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  About the Book




  I know her inside out.  I know what she’s thinking, I know what she wants.




  So I can’t give up on her, she knows I never will.




  Remember the person you sat next to on your first day at school? Still your best friend? Or disappeared from your life for good?




  Some friendships fizzle out. Rachel and Clara promised theirs would last forever.




  They met when Rachel was the new girl in class and Clara was the friend everyone wanted. Instantly, they fell under one another’s spell and nothing would be the same again. Now in their late twenties Rachel has the TV career, the flat and the boyfriend, while Clara’s life is spiralling further out of control. Yet despite everything, they remain inextricably bound. Then Clara vanishes. Is it abduction, suicide or something else altogether?




  Imagine discovering something about your oldest friend that forces you to question everything you’ve shared together. The truth is always there.  But only if you choose to see it.




  About the Author




  Colette McBeth was a BBC TV News Correspondent for ten years. She lives in West London with her husband and three young children. She attended the Faber Academy Novel Writing Course in 2011. PRECIOUS THING is her first novel.




  Praise




  ‘A provocative and intriguing debut that will leave you questioning how well you know your own childhood friends’




  Jilliane Hoffman




  ‘Draws you into the dark side of friendship with breath-taking skill – this gripping thriller had me hooked from the start’




  Sarah Rayner




  ‘Fantastic and beautifully chilling’




  Imogen Robertson, author of The Paris Winter




  ‘Keep your eyes peeled this summer for an astonishing new talent … Gone Girl but with a Brit voice’




  David Mark, author of Dark Winter




  ‘[A]n excellent debut, well-written, gripping and tense, which skilfully weaves an unfolding nightmare with a dark past’




  Cath Staincliffe, author of the Sal Kilkenny Mysteries and the Scott & Bailey novels




  ‘A brilliant, chilling debut. Psychopathy has never seemed so attractive’




  Ali Knight, author of Wink Murder




  ‘Dark, intriguing, and full of unexpected twists’




  Lynn Shepherd, author of Tom-All-Alone’s and A Treacherous Likeness




  ‘The plot of Precious Thing is like a Catherine wheel, spinning faster and faster as it approaches its final twist … It is a fine debut from Colette McBeth. Roll on her next’




  Clio Gray, author of The Brora Murders




  ‘[T]his psychological thriller had me gripped from start to finish. She has a unique voice … I’m sure her debut will be a huge success’




  Mari Hannah, author of Deadly Deceit




  To Paul
 and Finlay, Milo and Sylvie.




  September 2007




  OFFICIALLY, I DON’T think of you any more. I am one hundred per cent focused on the future. When anyone asks how I’m doing – and they do regularly – I’m fond of using the terminology of war – it adds drama don’t you think? I am conquering my demons; I am battling the dark thoughts that have been twisting inside me. Sometimes, if the situation lends itself to it, I’ll lean forward, fix them with a steely look and say with as much reverence as I can muster: I am a survivor, I will beat the past. In return I get a sympathetic nod, a concerned smile. I can almost hear the whissh of relief blowing through them. I can see the checklist of worries being ticked off in their minds. She’s making progress.




  In reality I’m doing nothing of the sort. I can’t empty my head of you in the way I would spring-clean a cupboard. People don’t seem to understand that no matter what has happened between us we will always have each other encoded in our DNA. I don’t want to move on, quite the opposite. I want to go back to the very beginning. To the time when you made me smile a smile that reached all the way to my eyes and tingled in my head; when we laughed about the little things that only we found funny, when we traded the knowing winks, the in-jokes, as if they were our own personal currency. To the days when we were always together because it was the only way we made sense.




  Your absence is an ache in the pit of my stomach, a hunger that is never satisfied. Even when I close my eyes I can’t escape you. I see you everywhere. Yesterday, the late-afternoon sun slanted through the window and fell into the room. I closed my eyes to bask in the warmth of it. I imagined I was sitting under a vast, endless sky, staring out to sea. I focused on the horizon, the reds and yellows and greens of the fishing boats moving on the swell of the waves; the blue of the ocean dancing under the sun. For the briefest moment my mind stilled and emptied. I breathed deep. I was freed from my thoughts. Then I glimpsed you, jumping over the waves, dark hair in ringlets from the water, laughing as a breaker pulled you under. I ran down to the water to see you, straight in. Only when you emerged the hair and face weren’t yours.




  These are the cruel tricks my mind plays.




  I can’t rest until I reach you. Oh, what I’d give to see you one last time, to have you look me in the eye and know, without a flicker of doubt, that I have only ever loved you, that everything I have done was driven by a fierce desire to protect you.




  I don’t blame you for thinking otherwise. I blame the people who’ve poisoned you with their lies. But listen to your heart. Trust your instincts. Think of the beautiful, precious thing that we have shared. Know that something so pure could never be bad.




  That’s why I’m writing to you. So you’ll understand. I don’t know how it will reach you, but I’ll find a way. No one knows about the letter; its content doesn’t fit with my ‘moving on’ narrative. Let it be our secret. Just imagine me close to you, whispering it in your ear – our story, in my words. And maybe at the end we will work out how we lost each other and how we can find each other once more.




  Chapter One




  MY STORY STARTS on a Monday morning in January because it’s the obvious place to begin. I used to think, Oh, that was the day when everything changed, but of course it’s never that simple. The seeds of what happened then were planted years before.




  In my box of memories from January the twenty-second 2007 these are the things you’ll see: a single sunflower in a garden, the waves; the huge yawning jaws of them thrashing under ripe clouds. And the violet of the sky, the way it looked electric, like it had been plugged into a vast source of negative energy.




  But the mind plays tricks. So does the memory. What we see is not necessarily how things are. I do believe, though, that the sky and the waves were as I have described them. But the sunflower, in winter? I can see it as clearly now as I can see my hand in front of me. But it doesn’t mean it was there. Maybe I see it because the flower has always reminded me of you, of us. Of the beginning of the end.




   




  It was a one-way conversation, the kind that often marked the start of my working day. Robbie, my news editor, barking his orders down the phone. ‘Some woman has disappeared in Brighton, police are holding a press conference. I’ll e-mail you the rest,’ he said before hanging up. That was as much as I knew.




  I left London in the freezing rain and by the time I reached the outskirts of Brighton the snow had begun to fall, in giant fuzzy felts on my windscreen. In the city a film of slush coated the roads. I drove up Southover Street, weaving in and out of the rows of squashed terraces to John Street and the police station, a boxy construction in white and beige with dirty brown windows, not far from the sea.




  I was late so I pulled up on the kerb – a parking ticket always preferable to a bollocking from the news desk for missing a story. A blast of icy air hit me as I got out and reminded me why I hated Robbie. The flimsy mac, the heels, the skirt, the air-stewardess chic. It was my attempt to appease him after being told to make more of an effort. Not that the viewers gave a damn if I wore the same coat three days in a row, but he did.




  Outside the police station the TV vans were lined up, satellites pointing to the sky and humming. Our own with its National News Network logo, a mangle of Ns, was next to the Global Broadcasting Corp truck. Through the half-open door I caught a glimpse of the monitor feeding pictures from inside the press conference. Relief: no sound yet, no one had started talking. I reached for my BlackBerry to read Robbie’s e-mail and fill in the blanks of the story, winging it as usual, when Eddie the engineer emerged from the sat van, barely recognisable in the bulk of his North Face jacket.




  ‘They’ve just given us a two-minute warning. Should have worn your running shoes, Rachel.’




  The smell hits you first in police stations. It’s the stench of lives unravelling, of drink- and drug-fuelled chaos, of people crossing the line. It’s the same in hospitals and old people’s homes, the way it clings to you. The one in Brighton was no different. I could feel it catch my throat as soon as I went through the automatic doors.




  There was a man in front of me at reception in a grey shell suit that was a shade or two darker than his skin. Gunmetal next to putty. His dark hair shone with grease and he was chewing fingernails that were thick with dirt.




  ‘What the fuck you looking at eh?’ he snarled. ‘You got nothing better to do?’




  ‘Pipe down, Wayne,’ said the woman on reception. Her name badge said she was Lesley. She had big gold ovals hanging from her ears, stretching her ear lobes, dark circles round her eyes.




  I flashed my press card.




  ‘They’re just about to start, darling. Fill this in.’ She tapped the visitors’ book with her right hand so I could see that she wore gold rings on three fingers, excluding her thumb and pinkie. One said MUM, as if she needed to be reminded, and the other spelled out LOVE.




  ‘You,’ she pointed a finger at shell-suit man, ‘you sit down and someone will see you in a minute. You, come with me, I need to buzz you through.’




  We walked through a double door into a long corridor to the conference room. Inside was the usual smattering of local newspaper journalists, huddled together in their cheap suits, a wall of chatter surrounding them, cameras set up ready to go live the moment the police started talking. A clutch of microphones was propped on the table and sitting behind it were four people: two police officers, the press officer Hilary Benson, and a young woman. Jake Roberts was there too. But I didn’t see him until later. I wouldn’t see any of this until later. Instead, as soon as Lesley opened the doors, my eyes locked on to a poster, about two foot by two foot, hanging next to the table. It was a photograph of a woman. A photograph of you.




  Those blue eyes of yours, they sucked me in, deep deep down where it was cold and dark. My lungs inflated, my whole body screamed for air. I was drowning, Clara, and all the time I could hear the sloshing and swirling of water in my ears and the muffled sounds of the media circus gearing up for a performance. No one saw what happened to me in that moment, no one noticed that I had been sucked from the outside of the story right down into its murky depths. No one could have guessed that the story was part of me.




  I felt like I had hit the bottom. Everything stopped.




  Then I heard a voice louder than the rest, reaching above the chatter. And finally I came back to the surface, greedy for air.




  ‘We’re just about ready to start folks,’ the voice said. It was DCI Gunn, announcing the start of the press conference like he was about to introduce an act in a show.




  ‘Thanks for coming,’ DCI Gunn said in his West Country twang. I noticed he was looking straight down the barrel of the camera lenses. ‘We want your help in finding the young woman you can see here.’ He nodded to the poster of you. That smile, so beguiling. ‘Her name is Clara O’Connor. She’s twenty-eight years of age and her disappearance is completely out of character.’




  I should explain that DCI Gunn and I had what you would call a professional relationship. He was a contact I had cultivated three years before when I first landed the job of crime correspondent at National News Network. We’d have lunches, drinks-on-me and after a while the information began to flow. Tip-offs on stories on his patch, a few leaks here and there. And an unspoken pact: he’d make me look good if I returned the favour. It’s the kind of cosy relationship journalists rely on and this was the moment ours began to unravel. He had never met you and yet suddenly he was an expert on your character. The blood rushed to my head, my teeth sunk deep into my lips.




  ‘She was reported missing by her friend and flatmate Amber Corrigan. Amber was staying at a friend’s on Friday night but had planned to meet Clara the next day for lunch.’ He paused, looked over at the girl sitting two people down from him at the table. I had heard you mention her before but this was the first time I had seen her – she was a tiny, fragile little thing. The seat almost swallowed her up. I thought if she took a step outside she’d be blown away by the gathering storm. But she was pretty, and TV cameramen and photographers love a pretty girl crying. Your story would get more coverage that way.




  DCI Gunn cleared his throat, ‘Clara was supposed to spend an evening with friends last Friday, January the eighteenth in Brighton city centre. They had arranged to meet but she was late and from what we can gather she only turned up briefly. She was seen leaving Cantina Latina on Marine Drive around eleven thirty p.m. and told her friends she was going back to her flat. Unfortunately she has not been seen since.’ He paused and looked around the room for effect. I tried to grab the information he was giving and process it in my head. It was like trying to catch water in my hands.




  Looking back it’s hard to explain my behaviour that day. In truth I don’t understand it myself. I can still hear the voice in my head that screamed at me to stand up and shout as loud as I could that this account of Friday night was all wrong. I wanted to holler to DCI Gunn that I was your friend, your oldest friend, and if anyone knew you it was me. I wanted to reach out and press pause, to bring everything to a standstill for a moment and allow myself to think. Every muscle in my body was straining, willing me to do something, say something. But nothing. I was anchored to the spot, pinned down by a force greater than me. I had no voice, my body was paralysed. So I just sat watching events run away from me until it was too late to catch up with them.




   




  ‘I’m grateful that Amber Corrigan has come today,’ said DCI Gunn. ‘You can appreciate that this is a very traumatic time for her, but she wanted to do everything she could to help us in our search for Clara.’




  My eyes turned to focus on Amber. She was your flatmate but I doubted she knew you very well. And yet here she was, face mottled, eyes emotional, red. Later, I would wish I could cry like her but my tears would be slow to come.




  ‘I just want to say to Clara …’ She paused and gulped. Her voice was quiet but she enunciated every syllable of each word, like she’d practised her lines. ‘Clara, if you’re listening, please get in touch, we’re worried sick. I know this isn’t like you and we’re all scared something awful has happened.’ She began to sob and used the back of her hand to rub away the tears that fell down her cheeks. The sound of the cameras zooming was inaudible but I heard it all the same. ‘Please, Clara, let us know where you are.’




  I wished she had said something more original, something more fitting of you.




  DCI Gunn stepped in, ‘I’d like to thank Amber for coming along today and I’d ask that you all give her some privacy.’ Everyone nodded in agreement, knowing that the first thing they’d do would be approach her for an exclusive.




  He talked about how they had already begun to contact your friends and colleagues (would I be the last because I was under W in the address book?). About you being a promising artist, which made me raise my eyebrows a little.




  Then finally he asked: ‘Does anyone have any questions?’




  My head was full of questions, each one screaming and shouting and taunting me. But still I had no voice and the ground around me was crumbling away. If I moved I would surely have slipped into the dark hole that was forming beneath me. So I sat there, rigid, as others raised their hands and their questions floated in the air above my head.




  I wonder now if there was something else at play that day; if I realised even on a subconscious level that DCI Gunn couldn’t help me. If somehow I already knew that I had all the answers, I just needed to search for them.




  Chapter Two




  Three days before




  EVEN THROUGH THE phone I can hear it in your voice. The spark I had forgotten existed. And your laugh, loud and contagious, ricochets through me like a charge. This is how we used to be, I think. I’ve missed you, Clara. I’ve missed us.




  ‘Honestly Rachel,’ you say, ‘I haven’t had so much fun in ages. We went to this club that was so tacky but hilarious. I even had a snog at the end of the night, although God knows what he thought of me.’




  ‘I wish I’d been there,’ I say, not mentioning the fact that you didn’t invite me because I don’t mind, not really. I understand. You need to broaden your circle of friends and that means doing things without each other; after all, my life has moved on too. The career, the boyfriend. And Jonny isn’t just any boyfriend, he’s everything I thought I couldn’t have. His dark eyes twinkle when he laughs, which he does a lot. When he kisses my neck it tingles all the way through my body. He understands me, totally, just being around him makes me calm. Sorry if that all sounds a bit corny but I love him. Now we just need to work on finding you someone too.




  ‘Are you seeing him again,’ I ask. I’m five leaps ahead already. I’m turning into one of those smug people who want everyone else to couple-up and share the happiness.




  ‘I very much doubt that very much.’ You are giggling so much you can’t get your words out. ‘I had to break off mid-kiss to puke in my handbag.’




  ‘You are not serious?’ I ask in my big-sister voice. ‘I’m protective, Clara. It used to be the other way round, I know, but for a long time it’s been me looking out for you.’




  ‘Well, what was I supposed to do? I wouldn’t have made it to the loo, and I didn’t want to do it on the floor, so the bag was the next best place. He didn’t see me either. Though the bag was in a terrible state and the keys …’




  ‘Stop! I don’t want to hear any more,’ I say, but I am laughing too. ‘So who are the new friends?’




  Your laughter is replaced by a cough. I imagine the smile slipping from your face.




  ‘Just some people from school,’ you say finally.




  ‘Really? Who? Do I get to meet them?’




  ‘I didn’t realise I needed your approval on everything?’ Your mood has changed and your words slap me down.




  ‘Jesus, Clara, I’m only asking, I’m curious, that’s all …’ I let my sentence trail off. Don’t bite, don’t rise to the bait.




  ‘Well since you ask, Sarah Pitts and Debbie Morton.’ You sound out the names slowly, for effect I think.




  Those names carry with them bucketloads of memories. In an instant I’m transported back to school, I can feel their hockey sticks on my shins, their elbows sharp in my ribs during netball. But that’s nothing compared with the time Lucy Redfern pushed me in the water on the PGL school trip in Shropshire. I see myself emerging from the lake; the whole class is laughing at me but Sarah’s cackle is the loudest. Lucy jokes that I needed a wash anyway, and her twin James leads the boys in a round of applause. You were there, Clara, you saw my face turn beetroot with the shame of it all.




  Then again it was a long time ago. Maybe they’ve changed, I think.




  ‘Does Debbie still smell of chips?’ I say. I don’t even ask about Sarah.




  ‘Fuck off, Rachel. You’re so up your own arse.’




  ‘Jesus Clara, I’m just joking. They ruined my last year at school but you know me, move on, never hold a grudge.’ You give something that sounds like a snort. ‘Though now I can see why I wasn’t invited,’ I add.




  For a moment neither of us speaks and the elation I felt at the beginning of our conversation is sucked out of me by the silence. I wonder if it will ever be right between us again.




  And then you say something that surprises me.




  ‘We’re going out again on Friday.’ Your voice is softer. You pause as if considering your words. ‘You could always come. Stay at mine afterwards. You might even change your mind about them.’




  I am about to say no and then I think about it for a moment. The first thing that occurs to me is that Jonny will be away, travelling out to Afghanistan to film a documentary, and I will be alone. The second thing I think of is this: Sarah Pitts was my high-school nemesis but who’s laughing now? I have the job, the boyfriend. She can’t touch me.




  ‘Why not,’ I tell you. ‘I might even enjoy myself.’




  On the roads there is an edge to the traffic, a hint of menace. Corporate boys bloated on expense accounts are tailgating in their Audis and BMWs, shining their lights too close to my Mini. I blink to clear my vision but the rain falling on the windscreen blurs it again just as quickly. Occasionally I question the wisdom of agreeing to meet you and Sarah and Debbie. Given the choice I would be at home, snuggling up with Jonny on the sofa, with a Thai takeaway and a bottle of wine. I think you’ve guessed I’m having second thoughts. You’ve called three times this week to check I’m still coming, which is unusual to say the least. Lately you rarely call or return mine.




  Anyway Jonny is staying at Gatwick tonight to catch an early flight so I’m not going to cry off. Our flat is cold and empty without him. It feels like we are two halves of the same person these days. With every other guy before him it was like they were from one planet and I was from another. And then he spoke to me and we just clicked and I thought hello, my man from earth. Before I knew it I was doing all the things I used to frown upon, like peeing in front of someone one minute and then fucking them the next with such an urgency, such a need that makes you want to laugh and cry at the same time. We fill each other’s spaces, end each other’s sentences and sometimes we just sit in silence because we don’t have to hide behind words and gestures. We can just be ourselves. What I’m trying to say is when he’s not at home I feel like I’ve lost part of myself and I’d rather be anywhere than face the flat without him. So here I am on the M23 with the Arctic Monkeys playing on my CD, a Diet Coke and a bag of Haribo, heading towards you and the high-school bitch girls.




  I’m a few miles past Gatwick when I get that familiar sinking feeling. The traffic is slowing, the red brake lights are all bunched up on the road ahead. The Haribos are gone, my teeth are aching from the sugar and my bladder is full of Coke. I start flicking between radio stations to get the traffic update and catch snippets of news. The woman on Radio Four says that eleven people died in yesterday’s storms in the Midlands and the North. On Radio One there’s a breathless girl reading too fast and stressing words in all kinds of weird places. She says the Prime Minister Gordon Brown is in India talking about a racism row on Big Brother. Is this what the world has come to?




  Ahead, I see flashing lights, strobing in the rain. We are funnelled into a single lane, slowly, slowly. Further up the road there are two police cars, a fire engine and an ambulance. I can see high-vis jackets moving in the gloom. I wonder what they have found but I don’t have to wonder for too long because soon I see it myself. To the left of me there is a red Ford, a Fiesta I think, with its roof half off and the firemen are cutting someone out. Either that or they are trying to get into the car to see what is left of the driver. I picture severed limbs and death. There’s another car, a silver Mercedes, at a right angle, near the Ford. Its rear and side door have been bashed but it has fared better than the Fiesta. The beauty of German engineering. A man who looks like the driver is sitting on the roadside. He has a blanket draped over his shoulders and his head is in his hands. Underneath the blanket he is wearing a suit and black shoes. I shudder. I wish I hadn’t seen him, but the image is burnt into my brain now. And I am reminded that we are not in control, even when we think we are. Life is random; anyone who thinks otherwise is a fool.




  Slowly the traffic starts moving again. As I pull away my phone beeps. A text message. I’ll wait until I stop to read it, I think. I’m not ready for my life to change suddenly on the M23 on a dark Friday night in January.




  I open it when I arrive in Brighton. It’s from you.




  Rach, so sorry, feeling terrible, think I might have flu, still in bed but will heave myself out to make it. Will call later Clara x




  When I try to call you back, it goes straight to your answerphone. I don’t leave a message. I text you back instead.




  Don’t leave me on my own with them!! Take some Lemsips. And turn your phone on. X




  But you never do.




  It is a five-minute walk from the car park on Black Lion Street to Cantina Latina. The wind, sharp from the sea, shaves my skin. I cross the road and walk past the pier, illuminated in the dark. A few arcades are open, defying the January freeze to lure the hardcore gamblers. In front of me a group of girls teeter on high heels, no coats. Don’t they feel the cold? Occasionally one of them laughs. The night is full of expectation. Smudged make-up and disappointment will come later.




  My work clothes look out of place among the short skirts and shiny shirts. And I realise I’m not part of this now. Jonny and I go to pubs. We talk. You tease me about it, Clara. You say I act like I’m middle-aged and I can’t have fun any more but that’s not true. Jonny and I are happy in each other’s company, we don’t need anything else. It’s the way we used to be, Clara.




  I see Cantina Latina across the road from the Sea Life Centre, next to a fish and chip shop. As I approach I notice two bouncers, like fat bald pillars on either side of the door.




  ‘Evening,’ says the shorter of the two with a gold-tooth smile. He pulls the door open and I am inside.




  The air is liquid. Sticky. It runs down my back, seeps into my pores. The change, from outside to in, is so sudden it sends me swimming. I try concentrating to steady myself but my eyes can’t hold on to anything. The room is a sea of blue and pink and green lanterns and fairy lights which nod in and out of focus. I reach for the nearest table to steady myself. I know you won’t leave me here with the two of them. But still, I want to turn round, go to your flat and drag you off your sick bed, just to be sure. The only thing that stops me is my bladder, which is ready to burst. And in the toilets, waiting for the two-at-a-time girls to come out and reapply their lip gloss, I give myself a talking-to. She’ll come, she wouldn’t dare not turn up. Have a drink. Relax. That’s what you always said wasn’t it? ‘Relax, Rachel.’ So I take your advice.




  I’m waiting at the bar. There is no queue to speak of, more of a mob shouting to be served. I can feel the mass of a belly against my back, soft and wide. It pushes and jostles me and it has a voice which shouts above my head, ‘Becks, mate,’ to the barman, who is busy with someone else and doesn’t even look up. The voice tries again, this time louder, angrier. Then the shout stops and is replaced by a yelp not unlike a dog’s. The heel of one of my Louboutins has found its way on to a foot and is grinding down. It must be his. You told me I was mad to pay that much for them. I always knew they were worth the money. The barman looks at me and then to the guy behind me and I wink.




  ‘A peach Bellini, please.’




  ‘Happy hour finishes in –’ he looks to the clock above the bar – ‘in two minutes. You want two of those?’ The barman’s hair is not unlike a cloud around his head, thick and long and bouffant with curls.




  ‘It would be rude not to.’ I smile. The voice behind has started shouting again. I think he will miss happy hour. I think he knows it.




  I take my Bellinis and move down the bar away from the crowds. I drain the first glass in minutes and wait for the alcohol to soften my edges. It does, quickly. I breathe. Deep. My shoulders sag, the tension in my head is released by degrees. I look around, my eyes seeking you out at tables, in dark corners of the room. I look to the door. I think I see your shape coming through it countless times only to realise it is someone else.




  I’m trying to call you again when I’m interrupted by a voice so loud it reaches above the music and thunders across the room. All of a sudden I’m back at St Gregory’s and the same voice, powering across the school yard, makes me small. I look around again and see her and suddenly I am glad I came. Sarah Pitts, the prettiest girl in the school, has moved a few dress sizes in the wrong direction. I laugh to myself, remembering how she used to swear blind ice cream had no calories in it because it melts. If I’m honest it looks like someone has taken her old school face, pumped it up with a balloon and covered it in thick, orange make-up. Her bobbed hair is bottle-blond and ends abruptly at her jawline. ‘Ghosty’ she used to call me and told everyone you could see through my skin to my blue veins. Oh I remember that now and I’m smiling inside. I’m smiling inside and out.




  ‘Oh my God, Rachel, it’s you.’ She gives me a prod. ‘We’ve seen you on TV so much, and now you’re here. We couldn’t believe it was really you when we saw you, you looked nothing like you used to. You’re so polished these days and you are TINY, isn’t she Debs, how did you lose all that weight? I need some tips,’ she says and with her thumb and her index finger she pinches a roll of fat on her stomach to prove her point. I remember how that felt, the desire to be thin. Now we have swapped places.




  Sarah doesn’t stop talking but I notice Debs is looking down at the floor refusing to make eye contact with me. My shoulders stiffen again. I am the one supposed to be here under duress, am I not? I don’t dwell on it though because Sarah pulls me towards her in an awkward embrace, burying my face in her neck. She smells of 1991. Calvin Klein Eternity. I am left thinking (with even more satisfaction) that she hasn’t come very far at all.




  ‘How do you do it? Standing up there every night on the TV in front of millions of people? So professional. I could never do that. Does someone tell you what to say? Or do you think of it all yourself?’ She doesn’t pause for breath. But her eyes are flitting about, she can’t hold eye contact for more than a second. I think she must be nervous. My job has elevated me in her eyes. I’m worth talking to now. She removes her pink coat and scarf to reveal a purple top which isn’t up to the job of containing her enormous boobs.




  ‘I wish someone did tell me what to say, it might make more sense,’ I laugh, surprised to find myself enjoying her attention. It seems the schoolgirl in me still wants to be liked. ‘I can’t get through to Clara,’ I add.




  Her eyes dart towards Debbie, who is looking around the bar, and then she laughs, a forced, jangling laugh.




  ‘Scared to be all alone with us?’ She nudges me. ‘She’ll be here, trust me. At least now we get to pump you for gossip about her new man.’




  Something catches in my throat, a bubble from the champagne, or maybe it’s Debbie’s perfume. Whatever it is, it brings on a cough. ‘Come on, let’s sit down and you can tell us all about him,’ Sarah says.




  A waiter leads us through the crowds to the darker part of the bar. His orange shirt is unbuttoned revealing a tuft of hair on his olive chest. The dress policy for staff, I note, is to wear as little as possible. He sits us at a table with tea lights which illuminate Sarah’s and Debbie’s faces in a ghoulish glow. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.




  ‘To old friends,’ Sarah says once we are seated. She chinks my glass first then Debbie’s like she’s been practising it.




  ‘To old friends,’ I repeat, and I look towards the door again but there is no sign of you.




  ‘He’s probably the one she told me about a few weeks ago, I don’t think she’s that serious about him,’ I say.




  It’s a bluff, Clara, as you know, because you haven’t told me anything about a new man in your life. I’m not angry though, just surprised and a little bit embarrassed because they expect me to know everything about you. We’re so close we’re almost the same person, that’s what they think.




  ‘I doubt that’s true.’ The voice is quieter, an octave higher than Sarah’s, unpunctuated by laughter. It is the first time Debbie has spoken. There is a smugness running through her words. I look at her properly for the first time. She is smaller than I remember, thin and bony next to Sarah’s girth. Her mousy hair is cut in a crop. Too severe. And her eyes look like the lights have gone out. I’m willing to bet Debbie’s life so far hasn’t been all she hoped for.




  ‘She’s really into this bloke. I think he’s married or something, maybe she didn’t want you to know, maybe she doesn’t tell you everything after all,’ she says.




  The tone is the verbal equivalent of her sticking her tongue out at me and the child in me wants to stick mine out at her. I don’t, of course. To be honest, I feel sorry for her, the way she is trying to intimidate me, unaware that she doesn’t hold that power any more. She fixes me with her eyes and I notice they have little specks of orange at their centre, like pools of fire. I don’t blink. Debbie doesn’t like me even after all these years. I shouldn’t care but I do. I smile. The challenge of winning her over is too much to resist.




  ‘You could be right,’ I say.




  ‘Well, we all change don’t we, Rachel,’ Sarah is giggling again, ‘and Clara was away for so long? Was it five years?’ Sarah asks.




  ‘Seven,’ I say. And I wonder how much you’ve told her. What gaps you’ve left in your story. ‘She was away for seven years. It’s been hard for her, her dad dying and then adjusting to life here again. Mind you, a few more weekends like the last one will put a smile back on her face.’




  Debbie and Sarah look at each other and then back at me and cackle in unison. I detect a crack in the ice; it is thawing. ‘It was a hoot,’ Sarah says. ‘Clara is so funny, she completely cracks me up. Don’t you think, Rachel?’




  ‘Oh God, you don’t have to tell me. Can you remember that home economics teacher … what was her name?’




  ‘Mrs Glass,’ Debbie says.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Glass,’ I say, ‘the one with a lisp. Well, Clara is so good with accents and ripping people off, she had her down to a T. She used to creep up behind me and holler in her Mrs Glass voice and scare the life out of me.’




  Sarah has to swallow her drink quickly before she spits it out. ‘Ah, you can laugh about it now,’ I say. ‘At the time she used to make me go dizzy with the giggles. I couldn’t stop and Mrs Glass would be saying, “Rachel, stop laughing this instant or I’ll throw you out,” and that would make me laugh even more. No wonder I always burnt my soufflé.’




  I think back to those days, to what we shared, Clara. I had none of your natural timing but God, did I work hard to please you. Did you ever realise that? Those moments when I’d make you giggle or smile, or the ones where I’d do something funny and you’d pat me on the back and say, ‘That’s why I love you Rachel,’ they were my proudest times because it made me believe our friendship was equal. Your laughter was like a drug, you see. It boosted and bolstered me, made me feel strong. I’d have done anything to hear it again and again and again.




  I think Sarah may be drunk or at least well on her way because her words are coming more slowly now and when she speaks her eyes look at me rather than darting around.




  ‘I mean, Rachel … and don’t take this the wrong way, but at school you two were so close nobody else could get near you. Joined at the bloody hip. It seemed a bit, oh God, I don’t know what the word is … dense, no, intense, that’s it,’ she says.




  Intense is not a word I thought Sarah would use but I run it through my head, against my checklist of memories. I think it just about sums us up.




  ‘What you’re really trying to say is you thought we were weird.’ My laugh permits them to do the same.




  ‘Well I wouldn’t go that far,’ Sarah says smiling and showing the dimples in her cheeks. ‘OK, maybe weirdly close.’




  ‘It’s all right, I get it. It must have seemed a bit odd from the outside but we just clicked,’ I say. ‘I felt like I’d met her before, like we were supposed to be friends.’ I pause and then bang the table. ‘God, would you listen to me, I’ve gone all Mills & Boon.’




  It was true though, even then we knew that what we had was a rare thing, something special to cling to. We were two missing pieces of a puzzle. 




  I watch Sarah laugh, listening as she talks and talks and talks. Now that she is in her stride I realise that she must have been as wary of me as I was of her though I’m not sure why. I don’t bite.




  As she talks I watch the door for you and I lose count of how many times I check my phone or search the room for your face. I can’t understand why you wouldn’t call or pick up your phone. I wonder if it’s your idea of a practical joke, to make me suffer a night with them. Well come and see me now, Clara – I’m not so stuck up after all. I can get along with anyone just as easily as you can.




  We drain the endless jugs of orange/red summer-afternoon cocktails the waiters bring us. The alcohol smoothes me out, soothes me, and I reach a point where I surrender to the evening and soak up the gossip about people from school, who’s had four kids by different fathers, who’s going bald, who got rich. Even Debbie seems to have thawed. Only when the pink and orange and green lanterns on the tables merge into a kaleidoscope of colour do I get up to go.




  ‘No way,’ Sarah is looking at her watch, ‘you can’t.’ I am surprised by the strength of her grip. Maybe she sees my surprise because it loosens. ‘I mean it’s only ten o’clock, Clara promised us she would be here. Don’t you need to wait for her?’ I am aware that I am being moved towards the stairs and a basement I didn’t know existed.




  ‘Come on, we haven’t even had a boogie yet.’




  Before I know it we are in the bowels of the building where the ceilings are too low and the bass is so loud it vibrates through my throat.




  ‘Get this down you.’ It is Debbie, who has returned from the bar. She hands me a shot glass, standing over me as if she expects me to throw it into the yucca plant next to us. So I do as I’m told and down it. Tequila. I gag as it hits the back of my throat. It tastes of teenage Friday nights and sends flames burning through my body. I’d like to sit down, to find somewhere to close my eyes, but I’m dragged on to the dance floor where Beyoncé is playing and Sarah and Debbie are moving their hips and waving their arms. My legs seem to be moving so I go with it for I don’t know how long, until they give up on me, and I give up on the night. And give up on you.




  Sarah tries to persuade me to stay but it is half-hearted this time. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to Clara,’ she slurs.




  ‘Neither do I, but I’m sure I’ll find out. I’m supposed to be staying with her.’ I am putting my coat on, buttoning up for the cold outside.




  ‘Tell her to call me,’ she says, holding an imaginary phone to her ear. Her feet are struggling to hold up the weight of her body. ‘And let’s do this again.’ She gives me a kiss of lemons and tequila.




  Outside I smell the sea. There is cold and salt in the air. I call you again and when you don’t answer I walk along the seafront to buy some chips from the blue-and-white café, just like we used to. All the chairs are on the table, bar one where a teenage couple are sitting holding hands, nuzzling into each other, eyes droopy from a night’s drinking. The guy serving is not much older than them. I can’t imagine he has a girlfriend. His skin is pockmarked and little whiteheads have erupted over his face. It’s not his fault, I know, but it’s not what you want to see when you’re about to eat. I try to order without looking at him too much, though I’m careful to make sure his hands don’t touch my chips. After I pay I take them outside and sit on a bench where the winds are fierce and sobering. I stay there until my fingers begin to hurt with cold and get up, putting my gloves on and pulling my scarf tight around me. I’ve only taken a few steps when I notice a guy on the next bench down, a dog, a sleeping bag and a can of Carlsberg for company. His shoes are worn, his hair grey and matted. I can’t put an age on him; he could be sixty or much younger. He could be old enough to be my father, I think, and then remember I don’t know how old my father is, or whether he is still alive. A sadness takes hold of me. In my bag I feel for my wallet. There are two twenty-pound notes left. I pull one out and clear my throat so he knows I’m there. He looks up and I hand it to him then carry on walking. I’m a few paces away when he realises what I’ve given him and he shouts out loud against the wind, ‘God bless you.’ I raise my hand in the air to wave but I don’t look back.




  People are spewing on to the street from the late-night bars, black bin liners of rubbish are piled up for collection. Short-skirt girls balance on stilettos, clinging to each other as they’re buffeted by the wind. A car drives by, windows down, shaking from the bass of the music. Every taxi I see has its lights off, shadows of people being driven home inside. I don’t even try to flag one down. I just keep on walking. To your flat. Brunswick Place, number twenty-five. Top floor. I buzz outside and wait. I am supposed to be staying with you after all. I want to see if you are OK, but most of all I want to be warm and protected from the sea winds that are screaming through me right now. And I am tired of all this. So tired. I buzz again. No answer. I can’t give up. You must be there. I buzz on number twenty-seven.




  ‘Hello.’ The voice is male and impatient.




  ‘It’s Clara, from number twenty-five, can you buzz me in?’




  ‘Where are your own bloody keys?’




  ‘My friend’s inside with them, she must have fallen asleep.’




  ‘Lucky her,’ I hear the voice say at the same time as the door buzzes. I push it open and climb the stairs to your flat. You used to keep a spare key above the door frame so I reach up and sweep my fingers along it. Nothing. Then I knock again and again before I slump down and pull my knees into my chest and my eyes close on me.




  I don’t stay there all night. I wake up, my back cold from leaning against the wall, my bum aching from the hard floor. I call a cab and tell the driver to take me to The Old Ship Hotel because it’s the first one that springs to mind.




  When I arrive I see the receptionist has nightshift bags under her eyes, yellow-blond hair with dark roots and a red lipstick, too bright for her pale complexion. I wait for her to say hello and when she doesn’t I ask for a room.




  ‘What kind of room? Single, twin, double?’ The questions are fired like bullets. Her accent is strong, Eastern European. I am about to interject but she carries on. ‘Breakfast? Do want a paper? What kind of paper would you want?’




  ‘Just a room thanks, that’s all.’




  She rolls her eyes and makes a pouf sound through her teeth.




  ‘Sign here. Address. And I will need a card from you.’




  I do as I’m told and she throws a key card across the counter. Then I am in the lift and opening a door on room 312 and falling on a bed. I may have glanced at the clock before I closed my eyes. It may have said one twenty-eight a.m. But I couldn’t be sure. I’m asleep within seconds.




  So I didn’t see you that night. I wish I had. More than anything I wish I had. Because I know now that you must have seen me.




  Chapter Three




  ANOISE DRILLED through my thoughts. A hand on my shoulder shook me gently. I heard a jumble of words. My brain struggled to assemble them in order.




  ‘You need to get ready, Rachel, they’re coming to you live in a few minutes, off the back of the press conference.’




  I waited. Something turned over in my head, then an explosion. I don’t think I screamed, not out loud but inside, that was where it was all happening. I looked up at the figure looming over me. The familiar features, the bitter chocolate of his eyes, the flop of his hair falling down on to his forehead. The ‘surfer at work’ look. Jake Roberts, my producer. His presence belonged to another day. All the other days when we worked as a team, when I could function and do my job.




  He thrust a black rectangle into my hand. ‘Get hooked up, they’ll be with you in minutes,’ he said.




  I held it out in front of me. The receiver that connected me to the gallery, to the presenter, and allowed me to hear them. The earpiece attached to it would be fitted in my ear. It was the equipment I used every day to do my job. He wanted me to go live on air and talk about the disappearance of a young woman. To talk about you.




  I couldn’t even begin to explain to Jake what had happened. The seismic shift that had taken place. Not there, not in the minute I had before I went on air. How your face had assaulted me in a way all the others didn’t. All those women, children, mothers, fathers, blond, black, smiling, scowling, all those people who had ‘everything to live for’ but didn’t live any more. People who had been abducted, murdered, attacked. I’d talked about all of them on TV. Relayed the details of each story clinically, using words like horrific, shock, brutal. They all rolled off the tongue. But I never really thought about the huge craters they left in people’s lives. Even when their relatives made desperate appeals from haunted faces all I got was a flutter of emotion that passed like wind. They were stories whose details and circumstances were a thousand times removed from me. You couldn’t have been any closer, Clara. You were real.
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