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FROM 'QUAD WRITES'

MARTHA couldn’t even hide in her home anymore; to call it a home implied a safe haven 
from outside forces, but even that had been diminished by Katie Ellison.

She had tried to explain her fear to the police, who seemed to dismiss the complaint as 
nothing more than a student prank, immaturity on a grand scale.

But she knew this would escalate.
She could feel the malice brewing under each sentence, in each pertinent word. She could 

feel Katie’s nasty fingers on the computer keyboard, jabbing at the letters like a knife.
She wanted to meet her, confront her, apologise if it would make a difference. But the  

police discouraged contact.
“You must ignore it!” said the community support  officer  who was too small  for  his 

uniform, the bulky knife-proof jacket making his head look like a turtle.
“If you respond to the attack then she’ll bring more ammunition.”
It was a throwaway remark, baseless, and one the officer obviously prided himself on 

offering to women in distress.
“In the meantime we will try and locate this lady. If you have any more cause for concern 

then please contact us again.”
She knew the police had labelled this one as ‘low priority’ and that somewhere in the 

town there were bigger fish to catch.
But Martha also had the gift of second sight. It had been with her since childhood, ever  

since her mother died.
“I will make you some tea, green, your favourite and I’ll  fetch us a DVD, something 

funny,” said Graeme after he escorted the officer to the door.
Martha sunk into the sofa, glaring at the laptop that illuminated in the corner of the room.
“No more computer,” said Graeme. “You heard what the officer said. Ignore it!”
“She knows where I live,” Martha shouted.
But Graeme didn’t respond. He had shifted into the kitchen and was filling the kettle with 

water.
Graeme was always diplomatic, calm in times of crisis. It was what Martha needed. She 

was harboring enough fear for the both of them.
Martha glanced at the laptop again; the bright white screen shouting for attention. She 

tried to focus on the television, which had been muted on the officer’s arrival. But her mind 
was too preoccupied for that type of triviality, and she found herself ambling towards her 
email account.

She wanted to see the messages again—all of them. Maybe they weren’t as malicious as 



she had first thought. Maybe they were just the workings of a terrible prank.
But it was too late to decipher past correspondence. A new one had arrived. Her finger 

slammed on the ENTER key, her eyes darting around the email, trying to pick out words 
that were not programmed in fear.

But there were none.
Graeme appeared at the door holding a cup in his hand.
“What did I tell you?”
“She knows,” Martha yelped, crawling away from the laptop as if it were capable of harm.
“She knows I contacted the police.”
Graeme studied the words on the screen. And then jumped into action.
But there was no-one outside. He searched the blacked out cars, the overgrown bushes, 

even the large oak tree that arched over two properties. There was no sign of Katie Ellison.
“She must have been out there,” said Martha.
“Well she isn’t there now,” said Graeme, holding his frail girlfriend in his big arms.
“Shall we call the police again?” said Martha.
“Let’s not be too hasty,” Graeme said. “We will wait till morning. Maybe they will find 

her by then.”
And as she nested her head in his chest, breathing in his strong aftershave, she felt safe in 

the realisation that she was not going through this alone.
Martha and Graeme had met through friends three years ago. They shared a common love 

for Rugby, which had triggered a heated debate about which players shouldn’t be in the 
England squad. While others in the group tailed off, they continued to chat, and inevitably 
they swapped numbers and met a week later for drinks .

Martha liked his smile, his jovial Northern accent, and his wispy auburn-coloured hair.
Graeme liked her body. He liked the way Martha looked on his arm. 
He was a plumber; had taken over the family business by circumstance rather than choice.
He would spend most of his childhood Saturdays with his father who would teach him 

about drainage and water systems when all he wanted to do was watch cartoons or play on 
his bike. 

He despised his dad. He knew his future had been decided and there was no place for 
what he had adequately labelled ‘fantasy jobs.’

Martha was different.  She was encouraged to be creative and had a panoply of extra-
circular activities; playing the electric violin, painting and gymnastics. At school she had 
won many medals and a national competition.

On paper, they were worlds apart, but in reality they seemed to fit like glue.
She  was  finishing  her  A-levels  when  they  started  dating  and  had  just  received  an 

acceptance letter to study Art and Design at Loughborough University.
She wasn’t looking for a relationship, but over summer they had fallen in love. Their 

relationship  had  never  been  easy—long-distance  had  put  strains  on  both  of  them,  and 
Martha had braced the student experience.

But Graeme had always been at the end of a telephone when times were tough, and would 
even drive down to Loughborough in the dead of night to be with Martha when she was in 
trouble or alone.

And in her final year, they had moved in together, Graeme re-rooting the family business 
to the Midlands despite his retired father’s constant disapproval.

They could have married, had children, a happy ending could have been in sight. But on 
October 11, just as Martha was beginning her final-year project, a Facebook request from an 
old school friend called Katie Ellison was about to change everything.



“She said we knew each other at school and that I stole her boyfriend,” Martha grinned, 
looking at the laptop that sat open on the kitchen table. “I mean I thought I knew her, the 
name rang a bell, but we have no friends in common and I don’t recognise her in any of her  
pictures.”

“Then why did you accept her request?” said Graeme, tucking into his steak and chips.
“I  don’t  know.  I  guess  I  thought I  knew her.  Don’t  tell  me you have never accepted 

someone on Facebook and not known who they are?”
“No. Never. I don’t even like Facebook. It’s a lot of people talking a lot of shit.”
“Well I did and she won’t leave me alone. I’ve told her there must be some mistake but 

she is adamant that I ruined her life at school.”
“Just get rid of her!” Graeme said. “De-friend her or whatever you do.”
Martha liked Graeme’s grounded approach to things. He was never one for drama and 

tried to avoid it at all costs. They had never argued. Well only once. Seriously.
In Spring, they had ran out of condoms and Martha never liked the way the pill made her  

feel.
In  the heat of passion,  they avoided precaution,  but  faced the effects  of  that  action a 

month later.
Martha had fallen pregnant, just as she was preparing for her final year.
She didn’t intentionally want to keep the news from Graeme, but had flippantly booked an 

abortion appointment without his consent.
But like all great secrets they eventually find their way out—and this one had arrived in 

the form of a text message to Martha’s mobile while she was out shopping.
It was from the NHS, informing Martha of the time of her appointment.
Graeme had seen it by mistake.
“It’s  not  that  I  don’t  want  children  with you.  It’s  just  not  now,” she had repeated to 

Graeme, hoping that this sentence alone would soften the blow.
But Graeme took it as a personal attack on his character, especially as she had kept the  

news from him. They had a long and emotional argument, even considering breaking up; 
finding partners of a similar age that were wanting similar things.

But they were in love and the decision sounded too dramatic for proper consideration.
Graeme accepted her decision for an abortion on the proviso that they would marry after 

she had graduated; that they made a longstanding commitment to each other.
She accepted.
“I do love you, you know,” she said as they waited in the abortion clinic.
“I know,” said Graeme. “And I love you too.”
Martha deleted Katie Ellison from Facebook and hoped that this minor blip in her final 

year studies would be no more.
But Katie wasn’t happy by Martha’s quick fix approach.
“You think by deleting me that I’ll just go away. I could have been so happy back then but 

you ruined it all,” said a private message. “You will pay for this bitch.”
Martha deleted the private message and continued with her sketch work.
She never took the messages too seriously; Katie couldn’t harm her over the Internet and 

what she was implying was not rooted in any real truth.
Martha had many boyfriends at school, and in college, but to her knowledge they were all 

single when she had met them. And at school, it was common practice to fleet from one 
partner to the next.

On one correspondence she had asked for the name of the boy.
“Was breaking us up so insignificant to you that you can’t even remember his or even my 



name. You coldhearted bitch!” she had responded.
Martha did not wish to retaliate. It was pointless. Katie was like a scab, visible on the 

skin, but caused her little to no pain.
Martha  continued  to  delete  the  messages,  it  was  part  and  parcel  of  her  day;  make 

breakfast, eat breakfast, delete abusive messages, and then shoot off to university.
She had even successfully blocked Katie from contacting her on the site, but Katie had 

found her email address and continued to vent her disdain through that channel instead.
“So I thought as you have been working so hard lately we could go out for the day—go to 

the zoo or something,” said Graeme.
“The zoo!” Martha laughed. “When have you ever liked animals?”
“I just thought it would be something different,” said Graeme, grinning.
“That sounds good. Let me just check my email account.”
“Okay. I’ll go brush my teeth and get my coat,” Graeme smiled, kissing Martha on the 

cheek as he left the room.
Martha logged onto her email account to find Katie Ellison’s name top of the pile of 

unreads.
She had attached a large file, and intrigued, she clicked on the link.
It was a video.
It was shot at night, the camera trying to retain focus on what appeared as a house. It  

moved along the bay windows unsteadily, before it fixed itself on a top-floor room.
The room was well lit, the light piercing through the glass, the curtains spread open.
Martha carried on watching until a figure appeared at the window in a white towel.
And then it became clear—the woman was her.
Martha closed the windows, the camera zipping forward to capture her identity in finer 

detail before she disappeared behind the curtains.
Martha felt  sick.  Before  it  was  just  words on a screen,  but now she had crossed the  

internet threshold and entered her reality.
She called for Graeme, and they both decided, it was time to contact the police. Martha 

could see Graeme’s frustration, even though he had not aired it publicly.
She had kept the barrage of abusive email  messages from him and after the abortion 

episode they had vowed to be more honest. 
This was another example of distrust.
But Graeme remained by her side, holding her hand tightly as she showed the video and 

messages to the community support officer.
Graeme had taken some time off work to ensure she was safe, and for a few days there 

were no more messages.
Martha had pleaded with Graeme to take ‘one more day’ but he had a business to run.  

They were already living way beyond their means.
Martha had refused to leave the house or attend university. She worked from home, but 

got little done.
The slightest creak or bang from within the house would disturb her concentration. She 

now carried a knife in her pocket.
She  would  look  at  Katie’s  Facebook  profile  picture  for  what  seemed like  hours  and 

wondered if this perpetrator was really capable of violence.
Paranoia was her new friend and she was very committed.
It was a Saturday evening at about 7.30pm when the doorbell rang. They had just ordered 

a Chinese takeaway when a lean man in a suit and tie appeared at their front door holding 
flowers.



“Can I help you?” Graeme said.
“I’m here for Martha Barfield,” said the man nervously.
“And you are?”
“Tony. I’m supposed to be meeting a Martha Barfield here.”
Martha appeared behind Graeme.
“Who is this?”
“Hello Martha,” said the man smiling, his teeth stained yellow.
“Do I know you?”
“I’m Tony. Tony173.”
But Martha did not recognise the man.
“Tony173?” said Martha confused, hiding behind Graeme’s shoulders.
The man started mumbling to himself, scratching the thin layer of hair on his head.
“Did I get the date wrong? You must get so many requests. I’m sorry. I thought you were 

expecting me.”
“Look mate,  I  don’t  know who you are  but  I  can  assure  you my girlfriend was  not 

expecting you.”
“Oh,” said the man deflated. “Then I’ve made a terrible mistake. I’m sorry.”
Graeme was brewing with anger, but he could never hurt a man like Tony. He was feeble, 

hiding inside a badly measured suit and tie that didn’t match his character; his nervousness 
only personified through the flowers that were erratically shaking in his left hand.

Martha stepped forward, pulling the gates of Graeme’s body to one side.
“How do you think you know me Tony?”
“I should go.”
Tony began to scuttle away from the house, but Martha pursued him to the end of the 

drive.
“Tony!” She grabbed his bony shoulder with some force.
“How do you know me?”
“I don’t want any trouble,” Tony said, the collar of his shirt stained in sweat.
He nervously glanced at Graeme that was now stood behind Martha like a bodyguard, 

ready to pounce.
“I don’t want to be hurt again.”
“I’m not going to hurt you, Tony.”
But Tony wasn’t assured.
“We are not going to hurt you,” she added. “I just need to know where you think you 

know me.”
“The Internet,” Tony gulped. “We met on the Internet … on a site.”
“What type of site?”
“I don’t think …”
“What site?” Martha demanded.
Martha could see the words fighting for air on Tony’s lips, but he could not bring himself 

to say them.
“Tell her!” Graeme shouted.
Tony slowly moved the flowers towards his face, concealing his identity, the eyes that 

were swallowed in shame.
“Local Sluts,” he mumbled.
“Local Sluts!” Martha repeated.
“You filthy bastard!” Graeme shouted, lunging towards Tony. But Tony was fast on his 

feet, and managed to escape Graeme’s grip.



“I’m sorry,“ Tony shouted and ran pathetically into the night, leaving behind a trail of 
fallen petals.

**
Martha and Graeme found the website.
It was a prostitution site for men looking for local women.
Martha had a profile with pictures, all of which had been stolen from Facebook and some 

text.
Men had to pay a fee, which then gave them access to over a thousand women. The men 

could chat to these women and even set up dates. There was also a ratings bar and Martha  
had received ten out of ten by other users.

Graeme stormed around the lounge.
“Who is this Katie Ellison? What could you have possibly done to her for this to happen?”
Martha was exhausted, her eyes burning from the amount of tears she had cried. She just 

wanted her mother, but she was no longer around.
“I don’t know her, Graeme.”
“Then why have you hidden all these messages from me? There is obviously some guilt 

you don’t want to share with me.”
“There isn’t,” Martha moaned. “I just didn’t want to upset you. It was my problem.”
“My problem? Like our baby was your problem? This is supposed to be a relationship 

Martha, but obviously you are not comfortable with that.”
“I have just been exploited on a porn site, Graeme. A man has just appeared at my door 

wanting sex and yet again you are making this all about you.”
Martha threw a cup at the wall, which shattered into pieces. There was silence, which was 

cut short by the sound of the doorbell.
It was the police. They were here to take another statement.
Over the coming weeks, a string of men had appeared at Martha and Graeme’s doorstep, 

all  of  them had been in  contact  with  who they  thought  was  Martha  Barfield  on  Local 
Sluts.com.

They had put a sign on the front door, which said ‘Martha Barfield no longer lives here’ in 
order to keep them away. They had even found a new house to rent.

Martha had also handed her laptop to police who were investigating the email account.
They were taking it very seriously and said they were following ‘a series of leads.’
As Martha was putting the last plates and cutlery into a cardboard box in the kitchen, the 

doorbell rang.
She could see a man’s distorted figure in the glass.
He was wearing a bright orange uniform.
She didn’t like opening the front door anymore. She didn’t even like being in the house 

alone.
She peered through the upstairs bedroom window and noticed a Royal Mail delivery van 

outside. She decided to open the front door.
“Hello.”
“Miss Barfield?”
“Yes.”
“A parcel for you.”
In front of the man’s feet was a large brown box, about four foot by three foot. Martha 

reluctantly signed for it, knowing full well she had made no orders that week.
“It’s very heavy. Would you like me to bring it into the house?” the man said.
Martha didn’t want this man in her home. Graeme was at work and she had not been in  



contact with anyone other than her boyfriend for the last two months.
“I’ll manage,” she responded.
“It’s very heavy, miss.”
“And I said I can manage.”
“Okay. Just trying to be helpful.”
The man backed away from the property until he arrived at his van.
Martha looked at the large brown box plastered in tape. She bent down to lift it, but he 

was right, it was far too heavy.
She analysed its appearance for some time. Maybe it was for Graeme, she thought. Maybe 

a moving out gift.
She decided to push it into the house, but it only got as far as a few inches; enough for her  

to close and double lock the front door though.
She tried to tear off the tape with her nails, but realised she needed something sharper like  

scissors to spilt the box open. She found some in the kitchen.
She began to trim the tape, the shredded pieces falling to the floor as she reached its 

opening.
She flung the box open, a vile smell like rotten chicken pervading the hallway, making her 

cough.
There was little light in the hallway and the box was dense, packed in bubble wrap.
She began to shift through it, like a child digging through sand.
And that’s when she touched it–something soft and moist—a brownish pink—flesh-like—

a tongue.
She shuddered and stepped back, removing her hand from the box.
But curiosity had got the better of her, and she could not wait until Graeme arrived home 

to find out what the box actually contained.
She knew this was from Katie Ellison. She knew whatever it contained was designed to 

hurt her. But she couldn’t let her win.
She leant forward and peered inside. It looked like a tongue, but
it was longer, thicker. She delicately removed the bubble wrap that was concealing it to  

reveal something else—an eyeball.
She screamed but continued to fight through it, tearing off more pieces of bubble wrap. 

Who was in the box? What was in the box?
And then she saw its face—its tongue draping out of the side of its skull—frozen in an 

agonising pose from the brutality it had obviously endured at the hands of its executor.
The phone rang.
Martha stepped away from the box and put her hands against her mouth.
They smelt of death.
The phone continued to ring in the hallway.
She looked at it—the phone then the box and then the phone again and then picked it up.
There was silence, not even breathing, followed by:
“Ba Ba Ba Ba Ba!”
And then the caller hung up. 
**
Graeme arrived home to find two police vans and a scientific support car outside.
He entered the house in panic, fearing for the worst.
And then jumped into Martha’s arms as soon as he saw her.
“What the hell has happened?”
“She  sent  me  an  animal—a  dead  lamb,”  Martha  cried,  wrapping  her  arms  around 



Graeme’s back.
It was a few hours before the police left.
Martha had held Graeme so tightly that his body was red and dashed in fingernail prints.
He tried to convince her that ‘everything would be fine when they moved tomorrow’. But 

she knew it wouldn’t. She knew his positive outlook could only last for so long.
Martha was exhausted the time she had finished her bath.
She slipped into her favourite pajamas and climbed into bed.
In minutes she was asleep.
**
Graeme only smoked socially—and usually when alcohol was involved—but tonight he 

needed a cigarette.
He  stood  in  the  back garden looking  out  into  the  darkness.  He  could  hear  the  wind 

battering the tree leaves, shadows dancing on the grass and the sound of the next door  
neighbour’s cat purring for affection.

He took a long hard drag on his cigarette, the smoke sneaking across the lawn before it 
disbanded into nothingness.

This was his life, he thought.
He sat in the lounge for some time, surrounded by boxes, contemplating everything, the 

girlfriend asleep upstairs, his childhood, the friends and family he rarely saw.
He poured himself a large whiskey and turned on the new laptop they had purchased two 

days ago.
It was stuck on Katie Ellison’s Facebook profile picture.
He looked at her. It was a simple head and shoulders. Nothing wild. Nothing memorable. 

She wasn’t very pretty. Not like Martha. She looked timid, hiding behind glasses and long 
brown hair that covered her ears and part of her face.

Her smile looked forced as if she had reluctantly signed up to the site through a pressure 
to fit in.

She only had twenty-one friends. An open profile with little activity.
If you hadn’t heard about the horrible things she had done you would probably have felt 

quite sorry for her, Graeme thought.
He turned to face the lounge door. It was closed. He drained the glass of whiskey and then 

logged into Katie Ellison’s account.
He had made up the friends, even the name.
He had stolen the pictures from a dating site.
It had been some time since Martha had blocked Katie Ellison so he decided to send her 

another private message.
But this time it was serious. This time it mentioned death.
**
He logged out, cleared the history, turned off the laptop and went upstairs.
Martha was still asleep when he entered the bedroom. He got undressed quietly and slid in 

between the sheets, her warm body touching his.
“I love you” she murmured.
“And I love you too,” said Graeme, wrapping an arm around her stomach.
And as his head hit the pillow he knew this may be the last time they would lie down 

together alive. 
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