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For Rachel




Transcript of 999 call


Sunday, 10 December, 11.23 p.m.


 


Female Caller: She’s got a knife. Please hurry.


Operator: The police are on their way. Can you get out of the house?


Female Caller: No.


Operator: Is there somewhere you can hide, somewhere with a door that locks?


Female Caller: I’m in the bathroom . . . Downstairs. Please hurry. I can hear her coming.


Operator: Stay on the line with me.


 


[0:31:44 – unclear – indistinct crying]


 


Female Caller: [whispered] I think she’s outside the door . . . I can hear her. Oh god, please, hurry up.


Operator: The police will be there any minute. Stay on the line with me. Can you tell me what’s happening? Who is it that’s got the knife?


 


[0:44:16 – unclear – series of bangs – followed by a crash]


 


Female Caller: No!


Operator: Hello? Are you there?


[0:53:33 – screams]


 


Female Caller: No! Get off me . . . She’s going to kill me!


 


[1:05:33 – unclear – sounds of a struggle]


Operator: Hello? Are you there? Hello?


Female Caller: Hello?


Operator: Are you OK? What happened? The police are pulling up outside now.


Female Caller: She’s dead. I think she might be dead. Oh god. Oh god . . . please . . . oh my god. She’s not moving. There’s blood. A lot of blood.


Operator: Is she breathing?


Female Caller: I don’t know.


 


[2:04:16 – whimpering – panting]


 


Operator: Can you check for a pulse?


Female Caller: I . . . oh god . . . I don’t know. Please can you send an ambulance?


Operator: It’s on its way. You need to stay calm. Can you do that for me?


Female Caller: Yes. Yes, I think so . . . Oh my god.


Operator: What’s your name? Can you give me your name?


Female Caller: She came at me . . . with a knife. She just came out of nowhere. I think she’s dead . . . I think I’ve killed her.




Part One




Partial transcript of police interview with Miss Elizabeth Crawley, subsequent to filing of Missing Persons Report


PC Kandiah – Sunday, 10 December


 


Have you ever had one of those Facebook friends – more of an acquaintance really, like a colleague or an old school friend – who you accept a friendship request from and then wish to god you bloody hadn’t? We all have, right? You don’t want to unfriend them just in case they realise, even though they’ve got like seven hundred friends so the chances are they’d never know. But if you’re honest, you’re also a little bit intrigued by their life and sometimes, maybe after a couple of glasses of wine, when you’re tired of trawling through Netflix to find something to watch, you find yourself randomly Facebook-stalking them. Admit it, you’ve done it.


Next thing you know, you’re falling down a rabbit hole and feeling like a bit of a voyeur. It’s funny, isn’t it? The whole time you’re scouring their feed, you’re waiting for someone to tap you on the shoulder and shout Ha! Caught you! Even though you haven’t done anything wrong. I mean, they wouldn’t put it all out there unless they wanted you to read it.


You want an example of Becca’s social media posts? OK. She was one of those people who hashtagged every post with something like #gratitude or #blessed or #yolo. Oh, and also, #bestboyfriendever. That was her favourite. You know the kind of person I’m talking about. You’re smiling. You know someone just like it.


She was forever posting selfies of herself at the gym, you know the kind, complaining about having eaten too many pies and needing to work off the extra pounds, while at the same time showing off her abs. Or posting a thousand photos of herself on holiday in Ibiza – and every shot was taken from a lounger, framing the setting sun through her thigh gap. Or she’d take pictures of herself with a full face of make-up, hair blow-dried, and hashtag it #wokeuplikethis because yeah, sure you did, don’t we all? I know I do. Not.


Listen, I swear, you can ask anyone, almost every other post was about her boyfriend, James. About how amazing he was, how he’d arranged yet another romantic getaway to New York or the Cotswolds or Paris, how he was hashtag best boyfriend ever. Or she’d take a picture of him asleep, head under the pillows, stick a black and white filter on it and tag it #hotboyfriend and #luckiestgirlalive.


I guess, for want of another word, it came across as smug. I can see you laughing. You totally get it. And let’s face it, there’s something kind of suspicious about someone who’s always posting gushing updates about their other half. Think about it. All those celebrities who make huge public declarations of love, they all end up divorcing three weeks later.


A couple of people at work unfriended her, or at least unfollowed her because they found her so annoying. Not me though.


Were we jealous of her? No. Honestly. I can tell you don’t believe me but it’s true. I mean she was pretty, yes, sure, but we weren’t jealous. I think some people were a bit put out that she’d got the job of assistant to the CEO. There were others who’d been there longer and who thought they deserved it more, but that’s just how this industry is. And, besides, I work in the finance department, so it didn’t bother me in the same way as it did those who were trying to make the jump from assistants to agents.


If you met her by the water cooler and tried to make polite conversation, she’d just look at you like you were a lesser being and then walk off, like you weren’t worthy of her time or something. She was only really friendly to people she thought could help her get where she wanted to be. Where was that? At the top of the ladder, of course. She was . . . ambitious. And don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing bad about that. I’m all for women climbing the ladder and shattering the glass ceiling. It’s past time, isn’t it? What’s that quote? There’s a special place in hell for women who don’t support other women? Something like that. Well, I agree. And the rest of us women in the office, we stuck together, we had each other’s backs – you have to in this industry – you have no idea . . . but Becca, she definitely didn’t get the memo on that one.


God, I sound like a bitch. And I’m not. I really am not. I hate talking ill of people. Especially people who are . . . Look, I don’t want to make it sound like I hated her. I didn’t hate her. I didn’t know her. I don’t know her. That’s my point.


Oh wait, I remembered something else. For Claire’s birthday a few years ago Flora made her a chocolate cake. She put it in the fridge at work. Well, when the time came to bring it out someone had helped themselves to a massive slice. I mean, these things happen at work all the time. People are always nicking bread or helping themselves to your cream cheese, even if you stick a Post-it note on it. I know some people who spit in their food and warn people that that’s what they’ve done to ward them off. Like holy water with vampires.


But this . . . this felt deliberate. Whoever it was hadn’t used a knife and cut a slice of cake. They’d gouged it with what looked like their hands. A huge chunk of cake. It was completely ruined. Who does that? We had no idea. But as I’m comforting Flora in the kitchen, in walks Becca with a plate covered in chocolate crumbs. She saw us, froze, and then she just smiled and stuck her plate in the sink. We knew. She knew we knew. But what are you going to do? Of course, we didn’t confront her about it. She would only have denied it.


It was things like that. She lied a lot too. God, I feel awful, and I don’t even know if this is helpful in any way. Is it? Shouldn’t you be out there, looking for her or something? How is this helping find her? You want a picture of her, I get that, but I’m not the best person. I haven’t seen her in years. And I never really knew her to begin with. That’s my point. I keep telling you. No one knew her. Not the real her.


How did she lie? OK. Here’s an example: she’d always name-drop famous people she knew. Or that she said she knew. She told people she once dated Prince Harry after meeting him at Boujis, that nightclub in Kensington. Oh, and that her father invented LED lights. Ridiculous things. Unbelievable things. I mean . . . come on, if you’re going to lie, at least make the lies believable. It’s almost like she was playing a game, like she wanted us to call her out on it. But no one ever did.


Even some of the guys found her too much. A little too . . . into herself, I guess you could say. She was always really well dressed, that’s another thing. She had great taste but she’d wear clothes to the office that were more suitable for a night out. Always really high heels too. Manolo Blahniks and Louboutin. We used to wonder how she got the money because she wasn’t earning much more than us and we were all pretty broke. We were shopping at ASOS and she was turning up to work in Stella McCartney and Chloé. She told people her family were dead – her parents and her siblings had all burned to death in a fire – god knows if that’s even true – and that she’d inherited a lot of money. An LED light fortune.


But now we know the truth. Everything she told us about herself was a lie.


So if you ask me why I think she’s gone missing, I’d have to tell you that I don’t know.


I’m just giving you some background about who she was. Is.




Tuesday, 5 December


Evening


 


‘Night, Lizzie,’ Flora shouts.


I wave with the tips of my fingers. My hands are full with my jacket, scarf, bag, phone and five coffee cups containing dregs that I don’t want to spill down my tights. I wrangle the cups into the dishwasher, noting that as usual I’m the only person in this office who seems to know what a dishwasher is, and give a cursory glance at the contents of the refrigerator, checking I don’t need to buy more almond milk. Damn it. Someone has been at it! It was brand new this morning, unopened, and someone’s gone and helped themselves. The nerve of it.


Tim from IT has written his name in black Sharpie all over his stash of Vitaminwater. Maybe I should do the same. Not that it seems to make any difference. The thieving in this building is out of control. Maybe we need to put a nanny cam in the fridge, hidden inside that jar of gherkins that’s been lurking there since 2016.


I walk out past the breakout areas, double-checking that no one has left any confidential documents lying around on any of the coffee tables. We wouldn’t want the cleaners getting hold of a contract deal for a big name actor and leaking it to the Daily Mail, though sometimes when I’ve seen how much more a male actor is getting than his female co-star I have been tempted to leak the news myself.


Once, someone from HR left out an internal report on one of the board members, who had been accused of sexual harassment by a junior agent. It didn’t end well for the HR assistant, or the junior agent for that matter. The board member is still a board member. No surprise there.


It’s not my job to check for confidential papers that have been left lying about, just like it’s not my job to clear all the used coffee cups from the finance department’s desks, but like my mum taught me, you can waste energy on being angry or you can use that energy to get on with life.


And there’s a manuscript on the printer. Someone must have forgotten about it. I take a quick peep at the title page, recognising the name as a new writer the head of the agency just signed. I flick through it, interested to see how good she is after all the hoo-ha over signing her. She’s only twenty-two. How good can she possibly be? Word is that they think her book will net a seven-figure fee from the publishing and film rights. Can you even imagine what you would do with that much money?


I’d buy a house on Hampstead Heath, one of those classic Georgian mansions with a carriage driveway – just like the ones you see in all the Jane Austen movies. I’d have a writing room with a view over the heath, a sauna and gym in the basement, marble countertops and a breakfast room with French doors leading out onto a lawn that’s flat enough for croquet and Pimm’s in the summer. That’s my dream. Oh, and a walk-in wardrobe and a bathroom with one of those stand-alone tubs. And a personal trainer and chef.


To think that a two-inch-thick pile of paper like the one I’m holding in my hand could be the key to getting all that. It’s miraculous. Magical. Like winning the lottery. I weigh the manuscript in my hand, then, glancing around to make sure no one sees, slip it into my bag for safe-keeping. I’ll return it tomorrow.


‘You off out?’


I almost jump out of my skin. It’s Flora. She’s snuck up behind me like a ninja, which is quite surprising as Flora is the very opposite of a ninja. She’s a size 18 and has flat feet that necessitate wearing white Scholl shoes that, as she likes to joke, make her look like a nurse on a psychiatric ward. She’s my best friend at work, though recently I’ve been feeling like she’s avoiding me. I think she might be annoyed that I don’t go out for lunch with her any more.


I shake my head and pull on my coat. ‘No, just going home, why?’


Flora shrugs. ‘You just look nice, that’s all. Like you’re going on a date or something.’


‘Not tonight,’ I tell her, feeling pleased with the compliment. ‘What about you? You’re working late.’


Flora nods. ‘Yeah, we’re putting the finishing touches to the pitch for that new manuscript. We’re sending it out tomorrow.’


She’s talking about the manuscript I’ve just slipped in my bag. ‘I heard,’ I tell her. ‘Seven figures, huh?’


Flora lights up. ‘Yes, isn’t it amazing? We’ve already had interest from all the major studios. It could end up being the biggest deal we’ve ever done. And she’s only twenty-two!’


I force a smile.


Flora glances over my shoulder and her face puckers into a frown. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘You didn’t see anything on the printer, did you?’


I shake my head.


Flora walks past me and stops in front of the printer, confounded.


‘Maybe it’s out of paper,’ I suggest, the whole time feeling the weight of the manuscript like a lead brick in my bag. I can’t take it out, though. What would I say? Oh, look, how strange, it must have fallen in my bag by accident. I’ll have to feign innocence.


‘I just put paper in,’ Flora says, pulling out the drawer, which is almost empty. ‘How weird,’ she mumbles.


‘I’d better go,’ I say. ‘Chris will be waiting.’


‘OK,’ says Flora, still distracted by the vanishing manuscript. ‘Give him a hug and kiss from me.’


‘Will do.’


I hurry to the lift but then decide to take the stairs instead. I always take the stairs when the office is mostly empty. There’s something about the sound of a heel clicking on marble and the curving sweep of the banister that makes me feel like a Hollywood ingénue making her entrance at an Oscars after-party.


‘Evening, Miss Crowley,’ says Frank, the security guy who looks like Father Christmas, as I make my way down the stairs.


‘Evening, Frank,’ I say. Usually I stop for a quick chat but not tonight; I’m running late for my train.


I walk past the enormous statue that resembles a giant squid cast in bronze (or a giant’s sperm, as Flora likes to joke) and past the silver PKW lettering stamped boldly on the wall, which I always think makes us sound like a management consultancy. In fact it stands for Pryor Kinnison Weng – now officially the largest entertainment talent company in the world. We’re only the London office – the satellite office – but we like to think we do the work of substance while the Hollywood office does vacuous ‘style’.


After the merger, the powers that be decided to ditch the London office on Euston Road with its austere post-war vibe (which I always quite liked despite the Stasi feel) and move to a building more in keeping with their aspirations. Their goal was to attract and represent only the cream of the crop: the A-listers, the Oscar and Pulitzer and Bafta winners, the ones making the lists of ‘Bright young things under 30’, and it’s fair to say that they’ve achieved it.


I stick my hat and scarf on as I head towards the revolving door, thinking as I always do of how the paramedics got stuck in here that time. They had too much equipment on them and something got jammed. All those extra seconds on the clock. Did they make a difference? Who knows?


A blast of cold air hits me as I’m tipped out onto the street and I pull my coat tighter and wrap my scarf around my neck in a chic French way I learned from a YouTube tutorial. I check my phone. I’ve got eighteen minutes to make my train. In these heels it will be almost impossible. I weigh up whether to get an Uber home but I can’t really afford it – especially with Christmas around the corner and presents still to buy – so instead I hurry as fast as I can, weaving among the tourists and late-night shoppers on Carnaby Street.


The crowd around the top of the stairs at Oxford Circus resembles a lava flow trying to force its way back inside a volcano and the heat of all those bodies after the brisk night air makes me break into an instant and itchy sweat. I love London – I love the humming, brilliant buzz of it, especially in winter when the pavements sparkle and every shop and bar you pass seems to beckon you inside with a tantalising glow – but I hate commuting, that unsettling feeling of being part of the herd; one that’s galloping mindlessly towards a cliff edge.


There’s a tube waiting on the platform, thankfully, the doors beeping. I throw myself inside, finding myself wedged into someone’s armpit and someone else’s briefcase jabbing my hip.


Two stops. Four minutes. I’ll have to barge my way off the tube and run up the escalator if I’ve any hope of making my train. Not for the first time I regret wearing heels to work, but if they gave gold medals for weaving through rush-hour crowds, I would win one. A year ago I could never have made it – wouldn’t even have bothered. I’d have dawdled my way up the escalator staring at poster after poster advertising The Lion King and then stopped at McDonald’s for a Big Mac and fries while I waited for the next train.


Now I’m like an Olympic sprinter. I make it with seconds to spare and annoyingly all the seats are taken. I’m left standing, feet killing me from having run in heels and, to make it worse, I’m squashed between several men in suits who are managing to man-spread even while standing.


I content myself for the eleven-minute train ride by checking what’s happening in the land of Facebook and Twitter and Instagram, and then, because I can’t help myself, when I’m sure that the people around me are all transported to their own social media lands and wouldn’t notice if someone came running through the carriage naked, I open Tinder.


Eight matches! Things are definitely on the up since I changed my profile pictures and redid my bio. I message a few of them, the ones who sound like they might actually be interested in dating and not just casual sex or threesomes – and then I start flicking through profile pictures because dating is a game and you have to be in it to win it, or at least that’s what the article said in last week’s Grazia.


I swipe left on a ‘bacon enthusiast and heavy metal fan’ and then on a guy who claims he’s ‘six foot five and those are two measurements’ and keep swiping past several oiled torsos, sighing at the slim pickings. I can feel my dopamine buzz start to die off with the knowledge that finding a partner on Tinder is about as likely as finding life on the surface of the sun. But then I land on someone who makes me instantly pause, my finger hovering above his face.


It’s James.


It really is him. James Wickenden. #bestboyfriendever.


Oh my god. My heart has started beating very loudly and very fast, as though I’ve taken speed, and I have to tug at my scarf to loosen it before it strangles me.


Why is he on Tinder? Is he single? I don’t know why, but all this time I imagined him and Becca still together, possibly even married by now. It comes as a shock to learn otherwise. It’s possible, I tell myself, that he is still with her. Maybe he’s like several of the men I’ve already met on Tinder who are married and looking for some side action. I desperately hope not.


There are more photos – all linked to his Facebook account. There’s one of him in boardshorts on a beach somewhere tropical, definitely not Bournemouth, that’s for sure. He’s tanned and gorgeous with a six-pack he must have spent a lot of time cultivating. In another one he’s wearing a morning suit with a buttonhole, standing in front of the entrance to a church. His arm is around someone but he’s cut them out of the shot. I wonder if it was an ex, or even Becca. He isn’t wearing a wedding ring in any of the pictures. I wonder why he and Becca broke up. There was the accident, of course. That was three years ago now.


There were all sorts of rumours but we never heard for sure what happened to Becca after she left the hospital. She took the pay-out from work and disappeared. All her social media accounts went dark. I know this because occasionally I look her up on Facebook but there’s never anything new except for a couple of birthday messages from friends that she never likes or comments on.


I read James’s Tinder profile again: ‘Entertainment Lawyer. Good at both. And I’m nice to my mum as well.’


He’s going for short but sweet with a dash of humour. Throwing in the mum line tells me he’s good at turning on the charm. Not that he needs to turn on the charm with profile pictures like that and the word lawyer. You could be a zero in the looks department and it wouldn’t matter so long as you wrote lawyer in your profile. If you’re a man, that is. The same rule does not apply for women. I wonder how many girls he likes the look of and swipes right on. And how many swipe right on him. Every single one, I imagine.


I go back and look at his photos again, zooming in on them. His eyes are so blue they remind me of the colour of Brockwell Lido, and there’s that dimple in his left cheek. He really is a ten. I remember the trips he used to take Becca on, to Paris and Ibiza. How she used to go on and on about how romantic he was, how he was hashtag the perfect man.


What on earth am I waiting for? I swipe right. My stomach knots in instant anticipation. Will he swipe right on me too? Is it too much to hope for? Will he recognise me? I doubt it. We only met briefly three years ago, and I’ve changed quite a bit since then.


Shit. I look up and see we’re at my stop. The train doors are already closing. By the time I’ve gathered up my things it’s too late. The train is moving. Damn. Now I have to get off at Peckham Rye and walk back to Denmark Hill or stand around on a cold, dark platform waiting for a train heading in the opposite direction.


I call an Uber instead. To hell with the money. There’s a buzz in my belly, a tight jangling of nerves like someone repeatedly strumming the same wrong chords on a guitar. I tell myself not to get too excited. He might not respond and then I’ll only be disappointed.


The lights are on at the house but I know no one is home except for Chris. I leave the lights on a timer for security purposes, and to make the place look more inviting. That lovely warm yellow glow. I look up at the three-storey brick facade and count my lucky stars for Tess and her parents. I’d never be able to afford a house otherwise, not to rent and definitely not to own. I looked it up online and it’s worth close to two million pounds. It’s a five-bedroom end-of-terrace Victorian; red brick with a high hedge at the front offering some privacy, and a lovely red door with stained-glass panels and a brass knocker. Sometimes when I walk through the gate and up the front path, I feel like an orphan in a Dickens novel about to knock on the door of the person who’ll become my benevolent saviour.


The only downside is that it’s in Denmark Hill, which is in Camberwell, not the most salubrious of boroughs, and there’s a council estate diagonally opposite.


Chris lunges at me as soon as I’m through the door. He’s angry that I’ve been gone so long and he butts his head against my shins to let me know. I reach down and pick him up.


‘Silly cat,’ I say and carry him into the kitchen, where he flies out of my arms and lands on the table, back arched, a face on him like one of those glowering boys that hangs about on the estate selling drugs, hood pulled up, hands stuffed in oversized tracksuit bottoms, wearing Nikes the size of small boats.


‘OK, OK, I’m feeding you,’ I tell him, reaching for a foil packet of overpriced meat in gelatinous gunk. ‘What’s it to be today, Chris Hemsworth? Salmon or chicken?’


He meows impatiently.


‘OK, chicken it is.’ I pour it into his bowl, holding my nose. He’s Tess’s cat, not mine. She has a thing for the actor. We roll along together OK, Chris and I, though I’m more of a dog person, to be honest. I feed him and empty his litter tray and he makes clear his ire that I’m not Tess. I won’t let him sleep on my bed because he leaves behind half his fur. But looking after him was the price I paid for having the place all to myself while Tess went travelling. It’s a shame, I joked to her, that he isn’t the real Chris Hemsworth. I would definitely let him sleep on the bed if he were.


Tess’s parents, who raised their kids here, retired a few years ago and moved to Portugal, but they kept the house and let Tess and me live here, paying very low rent. I wouldn’t be able to afford a lock-up on the estate over the road for what I pay each month. And now she’s away, travelling for six months, I have the whole house to myself.


I open the fridge and hang onto the door. I’m too tired to cook and besides, I grabbed lunch from Pret after I went to the gym on my lunch break And, OK, I also snuck a Hobnob this afternoon, which was naughty of me. I still count points even if I don’t go to Weight Watchers meetings. It’s become a habit.


There’s smoked mackerel, some spinach and a pot of fat-free yogurt in the fridge. I sigh and let my gaze drift to the bottle of Sauvignon in the door and then to the box of pink champagne truffles that a client at work gave me a few months ago. I had been saving both as a reward for finishing the first ten thousand words of my book but what the hell. I’ll take a bath, drink a glass of wine, and read that manuscript. It’ll help distract me from checking Tinder every five seconds to see if James has responded.


My bedroom is Tess’s brother’s old room. It faces the garden and is a good size, I guess, though I’d much rather have Tess’s room in the attic, which is about three times as big. The carpets in my room could use replacing but I’ve done my best to make it as nice as possible – the bed frame is antique, and I’ve got a thing for decorative pillows. I can’t seem to stop buying them. Tess used to joke that the pillows were multiplying like bunny rabbits. This room is my sanctuary. I even created a vision board of what I wanted the room to look like before I started decorating, cutting out pictures from magazines and pasting them on a big pin board, which now hangs over the mantelpiece and is covered in pictures of turreted chateaux, luxury yachts and Georgian mansions. I’m a big believer in the law of attraction and you have to visualise what you want in order to achieve it. For now, though, I’m grateful for what I do have. The room is light and airy, with lots of pale hues; white and muted greys with splashes of colour. The curtains are a dusky pink and match the chair I had re-upholstered and the mountain of throw cushions on the bed.


My writing desk, which I salvaged from an antiques shop in East Dulwich, sits in front of the window, giving me a view of the house that backs onto ours. I spent way more money on it than I should have, because I thought it would inspire me to write my novel, but in fact all I use it for is book-keeping – a little side-business I have going to supplement my income.


The novel I started is languishing somewhere on my computer and now every time I look at the desk I feel a pang of guilt or a needling of my conscience, which then gives way to resentment. It’s like when you keep getting a reminder on your phone to call your mother but after a few reminders you start getting annoyed at the phone and then at your mother, when really you should just pick it up and call. Maybe a new desk would help me feel less animosity towards the novel. Or maybe I should start a new novel. I need to decide and then just get on with it. It’s not going to write itself.


Next to my room is a bathroom and on the other side of that there’s a smaller bedroom which used to be a study before Tess’s boyfriend Rob turned it into a recording suite. This was a few months before they broke up, before he did the unforgivable thing, and before Tess decided to go travelling.


There are still plenty of things around that give the house a family feel: photographs on top of the piano, old coats hanging on hooks by the front door, orphaned shoes and broken tennis rackets under the stairs, a shelf of grease-thumbed recipe books in the kitchen. There are a few random things scattered around too: a bullwhip, a hockey mask and a large statue of an owl – props that Tess brings home from the theatre as keepsakes after one of her plays finishes a run. It gives the place a slightly Bohemian, artsy feel that I like.


It sometimes makes me envious, to think that Tess got to grow up here – with two squabbling siblings and parents who cared and had so much money they sent all three to private school, then paid their way through university too. If my mother had had the money to pay for private school or university, she would have spent it on fags, booze and bingo.


I grew up an only child, in a two-up two-down in Hexthorpe, a grotty village close to Doncaster, famous for three things: a big railway accident the year I was born, an almost-riot over the number of asylum seekers being sent there (my mum was among those who wanted to riot. I tried to explain to her that they had nowhere else to go but she refused to listen, saying that if London wanted them, London could keep ’em). And third, having the highest level of sexually transmitted diseases in the country.


I’m not sure that last one is still true, but it was when I was a teenager. All I wanted to do, from the age of about seven (when I became aware from watching TV and movies that there was another world out there – one where the skies were actually blue, not what felt like a permanent grey the colour of wet ash), was escape. I bet those asylum seekers the government sent there felt the same way I did: unwelcome, hopeless, sick to death of the boarded-up windows, the garbage-strewn streets and the utter foulness of the weather. Most of them were probably wishing they’d never left home, because even a war zone would probably be better than Hexthorpe.


Every day now, when I walk to the station, on my way to work, I feel so happy I made it out. I’m thirty and I’ve only been back a few times since I left at eighteen. My mum still works double shifts at the local juvenile rehab facility. We don’t have much to talk about, my mum and I. She tells me about the kids who’ve tried to commit suicide or smeared faeces over the walls that week, and I tell her which famous faces have walked through the doors at work, but unless they’ve been on Corrie, her favourite soap, she’s not interested. She still hasn’t forgiven me for moving to London. She tells me that I sound like a southern toff with a stick up my arse now.


I go into the bathroom that’s en suite to Tess’s parents’ bedroom. It’s nicer – they did it up only a few years back and it has a gorgeous claw-footed tub and a rain shower big enough for a Tinder threesome, if you were ever that way inclined. I start the bath running and light a few candles before going back to my room for my glass of wine and the manuscript. The wine is a lot of calories but I ran for the train so that cancels it out. And you shouldn’t deny yourself. Denial only makes you unhappy and unhappiness makes you binge.


I slip beneath the hot water then reach for my wine and the manuscript. Three pages in, I’ve finished my glass and I’m fully distracted. One, the writing isn’t that good, and two, the story is so derivative. If this had been written by a fat and unattractive fifty-year-old man, no one would be talking about it at all. But because the author is twenty-two, female and attractive, they’ve been able to PR it to the heavens and create a million dollars of hype.


Frustrated, I drop the pages to the floor and lie back until I’m almost fully submerged beneath the water. Here, in my watery cocoon, my thoughts drift away from the manuscript and to much happier thoughts of James.


The one and only time I met him was three years ago. It was the night of the PKW Christmas party.


The night of the accident.


 


‘Oh my god,’ whispers Flora, grabbing my arm. ‘Check him out.’


I turn around, glass in hand, and get almost knocked over by a wave of vertigo. He’s that gorgeous. Even better in the flesh than in the photographs Becca is forever posting all over her Instagram and Facebook.


Flora is eying him up like a piece of chocolate cake slathered in buttercream icing, practically salivating, and I tease her. She blushes the colour of her dress, a Pepto-Bismol pink, and sighs dramatically. ‘Imagine going home with that. It’s so unfair.’


I shrug. ‘In my experience, men who look that good are normally arrogant arseholes.’


Flora still can’t tear her eyes off him. ‘I could forgive him that. I could forgive him anything. He looks like Christian Grey. And anyway, from the sounds of it, he’s lovely.’


I wonder about that. He’s scanning the crowd – all of us gathered in the outdoor courtyard, protected from the winter weather by a glass roof and a dozen space heaters firing like rocket blasters. His expression is aloof – slightly disdainful even. His top lip is slightly curled as though he’s here against his will, suffering through his girlfriend’s work do just so she’ll sleep with him later. I’m right. He’s arrogant. But then he suddenly smiles and instantly his face transforms and I’m forced to reassess.


‘Oh my god, look at him!’ Flora gushes again, collapsing against me in a swoon worthy of a Mills & Boon damsel.


It’s true that, in his black dinner jacket, he is easily the most attractive man in the room. Everyone is looking at him, some openly, a lot surreptitiously. And Becca, as if sensing it, has come over and hung herself off him like one of those plastic baubles decorating the Christmas tree in the lobby.


‘She looks amazing too,’ says Flora, and the two of us involuntarily suck in our stomachs as we take in Becca and her skin-tight, knicker-skimming green dress. ‘That dress would be a crop top on me. If I could even get it on over my head,’ says Flora with a giggle. ‘Actually it would probably be more like a headband.’


I laugh. ‘You look great,’ I tell her.


Flora beams at me and tugs her dress down to expose even more of her ample bosom. ‘Thanks. You too,’ she tells me.


I smile but shift uncomfortably from foot to foot and swallow as if I’ve got one of the sausage roll canapés I just ate stuck in my throat. I don’t feel great. I feel frumpy. I bought a dress a size smaller hoping it would inspire me to lose those extra few pounds before Christmas, but people kept bringing tins of Quality Street and M&S mince pies into work and so now it’s way too tight around my stomach and hips. I’m not sure the style is very me either. It’s blue and the material is a bit cheap and shiny and is making me sweat. A dress from the Primark sale rack was all I could afford, though.


I doubt Becca is wearing Primark. Her dress looks like it cost a month’s salary, despite the fact there’s nothing of it. And her shoes look like they’ve just walked straight off the catwalk too. She’s had her hair cut in one of those long wavy bobs and it frames her face perfectly. I watch her hand James a glass of champagne then put her arm proprietarily through his. He places his hand over hers and it’s a gesture so tender and protective that it makes my chest ache and my gut feel as if someone is wringing it out like an old, grey dishcloth. Without knowing why, I find myself blinking back tears.


I turn away. ‘Just going to the bathroom,’ I mumble to Flora.


‘OK,’ she says, her gaze still fixed dreamily on Becca and James.


In the ladies on the first floor, where I’ve escaped in order to avoid the other party-goers, I stare angrily at my reflection in the mirror, swiping at the tears that are threatening to ruin my mascara. I’m being silly and I try to tell myself that, but I have been so looking forward to this evening. I wanted to wear this dress and feel good in it. Sexy even. I wanted, for just one evening, to feel better about myself. I’m an idiot.


I take a deep breath and dab at my eyes. My face has gone all shiny and my hair is starting to frizz and stick up like I’ve stuck my finger in a plug socket. There are sweat patches under my arms too, staining the polyester fabric. Damn. I stick some tissue in my armpits to soak it up and then dab some powder on to mattify the shine.


Donna, one of the vice presidents, fifty and confidently glamorous as only a woman who has regular Botox and a designer wardrobe can be, comes out of the toilet stall behind me. She sees me and gives me a wide berth. I’m not on her radar, working in finance as I do. She has to lean across me to access the soap holder – which isn’t screwed properly to the wall and comes dangerously unhinged when she presses it.


‘We’ve only just moved in and everything is falling apart,’ she says with a sigh.


I nod, feeling flustered. ‘It’s beautiful though,’ I say, gesturing stupidly at the bathroom walls. ‘The um, renovations. It looks lovely. And the party’s great.’ I curse myself for being such a suck-up and sounding so vapid. At the same time I’m painfully aware of the paper towels stuffed in my sweaty armpits. Has she noticed them?


But of course, she won’t have. I’m pretty much invisible to her. She mumbles an answer but is already heading for the door.


After she’s gone I’m left once more staring at myself in the mirror, yanking out the damp paper towels and feeling another wave of anger and self-loathing rising up inside me. I wish I could be like Flora, who seems to look in the mirror and love what she sees, but I’m not. Whenever I stare in the mirror all I hear is my mum telling me with a sneer that no one will ever want me.


I just want to lock myself in a toilet cubicle and stay there. Stupid office party. Why did I think it would be fun? Maybe because it’s about the only invite on my calendar so I put all my hopes onto it.


‘No,’ I tell myself. ‘Don’t let the negative thoughts bring you down. Focus on the good. You have great skin. Flawless, in fact. That’s what the lady at the MAC counter told you. You’ve got pretty eyes and long eyelashes. You’ve got fantastic tits. You’ve got a great arse too, apparently, if the boys on the estate opposite meant it as a compliment when they started making grinding noises and talking about tapping it when you walked past them.’


The pep talk is something I’ve tried to get into the habit of, after reading about it on some psychology website. Something about diverting the neural pathways and setting up more positive feedback loops in the brain.


‘You are funny and smart,’ I tell myself. ‘You are going to go out there and you are going to enjoy this party. You never know, you might even meet someone.’


But never anyone like James. The thought comes before I can stop it. He’s so far out of my league. There is Tim in IT, I remind myself. He’s not terrible looking. In fact, he’s quite attractive, if a little geeky in his Game of Thrones T-shirts. He likes chatting to me and he told Flora that he liked me. And, if I’m brutally honest, what other options are on the table? I’m not going back on Tinder. Or any of those other dating apps. Not after what happened last time.


My eyes start smarting again and I shake my head, refusing to let things get to me. ‘You are going to lose weight. That’s a New Year’s resolution,’ I say to my reflection. ‘This time next year you are going to fit into a green designer dress the size of a hankie and you’re going to have a man on your arm as gorgeous as James.’


I fix my lipstick, take a deep breath, and walk outside. I walk past the breakout area, taking note of the brand-new leather sofas and the fancy art on the walls, and head for the elevators. Passing by one of the agents’ offices I hear raised voices. I slow down and stop just shy of the door. I’m being nosy, but shoot me. I peer through the crack. It’s James and Becca.


‘Where are you going?’ he shouts at her. ‘You can’t go.’ She’s walking away but he grabs her by the arm. He lowers his voice and hisses something I can’t make out.


‘People will be wondering where I am,’ Becca tells him. She pulls her arm from his and turns on her heel.


I decide I need to make my escape while I have the chance and tiptoe towards the elevator.


Back at the party I find Flora over by the canapés. ‘Where have you been?’ she asks me.


‘I needed the loo,’ I tell her, hoping my eyes don’t look too red-rimmed.


‘You sure you’re OK?’ she asks, narrowing her eyes.


‘Yeah, of course,’ I tell her, faking a smile. ‘I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be?’


‘You know you look great,’ she says, squeezing my arm. Then she grins and nods across the room. ‘Tim’s over there, he keeps looking at you.’


I glance over her shoulder and see Tim standing in front of the DJ booth, his head bouncing like one of those nodding dogs you see on car dashboards. He isn’t looking this way at all.


‘Well, he was,’ says Flora. ‘Here, have a mince pie.’ She hands me one and stuffs a second one in her mouth. ‘They’re so good,’ she says through a mouth of crumbs, giggling.


I shake my head. ‘No thanks,’ I say, but I’m cut off by a bloodcurdling scream for help. It’s so loud it cuts through Wham!’s ‘Last Christmas’ like a knife through butter. Everyone looks around, startled, trying to find the source.


Then someone – a woman – comes running, bursting into the courtyard, horror scored across her face. ‘Quick . . . quick . . . someone call an ambulance!’ she yells, before turning around and running back the way she came.


Flora and I look at each other and then rush after her, along with a dozen or so others.


By the time we reach the lobby there’s a small crowd gathered and we have to elbow our way through to see what’s going on. The first thing I notice is a splash of green. And then red. It looks almost festive against the white tile background. It takes a beat to reconcile that it’s Becca, in her green dress, lying on the marble lobby floor, her leg twisted at a weird angle. Someone else screams. Another person starts shouting for a doctor, as though they’ve forgotten we work at an entertainment agency, not a hospital.


James appears a moment later, pushing through the crowd, elbowing Flora and me aside in his haste. He kneels in the puddle of blood that’s pooling in a halo around Becca’s head, takes her gently by the shoulders and starts calling her name.
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