settee.
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My eyes peeled open, and I wondered where I was. My head pounded, my mouth felt dry and waves of nausea rolled through me with increasing intensity. It took a minute to remember what I had done to myself. I rolled to the side and dropped onto the floor. On my hands and knees, I crawled to my mobile phone. Three missed calls. One voice message.

‘Hi, Gwynne. It’s Alice from Evelyn’s nursery. Evelyn is quite upset. She is under the impression that you were going to pick her up after lunch. We are struggling to calm her down. Give us a call when you can. Bye.’

In the background I could hear you sobbing. The time on my phone read four thirty. Fuck. I staggered into the kitchen and grabbed my car keys. My suit pants were crinkled and I had changed into one of your father’s baggy white t-shirts. My hair was matted at the back. But I had to get to you, my darling.

When I pulled up at the nursery, other parents on their way home from work were collecting their children. I couldn’t see you inside. Your teacher approached. She looked at me funnily. ‘Evelyn won’t come out of the playhouse.’

Crouching down, I looked into the pink Wendy house. You lay on your front with your face buried into a cushion. I could hear you snivelling. ‘Evelyn,’ I said gently from the small doorway.

You kicked your feet. ‘Go away, Mummy!’

‘Please, Evelyn. I am so sorry. Mummy will make it up to you. Shall we go and get chocolate eclairs now?’

‘I want Daddy!’

Your teacher approached. ‘We weren’t sure what to do. She had been telling her friends that she was leaving after lunch to get chocolate eclairs. After she ate, she took her backpack out of her cupboard and waited at the door. She kept saying, “Mummy coming back soon.” I tried to tell her that you were at work, but she had this idea in her head.’

I let you down, my darling. The very thought of you standing at the glass waiting for me breaks my heart. I am so ashamed. ‘Can you help me get her out?’ I asked your teacher.

Your teacher managed to lure you out with the promise of a cookie. But you did not want to come near me. ‘No!’ you snapped. Your face was red and your nose snotty from crying so much. ‘I want Daddy! No Mummy!’

The last thing I wanted to do was to ask your father to come and get you. He would know straight away that I had been drinking. He is already concerned about how I am around you.

‘Please, Evelyn. Come with Mummy,’ I begged. I got on my knees, but you kept edging away.

You clung to your teacher’s hand and repeatedly told me to go away. Other parents were watching our interaction.

In the end I picked you up and flung you over my shoulder. Your fists bashed my back and your feet kicked in the air. You screamed. I have never heard you so upset.

In the car park you began shouting something that I had never heard from you before. I did not even know you knew the word. ‘I hate you, Mummy!’ You kicked and screamed. My heart shattered.

Winnie, Mary and Frankie stood by their cars and watched.

‘I hate you, Mummy!’ you screamed again.

You were flailing about, out of control. Your screams gurgled as I roughly pressed you into your car seat and held you down so I could buckle you in. I slammed your car door and quickly got behind the wheel. Tears welled in my eyes. I started the car and began to reverse. You screamed, ‘I hate you, Mummy!’ and kicked the back of my seat.

You screamed and kicked the entire way home.

We pulled into our driveway and I got out of the car. You would not calm down so I left you in your seat. The car rocked from the force of you slamming yourself back in your seat. I didn’t know what to do. I sat on the doorstep and held my head in my hands. Ashamed. Broken.

Luckily the photographers were not at the gates today.

I am so sorry, Evelyn.

Your father arrived home and ran to your door. He heroically pulled you out of the car. By that time, you were hyperventilating. You had screamed yourself into such a state that you could not catch your breath.

‘What the fuck?’ Your father assessed you for injuries and made shushing noises in your ear. You tried to climb up his body. You wrapped your legs tightly around his waist and clung to his neck.

‘No Mummy!’ you managed through splutters and gasps.

‘Mary Hollandford texted me. She said Evelyn was distressed when you picked her up and I should head home.’

‘Bitch,’ I muttered.

‘No, Gwynne, she was concerned.’

I shrugged. He had no idea how bad it was, but now he got to come home and act the hero. I stumbled over my feet as I got up to head inside.

‘Look at me,’ your father ordered.

I turned my head and glared at him. My hair flopped over my face.

‘You’re drunk again, aren’t you?’

I didn’t reply.

‘Is that why you didn’t pick her up early?’

I tilted my head down, ashamed.

‘That’s it, Gwynne. I’m taking Evelyn.’ He started towards his car. ‘We’re not staying here and watching you do this to yourself.’

‘No!’ I screamed. I swayed a little as I followed him.

Your father wouldn’t let me anywhere near you as he strapped you into your seat in his car. He locked the door.

I clawed at your window and sobbed. ‘No! My daughter! Give my daughter back.’

You nuzzled your face behind the headrest of your booster seat, hiding from me.

Your father reversed out of the driveway. I flung myself on the bonnet but landed on the ground when he pulled away. Once he was past the gates, he wound down the window to check I was not injured.

‘Please, no!’ I wailed. ‘Not my daughter!’ I sobbed uncontrollably into my hands.

When I lifted my head again, you were gone.
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Eventually I had to go back inside the house. I dragged myself upstairs and hid from all the awfulness in the darkness of my closet, my knees tucked into my chest, still sobbing. I have never felt pain like it.

The light ping of emails arriving in my inbox interjected my jolty breaths. But I didn’t care what my clients wanted. Nothing mattered anymore.

Once my sobs turned to snivels, I turned on the torch on my phone and shone it around the room. I was sitting on the floor of my closet, surrounded by unopened boxes and paper bags from all the designer shopping I had been doing. The same kind of excessive sprees that my dad turned to after an aggressive workout at The Pound. We chased that same high in times of lows. Dad wasn’t the perfect happy man I always thought he was. He had an angry side that he hid behind his boxing hobby and frivolous spending.

We are the same. Except I’ve translated my anger into alcoholism.

And since we’re so similar, does that mean I am capable of the things he was? After all, it was anger that caused him to kill people, and it is anger that I feel right now.

Unable to control my emotions, drowning in the burdens I bear, lashing out at others. Is this just the start? And if so, perhaps I accelerate us to my conclusion. How about I just say, fuck it, and lean into that inevitable version of me?

Like daddy, like daughter. Right?




TWENTY-FIVE

Not all relationships are meant to be permanent. When I think of the people who have come and gone in my life over the years, I picture one of those coin-pusher machines at the casino. Each coin represents a person. Throughout my life, my machine has looked fuller than it does right now, but there are always a few coins in there. There are the permanent ones, the top-shelfers. The shiny gold coins that are worth more than the others. They represent my family. Then there are silver ones; important people like friends or colleagues. My machine is mostly empty of those at this point. The bronze ones are neighbours or acquaintances. And then the copper ones are people who are merely transitioning through my machine. Jackson Mack. Mary Hollandford. Winnie Speller. The man who sells me wine. Those coins find their way onto the bottom shelf and teeter on the edge until finally, clatter, they drop off as their time in my life expires. Sometimes I try to shake my own machine to get the Mary Hollandfords of the world to drop off sooner, but these coins are stubborn. The house always wins, remember. And in this scenario, the house is the universe, and I most certainly am the sore loser.

You, my darling, Evelyn, are still in my machine. Always. But you are jammed underneath another coin. I can’t see you. You may wonder where I have been these last two months. Hell, my darling. I have been in hell.

Your father and you are staying with your other grandmother. Whenever I beg to have you back, he tells me I am not fit to parent and if I keep showing up unannounced he will call the police. You are too young to understand what is going on. You have forgiven me and cry when your father takes you home after our supervised visits. You scream that you want to stay with Mummy.

Your father watches me closely when I play with you and never leaves us alone. Every time I see you, you look older and bigger. Seeing how fast you grow, reminds me how fast time and my own life is going. That should scare me, but perhaps the speed of the encroaching end is a good thing if I will be this unhappy for the rest of my days.

This arrangement is killing me. I long to hold you in my arms in the evening and watch television with you and read you books. When I drive my car, I can’t help but keep checking the rear-view mirror, hoping to see you smiling in your seat. There is an emptiness in my life. It is unnatural for a mother to not be with her child, but you are being held hostage and because of the video on the news, my supposed stalking of Mary Hollandford and everything going on with my dad, I know that the police will not be on my side. My only hope is to try to turn this around, but I am not in the head space right now.

Thomas was discharged from hospital four weeks ago. He decided to terminate the lease on his flat and moved into my house with me and Mum. There is only sadness in the house. Every so often Uncle Grant pops by. His booming voice, erratic energy and forced attempts to make us laugh are jarring in our house of doom and gloom. He tells us to ‘lighten up’ but our filaments are dead.

We finally learnt what happened to Thomas the night of the fire. He had run into the lounge room to search for Uncle Grant. He tried to get into the kitchen but the fire bit him on the arm. The flames had already engulfed the cabinetry, so he ran back into the lounge room and smashed the window. He could barely see because of the smoke. He tried to put his top over his nose and mouth but it kept slipping down. He held his breath for as long as he could. Then he felt himself drifting away. Somehow, he willed himself to push on. To clear the glass and get outside the house. He cut his leg badly on a shard when he was climbing out. Outside the window he fell to the ground, hitting his head on a rock. He dug his fingers into the dirt and clawed himself away, as far as he could make it. And then he was overcome by smoke inhalation and blood loss and the agony of his throbbing head. He knew he was in trouble. He rolled onto his back and took one last look at the world.

At night I hear him wake up screaming then coughing, suffocating on the smoke over and over again in his nightmares. Instead of running in to calm him, I cover my ears with my pillow. I can’t take it anymore. He’s not the only one haunted in his sleep.

Nine months ago, when Dad was arrested, I sprang into action, keeping my family afloat while the world tried to drown us. No part of me thought I would ever give up. But I have succumbed to drinking and sitting in the dark, and now Mum and Thomas cease to know what to do with their days without me guiding them. We all just sit. We watch television. We go to the fridge and pick at things instead of making meals. There is no laughter. No smiles. No hope.

The trial started today. This morning, the driver picked us up at nine. My shaky hands took a whisky bottle to my mouth for a quick shot before we left. My empty stomach painfully clenched as the alcohol hit.

Mum managed to get herself ready. She no longer relies on me as I am barely able to take care of myself. How interesting that when I was strong and she was weak she became weaker, but now that I am weak and she is weak she is forced to be stronger. We can all find a little bit of hidden strength if we really need to. Like today, I used my little bit of hidden strength to get out of bed and get dressed.

Evelyn, with you gone, I feel like I have nothing to wake up for. Every breath hurts as it is a reminder that you are not near me.

Giant sunglasses—the biggest I could find—concealed most of my face. My hair flowed in light waves that helped hide more of me. I popped the rigid collar on a light blue shirt and wore a thick grey Celine cardigan and flowy black trousers. I did not want to be seen.

Thomas still wears dressings on his burnt arm. He winces when he changes them. With his unharmed arm he escorted Mum and me one at a time to the awaiting van. The driver had parked in such a way that the van blocked the gate and allowed us to get inside without cameras pointing at us.

‘You ready for this?’ Uncle Grant asked when we collected him. No one replied. Us Hoggs have been left in the heat too long and have been sapped of moisture and life. Sun-dried Hoggs. Not quite as delicious as our tomatoey counterparts.

Your father refuses to talk about or attend the trial. I know he judges us, but he doesn’t understand family loyalty like we do. That is why he took you from me. He doesn’t see the value in keeping a family together. My dad raised us as one unit. Until now, I believed wholeheartedly that we were indestructible.

At the courthouse, Uncle Grant and our new security guard guided me to the entrance. Let them scream, I thought, as the journalists closed in while bombarding me with questions. My body was jostled by the crowd’s eagerness to hear my voice but the men by my sides worked hard to hold me as steady as possible. I am so disconnected from the world that it is just noise and movement to me now.

Inside the courthouse, a man in an untailored black suit and creased shirt looked at me like he knew me. He furrowed his brows and followed me with his gaze.

We took our seats. Dad came out, freshly shaven, Armani suit, new shirt, sad eyes. He looked up at us for a second. We must have looked like we were gazing down into his casket at his funeral. Only Mum could muster a weak smile.

We got our first look at the jury. All of them biased from the get-go because any one of them could have been one of Dad’s victims. Four women, eight men. Some old, some young. All ready to take down the infamous Huey Hogg. At least that’s how I saw them. Perhaps they were nervous, sick to their stomachs, nauseated to be in the same room as a man who carved his initials into people’s tongues. But they don’t know Dad like I do.

We heard the opening statements from both sides. Jackson Mack spoke with confidence, purposefully looking at each juror individually. Some of them squirmed uncomfortably at his prolonged eye contact, others nodded their acceptance of his arguments. Dad’s fate is currently up in the air, getting juggled by the prosecution and defence. Which one of them will emerge the clown?

On my way out of the courtroom, drained, that man from earlier approached me.

He had a comic-book villain look about him with glossy black hair and arched eyebrows. He pointed at me with a droopy finger. ‘I know you,’ he said hesitantly. But I could tell he couldn’t place me.

‘No, you don’t,’ I replied. I reached out and grabbed Thomas’s hand. We walked to our awaiting van together.

‘Who was that?’ Thomas asked as he sat down and buckled his seatbelt.

‘Nobody . . . I think.’ I looked out the window at the man standing on the steps, still watching me.

When we arrived home after day one of what I imagine will be a long, soul-sucking experience, I felt utterly miserable.

All I want is to hold you in my arms, my sweet girl. I want to listen to your giggle and feel the pokes and prods of your toes pressing into my legs as we lie together on the settee. I want to run my fingers through your silky hair. I want to hear your voice tell me you love me. Never before have I questioned my role as your mother. I always prided myself on it. I made you in my tummy. You are part of me, and I of you. I have loved you with every morsel of my being. Not having you here with me is an agony that keeps on giving.

I drank two glasses of wine. I swirled my third in the glass and picked up the phone to call your father.

‘Gwynne.’ He answers the phone like that now. He just states my name and awaits whatever I have to say.

‘I know you said you couldn’t make it over tonight,’ I began, ‘but can you please bring Evelyn round after nursery, even if it’s just for fifteen minutes. I need to see her, to hold her.’

Your father sighed heavily. ‘Listen, Gwynne, I can’t tonight. Mum booked us a table at the pub. It’s steak night.’

‘I could eat steak,’ I said perkily.

‘I think it works best if she only sees you at your place. If she starts seeing you out in public, she is going to want to go home with you—it will be a whole thing.’

‘She should be home with me. I am her mother.’

‘How did the trial go today?’ He changed the subject.

‘Fine. Back to Evelyn. Please can I see her? I can meet you at the nursery.’

‘No,’ he said, firmly. ‘It’s too confusing for her.’

I ran my hand through my hair and massaged my temples. ‘You could bring her round after your meal?’

‘I will bring her round tomorrow, as agreed.’

‘Please!’ I begged.

‘Have you been drinking?’

‘No.’ I set the wineglass down on the kitchen bench, being careful not to make a clink. ‘Just let me see her today. Please.’

‘Gwynne, we agreed upon a schedule. Evelyn needs consistency.’

‘And I need my daughter!’ I screamed.

‘Gwynne, enough. I will bring her to you tomorrow.’

He hung up.

I launched my wineglass at the kitchen door.

Smash.

Glass exploded. Wine dribbled down the door and onto the sharp mess on the floor.

Mum stood there, shocked, holding her teacup. She pressed her back against the wall. I could see her trembling. She looked down at the broken glass and then up at me. Her eyes were wide. She looked frightened. Frightened of me? Doesn’t she know I would never hurt her?

‘Gwynne?’ Mum’s voice was shaky. ‘What is happening to you?’

I looked at my empty hands. If I’d known Mum was there, I never would have thrown the glass. Slowly, sadly, I uttered, ‘I feel like there’s no good left in me, Mum.’

Mum set her teacup down on the counter. She cupped my chin in her hands and looked into my eyes. ‘As long as someone loves you, you will always have some good in you. Please remember that, Gwynne. Please.’
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How far can you trace back blame before it becomes ridiculous? Who is to blame for me throwing the glass and scaring Mum? Yes, I threw it. But I threw it because your father won’t bring you to see me. So, is he to blame? Or am I to blame because I lost my temper? Or are Mary Hollandford and Winnie Speller to blame because they laughed at the video of me dancing in my office which caused me to drink which caused me to pick you up from nursery drunk which led to your father taking you from me? Or is the news outlet that posted the video to blame? Or the staff member who filmed it? Or me for dancing in the first place? Or is everything my dad’s fault because he is a serial killer and before I knew that I was fucking happy?

I grabbed the wine bottle off the kitchen bench and pulled on my running shoes. Mum asked where I was going and I told her I wasn’t sure.

A lie.

I knew exactly where I was heading.

It was a cold evening. In my haste, I forgot my coat, but the heat of my fury distracted my chilled bones.

I sat on the fence on the pathway between Willow Estate and the farmer’s field. I swigged from my bottle of wine and stared at the charred remains of our family home. We used to host parties in the garden. Dad would fire up the barbecue and Mum would hand out drinks. The smell of hot coals and grilled burgers and limoncello still remind me of those times. The summer days lazing in the garden. Thomas and Dad playing football on the grass. Mum and I sitting in the sun with our books. Uncle Grant showing up unannounced with a funny story about what he had been up to that day. And all the while, Dad was a serial killer. He knew that one day he might get caught and everything he built would come crashing down. And now we have crashed. Monumentally.

The dark of the evening was suddenly all around me, like the flick of a switch. Perhaps I’d drifted off as I recalled the family life that I could now barely believe was us.

The empty bottle thumped onto the muddy ground. When I hopped off the fence, my keys fell into the dirt. I wobbled as I bent to retrieve them. Something caught my eye. A lighter. The fire investigation team would have searched this whole area for clues, so this must have been dropped recently.

It was a silver metal lighter. The flame automatically appeared as I flipped it open. Man used to have to rub sticks together to spark a flame, but now it appears in between our fingers with one swift movement. How dangerous. Perhaps nature intended for fire-making to be a laborious task so that by the time we have made it, we are sure that we want it. You would think twice about burning someone’s house down if you had to rub sticks together for an hour outside just to get the job done.

I continued along the pathway and emerged on an all too familiar street. I was in a strange headspace. I had reached the calm stage of anger. The scariest stage. People walking next to me would think I was perfectly fine, but inside I was seething at everything. At this whole goddamn situation and all the people who have made my life harder during this time.

I sat on the edge of the pavement and stared through the window at Mary Hollandford laying plates on her dining table. The room was illuminated by lamps. Her stupid hand set down dishes and carefully aligned knives and forks. Because perpendicular cutlery is important when you have nothing else to worry about in life. I can’t remember the last time I ate a meal with such civility. The last thing I ate was a handful of grated cheese straight from the packet.

Flame on. Flame off. Flame on. Flame off. Imagine if I burnt her house down, Evelyn? Imagine if I took the flame right up to her front door, lit something on fire, and tossed it into her letterbox. Banning me from the gala, all those snide comments, laughing at me, implying I am a bad mother.

Burn that bitch.

Her husband and daughter sat down at the table with her. I watched them hold hands and drop their heads in prayer.

Flame on. Flame off. Flame on.

My cheek rested in the palm of my hand as I let the flame fill my eyeballs. I am surprised it didn’t run out of gas.

A car pulled up in front of me. I flicked the lighter shut. A police car. Shit. I dropped the lighter down the drain beneath my feet even though it is a perfectly innocent thing to have in one’s possession.

Shiny black shoes appeared. I followed brown trousers upwards and saw Detective Mourey standing there with his hands on his hips and his mouth tightly shaped like a cat’s arsehole.

‘Gwynne.’

Is stating my name like this something that all the disappointed men in my life will do from now on?

‘We got a call from Mary Hollandford saying there was someone matching your description outside, watching her and her family. And it looked like they were holding a lighter.’

‘I’m on a run. And I don’t have a lighter.’

‘Mary said you’ve been sitting here for over an hour. She feels unsafe. I’m sorry, Gwynne, but I’m going to have to take you to the station. Stalking is a very serious offence.’

‘Stalking?’ I was gobsmacked. ‘I was just sitting here.’

‘You’ve been warned to stay away from her, more than once. Why do you keep coming back here?’

He paused for my answer, but I didn’t have a good one.

‘Fine,’ I said, standing up and rolling my eyes. I dusted loose gravel off my bottom. ‘Do I need a lawyer?’
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‘Gwynne,’ Jackson Mack stated. ‘Why did you call me? I’m a murderers and rapists kind of lawyer, not a . . . whatever this kind of one is.’

What a strange thing to say.

‘I’ll pay your normal rate, Jackson. Just sit down.’

He pulled out a chair in the police interview room. The detective gave us a moment alone together. I had never seen Jackson in anything other than a suit, but he said he had been at the gym when he got my call so appeared in black tracksuit pants and a Nike hoodie. He drank his post-workout smoothie and sat back in his chair. ‘What happened?’

‘They’re saying I’m stalking someone.’

Jackson’s eyebrows knitted together. ‘And are you?’

‘Of course not. It’s this woman who lives on a street I like to run down.’

Jackson sighed. ‘Gwynne.’ He cocked his head to one side. ‘Let’s skip the bullshit and get to the point. People don’t accuse joggers of stalking.’

I rolled my eyes. Fine. I gripped the edge of the table. ‘She’s this bitch from my daughter’s nursery and whenever I see her I just want to—’ I made a circle with my hands ‘—strangle her long neck.’

‘I see.’ Jackson glugged some of his smoothie. ‘Normally, Gwynne, people assume the person is just joking when they hear a comment like that, but given who you are, I imagine that is why you are putting people on edge. Would you actually do anything to hurt this woman?’

Yes.

Jackson leant across the table so we were eye to eye. ‘Something like that would land you a long prison sentence. You’d only see your daughter once maybe twice a year if her father allowed. Is that what you want?’

No.

‘Can you get me out of this?’ I asked.

He wafted a hand like this was no big deal. ‘Easily. Just do us all a favour, Gwynne—stay away from that woman’s house. Jog somewhere else. Or better yet, install a treadmill in your garage.’

‘I need to see my dad.’

Jackson’s chair screeched as he stood up. He tossed his empty smoothie cup in the waste bin. ‘You’ll have to wait until visitation.’

I stood. ‘No. Now. I need you to get me to him, now. Before court tomorrow.’
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The best Jackson could do was an after-hours phone call. I lay fully clothed in my empty bathtub, imagining myself in the front-line trenches, ready to take on a conversation that finally had to happen.

‘Gwynne, are you okay?’ Dad asked.

My jaw tensed as I tried to hold back emotion. ‘Dad, something is happening to me.’

‘What is it? Are you sick?’

I caught sight of a warped version of myself in the mirrored overflow drain. ‘Not physically.’

‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

‘Dad, how did it start for you?’ I covered my distorted reflection with my foot. ‘The anger. That intense feeling to hurt someone who had upset you.’

‘It didn’t just happen overnight. When my dad started hitting me, at first I felt confused. Why is this person who is supposed to protect me doing this to me? Then I felt sad. Why does my dad want to hurt me? And then I felt angry. How dare a man who is supposed to protect me hurt me. For my mum’s sake, I never did anything about those feelings, but they manifested into this deep rage that I took into adulthood with me.’

‘Oh.’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Do you think it could be genetic?’

Dad paused. I could hear his tongue clicking on the roof of his mouth. ‘I gave you and Thomas the happiest childhood I could so you wouldn’t end up like me. But there have been moments. Thomas has had his troubles but that’s . . . understandable. Mild issues, comparative to me.’

‘And me, Dad? What do you think of me?’ I found myself tugging at the front strand of my hair, just like Thomas does.

‘I think you are smart and brilliant and a wonderful mother. I think you have too much life left to live to get caught up in all this. I think you need to let go of whatever feelings you’re holding on to and set yourself free.’

‘And if can’t?’

‘You need to, Gwynne.’

I sharply sat upright in the bathtub. ‘But what if I can’t?’

He paused. ‘Then may God help whoever it is that has pissed you off so much.’




TWENTY-SIX

I find it hard sitting through the long trial days knowing that when court is dismissed each afternoon a new hell begins for me. The house is so empty without you, my darling Evelyn. Your father brought you to see me after court today. I held you so tightly. You cried, ‘Mummy, where have you been?’ I didn’t know how to answer you. I looked up at your father with hatred in my eyes. He did this to us, Evelyn. He pulled us apart.

‘Come on, let’s go to the kitchen.’ Your dad ushered us out of the hallway. ‘I’ll be back in a second.’ He left us alone. Thank goodness. I lifted you onto my lap and held you close. You wore a mismatched outfit and had knots in your hair. Mummy would never have let you go to nursery looking like that. But you were still so beautiful.

‘I love you so much,’ I whispered in your ear.

You turned around and wrapped your legs around me. You put your arms around my neck and looked deep into my eyes. Your long lashes blinked. So beautiful. ‘I love you too, Mummy.’ You rested your head on my chest. You started patting your hand against me. It took me a second to realise what you were doing. You were tapping to the rhythm of my beating heart. I held you tighter. I didn’t want to let you go.

Your father returned. ‘Where’s Thomas and your mum?’

‘They went out for dinner so I could be alone with my Evelyn.’ I kissed your cheek and you giggled.

‘Well, you’re not alone, are you?’ Your father burst my bubble.

‘You can leave her here with me if you want. Do you need to go to the supermarket or run any errands?’

‘I’m not doing that, Gwynne.’

You looked up at me and I stuck my tongue out and smiled. ‘Do you want some food, my darling?’

‘We already ate,’ your father said.

‘How about some ice cream?’

‘Milk has been giving her a bad tummy lately. The doctor said to avoid it for a bit.’

‘You took her to the doctor without telling me?’

Your father was scrutinising the kitchen. He judged the couple of dirty dishes in the sink. He opened the bin cupboard, but I had tossed all the empty wine bottles in the bins outside before he came over.

‘I didn’t want to bother you,’ he said. ‘With the court case and all that.’

I put you on the ground and handed you an apple. ‘I’m still her mother. She’s still a Hogg. If you’re taking her to the doctor, I need to know about it.’

‘Geez. You’re just as obsessed with the Hogg dynasty as Huey is. Yeah, sure, I’ll tell you next time.’

Your father showed no emotion when he spoke to me and that saddened me. We once connected deeply, discussing everything from poetry to philosophy and the holidays we would take together in our old age. I could tell he had closed the door on me. I had been teetering on the edge of his coin pusher for a while and, clink, I had finally dropped off.

He watched as I read you books. After exactly two hours he stood up. ‘We should be going.’

‘No,’ you cried. You clung on to me tightly. ‘I want to stay with Mummy!’

Your father sighed impatiently. ‘Not this again. You can’t stay with Mummy right now, remember? Mummy has an ouchie in her head and until it is fixed we have to stay with Grandma.’

‘I see it?’ You stood up on the settee and began searching through my hair for an injury.

‘You told her I had an ouchie in my head?’

‘I did say in your brain but she didn’t quite get that.’ Your father gathered up his things without looking at me.

‘That’s not fair. I’m going through a lot.’

‘Yeah, I know, Gwynne. We all are. But for some reason you chose to act completely wild, almost insane, instead of focusing on your family—and by that I mean me and Evelyn, not the Hoggs.’ He sighed. ‘Listen, I’ve left something for you on the study desk, but let’s not talk about it until after the trial. I just wanted to get it to you now so it was out of my hands.’

At the front door, I wiped my tears with the cuff of my jumper as your father took you away from me.

I promise you, Evelyn, I will get you back. We will be together again soon.

I moped into the kitchen. The house felt so empty without you in it. This is your home. You should be here.

I opened a bottle of chardonnay and poured myself a glass. Already, seeing you felt like a distant memory. I drank. And I drank. And then I poured myself a whisky. Straight.

Thomas and Mum arrived home, exhausted. They both went to bed. Tomorrow is going to be a big day in court. The jury will hear the closing arguments.

Then I remembered your father saying he had left something in my study. As I walked down the hallway carrying my whisky tumbler in one hand, I ran my fingers along the wall. Framed black-and-white photographs of your father, me and you as a baby immortalise a time when we were happy. We only put them up recently, but they have already expired.

There was a chubby brown envelope on my desk, one of those that comes with a perforated tab for easy opening, but, given the occasion, I wanted to glide through it with my golden letter opener.

As soon as I opened it, I recognised the business name in the top-right corner.

Fuck you.

Divorce papers.

Coward.

Divorced. An adjective that will hang off me like a broken ornament on a dying Christmas tree.

How the Mary Hollandfords and Winnie Spellers of the world will gloat knowing that I have failed where they have succeeded. The way this will reaffirm everything they hoped and believed I was behind closed doors: a mad woman who can’t keep her own husband happy. A poisonous flower, prickly to the touch, infused with slow-releasing toxins.

But perhaps your father never had what it takes. Us Hoggs, we don’t quit. Look at my mum. Faced with the fact her husband, the man she devoted her life to, is a serial killer, she still stands by him. We are loyal beasts. Your father wouldn’t know loyalty if it hit him in the face, circled back and then kicked him in the guts.

The way I see it, he had two choices. Door A, divorce her. She’s too much hard work. Or Door B, stand by her, wait it out, have faith in what you had before her whole world imploded. When I married your father, I thought he was a Door B kind of man. But my judgement was all wrong. Door A is the easy option for men who don’t have what it takes to withstand the power of a woman in pain. Weak men abandon ships.

The tip of my knife underlined each word as I searched for the reasoning.

Aha.

Your father cited ‘irreconcilable differences’ in lieu of a ‘my wife has lost her mind’ option. He claims not to know what has come over me these last few months. And he is right. I am not the same person I was. Old Gwynne is gone, lost, with nothing but wine left in my arsenal.

I read some more. He wants to take you from me, permanently. Full custody. I have never felt anger quite like it.

You are the most important person in my world. I can’t lose you. I won’t lose you.

The weight of the letter opener suddenly started to feel heavier as the bad intentions from my mind pulsated through it. The sparkles of my engagement ring reflected off the blade and onto the wall with a naive disco-ball innocence. They danced as I moved my wrist, readying it for what I was planning.

The rage bubbled inside me. Every muscle in my body hardened with this desperate need to unleash my pent-up fury. With every twist of the knife, I imagined someone’s skin breaking, blood spilling. I felt remarkably dangerous now that the most important thing in my life might be taken from me. Consequences didn’t matter.

I considered what I might be capable of and surprised myself with what I came up with. I was ready to succumb to my father’s legacy and I knew exactly who to take my anger out on.

They have no idea what is coming for them. I am the daughter of a serial killer, after all.
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With the golden letter opener in my hand pressed against the steering wheel, I drove Dad’s Aston Martin the short distance to the house, feeling justifiably righteous, at least, in my own mind.

The woman I had become no longer felt like such a stranger. We were well acquainted now. Instead of wondering what she was capable of, I knew.

Outside the house, I sat in my car in the dark, waiting. Waiting for the right moment to strike.

At 10 pm, I edged my way down the side of the house. My heart fluttered nervously, excitedly. I crouched in the back garden. There was a light on in the kitchen. I ran to a conifer at the edge of the lawn and hid behind it. There was no movement in the window.

It began to rain. Thick, gluggy rain. Within two minutes I was soaked. Droplets fell onto the letter opener. They slid off as I tilted it from side to side.

My hair became straggly and matted. In the blade’s reflection, I could just about make out the black mascara smudged under my eyes. But I didn’t care what I looked like. There was no one to impress.

Then I saw them. Getting a glass of water at the sink. No idea that I was waiting for them. They turned their back and opened the fridge.

Without hesitation, I paced towards the house. Wet mud squelched under my shoes. My clothes were heavy. Clumped strands of hair stuck to my face.

I lifted a pot of rosemary. The key. My stomach giddily flipped as I slotted it into the lock and twisted, slowly, quietly. Then I carefully pressed down on the handle. The door opened silently.

They did not hear me enter.

I watched them rummage through their fridge. They grabbed a punnet of blueberries.

It was time to introduce myself.

‘Hello.’

Your father gasped and spun around, knocking his back against the rack of jars in the fridge. He inhaled and exhaled sharply like he had just fucked someone. I smirked.

‘Oh my fucking god!’ he said sharply but quietly.

I guess he didn’t want to risk waking you by yelling.

He bent his knees and curled his back, shocked. Then he sprang up. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ His voice was still hushed but he was angry, speaking in a whispered shout.

He came towards me, one arm outstretched to collect me on his way to the back door. But I quickly lifted my knife and pointed it at him. He stopped still. He backed away. ‘Gwynne, have you gone completely mad?’

I licked my lips and shrugged. ‘It’s in my blood.’

Your father held his hands up in defence. He looked at the knife and then into my eyes. He was searching for the old me in there. That happy woman who would never dream of doing something insane like this.

‘Just leave, Gwynne,’ he urged through tight teeth.

‘You can’t take Evelyn from me. You know I’m a good mother.’

‘Is that what this is about? You want full custody of our daughter and when you don’t get your way, you turn up here with some pissy knife.’ Your father sat down at the kitchen bench in his mother’s house. It is brown and needs renovating. One of the cutlery drawers doesn’t close properly. ‘Don’t you see the irony in that?’

‘You drove me to do this! Let me have her back and everything will return to normal.’

‘Sit down, Gwynne.’ Your father rubbed his temples. He kicked out a stool and gestured for me to sit. But I did not want to sit. I didn’t want to be civilised.

‘Drop the custody thing and I’ll leave.’ I tightened my hand around the knife.

‘Not even Huey Hogg would hurt his own family.’

I paused. ‘I’m doing this for Evelyn. So she can be with me, her mother.’

‘Fucking hell.’ Your father reached behind him. ‘If you’re going to act like a Hogg’—he slammed a knife block down on the kitchen island—‘you may as well do it properly.’ He gestured to the weapon in my hand. ‘You’d barely cut my skin with that thing.’

I observed the letter opener. He was right. It was too small, too pathetic. I have many knives at my house. Most could kill someone. Yet I had brought my letter opener with me instead. Part of me believes that up until that point I never intended to hurt your father. I only wanted to scare him and show him how serious I was about getting you back.

I admired the knife block. Each knife had a dark wooden handle. They were well used. Your grandmother is a good cook. I placed my letter opener on the bench. Your father didn’t take his eyes off my hand as I reached for a handle. Shink. I slowly pulled out the sharpest blade. The one his mother uses to cut her toughest meats. It is not the biggest, but it is definitely the most dangerous.

With the knife in my hand, I looked up at your father. He sunk his teeth into his bottom lip. ‘What now?’ he asked, anxiously. ‘Are you just like your father or are you going to break the cycle?’

A swift ten seconds flew by as I pictured what my life would be like if I plunged this knife into your father’s body. His mother would find him in a pool of blood. Maybe you would come downstairs and see him dead on the floor. You would be scarred forever. Not only would you have lost your father, but your mother would be arrested. You would disown me because of what I did. I would spend the rest of my life in prison.

I caught sight of my reflection in the blade, just like before. But this time, I looked different. A monster. My dad had been in this moment too. Now I understood how he felt right before he killed someone. The power he held.

I edged around the kitchen island. I gripped the handle harder and slowly walked towards your father. He chose to stare straight ahead as I approached from the side. His Adam’s apple protruded with a hard gulp.

Nervous? You should be.

The jugular would be the perfect place to plunge my knife.

Slow steps. One at a time. Closer. Closer. My hand trembled as if practising its next move. The kill. The moment had swallowed my soul whole, leaving just my body to carry out its final act of madness.

When I was so close I could see the pores on your father’s cheek he lifted his foot, pushed it against the kitchen island and jolted backward on his stool. He caught me off guard.

He grabbed my wrist. His face reddened as he desperately tried to prise my fingers off the knife’s handle. I gritted my teeth and fought back, using my elbows to try to push him away. Your father growled and ordered me to let go.

His body cocooned around mine. Protective yet aggressive. He managed to spin me around to face him, his arm and mine out to the side, both gripping the handle of the knife. Our bodies pressed against each other, breathing heavily. I looked deep into his eyes and he into mine.

‘It’s me, Gwynne,’ he said softly. ‘Please, no more.’ I could feel his breath hot on my face. He put his nose against mine and quietly begged, ‘Please, my love. Please.’

I paused in the moment. We were so close we could easily kiss.

But your father tried to disarm me again, ripping my fingers from the handle one by one until he had control.

My hand swept at him, hitting him in the shoulder. He raised the knife above his head. I rocked up to my toes to try and reach the handle. Your father held his other hand out to stop me, but I reached again, stretching out my arm with a curled palm ready to snatch my weapon back. But I accidentally closed my fist on the blade. The sharp edge glided through my skin. Blood flowed down my arm. I gripped my wrist and hunched over in agony.

Your father lowered his arm. I heard him exhale loudly. The noise of his relief caused a resurgence of anger to explode within me. I sprang at him, seizing the knife from his hand in one quick movement. I stood in front of him with the knife down by my side.

Am I really going to do this?

Then I watched your father’s face turn sharply to the doorway. He breathlessly uttered your name. ‘Evelyn.’

Images of you and me together, of our love, flashed through my mind. A reminder of who I once was and who I needed to be.

‘Mummy,’ you said in a voice so sweet it shattered the atmosphere.

I quickly turned around and saw you. Your cuddly bunny dangled from your hand. You rubbed your eyes in tiredness and disbelief. Perhaps you thought you were having a nightmare.

I paused, shocked, but so happy to see you.

Oh my god. What am I doing?

The reality of the situation bulldozed me.

I dropped the knife. Clank. It landed on the floor, spattering my blood over the tiles. Your father quickly moved to grab it. He tossed it into the sink and removed the knife block from the counter. He ran to you and lifted you into his arms. He looked so frightened. Of me. His wife.

You peered your sweet, angelic face around his body. ‘Mummy, head ouchie?’ you asked. ‘Need kiss?’

That was it. That was the moment that everything changed. I inhaled the old Gwynne in one powerful breath, slid down onto the floor in front of the kitchen island and sobbed.

I looked at the blood pouring from my hand. What on earth was I thinking holding a knife? I risked everything I have for one moment of sheer rage. I could have lost you forever.

Your father tossed me a tea towel to wrap around my wound.

My body slumped as I cried. You wiggled free of your father’s grip and raced over to me. He didn’t try to hold you back. He knew I needed you.

You curled up in my arms and your lips kissed my chest. Thank you for still loving me in a moment when I loathed myself. Your love is everything to me.

You looked up at me with hopeful eyes. ‘Ouchie finished?’

Another surge of tears burst from my eyes. I struggled to speak through them. My cheeks ached. I nodded at you. I kept nodding until I could say it out loud. Finally, through a shuddery breath, I managed, ‘It’s over, my darling. It’s over.’

You wrapped your arms around me and lay your head on my breasts. I held you tightly. ‘It’s over,’ I repeated. I tipped my head back against the kitchen island to try to stop the tears but they kept rolling down my face.

Your father watched from the door. He wiped his eyes with his hand. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I mouthed to him.

I held your head tightly to my chest. I wanted you to feel my heart beating. You began patting your hand to the beat. It was fast at first but gradually began to slow down.

Your father joined us on the floor and held us both in his arms. I wanted him to say something, to reassure me, but it was enough that he was allowing me to hold you.

Mummy went mad. I know that. But I am back now and I promise you it will not happen again. I know there will be consequences. The question is, how bad will my punishment be?




TWENTY-SEVEN

The morning of Dad’s verdict was bleak. Like when you are dressing for a funeral, knowing that sadness and agony are an inevitable part of your upcoming day. You feel empty as if your body has cleansed itself of any emotion, making room for the deep pain that is to come. A type of eerie calmness lingers within.

Mum stood at the bedroom window in her dressing-gown. ‘It’s raining,’ she quietly uttered when I entered the room.

Outside the clouds were dark grey and spitting down on our family. The gloom allowed for our reflections to look back at us. The bones in Mum’s chest protruded like xylophone bars. The lines on her face had deepened. She was sickly pale. I wrapped my arms around her and lightly rested my chin on her shoulder. Mum’s bony hand reached up to stroke the side of my face. ‘Come on,’ I said softly, ‘let’s get ready.’

Mum slipped her feet into her Mary Janes. I buckled them then smoothed out any creases in her elegant black suit. She looped her arm through mine for assistance as I slowly led her downstairs to the lounge room. I asked her to wait there while I dressed myself.

I wanted a drink. Desperately.

Three weeks ago your father drove me home after I broke into his mother’s house. Together we poured all my alcohol down the sink. In a moment of bizarre unity, we tossed the empties into the bin; they smashed in a harsh cacophony of shattered glass and important promises.

If I was going to get you back, my darling daughter, this was step one. But I barely know how to cope with moments like this without the cradle that a drink provides. It’s just me now, in my rawest form.

For the day’s occasion, I purchased a new white suit from The Row. Projecting innocence, perhaps. My hair hung in long waves. I inhaled deeply and surveyed my bandaged hand with crippling regret.

‘You ready?’ Uncle Grant asked as I took my seat in the van.

I shook my head. ‘No.’

My darling daughter, I am so sorry I failed you. This is such a mess.

Our arrival at the courthouse disturbed a nest of starving, squawking media. Their bombardment of questions began before my trembling hands could unbuckle the seatbelt.

Our security advised us to exit the van separately so they could ensure our safety through the crowd. I offered to go last. After each of my family members had departed into a sea of noise, I remained in the van for a few minutes, reflecting on the night I completely lost my mind and risked losing you forever.

Why were you so weak?

I stroked my bandaged hand as I nervously made my way to the front of the van.

Today a jury of strangers would decide Dad’s fate, while I decided my own when, instead of digging my claws into the woman I was before all this, I succumbed to my reputation as the serial killer’s daughter.

Because, as you know my darling daughter, if the shoe fits, you may as well make it a fucking stiletto.

Dad gazed up at us from his courtroom pig-pen. He looked like he was trying to soak up every last bit of what we looked like all together before a future of seeing us separately at prison visits. I wanted to send him back waves of optimism, but what was the point? Our chances of getting the verdict we wanted were paper thin, if that.

Jackson Mack didn’t turn around. His finger nervously tapped the edge of the desk. Every so often he leant over to whisper something to his colleague.

We stood for the jury. I searched their faces for an indication of their decision, but they all kept their heads down.

Mum tightened her grip on my hand. I could hear her shuddery breathing. To my left, Thomas nervously tugged at the front of his hair. Uncle Grant leant forward, elbows on his knees, hands cupped over his nose and mouth.

I pressed my back into my chair, bracing for impact.

And then, the decision. Five charges, each read out separately.

For the murder of Jessica Wilding. ‘Guilty.’

For the murder of Gareth Wyatts. ‘Guilty.’

For the murder of Abdul Fallah. ‘Guilty.’

For the murder of Christopher Poole. ‘Guilty.’

And finally, I held my breath for the last dagger. For the murder of Louis Balderford. ‘Guilty.’

An audible exhale puffed out of my mouth.

Mum gasped like she was choking. Uncle Grant immediately took her in his arms and she sobbed onto his shoulder. Thomas leant forward in his chair and held his head in his hands. We knew the detonator had been set, yet we weren’t quite prepared for the explosion.

It felt like slow motion. People seated behind us rejoiced. Some very vocally. For them it was closure. Decades of unanswered questions could be put to bed and the man who stole their loved one had finally been punished. Even though I understood that justice had been served, I begrudged them their happiness. Why did I need to hear their glee? Get me out of here. As people hugged, our security guard ushered us to the aisle.

I turned back to look at Dad. No matter what, he will always be my dad. My protector. In that moment all I felt was overwhelming love.

The prison guards asked him to stand. They cuffed him. With his hands behind his back he used his last moment of freedom to look up at me. His mouth tightened, his eyes teared. He gave me a nod of reassurance. I wanted him to take me in his arms and tell me everything would be okay. Just like he did when I was that little girl, scared of the dark or monsters or school exams. My safe place. But I knew I had to be strong now.

Our eyes connected across the room. Dad will undoubtedly spend the rest of his days in an ordinary prison. Although there is nothing ordinary about a prison. And everything is extraordinary about Huey Hogg.

I mouthed, ‘I love you.’ And then they took him away.

Afterwards, Uncle Grant drove me to The Pound. We got in the ring and, for the first time ever, I donned a set of those all too familiar boxing gloves and hammered the hell out of Uncle Grant’s pads. On the way home I stopped at a local farm that breeds kittens. I bought a ginger and white one for Mum. She named it Honey.




TWENTY-EIGHT

One month later

‘Glass of champagne?’ the waiter asked. He held a silver tray of bubbling drinks, but I was not even tempted.

I shook my head. ‘No, thank you.’

‘Wow, you’re really taking this no alcohol thing seriously,’ Frankie said, as she took two glasses for herself. ‘I’ll drink this one for me, and this one for you. To celebrate my divorce getting finalised.’

I laughed. For the first time in a long time, I felt content. I looked around the vast ballroom. There were at least forty round tables. Everyone was dressed to the nines and holding champagne. The stage was set with a marble plinth. Atop, the night’s most prestigious award shone under a white spotlight. Twice’s Top Woman in Business. There was a microphone stand and a huge screen behind listing the night’s sponsors.

I looked around the room at the brilliant business owners that had come from all over the UK to London for this event. I wished that Dad could have been there with me. He was my inspiration for starting Agency Hogg and he had given me the knowledge and tools to grow it into a business I was proud of.

Every day since the day I was born, my dad woke up and chose me. He chose to love me and to inspire me and to teach me to be strong. He chose to encourage me to reach my potential and to be creative and not to take things too seriously. He’ll spend the rest of his life in prison, but that doesn’t mean his life can’t be fulfilling. He still has us, his Hoggs. I’ll live life for him and tell him all about it during our lifetime of prison visits.

I did consider not going to the award ceremony. The event seemed so unimportant when I was trying to rebuild my life. But Frankie convinced me.

Even your father suggested I could do with a little bit of fun.

My dress—a vintage Alexander McQueen—hugged in all the right places and featured exquisite, beaded detailing. It was mine, for the night. A rented costume. I accessorised with a set of diamond and sapphire dangly earrings that I had replicated from a photograph of a pair that Mum lost in the fire.

Frankie and I took our seats at an empty table. All the other guests mingled and spoke about themselves and how great the last year had been. A conversation I did not feel the need to partake in.

My phone vibrated.

Good luck tonight, L x

When I tell you I grovelled, I mean, I grovelled to get Laura back. She was reluctant to hear my apology at first but when I explained everything that led to my downfall, she was forgiving. I don’t deserve her kindness, but she agreed to come back to work and has been helping me slowly pick up the pieces of everything I tried to destroy. The other staff either moved on or chose not to come back to Agency Hogg, and that’s okay. Laura has already hired two new starters, which is enough for now as we work on relaunching our image. I asked Laura to accompany me to the award ceremony, but she was sunning herself in Marbella, a holiday she booked when she thought she was unemployed and one that I have since reimbursed her for.

‘Who was that?’ Frankie asked.

I propped my chin up with my hand and rested my elbow on the table. ‘One of the many people I upset when I went mad.’

‘Good times.’ Frankie laughed and knocked back her drink. She winced at the bubbles then gazed at me. ‘You look, dare I say . . . happy.’

I laughed. ‘There’s something my dad used to say. “A pig in a ballerina’s tutu is just a pig in a skirt. But a woman with a smile on her face could be every emotion rolled into one, yet she is letting happiness shine the brightest.” Tonight, I’m letting my happiness shine, but there’s still a lot more going on inside my head that I need to work on.’

‘I’m proud of you, Gwynne.’

‘What on earth for?’ I sipped my water.

‘For not letting the bastards get you down.’

I took Frankie’s hand. ‘And I’m proud of you.’

Amused, she replied, ‘For what?’

I squeezed her hand, lightly pressing my thumb into the spot where her wedding ring used to be. ‘For not letting that bastard get you down.’

I noticed Frankie start to tear up, but she is not one to make a fuss, so she dabbed her eye, told me to stop being a soppy bitch and drank her champagne.

We listened to several speeches about the power of being an entrepreneur. I noticed my posture straighten and my heart flutter with excitement. I was ready to get my hands back on my company and turn it into something bigger than it was before. My mind raced with ideas and I shot off some texts to Laura about things we could work on when she was back.

Then it was time for the award of the night. Well-known entrepreneur and a role model of mine, Arabella Finch, stepped up to the plinth. Behind her, my photograph was displayed with the other nominees. Arabella read the names out and I picked up on a slight hesitation from the crowd before my applause. Frankie clapped enthusiastically next to me. She seemed to think I had a chance of winning, while I was under no illusion that the award would go to a woman who actually tended to their business, not one who drank alcohol from a coffee cup at their desk and fired their entire staff with one email.

‘Faye Boston!’ Arabella announced after unpeeling a golden envelope. The room rose to their feet and applauded.

Frankie turned back to me and rolled her eyes.

‘It’s fine,’ I murmured. Because it was fine. It was fine that someone else won the award I didn’t deserve. It was fine that people still hesitated when they heard my name. It’s fine that I have a lot of making up to do, because I am in the right mindset to do it now. And it’s fine that people might still define me as the daughter of a serial killer because it’s entirely in my hands whether I achieve something so great one day that it replaces that title.

Losing didn’t feel like defeat, it felt like redemption.

After the event, Frankie and I walked down the streets of London arm in arm. She skipped along telling strangers that she was with Twice’s Top Woman in Business, whispering the word ‘nominee’ at the end and then chuckling to herself.

We walked into our hotel lobby.

‘I’m going to order a burger and chips from room service and eat it in the bath,’ Frankie said giddily as she pressed our floor number.

I opened my mouth to tell her I might do the same when a man’s voice called out to me, ‘Gwynne! Did you win?’

None other than Jackson Mack was walking through the hotel lobby.

‘Of course not.’ I laughed, stepping out of the lift and waving goodnight to Frankie. I warmly embraced Jackson. It was good to see him.

‘Better luck next year.’

I nodded. ‘That’s right. What are you doing in London? Are you here to see me?’

‘Yes and no. My folks flew in from the States this morning and they want to see Buckingham Palace so I got the train down this afternoon. I told your Dad I was coming and he asked me to bring you something. Can we take a seat?’

The lobby bar was fairly empty for a Friday night. A pianist tinkled his keys and the moody light shadowed our candlelit corner table. Jackson placed a manila folder in front of me.

‘What’s this?’

He cheekily nodded towards the file. ‘Open it.’

I pulled out a stapled wad of paper. I scanned the words until I understood.

The deed to Willow Estate.

I was shocked. ‘Seriously?’

‘Your father wants you to have it.’

‘But why?’

‘He wants you to start rebuilding your family’s life. It’s time, Gwynne.’

‘I don’t deserve it.’ I shook my head.

‘Of course you do.’

‘Jackson, I don’t.’

Jackson edged closer. ‘Listen, Gwynne. Do you know what client legal privilege is?’

I nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Your father told me everything about what happened that night.’

I held my breath and stared at his mouth, wondering what he meant by those words. Then came clammy hands and a pounding heart. ‘Sorry?’

Jackson cocked his head and looked at me in a way that said, Don’t play games.

But I wasn’t playing games. There was no way this moment was happening. I shook my head in denial, shocked.

Jackson rummaged in his bag and pulled out some headphones. ‘Put these in.’

Warily, I inserted the headphones into my ears. Jackson pressed play on something on his phone.

Jackson Mack: I need to record everything, Huey. Whatever it is, we can talk it through.

Huey Hogg: Okay. Mr Mack, I need you to make sure my Gwynne is protected.

Jackson Mack: Protected from what?

Huey Hogg: Give me your word that, regardless of what I tell you, you will go along with what I say.

Jackson Mack: You have privilege, Mr Hogg.

Huey Hogg: The fifth victim. Gwynne killed him.

Jackson Mack: Excuse me?

Huey Hogg: You heard correctly. Gwynne killed Louis Balderford. And now it’s your job to make it look like I did it.

Jackson Mack: But why?

Huey Hogg: Because I love her too much to see her in pain. I’m going down anyway, the last thing I want is to take my daughter down with me. So, let’s make this go away. For her.

My heart thumped so hard it made me dizzy. I swear I could hear the blood rushing through my brain. I quickly scanned the room, but the other patrons were oblivious to what I had heard.

Jackson took the headphones from my hand and put them away. ‘Your father wanted to protect you. He told me that no one could ever find out that it was you who—’ he hushed his voice ‘—killed Louis Balderford.’

I had never heard anyone say it out loud before. The words were a painful migraine throbbing behind my eyes. Killed. Killed. Killed. That was quite the linguistical powerhouse to throw around and one that thrashed my mind like wallops with a belt. Killed. Killed. Killed. The word repeated over and over inside my brain. I exhaled loudly through my nose, trying to steady my breath. I couldn’t believe my dad told him.

Eventually, I was able to respond, my voice shaky. ‘I . . . I’m not sure . . .’

Jackson cupped his hand over mine. ‘It’s okay, Gwynne. After your little stalking incident, you are a client of mine too. We have privilege.’

I looked down at his hand cocooning mine. A reassuring gesture. ‘I had no idea that he’d told you.’

‘He had to, Gwynne. So we could make sure Louis’s death was linked to your father’s murders. And we did it, Gwynne.’ He sounded like we had succeeded in something good instead of something awful. ‘You can move on. Your father wants you to move on. That’s why he gave you the house.’

I stared at the flickering candle. And then I said, ‘You know there were times this past year when I believed I was just like Dad. Capable of such awful things. But I could never have done what he did over and over again. Once was enough.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Jackson asked. ‘You still have privilege.’

I did want to talk about it. Desperately. Because for so many years, I have never spoken about it. I felt an almost calmness as I relinquished control and began.

‘I had a trial shift at this casual place called Bar Lombardi. Mum had it written on that stupid calendar of hers.’

‘Your dad was terrified she was going to show the calendars to the press,’ Jackson said. ‘When she visited him, she spoke about attaching them to the front gates of Willow Estate for everyone to see his supposed alibi. It would have revealed that you were with Louis the night he died. It would have derailed the trial. You might have ended up in prison. Your dad wanted me to take the calendars from your house, but we knew your mum would lose her mind if they went missing.’

I sighed sadly. ‘That’s why Dad asked me to burn down Willow Estate.’

Jackson nodded softly. ‘Extreme, but it seemed like the only way. Lying about seeing someone outside your house threw the police off, oh, and . . .’ He raised one eyebrow, ‘so did vandalising your own office.’

I paused. ‘I had to make it look like someone was out to get us. I hoped it would be good PR for our family too. Maybe drum up some sympathy.’

‘At least you saved your mother’s wedding rings.’

‘The fact that they needed resizing gave me a convenient excuse to get them out of the house. The jeweller kept calling saying they were ready to be collected but I stalled, telling Mum they had to be sent overseas for repairs. I had no idea when it would feel like the right time to start the fire.’

‘Did you intend for Thomas to get hurt?’

‘Absolutely not,’ I said sharply. ‘The plan was to all get out quickly, safely. But Thomas got stuck looking for Uncle Grant. If Thomas had died, I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself.’

‘And what happened at your trial shift all those years ago? Your dad didn’t know all the details.’

‘I had a lock-in with the staff. We sat in the back room and did shots. Everyone was nice. Gradually a few people headed home. I was left with Louis and this other guy, I forget his name but he was at Dad’s trial. He looked at me like he recognised me. I was terrified, but he mustn’t have put two and two together after all these years. That night, that guy eventually went home. Louis started edging closer to me on the settee. He had this big tunnel piercing in his ear and tattoos and greasy hair. I wasn’t into him at all. He put his hand on my leg. I was drunk. Everything became really blurry. I remember staggering for my stuff and saying I had to go home. I could barely walk. Louis helped get me to a taxi. He insisted on coming with me and I was too inebriated to tell him not to.

‘I must have passed out in the taxi because I woke up to the driver shouting that we had arrived. Louis had his hand up my skirt, at the top of my thigh. I said goodbye to him and began walking down our driveway. It took me a minute to even notice he was following me. I told him to go home but he laughed and kept following me. I only had a key to the back door and once we were down the side of the house Louis pinned me against the wall. I tried to wrestle him off but he was stronger. He was kissing my neck. His mouth on my skin was repulsive. I kept telling him to stop but he didn’t. He slammed his forearm against my neck and told me, “Shut up, slut.” He shoved his other hand up my skirt and inside my underwear. I desperately wanted him to stop but I was so scared he was going to kill me if I tried to fight back. So I stood there and let him do it. Frozen. Silently crying. Then I heard the sound of his fly unzip and I just hoped that it would be over quickly.

‘But the security lights at the back of the house turned on. It spooked him. He scrambled for his jeans that were down around his ankles. When he went to shove his dick back in his pants I kicked it as hard as I possibly could. He fell to the ground. That’s when I ran into the house. Instead of calling for help, I grabbed a knife from the drawer. The sharpest one I could find. With the back of my hand, I wiped my tears and marched to the side of the house. Louis was still on the ground. His eyes widened when he saw me coming with a determined look in my eye and a knife in my hand. He edged backward on the ground but, Fuck you, I thought. Without hesitation, I plunged the knife into his chest.

‘The security lights flicked on again.

‘Dad came out in his dressing-gown. He asked what was going on. Then he saw the bleeding man on the ground. Louis still had his jeans around his ankles; it was obvious what had happened.

‘I told Dad that he’d tried to hurt me.

‘I could tell Dad ached to hold me in his arms, to comfort me, but there was a mess to clean up.

‘He ordered me to go back inside. To go to my bedroom and stay there. Dad was rarely firm with me, so I didn’t challenge him. I took a final look at what I had done and then backed away. Dad gave me one last instruction—to never speak of what had happened to anyone. He made me promise. I ran back inside the house and got into bed, clothes still on. I pulled the covers over my head and didn’t move a muscle. I stayed like that until morning, until I could hear the sound of chatter and pots and pans downstairs in the kitchen. The start of a new day.

‘We never spoke of it again. Until this last year, when he told me at that first prison visit how he was going to take the blame for Louis’s death. “What’s one extra murder charge when I’ve already got four?” I tried to tell him not to, but he told me how he cut Louis’s tongue out that night to make sure that, if he was ever found, he would be connected to Dad’s murders. It was his way of protecting me. When Louis’s murder was reported in the media they never mentioned the tongue thing or link to previous murders. I suspect they didn’t want to panic the public that a serial killer was back.’

Jackson puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. He shook his head in dismay. ‘It’s sad that you felt like you had to do that. Louis would have been arrested for what he did, charged with sexual assault.’

‘What’s a sexual assault sentence nowadays? Or even back then? Months, days, if that. Most people would have blamed me for getting too drunk. This way, he can never hurt another woman again.’

‘You don’t regret what you did to him?’

‘I acted out of sheer rage. I completely lost who I was. But no, I don’t regret it. One less disgusting man in the world my daughter lives in.’

Jackson looked at me for a moment. ‘How did you feel the day your dad got arrested and you found out that he had killed people before you did?’

‘Shocked. But I knew he was guilty as soon as I saw his face. I remember the way he looked at Louis when he was dying, spluttering blood out of his mouth. He looked like he had seen it all before. Not that I suspected anything then, but his calmness and practicality made sense once I found out what else he had done.’

‘And that caused you to spiral out of control. Is that fair to say?’

‘I started believing I was genetically flawed, and that this serial killer gene was inside me. I had already killed once—did that mean I was going to do it again, just like Dad? I was scared of myself. I started inviting chaos into my life because I felt like that was my destiny. There was this woman from Evelyn’s nursery. Winnie Speller. She dropped my agency as her PR firm when everything came out about Dad. On New Year’s Day I saw her in the street. I wanted to confront her so I shouted her name as she was crossing the road. Then I saw a car coming. I shouted again, louder. I wanted her to spin around, get hit. It was an impulse decision.’

‘Did the car hit her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did she survive?’

‘Thankfully. I don’t know what I was thinking. But that didn’t stop me. I became completely obsessed with destroying another one of the mums from nursery. Mary Hollandford. I would run past her house almost daily and hide or put my hood up or my jumper over my face if I saw her. I would watch her float in and out of the front rooms in her house and imagine how satisfying it would be to destroy her. The day after the fire at Willow Estate, I found myself outside her place again, wanting someone to blame for my own insane actions. She found me sitting in the gutter opposite her house and when she drove me home out of sympathy and pity—the poor woman whose family home burnt down—all I could think about was slicing a knife into her neck. I needed someone to direct all my anger towards, and she gave me enough of a reason to. I had to make sure I kept these dangerous feelings outside my household, to protect my daughter and my family. But . . . that didn’t turn out well either.’

Jackson placed his hand on top of mine. ‘You’ll get her back, Gwynne. One day. Just give it time.’

I managed a half smile. Everyone says the same thing.

‘What happens now?’ I asked Jackson.

He pressed into his knees as he stood up. ‘Well, I’m going to get some sleep. You should do the same.’

‘And then what? Does life just go on?’

‘Always. Life doesn’t stop for Gwynne Hogg. Even if you want it to. Keep being the best version of you Gwynne, and you’ll be fine.’ He winked reassuringly. ‘You’ve got a house full of Hoggs who love the shit out of you. That’s more than most people have. Now go.’ He shooed me away with his hands. ‘Live life. Be happy.’

After waving goodbye to Jackson, I stood in the empty hotel lift and pressed the button. As the doors closed, I looked at myself from every angle in the four mirrored walls. Dressed up like a princess in a designer dress. Mother. Daughter of serial killer. Sister. Almost divorcee. Murderer. Happy woman.

How hilarious.




A LITTLE OVER TEN YEARS LATER




One thing I have learnt in life is that surprise is a feeling reserved for those who have never been confronted with a shock that shakes them to their very core and turns their world upside down. My ability to be surprised by anything was taken from me the day that Dad was arrested. I thought it was gone forever. But today, my belief was challenged.

This battered and dog-eared brown notepad has not seen the light of day since I tucked it away in the back of my safe all those years ago. A stark reminder of my hellish thoughts back then. But there is good reason for its sudden reappearance.

Evelyn, you are nearly fourteen. Too young to read these notes even though you are starting to ask questions about your grandfather. As part of the divorce arrangement with your father, it was decided that you would not visit the prison without his permission, which he has never given. So, I go alone. Before your grandmother passed away, she and I would go together every Friday and then she would go with Thomas on Saturdays and Grant on Tuesdays. It seems impossible that we have lived the last seven years without her in our world. The stress of knowing she would never see her beloved Huey outside the prison wore her down.

‘I will meet him in heaven,’ Mum always said. She even said it the evening that she kissed us both goodnight and went up to her bedroom, dying peacefully in her sleep. I found her the next morning when I took her a cup of peppermint tea, her cat, Honey, curled up on her chest. Mum had a faint smile to her lips. I imagine her last thought was of her Huey, and she is currently waiting patiently for him to join her.

You and I stand in our garden at the rebuilt Willow Estate and look up at the stars.

‘There’s Grandma,’ you say, pointing at the brightest star. ‘Still waiting for her Huey.’

You have blossomed into an unfathomable beauty. It destroyed me those years that we lived apart. But that was my punishment for going mad. I am forever thankful that your father returned you to me two years after it all ended. Now, he and I co-exist in calmness. He even introduced me to your half-brothers.

Uncle Grant is still up to his old tricks. He crashes in our spare room every now and then when he has enjoyed too much wine over dinner. He sees Dad once a week and they speak on the phone most days. Dad tells him exactly what to do with the business. Huey is pulling the strings from behind bars and my uncle is his puppet. A little unorthodox, but it works for us.

For ten years, I’ve lived peacefully, taking each day as it comes as I try to cope with what I did. I donated large sums of money to Dad’s (and my) victims’ families, but I know it will never be enough to erase the pain we caused. At least they will have a pool of cash to do things that spark joy: holidays, weddings, new homes. That brings me some comfort although I know full well they would rather have their loved one back.

The new Willow Estate, with its cathedral ceilings and huge windows, is my sanctuary. The redefined sunroom with its jungle of house plants, bohemian throws, scatter cushions and tall terracotta pots is where I spend most of my time when not at the office getting bossed around by my business partner, Laura. She rules our Hogg Transport account with an iron fist.

I read books; hundreds of them are stacked high around the sunroom. They distract my mind. Every so often a reminder of that night, of Louis’s hands crawling up my body, of the knife plunging into his chest, of the blood spilling from his mouth, creeps into my memory, but I push it away with an internal shriek.

Evelyn, you have been my rock, without even knowing it. Your innocence and beaming smile give me a reason to live. The spotlight is on you now, my darling girl, and I cannot wait to watch you thrive and grow into a beautiful young woman, unaltered by the chaos of your Hogg blood. You will break the chain. We are now the harmonious Hoggs.

Most days, I trundle through the hours with just a few small reminders of everything that happened with Dad. But today it was thrust in my face once more.

You kissed me on the cheek when I dropped you at the school gates. You put your headphones in and walked off with a confident stride. Mary Hollandford caught my eye. We politely nodded at one another. Two people who once knew each other.

I had only one thing on my to-do list today.

The nurses at the hospital greeted me warmly when I walked in carrying a takeaway coffee cup from the cafeteria downstairs.

‘Good morning, Gwynne,’ Maggy, my favourite nurse, said. She has a jolly smile that makes the awfulness of the situation more tolerable. ‘Chair six today.’

The chemotherapy unit is a large room with chunky navy recliner chairs on one side and a tea and coffee station with biscuits and fruit on the other. The coffee from the machine is ghastly; I much prefer to purchase my own from the cafeteria. There are normally a few people in the room. Those who are early in their treatment can be quite social, wanting to share experiences and chat about their diagnoses. Others, who have been having treatment for a while, keep to themselves, exhausted by the revolving door of sick people; of having to see the young, the old, the nice, the not so nice, come and go because of this awful illness.

Today, there was only one patient in the room.

‘I brought you some homemade vegan soup. Pea and lentil. That Scottish guy that was here last week said it was good to eat during the treatment.’

‘Thank you,’ your Uncle Thomas replied. It never gets easier seeing him like this. Attached to a machine with an IV in his arm. His skin sallow and pitted, but he managed a smile. The cancer has taken so much from him, but I am hopeful he will survive this. ‘Uncle Grant came yesterday. You need to tell him to stop wearing such strong aftershave.’ I laughed. ‘I’m not kidding.’ Thomas smiled. ‘As if the people who come here aren’t nauseous enough, then they have to suffer his cologne mixed with the smell of cigarettes.’

I took Thomas’s hand. ‘I’ll tell him. Any update from the doctor?’

Thomas sighed. ‘Me and Tash met with him yesterday. The treatment isn’t working as well as we’d hoped it would.’

My brother married five years ago and has a baby girl named Rosemary Gwynne Hogg.

‘What does that mean?’

‘Nothing right now. I’m going to keep fighting.’

I squeezed his hand. ‘You’d better.’

Over the last ten years, Thomas and I have become much closer. We worked as a team to plan and manage the rebuild of Willow Estate. Thomas, Mum and I lived together at my old house for the two years that it took to complete the project. I needed him there for those two years, when you were living with your father. He supported me on days when my heartache got the better of me. He reminded me that if I kept being the best version of me, I would get you back.

Thomas stayed with us for a few months when we moved into Willow Estate. But then he decided he wanted his own space and found a nice flat close to the village. I was by his side six months ago when the doctor told him he had stage three bowel cancer. A bullet to the chest. But Thomas is a fighter and I know he will not give up easily.

‘Gwynne,’ Thomas said, ‘while there’s no one here, I want to talk to you about something before I . . . you know . . .’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ I snapped.

‘Like what?’

‘Like you’re dying.’

Thomas tenderly squeezed my hand and looked into my eyes. ‘Just in case something does happen to me, there is something I want you to know.’ I pulled my chair closer. ‘I have always looked out for you, Gwynne. Always.’

‘I know that.’

‘Let me finish,’ he quickly butted in. ‘Dad and I agreed never to tell you, but I don’t want you living the rest of your life with the wrong information.’

‘What are you talking about? You and Dad weren’t going to tell me what?’

Thomas licked his dry lips. He reached his hand up to tug his hair, but he had none left.

I held a cup of ice water to Thomas’s mouth and he took a sip. ‘That night at the bar, I came in with some mates to see how your trial shift was going, to be a bit cheeky. You seemed like you were having fun so when the bar closed I made my way home. I was a bit pissed but I wanted to wait up for you, to make sure you got home safe and to ask how you went. I knew you would come in through the back door, we always did, so I sat on the swing under the willow tree and waited. I must have nodded off, leaning my head against the rope. Then I woke to the back door slamming. From underneath the branches I saw you running around the side of the house. I moved some of the branches aside and saw Dad. He shouted for you to go inside. Then I saw him crouching down at something. I walked out from under the willow tree.

‘Dad barely flinched when I approached from behind. He was kneeling at the side of a man who was struggling to breathe. Literally drowning in his own blood. Violently gasping for air. Dad told me the man had hurt you.

‘It was obvious what had happened. That piece of shit had his jeans around his ankles and underwear only just covering his dick.

‘Dad pressed his hand on the man’s stomach to try and stop the bleeding. But I looked down at the scumbag who’d dared to touch you and thought, This low-life does not get to live.’

He hushed as Nurse Maggy floated into the room and checked Thomas’s IV. ‘How you travelling there, love? Another forty minutes to go.’

Thomas smiled and nodded at her. I could not take my eyes off his mouth. Were these words really coming out?

Nurse Maggy left the room, singing to herself.

‘I saw the bloody knife on the ground and picked it up,’ Thomas continued. ‘He might have lived, Gwynne, but I didn’t give him that chance. In one swift swipe, I sliced the knife across his throat. He was dead in seconds.’

I cupped a hand over my mouth. ‘Oh my god.’

‘I did it for you, Gwynne. So you never had to see him again. Dad didn’t even wince. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply for about three seconds. Then he ordered me to go inside and get some bin bags. He told me not to get blood on the kitchen floor.

‘When I got back, I saw that Dad had cut Louis’s tongue out. That was more shocking to me than what I had just done. I was too horrified to ask why but now I know it was to protect you.

‘We put the body in the car and dumped it in the woods. I think a dog-walker found it after two days. Dad torched our clothes and hosed down the side of the house. In the kitchen he told me we were never to speak of it again and I was never to tell you that I knew what had happened. We thought you might have tried to go to the police to confess to protect me. Do you remember that next morning at breakfast?’

‘Yes.’ The memory is burnt into my brain. ‘When I came downstairs Dad was already at the table, reading the newspaper. Mum cooked eggs and bacon. She hummed to herself because she was happy. Dad looked up at me, I was expecting his eyes to send me a message that he was angry or disappointed or scared, but he was completely normal when he said good morning. I was nervous when I sat down next to him. Mum poured me a cup of tea. Then Dad asked if I’d slept well. The moment was bizarre. For a second I thought I had dreamt it all.

‘And then you came in. You looked tired but I assumed it was because you’d been out drinking the night before. Mum rushed over with painkillers and coffee. Then we all had breakfast together like no one had murdered anyone.’

‘There’s more,’ Thomas said. He peered at the doorway. Nurse Maggy walked by but did not stop. ‘Dad told me he asked you to burn down Willow Estate. He told me that if you weren’t able to do it, I had to. I had a feeling you’d start the fire that night when we were all at the house without Evelyn. I waited on the bed for the smoke alarm to beep and then ran into your room, shaking you to wake you up when I knew you were pretending to be asleep.’

‘So you and Dad were in on this together the entire time?’

‘We needed to protect you, Gwynne. Dad trusted you to keep the secret about Louis, but I was already involved and he needed my help in making sure everyone got out of the house safely the night of the fire. Gwynne, you aren’t solely responsible for what happened to Louis. I chose to kill him. It’s fucked me up ever since. I’ve had assault charges because I have this anger inside me. Dad always helped me get out of them because he knew what had caused it. But I would do it one hundred times over for you.’

‘Thomas, I . . . I have lived so much of my life thinking I killed someone. I have come to terms with it, accepted it. I’ve even managed to find happiness again. I don’t know how to feel about this.’

‘Let it set you free, Gwynne.’

I paused and thought about our family. ‘So, Dad became a serial killer because his dad beat him. That was his trigger. I became a sort-of murderer because a man assaulted me. That was my trigger. And you became a murderer to help me. That was your trigger. And you’ve struggled with anger ever since. I guess there’s always a reason why we act the way that we do. It’s not genetic, it’s based on our experiences.’

‘It’s not too late to break the cycle, Gwynne. You need to protect Evelyn from all of this. You can never tell her what you did.’

In that moment, I made the decision to never show you this notepad. In fact, after I have gotten all my thoughts out, I am going to burn it.

At first I thought writing all this would be a good idea, to help explain why we are the way that we are. But what if this ends up being your trigger? Right now, you are happy. Let us keep it that way.

‘I love you Thomas.’

Thomas laughed. ‘I love you so much I would kill someone for you. That’s real love.’

I started laughing. The laughter became uncontrollable. The tubes of Thomas’s IV bounced up and down as the hilarity pulsed through his body. It is impossible to explain what was so funny; it just was.

‘What’s the joke in here?’ Nurse Maggy asked. That set us off even more. ‘My, my. You Hoggs are hilarious.’

‘You have no idea,’ I said, catching my breath.

‘What happens now?’ I asked Thomas when Nurse Maggy had left the room.

‘We do what we have always done: try to be happy.’

‘I’m sick of trying.’ I clasped Thomas’s hand tightly with both my hands and brought it to my mouth. I kissed his knuckles. ‘For as long as we have left in this life, let’s just be happy.’
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Tap one. Tap two. Tap three.

Sorry about that. I have to tap my head three times when I have a bad or intrusive thought. That time I was thinking about how much worse everything would have been if my father was still alive.

You can delete that bit from the transcript, Helen. Actually, leave it in. I guess it adds to the authenticity of the tale.

I suppose it would be fitting to explain that I am talking into a dictaphone and the lovely Helen will be typing out my story for you to read. She will have a certain amount of creative control—sorting out moments when I get a bit tongue-tied or slightly muddled—but I have told her to leave in as much as possible, so as not to miss any of the important bits. This is my account of the Cavengreen Hotel murder, best we get that bit in early on.

Tap one. Tap two. Tap three.

That was me remembering the moment I found the body.

Note to Helen: remind me to remind you to ask me if I still want all my head taps to be left in before publishing. I know we spoke before about how my OCD is important to the story, but let’s have another chat about it when you’re writing this up.

You are probably wondering why I can’t write my own book and need the assistance of Helen. I am a seventy-three-year-old man, you see. And before you say it, I know a lot of seventy-year-olds who can use computers too; I just don’t happen to be one of them. Prefer the classic pen and paper. When Helen and I first spoke about writing my story, she took one look at my handwriting and suggested I use the dictaphone. Apparently it is easier to decipher my Yorkshire accent than my scribbles. I am not offended, though. Aside from the odd lines and circles on maps to highlight local walks and pubs for the hotel guests, it isn’t often I use a pen and paper for anything other than my own reminders. To buy milk and the like.

And about the head tapping, that’s something I’ve always done. A way of coping after my dad started whacking me when I was eight. I don’t normally recite the taps out loud. But I will do that for Helen, so she can decide if she wants to put them in the book or not. It is always three taps. Everything is done in threes. Flicking light switches on and off three times before leaving a room. Three tight squeezes of the steering wheel before setting off in the car. Three taps on a glass before a first sip. Three twists of the knob to find the right temperature. (That only works on my sinks at home, not the fancy new automatic ones in the hotel.) And when I found the body, I remember blinking three times before running for help. The pause while I did it was one of the things that made them suspect it was me. Supposedly, it was long enough to kill someone. We will get to that bit later.

Right, so, this might embarrass her a bit, but I want to start by thanking Helen for turning my ramblings into a book. She’s a good ’un, is Helen. I’ve known her for donkey’s years. She and my younger sister went to school together. Helen organised the funeral when she died. Everything down to the purple tulips and little photograph of my dearest Josie on the order of service.

This book was Helen’s idea. She relocated down to London years back to work in some swish publishing house, and we lost touch for a while. But, just like everyone else, she moved back up north for the fresh country air once she retired, and we’ve rekindled our friendship. She says she’ll do anything for a good book. I suppose that’s why she’s offered to give me a helping hand. Misses the work. And it’s just as well; I wouldn’t get very far doing this by myself.

Helen has given me a list of what to talk about and in what order, since she knows how a book should go. It starts with a bit of this and that about my background, then my job at the hotel, and then I move on to the murder and how I ended up here. You’re probably wondering where ‘here’ is. For a bit of fun, I’m not going to tell you just yet. I could be in a prison cell, or my little cottage in the Dales, or some beach on the Costa del Sol. (I’ll give you a hint: I’m not in Spain.)

Last thing for this chapter. My name is Hector. Hector Harrow.
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Helen popped her head round the door just now to tell me I don’t need to introduce the chapter by giving an overview of what will be contained within it. I suppose I have just let the cat out of the bag about my location. Helen doesn’t mosey in and out of prison cells willy-nilly. So, I confess—I am at home. In my lounge room to be exact. In a big, reddish brown Chesterfield armchair holding a cup of English breakfast, no milk, and looking out at my little garden, complete with a stone wall at the end and a few pairs of socks and undies on a washing line. Must remember to fetch those in before the rain comes.

Hopefully that admission didn’t spoil anything for you. There are plenty more surprises along the way, don’t you worry about that.
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I have never been one to talk about myself. I’ve always assumed no one cared what I had to say. Occasionally some guests—usually Americans—would be curious about what life was like growing up in the Yorkshire Dales, but I would answer in as few words as possible, and it was never the truth. What was I going to say? ‘Well, my father used to beat the living daylights out of me for no reason, but my mother made a fantastic apple pie, and the country views were a delight.’ That would just make them uncomfortable. And I’m sure management would have had something to say about my bothering the guests. Not that I ever would have. Always the professional, that’s me. Except that one time they interrogated me for over four hours. Wouldn’t even let me have a glass of water. And I was parched after the shock of seeing all that blood.

Tap one. Tap two. Tap three.

That was the first time in my life I ever lost my temper. It felt like I was possessed by my father. I will talk a bit about him now.

My father—Rodney was his name. He’d be down there in hell. There is no doubt about that. He was an alcoholic from the day I was born to the day he dropped dead. There is always an alcoholic parent in troubled tales like this.

Helen made me laugh when we first talked about this part of the book. She said that I make the perfect protagonist because of—she used a good word that I have forgotten now.

Helen, make a note to type that word here please.

The juxtaposition [editor’s note] of my awful upbringing with the quite nice life I went on to lead, working in one of England’s finest countryside hotels.

School was always a bit of an escape for me. Not that I was any good at it. Just the local comprehensive—I wasn’t clever enough for grammar school, let alone university. And anyway, I knew I’d be having to get a job straight off. It’s a funny story, how I got my start at Cavengreen Hotel. I was only sixteen. My father needed a refill of some tablets that would hopefully not prolong the life of his liver, so I cycled to the local pharmacy to pick them up. On the way, I saw a man with a posh car pulled over on the side of the road. He had a wispy grey moustache and an olive-green three-piece suit. Back then, I had never seen someone look so smart—not in real life, that is. The man looked stressed, and as I got closer I saw his tyre was as flat as a squashed cigarette butt.

‘Young lad!’ he called out to me. ‘Come here!’

I braked to a stop and rested my bike against the wobbly stone wall that ran alongside the road. It was a sunny day and I remember shuffling from foot to foot to try and find the exact position in which the man’s head would block the sun from my eyes.

‘I’ll give you two pounds if you help me change this tyre,’ the man offered. ‘Three if you do it in under ten minutes.’

I had seen my dad change the odd tyre, and two, possibly three pounds was a lot of money back then, so I got stuck into it.

The man didn’t say anything as I worked, but I noticed him tapping his foot impatiently and he checked his pocket watch several times. When I was done, I stood up, dusted some of the black off my hands and asked the man how long it had taken me.

‘Ten minutes, three seconds,’ he announced. ‘Here’s your two pounds.’

He handed me two notes.

I mustn’t have looked best pleased because he asked if there was something wrong. I knew better than to offend a toff, so I thanked him for the opportunity and said I hoped I could use the experience to find a job.

He smiled at me. It was a crooked smile, but it was kind. He invited me to come to a place called Cavengreen Hotel at six the next morning to do some odd jobs for him. Shoeshining, polishing floors, cleaning bird poo off the walls and the like, he said. And that is how it all started. I was the happiest birdshit cleaner the world ever did see.
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Bloomin’ Paula McDavidson from the Yorkshire Sun newspaper has been knocking again. She never listens. That’s another reason I want to do this book sharpish: so none of the others that were there at the hotel can tell my story first. There are three main characters in this: one is me, one is dead, and the other is the murderer. Fat chance either of the others are going to try and publish a book, so it is down to me to get the truth out there before the twins or American Dave flood the world with a pack of lies. I told Paula that she will find out all she needs to know in due course. That won’t stop her, though. She’ll be hammering on the door again in a couple of days, mark my words.

Helen gave me some feedback on what I recorded yesterday. She told me she liked it, so that has given me a little confidence boost. She said that, despite my thick accent, I speak very clearly, which is probably thanks to my many years at Cavengreen. When I started out as a young lad, I’d say things like ‘eh up’ for ‘hello’, and ‘’ow do?’ for ‘how are you?’, but the out-of-town guests hadn’t the foggiest what I was on about. Helen’s only criticism was that I probably didn’t need to list what was on my washing line, but she said she would trim that bit down when she writes this up. Today, Helen wants me to chat a bit about the hotel. Setting the scene is what she called it.

The man that I mentioned, the one I changed the tyre for, his name was Mr Thomas. He was the hotel manager at the time. It wasn’t until his funeral twenty years after I met him that I found out his first name was Basil. He was the nicest man I have ever known. He gave a young lad a chance when he didn’t have to, and I will always remember him fondly. Every day at 6 am, seven days a week, I would cycle the thirty minutes to the hotel. Wind, rain, shine, the storm of ’72, I never missed a day. One time I turned up with chickenpox because I didn’t want to let the team down. They sent me home right away, but Mr Thomas still gave me my wages, even when I was off sick. I learnt everything I know about hard work from that man.

As you will probably have gathered from the title of this book, I eventually climbed the ladder up to hotel concierge, but along the way I worked as a porter, then valet. I did a few months in the kitchen, but that wasn’t for me, so they moved me to the butler position, and after that I became the concierge. It was my job to make sure that the guests’ every want and need was taken care of. Whether it was a taxi at 3 am for a lady they’d met at the hotel bar to travel home in, a plate of French fries with all the crunchy bits removed, or a marriage proposal staged on the lawn, I handled it all. Helen has suggested I talk about the strangest request I ever had. That would probably be the time I set up a screening of the Disney movie One Hundred and One Dalmatians in one of the suites, complete with treats and cosy bedding on the floor. The audience was the guest’s two beloved poodles. There were plenty of other strange requests over the years, most of which involve very famous people from Hollywood, but I would never breach confidentiality.

You are probably getting the picture by now that Cavengreen was and is not your average hotel. No, no. The hotel proudly displays five stars on the front of the archway that sits at the end of a four-hundred-yard-long gravel driveway. Chauffeurs escort their guests around a large turning circle with a fountain in the middle that lights up at night and has speakers built into the sides that play Vivaldi and the like. Three full-time horticulturists look after the gardens, which include a hedge maze, a rose garden, and a small pond dotted with lily pads. I never get sick of walking through them. Loads of people bring along those fancy cameras with the big lenses or look at everything through their phones, but I prefer to enjoy the smells and colours without distraction.

If you were to see it from above, the hotel is shaped like a T. The top of the T is the part that guests see when they first arrive. The whole building is made from limestone and the entire front is lined with columns. Couples like to take their wedding photographs there. The climbing ivy makes for quite the backdrop.

The west wing houses the hotel’s Michelin-starred restaurant, Lavender Plates. As you would imagine, all the chinaware is lavender-coloured with golden rims. The custom-designed wallpaper is hand-painted with watercolour sketches of lavender over the top of a white silk background. The ceilings in Lavender Plates are double the height of anywhere else in the hotel and a huge sparkly chandelier was imported from the United Arab Emirates to add some glitz to the place. Towering floor-to-ceiling glass double doors lead out onto a terrace overlooking the hotel’s driveway. In summer, we would open the doors and allow a light breeze to flow through. The guests loved it.

All the seats are upholstered with cream velvet and the white marble tables have ornate gold legs. The waiters and waitresses set the tables in a very particular way; every spoon, fork and knife has its place and must be a certain distance from the plates and glassware. You would be hard pressed to find fault with Lavender Plates. It is very smart. Serves a seasonal tasting menu of seven tiny dishes. I much prefer one big meal, but the few times I have eaten there it has been very good indeed. The kitchen is completely open so everyone in the restaurant can see what is going on. From memory, the last time I dined there I had some type of fish with a burnt honey glaze and a white chocolate dessert with roasted cherries. If you like that sort of thing, fancy stuff, you’d like Lavender Plates. It was all a bit wasted on me. I am a pie-and-mash kind of man. But no one would deny it is good food. And at two hundred quid a pop, you would expect so. I dined for free, of course. Staff were always recruited to taste the new dishes.

Then there is Hugo’s cocktail bar, modelled on a moody whisky lounge in Tokyo. The hotel brought in a light-up onyx countertop from Japan, as well as golden light fixtures and a particular type of tumbler that keeps the ice separate from the alcohol, so as not to water down the flavour. It is all in the details at Cavengreen, that is what I am trying to get across.

In the east wing of the hotel there are some offices for the manager, reservations and marketing. There is also a library, where we would hold wine tastings and serve pre-dinner canapés every evening. There is a fireplace and lots of old books that are dusted every fortnight. Think squeaky leather sofas, a royal blue carpet, lots of dark wood, and you are probably on the right track. Some of the books in there would be worth a bob or two. I reckon there are some valuable originals. I am partial to a good murder mystery myself and would often borrow a novel for a weekend of reading at home.

Between the east and west wings was my domain: the lobby. The first point of contact for guests visiting the hotel. This was the place where first and last impressions were formed, so everyone was always on their best behaviour. The lovely ladies on reception (plus Kyle on Saturdays and Sundays) were always smiling and ever so kind to me. They used to say I was ‘cute’ and that they wished I was their grandpa. A little patronising, but nice nonetheless. At the time of the murder, there was Monique, Chloe and Shamila working on the front desk. Fiona was their boss, and she’d been managing the reception team for the past fifteen years. She’s still there, in fact. She’s a very dear friend of mine. Lost her husband to cancer two years ago. Lovely fella. It is a shame, really.

My desk was on the other side of the staircase to reception. I had a telephone, lots of maps and information booklets about the local area, a directory of contacts that I used to source whatever the guests needed, and a little fridge with bottled water and a few soft drinks should anyone want a refreshment. I used to burn candles all around the lobby, so subtle notes of vanilla, pepper and grapefruit filled the air. Many years ago, we worked with a perfumery to bottle the perfect Cavengreen scent. Candles and diffusers were available for the guests to purchase, should they so choose.

Now, to the bottom part of the T, the trunk. That is the south wing. This is where you’ll find all the rooms—two floors of them, to be precise. In the last refurbishment, they painted all the walls white and rolled out a soft pale-pink carpet. Each suite has the black outline of a flower painted onto a white door. There are all sorts: tulips, roses, poppies, lilies and so on. Every room at Cavengreen Hotel is a suite. That means they’ve all got a separate sitting area and powder room, as well as either a balcony or terrace and a large master bathroom with a roll-top bath. We got lots of requests for romantic baths, and I always made sure I had plenty of rose petals, bath bombs, candles and massage oils in stock so I could put together a little pack for those guests who requested it.

On the top level of the south wing there are a few luxury suites, as we called them. These have their own bar stocked with alcohol and snacks—all free to the guests. Except it is actually included in the room price. I probably shouldn’t have said that, but surely it is assumed. I suppose my loose lips don’t matter so much now. All the luxury suites have a jacuzzi spa on the balcony and a fireplace that separates the lounge from the bedroom. The rooms are classic with traditional details like sconces, cornices, and ceiling roses, but they have also been fitted with all the mod cons that people don’t seem to be able to live without nowadays. I would rather sit in silence than watch that drivel on television. But that is just me. Wi-Fi is available too, of course. It is near impossible to get phone signal out here so the Wi-Fi is the only way to stay connected.

There is even a special bridal suite which is spread over two levels. As well as the above, it has a dressing room with hair and make-up stations. Each suite is attended to by the hotel’s twenty-four-hour butler service; there are twelve of them on staff. Plus there are chefs, maids, security guards, wedding planners, maintenance men, waitstaff and so many more people. You will be introduced to some of them as I tell this story.
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That bloomin’ busybody Paula McDavidson is opening my gate again. What the devil could she possibly want? I tell you what, I am going to take the dictaphone to the door with me, then Helen can transcribe exactly what her raspy, chain-smoking gob says.

Helen, you might have to change Paula’s name and the name of the newspaper.

Hector: Paula, I’ve already told you I’m not going to give you any information.

Paula: I need a comment from you for my story.

Hector: No comment. I told you that this morning. I’m closing the door now.

Paula: Wait—this is for a different article. The twins have decided to tell their story.

Hector: Those twins know nothing. They were hiding in their room, drinking champagne the whole time the hotel was on lockdown.

Paula: And why is that?

Hector: Because they knew I’d be after them once I found out what they said I’d done.

Paula: And what exactly did you do, Hector?

Hector: None of your damn business! Goodbye!

That woman could make enemies in the depths of hell. Calls herself a journalist. She is just a nosy so-and-so on a salary. Gets everyone to write her stories for her and then scribbles her name on the top line. And I have gone and walked right into her trap, like the classic fool that I am. The twins will twist my words in their own way to make it sound like I am some nutter who got away with murder. They knew it wasn’t me, but that didn’t stop them lying to the police, did it?

Tap one. Tap two. Tap three.

I am just going to pause a moment to take some deep breaths. And now my brew has gone cold! This could not get much worse.

Right, Helen, I think I’m going to have to call it a day. Paula has rattled me. A good night’s sleep is what I need. Tomorrow I will pick up from where I left off and we’ll talk about the guests that checked in that week. The murder week . . .
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