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 ‘There is an attraction to the repulsive.’

David Wilson, A History of British Serial Killing
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Prologue

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

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

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

Laura, with her poetry.

Laura, with her tragedy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I joined the back of the queue behind two student-types, plain girls with long limp hair dressed in ironic charity shop chic. One wore an oversized tartan shirt and ugly 80s glasses that reminded me of Jeffrey Dahmer, while the other wore a black T-shirt that said I wonder if serial killers think about me as much as I think about them? in a girly pink calligraphy.

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

‘They did Ted Bundy,’ her friend replied. ‘Like, two years ago.’

‘Yeah, but so much has happened since then.’

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

‘What?’ Dahmer Glasses snapped.

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

They exchanged uneasy glances, and then Dahmer Glasses said: ‘So?’

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

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

‘Ah, Zac Efron!’

‘Exactly!’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Nilsen? I’m sick of him.’

‘Everyone’s done Manson this year.’

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

‘We’re due a good Gein.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Right? Like, Vinegar Alley?’ said Sarah. ‘What is this, plague times?’

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

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

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

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

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

She put forward a theory about where the investigation went wrong – the stop and start of it, the lack of interest, the bumbling police and the scandal with the fumbled CCTV, the confusion about whether or not it was the same man behind all five murders. Claudia took the role of devil’s advocate, picking holes in Sarah’s argument. It was a light-hearted debate, explored from every angle, even though the conclusion was foregone – we knew it was Lee Frost, we knew he was a police officer, we knew that he got life in prison for the murder of Karina Cordovan and three of the four other victims, that he was rotting behind bars in HMP Frankland. At this, some girls clapped and cheered as though they were hearing the story for the first time – a frank display of ignorance that embarrassed me. Any true crime fan worth their salt knew this story.

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

A few boos and jeers bloomed from the braying crowd.

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

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

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

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

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

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