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			As the daughter of a Spanish immigrant, Natali Simmonds has lived all over the world. Good Girls Die Last is her first thriller after writing fantasy novels as N J Simmonds. When she’s not writing, Natali works as a freelance brand consultant and lectures for universities and Raindance Film School. Originally from London, she now divides her time between Spain and the Netherlands.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Praise for GOOD GIRLS DIE LAST

			 

			 

			‘A brilliantly propulsive read full of simmering feminine rage. The sizzling London heatwave builds and builds, creating a claustrophobic sense of unease. I couldn’t look away!’ 

			Heather Darwent

			 

			‘If you like your thrillers pulsing with tension, you’re going to LOVE Good Girls Die Last! Natali Simmonds knows how to dial up the heat in this unflinching story of female solidarity and rag’

			 Lesley Kara

			 

			‘A fearless and explosive thriller, one moment terrifying, the next intimate. Warning: it is impossible to put this book down!’ 

			A. J. West

			 

			‘What an amazing trip! Good Girls Die Last goes from vile misogyny to glorious revenge and Simmonds kept me riveted every step of the way’

			Kirsten Miller

			 

			‘Blisteringly powerful, devastatingly timely and utterly gripping – Good Girls Die Last is as empowering as it is thrilling. A sunkissed nightmare of a book. I loved it!’

			Bea Fitzgerald

			 

			‘The blistering heat, the simmering rage, the spring loaded tension - it all ramped and ramped until I was ready to EXPLODE! I couldn’t have stopped reading if I’d tried’

			Bethany Clift

			 

			‘Searing and unflinching, Good Girls Die Last is rousing, angry and beautiful. Impossible to put down, right to the gut-punch ending. Stunning, I absolutely loved it’ 

			Andrea Mara

			 

			‘What do you get when you cross a slippery slope with an unstoppable woman who has finally had enough? Good Girls Die Last: A kick ass tour de force that will have you welling up one moment and punching the air the next’

			Holly Seddon

			 

			‘I devoured Good Girls Die Last in less than 24 hours. A blistering tour de force that set me ablaze, this is going to be the hottest book of 2023’

			Vikki Patis
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			Today, nothing is going right for Em. And it’s about to get much worse.

			 

			Heartbroken by a recent split, with her 30th birthday looming, she loses her job and her home in the same morning because of two swaggering, dishonest men – the boss who sexually harassed her and the flatmate sleeping with her behind his fiancée’s back. But all Em can think about is catching a flight to attend her sister’s wedding and see her dying mother.

			 

			With a record-breaking heatwave, and a serial killer making the streets unsafe, London is completely gridlocked. Em’s life has always been full of men getting their own way, and today the scorched city teems with them standing between her and home.  As Em’s troubled past returns to haunt her, she refuses to let them win. Her defiance leads to shocking consequences that soon spiral wildly out of control.

			 

			In a world where men don’t listen, and girls have no voice, one woman can change everything.

			 

			Today, no one will be staying silent.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To all the women who have ever been scared . . .

			but lived their lives anyway

		

	
		
			1

			BBC Breaking News • @BBCBreaking

			London reaches boiling point as highs of 41°C are expected today. ‘This heatwave is only going to get worse,’ UK @metofficenews confirms.

			 

			I’ve woken up in Matt’s bed.

			Stifling a yawn, I glance over at him. He has his bare back to me; messy hair, long limbs and pale white legs. He couldn’t be any further away, curled up on the edge of the mattress like a mountain climber clinging to a rocky precipice. His skin is so translucent I’m able to count each knobbly vertebra jutting out of his spine.

			The bed creaks as I roll on to my back. I’m sticky, a thin film of sweat coating every inch of me. I go to wipe myself on Matt’s sheet, but it’s on the floor, where we kicked it off last night. He’s pretending to sleep so I play along, careful not to make a sound as I gather my clothes up from the floor and tiptoe out of his bedroom and back to my own.

			I’m being generous calling it a bedroom. My room isn’t even a room. It’s a windowless cupboard with a bed. From the threshold I can touch every item in here. A single bed, a clothes rack that fits seven hangers, and a bedside table that’s actually an unpacked crate with an old scarf draped over it. A teetering column of boxes containing winter clothes and books are stacked behind the door. Yet as soon as I saw Matt’s ad on the flat-­share website three months ago, I snapped it up, even though the rent is more than I can comfortably afford.

			The tiny apartment is on the top floor of a large white Georgian building on Suffolk Street. Before I found this place, I didn’t even know real people lived in the centre of London. I thought it was all embassies and office blocks. Matt told me, more than once, that his father bought the place for him when he went to university nine years ago. He talks about how rich his dad is a lot. I’ve no idea why he bothers to rent out my room. Maybe Daddy’s hand-­outs aren’t enough to live on.

			‘It’s just a foothold on the property ladder,’ Matt says about this ornate apartment, with its high ceilings and filigreed cornices moulded in plaster. And I always nod and mumble a ‘That’s nice.’ Because it must be.

			He normally gets up at 7 a.m. and there’s only one bathroom, so I don’t have long to get ready. Turning the shower to the coldest setting, I don’t even shiver as I step into it, rubbing my eyes and letting the cool water run over my face. My mascara-­coated lashes are rough and spiky beneath my fingers. I should probably be using some fancy eye-­makeup remover – taking off my mascara this way is only making my face dirtier – but I keep rubbing anyway.

			I turn thirty in two days. Sunday. I was meant to have my life in order by now, but I guess I can move my deadline to thirty-­five. I’m on the right track, I’m sure I am. Moving to central London and renting a room walking distance from the office was because of the job I started three months ago. The job that’s going to change my life.

			All I need to do is get through today’s meeting, then everything will be fine.

			I massage the shampoo into my hair, digging my fingers into my scalp as hard as I can, my nails scraping my skin. It hurts, but it distracts me from what I did with Matt last night. I don’t want to think about anything any more. Not about work, or who’s waiting for me there, or that this time tomorrow I’ll be back home in Spain, getting ready to walk my baby sister down the aisle. I rub the shampoo suds all over my face. It’s making my eyes sting, but I’m thankful for a pain I can control. As I rinse the water off my shoulders my finger catches in the necklace around my neck. A single diamond on a fine gold chain. I never take it off, just like my mother never did before she gave it to me. Tomorrow will be the first time I’ve seen her since my father died.

			There’s no bathmat. I leave tiny puddles of water on the wooden floor as I pad to my room, a soapy trail no one will follow. The electric fan does nothing to cool my boxroom, so I stand naked before it, eyes shut and long hair dripping water down my back. There’s a soft thud of footsteps in the hallway. Matt. I keep my eyes closed and my arms spread wide.

			My meeting with HR to discuss my future at Swan & Swallow is at ten today. Three more hours and I’ll finally be able to say I’m a full-­time graphic designer at one of the top PR and marketing agencies in the country. I’ll finally be who my sister and mother believe I’ve been for the last three years. I’ll finally be able to stop lying – more or less.

			Staring at what passes for a wardrobe, I pick out my new pencil skirt, a bright green-­and-­pink sleeveless blouse and wedge shoes. My forehead is already beading with sweat. Adding face cream feels like a crime, but makeup is a mask, and today I need that extra layer.

			My phone buzzes. I have three likes on Twitter and one new follower, thanks to this morning’s post. I hit two hundred followers last week. A lot of people must like my vague one-­line tweets. I type another one and accompany it with a selfie of me in my smart outfit, but with my face cut off, as usual. I try a few different poses, choosing the one that makes my tits look best.

			 

			Words will never hurt me • @Em_Dash_93

			It’s called making love, so why is it so easy to fuck the ones we hate?

			Alan Botterwell • @AlanBot69

			Replying to @Em_Dash_93

			I’d fuck you

			 

			The photo on my Twitter bio is not of me but of a white rose dripping with blood – I read once that there was no point writing anything unless you were making a statement. That’s all I use Twitter for: my wry, overly dramatic one-­line observations. The bio simply says, ‘I’ve come a long way to get nowhere.’ Deep.

			I’ve posted pictures of my body a few times, a body without a face, but only when I’m drunk. Those weak moments when I’ve felt too old, too fat, too invisible. Like I didn’t matter. The comments are predictably thirsty, and sometimes they sting, but it’s what I asked for. To be looked at, to be judged, to be told my worth.

			I have fifteen minutes to eat before I have to leave. There are only three rooms in this flat (four, if you count my cupboard). Matt is at the breakfast bar in our open-­plan lounge, watching the London news. A hosepipe ban, a drowned girl found at Westminster Pier and two streets in Streatham with no water.

			Matt ignores me as I turn into the kitchenette and stick a slice of bread into the toaster. He’s eating Rice Krispies out of a Captain America bowl, slurping the puffed grains off his spoon, milk coating his lower lip. I think about last night. Matt’s face buried between my legs, the way he murmured with gratitude, his chin glistening. Perhaps I’d tugged a little too hard as I’d threaded my fingers through his damp hair and pushed him deeper, the light breeze from the window making the hairs on my arm stand on end. When he kissed me, I’d tasted myself and thought of Nikki.

			I butter my toast and drop the knife into the sink with a clatter. Matt finally looks up, wiping the milk from his chin with the back of his hand.

			‘What time’s your flight?’ he asks, nodding at the purple suitcase by the door.

			‘Nine fifteen tonight. I’m leaving straight from work.’

			He nods. ‘Becca will be here at six.’

			‘I know.’

			That’s the arrangement, and why (as he likes to remind me) my rent isn’t as high as it could be for a central London flat-­share. His long-­term girlfriend, Rebecca, is a teacher in Manchester. Matt doesn’t want to live up north, and she doesn’t want to move to London, so she stays at his flat every Friday to Sunday and I make myself scarce. Basically, I don’t live here for two nights a week. Not much of a bargain, really.

			I’ve never met Rebecca, but I found her on Twitter. She likes Friends and middle-­grade novels, she wears her hair in plaits on Fridays, and when she goes out she drinks Prosecco. She has a pet rabbit called Sniffles and she hates spicy food, even though she loves a good curry. She wants to get a fringe but she’s too worried it will make her face look fat. It will. Her favourite colour is mint. Not turquoise. Mint. She hates being called Becca.

			Most weekends I stay with my friend Kate in Stratford. When she’s busy, I spend Friday and Saturday nights wandering around London like I’m somehow different to any other woman alone, in the dark, in a big city.

			This time I’m going home for one week and two weekends. Matt couldn’t be happier.

			‘About last night . . .’ he says.

			I take a bite out of my toast, but it doesn’t taste of anything. I chew and nearly gag at the silkiness of the butter on my tongue.

			‘Emmy.’

			My name isn’t Emmy, but that’s what Matt’s called me since I told him my name and he declared it was too hard to pronounce. I didn’t fill in any forms to rent this place, no proof of ID or referrals needed, just a quick visit – a look up and down – and a name that has never been mine.

			‘Emmy.’

			I look up. He has pretty eyes. Brown, with thick lashes. Like a cow.

			‘It can’t happen again,’ he says. ‘I love Becca.’

			I keep chewing.

			He loves Becca so much that as soon as I came home from work last night he waved a bottle of wine at me and raised one eyebrow. He loves Becca so much that when I went to open the bottle he pressed himself against my back in the kitchen and I could feel how hard he already was. He loves Becca so much he didn’t even bother to remove my underwear before we were fucking against the kitchen counter, my face pressed against the marble, his fingers leaving bruises on my hips.

			Yeah, he loves her so much.

			‘This isn’t fair,’ he says, adding his bowl to my knife in the sink.

			‘What isn’t?’

			‘I didn’t ask for this, you know.’

			True. He didn’t. He took and I gave.

			I place my plate on top of his bowl.

			‘When you applied to be my flatmate you said you’d split up with your girlfriend.’ Matt’s voice is usually low and slow, his plummy drawl betraying his roots. Now his voice is whiny, like the mosquitoes London has suddenly acquired with the heat. ‘When I told Becca about you, she said she was cool about a gay moving in. She said a woman like you would keep the place tidy but wouldn’t fancy me. The perfect combo.’

			I don’t know where to start with that.

			He lets out a sharp sigh, squeezing the bridge of his nose and closing his eyes. ‘I thought you were a lesbian, Emmy!’

			He shouts the word ‘lesbian’ like it’s a butch full stop, hairy and unwavering.

			‘I’m bisexual.’

			He knows this. I mentioned it in my first week. I remember because his eyes grew wider as the edges of his lips flickered upwards – the face of a teenage boy who’s just been handed his first porn magazine. He’d asked if I’d had a threesome (yes), if I was into open relationships (no), and if I would let him watch me with another woman (‘It’s a joke, Emmy. Can’t you take a joke?’).

			‘What we have . . .’ he says.

			We don’t have anything. It’s just sex. Not even good sex. The first time I was sad and drunk, the second time curious about whether it would actually be good the second time, but since then it’s become a distraction. Because when Matt’s busy fucking me, I’m there, right there, rooted in the moment. My mind can’t go anywhere else. And that’s a good thing.

			‘What we have,’ he continues, ‘it’s . . . I don’t know. Like animal attraction. You’re hard to resist.’

			Matt gestures at me, like I’m a painting in the Gallery of Women. A painting entitled ‘It’s her fault because she looks like that’. He stares down at his bare feet then slowly looks up at me, his big brown eyes covering more of my flesh than his hands ever do. I want to slap him. I want to sit on his face.

			‘You warm-­blooded Mediterranean types,’ he says. ‘All that passion, eh? You can’t control yourselves.’

			Ah yes, the Spanish thing. He talks about that a lot. My long, thick hair, the way I use my hands when I talk, my olive skin, how red my lips are, how dark my eyes are, how round my breasts are. What do English girls look like in bed then? Maybe they just lie there, silent, pale and still. I doubt it. Maybe that’s just Rebecca. I doubt that too.

			‘We do have fantastic sex, though,’ he adds, stepping towards me. His pupils are expanding, his gaze settling on my cleavage. Is my shirt too low for an HR meeting? It’s pinching under my arms. Maybe I should have bought a larger size.

			I do up my top button and step back.

			‘I’ll see you in ten days, Matt.’

			He snaps out of his trance and wipes his hands on his trousers.

			‘Maybe you shouldn’t live here any more,’ he mutters.

			‘I’ll see you in ten days.’

		

	
		
			2

			The sun is violently bright today, even with sunglasses on, and my hair is already sticking to the back of my neck before I’ve shut the front door. I fish about inside my handbag for my headphones then realise they’re already packed away in my suitcase.

			Continuing to rummage inside my sack-­like handbag, I take out my phone, my thumbs swiping in tandem as I doom-­scroll. Reading and walking isn’t an issue in central London at this time in the morning. No dog mess and no tourists.

			 

			The Sun • @TheSun

			Woman found dead in the Thames by Westminster Pier. Suspected drowning after late-­night swim.

			Daisy Espenalla • @DaisyChain99

			‘Suspected’ drowning? Don’t they know for certain?

			Linda M • @LindaCraftMagic

			How many women go late-­night swimming in the Thames? I don’t even go for late-­night walks in London! Sounds suspicious.

			 

			Dan Livingstone • @DanBLivingstone

			Replying to @LindaCraftMagic

			You not noticed how hot it is lately? Loads will be pissed up and swimming!!!

			V. Kennedy • @VSA_Kennedy

			Thoughts and prayers

			Linda M • @LindaCraftMagic

			Wasn’t a young woman found dead in St James’s Square on Monday? Looks suspicious to me.

			Keep Britain Great • @KeepGBGreat

			Replying to @LindaCraftMagic

			So? People die in London all the time. Disgusting place. Went there once, not one English person.

			 

			Matt’s flat is only a ten-minute walk away from the Strand, where the office is. I told myself what I pay in extra rent would have been spent on the commute anyway. I’ve got good at lying, especially to myself.

			I’ve lived in London for over three years, but I’ll never get used to walking through Trafalgar Square to work like it’s my local high street. It’s quiet. Not the kind of quiet you get here on a Sunday morning before the tourists descend but the kind only severe heat can bring. A stillness that smothers everything, like the pause before the crack of thunder. There’s less traffic than normal. Fewer people on the pavement. Even the handful of pigeons that remained have disappeared.

			I keep scrolling through my phone, my eyes flickering at the words and pictures, nothing registering. I find myself feeling just as indifferent about a stranger’s disappointing dinner than I do about a dead girl. I keep scrolling. Cats. Someone’s angry about something I don’t understand. A team lost. Dogs. A politician got caught. Someone is angry about something they can’t change. More news about the dead girl in St James’s Square.

			I read something on Twitter yesterday about how reading the news is bad for you. Apparently, humans weren’t made to take in so much information at once; we were made to live in a village and know up to one hundred and fifty people. Our brains haven’t developed quickly enough to process this much input, this much news, this much interaction with strangers.

			I guess there’s only so much we can care about before we shut down and stop caring altogether.

			 

			I step out of Pret clutching a paper bag, ignoring the mutterings of a man accusing me of taking the last bottle of water. How is it the last bottle when the shop only opened two hours ago? They’ll restock.

			I normally make my own sandwich, but I couldn’t stand to be in the kitchen with Matt any longer than I had to this morning. Maybe the newspapers are right. Maybe if I stop buying my cheese baguettes I’ll be able to afford a house of my own.

			My suitcase makes a whirring sound against the pavement as I cross the road again and step into Trafalgar Square. The handle is loose, so I have to hold it at an angle to stop it jamming. I don’t have to go this way, but I can’t pass the lions without saying hello.

			‘Hey,’ I say, reaching up and patting the giant iron paw of one of the four statues. Always the same one. Nikki’s king. Every morning I stop here for a moment, in the exact spot where she told me the story about the lion and her father. The first time she made me cry.

			Sometimes, on a weekend when I’m keeping away from the flat, I bring my Kindle to the square. You’re not meant to climb on the lions, but you can do what you want in the dark. The beasts never sleep, and neither does this city. On weekends, I don’t either.

			There’s no water in the fountains. It hasn’t rained for over a month. I lean against the base of Nelson’s column and take a sip of water from one of the bottles I just bought, placing it against my brow then the inside of my wrist. I’ve spent most of my life in Spain so I thought this heatwave would be nothing, but London heat is something else. It’s a grimy, thick blanket that smells of dusty metal and soaks your clothes in minutes.

			Crossing the empty road, I head along the Strand, slowing down as I pass Charing Cross station. Like everywhere else, it’s deserted except for one person. Pressed up against the wall, sheltering in a streak of shade, is a young lad.

			‘All right?’ he says, shielding his eyes from the sun as I approach.

			‘Hey, Moby.’

			That’s not his real name. I don’t know his real name, but he sometimes uses a tattered copy of Moby ­Dick to balance his McDonald’s paper cup on so I call him Moby. His cup is empty this morning.

			‘Here.’

			I hand him three cold bottles of water, along with a cheese sandwich and a blue cap sporting the Maldives logo. Moby gives me a lopsided smile, licking at a sore on the corner of his mouth.

			‘You’re always so nice.’

			I roll my eyes. ‘It’s hot today. Stay in the shade.’

			He nods and puts the cap on. It looks good on him. Matt won’t miss it.

			‘Off to work?’ he asks, like he does every morning.

			I nod.

			He rips the packaging off the sandwich and takes a bite, pointing at my suitcase. ‘Going on holiday?’

			I shrug and screw up my nose. ‘Family.’

			His smile’s so wide I can see the masticated mush in his mouth. ‘My father’s a cunt. Never knew my mum.’ His accent is northern, maybe Leeds or Sheffield. Unlike most Londoners, I can’t tell a person’s postcode by the way they say the word ‘bath’ or how they describe a bread roll.

			‘Yeah,’ I reply. For a fleeting moment I want to say a lot more. I want to sit beside him and tell him everything; what happened at work, and how my family hates me, and why I fuck up every relationship I’ve ever had.

			Instead, I put a couple of quid in his cup. He gives me a grin, the creases of his smile like dirty streaks on his face. He’s young, younger than I was when I came to London. I take a sip of my water and swallow down the acrid taste building in the back of my throat. I know just how hard that pavement is after a few hours.

			‘Stay hydrated, Moby.’

			He laughs. I know he gets my joke.

			 

			I’m less than a minute away from work when I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. It’s a voicemail on WhatsApp from my mother. As usual, it’s nearly five minutes long. She hates talking on the phone. Maybe she thinks if she doesn’t call me I’ll visit more often.

			‘Hija.’

			She always calls me ‘daughter’ – and she says it with a pained expression, as if it contains five syllables. My younger sister, Marianna, gets to keep her name. She doesn’t need to be reminded of what she’s meant to be.

			‘I’m just checking you’re definitely coming tonight. I know you keep saying you are, but you’re a busy woman with an important job and London is a busy place.’

			My mother has never been to England. In her mind London looks like it does in the movies and you can’t go unless you have a fancy job or the King himself invites you. She once asked me whether it was true that men wore bowler hats to work.

			She pauses and I double the message speed so I can listen faster. ‘Marianna is worried you’re cutting it so fine. Her wedding wouldn’t be the first important thing you’ve not made it over for.’ A pause. ‘You missed your own father’s funeral.’

			That didn’t take long. And I didn’t miss it, I chose not to go.

			‘Walking your sister down the aisle is a big honour,’ she continues.

			What she doesn’t say is that I was the only option after a dead father and a mother who can barely walk any more. As I listen, I play with her necklace around my neck, moving the diamond pendant back and forth along its chain.

			‘Now, are you sure Nick can’t make it? Ai, hija. All these years – I can’t believe we haven’t met him yet.’

			For one blissful second, I forget who she’s talking about. Then my stomach contracts with a painful twist. She’s talking about Nikki. My ex. ‘Ex’ is such a tiny word for such a huge thing. I imagine the scar on my heart shaped like a giant X, belonging only to her. As soon as I think of her, I can feel her, smell her. It’s like she’s standing right next to me. The woman I was going to marry. The woman I told my family was a man.

			‘But we all understand how busy Nick is. I’m sure his accountancy firm can’t spare him at such short notice.’ She sighs, a happy sigh, accompanied by a hum. ‘I thought you and Juan would be together for ever,’ she says. Juan. The boy from home who I met at eighteen and tried to fully love for so many years, until he became nothing more than a friend who never really knew me. Lovely Juan. I really messed him up. ‘But this Nick? Ah, he’s a good man, hija. You hold on to him!’

			My mother worships my fake fiancé based solely on one photo I showed her of me and some random guy I got chatting to in a pub once, drunken arms around each other, gurning at the camera. Nikki – my Nikki, the real one – is a florist who will only have her photo taken if she’s the one pressing the button.

			In my fake life my accountant fiancé and I have a big house in Hampstead. In my fake life we both earn lots of money and are house-­hunting for a place in the country. I would have broken up with Fake Nick a long time ago if he didn’t make my mother so happy.

			I wait for the next line. My mother shoots arrows to the heart like she’s ticking things off a shopping list.

			‘It won’t be long until you’re married and have babies of your own. Don’t wait too long, hija. You’re thirty on Sunday.’

			And there it is. All the reasons why my younger sister is better at being a woman than I am. The only thing my mother has ever prayed for is that her daughters marry a nice man and have babies – the father, the son, and the holy matrimony. Guaranteed safety, in her eyes.

			I often wonder if marriage and children was her dream at my age. She says it was, says we were all she ever wanted, but I’ve seen the way she flicks through fashion magazines. The way she used to stroke the fabric of the dresses she made Marianna and me when we were younger. My mother was in her first year of fashion college when she met my father and got married five months later. Does she ever wonder who she could have been, if she’d followed her own path and not his?

			‘Ai, mi niňa,’ she moans. Three words carrying so much pain, so much suffering. It’s a Catholic thing and a Spanish thing, and I’m immune to it by now. Where I’m from, no mother truly cares about her children if she doesn’t show how much they’re hurting her. ‘I can’t believe I haven’t seen you since . . .’

			Since my father died. Since I left for London. Since I told myself I’d have a better life than my parents ever did, then failed. I push my sweaty hair off my face and check my screen. Ten seconds left of her message. Her voice goes thick. ‘Come home.’

			I don’t know if she says anything after that because I swipe off WhatsApp and throw my phone into my handbag. Moby is waving at me in the distance, bottle of water in hand, his cap shining brightly in the shadows. I wave back.

			You don’t need water to drown.

			 

			The entrance to Swan & Swallow is a black door with a number 2 on it, their logo – two intertwined S’s shaped like wings – engraved on a copper plaque on the wall. Subtle, sleek, professional. No one would guess that behind this door lies the UK’s most prestigious PR and marketing agency, made famous by their award-­winning campaigns full of big brand collaborations with celebrities. Their offices span the entire top floor of the building, above a sandwich bar, an HSBC, a Boots and a Pizza Express.

			It’s been three months, but my chest still aches with hope and excitement as I step inside, the aircon snapping at my bare skin as soon as the door shuts behind me. I stop for a moment, pulling my shirt away from my damp chest and releasing my hair from its ponytail.

			My suitcase handle wobbles in my hand as I wheel it over to the lift which takes me to the main offices. Reception is in two parts, the front desk, where Kate is currently sitting, and the waiting area. With a perpetual smile plastered to her face, Kate’s frantically taking notes and agreeing with whatever someone on the other end of the phone is saying. Her job is to look friendly, answer calls and accept the dozens of free gifts we receive from brands desperate to work with us.

			Next to her is the mini library. It’s not officially a library, but I think of it that way. It fills the entire corner of reception, a whole wall full of bright magazines shining over even brighter armchairs.

			I still have five minutes until I have to be at my desk, so I have time to compose myself after my sweaty walk. I sit in one of the chairs, soaking up the colour from every magazine cover, and check my balance on the bank app on my phone: £108. I scroll down, wondering where the rest of my money has gone, until I remember my flights to Spain and all the new outfits I had to buy for this job. I get paid in a week. That will cover rent, but not much more.

			My left hand is aching. I didn’t realise I was still gripping the handle of my suitcase.

			Having cooled off a little, I get to my feet, wondering how I’m going to get my suitcase to my desk without banging into everyone’s chairs. It’s only hand luggage, but it’s heavy and bulky. My desk is on the other side of the floor, in a corner beside the fake palm and the water cooler. There’s no way I can push past everyone without knocking a pile of books over or getting wedged by the filing cabinet.

			‘Hey! You look nice.’ Kate looks up from her screen and gives me one of her all-­teeth smiles. Her glasses have slipped down her nose and wild curls are escaping from her messy bun.

			She points at my suitcase. ‘Oh yeah, the wedding!’

			Kate was the first person to talk to me on my first day here. Everyone loves her. She’s like a human Labrador in Birkenstocks. Her wireless headphones are still balanced on her head as she walks around her desk and gives me a quick hug.

			‘How’s your mum doing?’

			I stiffen and pat her shoulder, but I don’t answer. Her hugs are always at least three seconds too long.

			‘Why don’t you pop your luggage behind my desk? Good morning. Swan & Swallow, how can I help you?’ she chirrups into her cordless headset, still smiling at me.

			Caroline, the head of HR, marches past us and grabs my case before I have a chance to say anything.

			‘I’ll keep it in my office,’ she says, without breaking her stride.

			She tuts as the handle gives way in her hand and she has to push it back in. I give Kate a tight smile and follow Caroline.

			‘Meeting at ten?’ I call out to the back of her head. Her blonde hair sways in time to her fleshy hips.

			‘Ten o’clock.’
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			The Guardian • @guardian

			PM suggests ‘women wear shorts, not skirts’ after current spate of sexual attacks in the capital. ‘Crime of this nature always rises along with the temperature,’ @metpoliceUK say. ‘Women must take precautions.’

			 

			I have a lot of work to get through before my meeting, so I resist the urge to check how well my last Twitter post did. This job is only a three-­month maternity placement, but they still have me working on big accounts. Swan & Swallow are famous for their hard-­hitting campaigns, so I’ve taken on as much work as I can because this is what dream portfolios are made from.

			Kate is convinced they’ll offer me a full-­time role. It’s probably what Caroline wants to talk to me about.

			Twenty-­eight minutes left.

			Dante, as always, is sitting opposite me, chewing gum. He’s one of our web guys. We’re not in the same team, but we’re often lumped together because we’re the token different ones. When the topic of diversity comes up in a meeting, everyone glances at us. Dante’s Black, and I’m just about queer enough and I have a bit of a foreign accent. That will do. Three boxes ticked.

			Dante cocks his head to one side. ‘You all right, Em?’

			I give him a flicker of a smile and nod.

			On my first day at the agency Caroline introduced me to everyone as Em. It felt rude to correct her, so I didn’t, and it stuck. I’ve noticed people like to shorten your name, make you theirs. Nikki never did that. Nikki always introduced me to people by my full name, always checking that she was pronouncing it properly.

			‘Saw you talking to Karen earlier,’ Dante says quietly. That’s what he calls Caroline. ‘That pole up her arse gets bigger every day.’

			I bite back a smile.

			Dante has the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen. Kate says that when they shine, like they are right now, they look like two wet pebbles in a stream. Kate says a lot of soppy shit about Dante. She keeps denying that she likes him, but like any eager Labrador, she’s hardly subtle. Dante’s cool. I like talking to him. I don’t know if it’s the low hum of his voice or the way he listens with an unnerving stillness, but being near him is like having a cat on your lap. It’s not often a guy makes me feel calm. Kate should go for it.

			‘I have an HR meeting soon,’ I say. He makes a face, and I smile properly this time. ‘It’s all good.’

			‘Don’t let her fuck you over, Em.’

			I don’t answer, keeping my gaze trained on my screen.

			‘Sandwich in the park?’ he adds.

			I nod. It’s our Friday thing. Most days, I take my Kindle to Trafalgar Square and eat with the lions, and Kate works shifts so I don’t always see her, unless I hang out with her on the weekend. But on Fridays Dante and I sit in Victoria Embankment Gardens by the river with our sandwiches and watch the tourists. I don’t know what we’ll do in the winter. Maybe we’ll take a flask.

			There’s ten minutes until my meeting, so I use the time to go to the bathroom and splash cold water on my wrists. I really want to add some powder to my shiny face and put more lipstick on, but my makeup is in my suitcase, which is in Caroline’s office. I shake my head, adding volume to my hair, which has gone a bit limp on top, and keep an eye on the bathroom door. I don’t like this room. Nowhere feels safe in this place any more.

			As I head back to my desk, planning to refill my bottle at the water cooler, I stop. Paul Wilkes is there. I try to swallow, but I can’t. My mouth is too dry, my throat closing up. Breathe. Breathe. Fucking breathe. His thick mane of hair is slicked back, the sleeves of his light linen jacket pushed up his tanned arms. I’m guessing the Guardian recently ran a fashion article on how to dress like someone in Miami Vice while simultaneously saving the planet.

			Paul turns and sees me staring at him. He raises his hand in greeting and I catch a glimpse of the wording on his pale yellow T-­shirt. FAMINIST. He’s told me about this slogan before. ‘Feminism starts with the family, Em.’

			I return his greeting because it’s the right thing to do while, inside, I’m screaming.

			 

			I’ve been in Caroline’s office for less than five minutes, but she’s already said everything she needed to say. No niceties, no comment on the weather or how pretty my hair looks, no time to waste. Now her voice is muffled, like she’s holding me under water.

			‘Is there anything you would like to add?’ she asks.

			I blink three times, but I can’t speak.

			Her blonde bob falls forward and a strand of hair sticks to her sweaty forehead. She wipes it away. ‘I need to know you understand what this means, Em.’

			I nod. It means I’m unemployed. It means all my hard work was for nothing. This job isn’t going to change my life after all.

			Caroline clears her throat and shuffles the papers on her desk like a newsreader. She’s waiting for me to say something, but all I can think about is the size of the damp marks under my arms. I should have chosen a different top. I hook my finger beneath the tight fabric and pull it away from my skin.

			‘This is not a reflection of your abilities,’ she continues. ‘We love the work you have done with the company, and we will be using a number of your designs on our biggest campaigns next season. It’s simply a matter of . . .’ She searches for the right word. ‘Budget. We will ensure you get a good reference, of course.’

			Oh good. A reference. That will pay the rent.

			She hands me a limp piece of paper. ‘Your P45.’ Her fingers are thick, her nails bitten down to the quick.

			I glance at the document in my hand. It says ‘Emily’. I’m not Emily. And she’s only used one of my two surnames. The contract I signed was one of those online forms. Maybe my phone autocorrected my name; it does that all the time. Maybe my details on their system have never been correct and I never realised because they all call me Em. Is a P45 valid if it has the wrong name on it?

			‘Any questions?’ Caroline asks, rubbing her thumbnail along her teeth.

			I shake my head.

			‘Jolly good. And one more thing.’

			She clears her throat again, although this time she looks down at her desk, where three pencils are neatly lined up, side by side. She straightens them.

			‘Paul.’

			My mouth goes dry. Caroline has a jug of water on her desk. She sees me looking at it but continues talking.

			‘As you know, Paul is one of the finest creative directors in the business.’

			I know. Paul is up there with the big boys. An office full of women called Emily and a board of white, middle-­aged men.

			‘He came to me a few weeks ago and . . .’ She leans forward, a pained expression on her face. ‘Em, he really tried to help you, you know. This was a great opportunity for someone like you. What a shame you couldn’t see that.’ She leans back again with a long sigh. ‘I must say, considering the circumstances, Paul has been very kind to let you continue until the end of your placement.’

			Kind? What has he told her?

			‘He’s worried about you, about this conversation we’re having, and that you may react . . .’

			While she chooses her next word carefully, I use the back of my wrist to dab at the sweat collecting on my top lip.

			‘. . . poorly, to the news that we can’t keep you. So, as I said, he has been very kind, and you will receive an extra £439 in your salary at the end of the month.’

			‘I’m being paid off?’ I croak.

			She purses her lips and raises her eyebrows, glancing at the clock on the wall behind me. I’ve been listening to it ticking the entire time I’ve been sitting here.

			‘Let’s call it a bonus. Although after what he told me I’m surprised I haven’t been asked to speak to you sooner. I get it – Paul is handsome and friendly, and he really did champion you when you started. I can see how easy it may have been to get swept away.’ She sighs again. ‘Office liaisons are ill advised for this very reason – they always end in tears. Please be more careful in your next place of work’

			Liaisons?

			‘Caroline, I need to explain . . .’

			‘I’m afraid, as of today, you’re no longer employed here, so there’s nothing further to discuss.’ She smooths down her blouse. ‘Don’t make a fuss, Em. No one likes a woman who brings attention to herself. Paul is a happily married man, he has three beautiful children, and he doesn’t need any unnecessary drama. I suggest you use this opportunity to start afresh and think carefully about the next person you choose to . . . admire.’

			Caroline’s smiling. She’s proud of her carefully worded judgement. Proud that she’s nothing like me.

			‘Where is he?’ I ask.

			‘Paul? I don’t think you should—’

			‘I’d like to thank him for his generosity,’ I mumble. I need to see his face. See if he feels an ounce of guilt or culpability.

			Her smile is tight now, making the red of her lipstick bleed further into the cracks around her thin lips.

			‘No. You’ve done more than enough.’

			I haven’t. But I nod and stand, pulling at my skirt, which is now sticking to my damp thighs like clingfilm. I’ve left two glistening patches on the plastic chair.

			‘Thanks,’ I say, reaching for the suitcase beside her desk. The handle jams again and I wiggle it back and forth until it slots back into place.

			‘Oh, I forgot you’re going on holiday today!’ Caroline exclaims.

			She hadn’t forgotten; she knew I was going away because she had to sign it off.

			‘How lovely!’ Her fake voice is like a primary-­school teacher trying to get kids excited about their times tables. Her shoulders have already visibly lowered now the hard part is over, now there’s nothing unsavoury left to deal with. ‘Off to a wedding, aren’t you? Where you going? Back to where you came from?’

			I nod, remembering how pleasantly surprised she was when she interviewed me and discovered I was Spanish, exclaiming, ‘How funny. Your English is ever so good.’ She glances at something on her desk. A birthday card, with three messages scrawled in it. One is Kate’s, the other Dante’s; I can’t read the third one. She pushes it beneath a pile of paper.

			‘And it’s your thirtieth on Sunday. How nice you get to celebrate it with family. Who’s getting married?’

			‘My sister. Same day as my birthday.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘My mother’s ill,’ I say, grasping the handle of the suitcase tighter. ‘So the wedding was moved forward.’

			Caroline opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, then closes it again. ‘Well, at least now you get the whole day to relax before your flight.’

			Yes. I feel very relaxed.

			 

			It’s not like the movies. I don’t have a big cardboard box to fill with files and a pot plant to take with me. I just grab my handbag off my desk and wheel my suitcase past reception. Kate’s talking into her headset and mouths, ‘What the fuck?’ as I wait for the lift with my luggage. I give a small shrug as she ums and ahs into the phone, widening her eyes at me and holding her hand up to stop me getting into the lift.

			‘Hey,’ she hisses, whipping her headset off and running around the side of the reception desk. Her Birkenstocks flap against the tiled floor, her arms tight at her side like a penguin. ‘Where are you going?’

			I don’t answer. I just keep blinking.

			‘No way,’ she says, pulling me into a big hug. I stiffen, as usual, but she doesn’t seem to notice, or maybe she doesn’t care. I hold my breath. She smells like an airport Duty Free.

			‘Bastards,’ she sighs into my hair.

			‘It’s fine. It was only a temporary freelance job. It’s not a big deal.’

			‘I bet Paul’s behind this. You shouldn’t have kept quiet.’

			I bite at the dry skin on my lip, but I don’t answer. The office phone is ringing. Kate ignores it.

			‘What will you do now?’ She looks at the suitcase in my hand. ‘Oh sweetheart, your poor mum . . . and your sister! Listen, just get to Spain and, when you’re free, call me. I can help. I’ve got friends at other agencies. God, I feel like this is all my fault.’

			It’s not her fault. None of this is.

			‘You know . . .’ She waves her hand up and down, her eyes glassy. ‘I was there, at the pub, and I could have gone to Caroline with you and backed you up, but—’

			The lift announces its arrival with a bing and the doors slide open slowly. I take a step towards it, but Kate throws her arms around me again. The phone keeps ringing. The lift doors shut again.

			I turn my head to the side and gulp down some air. I need to get out of here.

			‘It’s not a big deal,’ I say again.

			It’s heavy, though, what I’m feeling. The painful lump growing in my chest. It’s hard like rock, gnarly and sharp. I pull my hair back into a ponytail and straighten my skirt. My thighs are already stinging from the chafe of this morning’s walk.

			‘Let Dante know I’ve gone,’ I say to Kate. ‘He wasn’t at his desk when I grabbed my things.’

			I search inside my bag and pull out the BLT baguette I bought at Pret. ‘Tell him he can have my sandwich when he goes to the park.’

			Kate is about to say something, but I’m already at the stairwell, heading down.
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			Kelly May • @KellyTMay

			Can’t believe what I just saw. Two blokes having a punch-­up in my local Co-­op over the last bottle of water. The fizzy drink shelves were also empty and there’s no ice left. There’s nothing left but milk.

			 

			All the flowers are dead.

			The garden at Victoria Embankment runs parallel to the Thames, although you can’t see it from the Strand. It’s beautiful and kind of posh, with its statues and flowerbeds and benches all in a row. Depending on the season, there are roses, tulips and pansies. But not any more. Now it’s just mosquitoes and the stench of still, hot water eman­ating from the river. This is where Dante and I always sit. Sat. Coats spread out over the grass, eating our limp sandwiches. He always makes a big deal about us taking our full lunch hour.

			‘Your wages ain’t a gift, Em,’ he says. ‘You swap your time and skills for their money. But your lunch hour’s for you. Don’t give it to them.’

			Maybe Swan & Swallow would have kept me on if I’d stayed at my desk to eat my sandwiches like Caroline does. No, of course they wouldn’t have. Hard work has nothing to do with success when the world is run by people like Paul.

			Standing beside a long-­dry fountain, I run my finger along the petals of one of the paling flowers. It crumbles in my hands. One rose remains, white and wilting, velvet petals tinged with rust. I smell it, but it has no scent. Everything is just dust. I push my sweaty hair away from my eyes and sit on a bench, the wooden slats dry and hot against my legs, which are itching like I’m going to get splinters. A mosquito buzzes in my ear and I swat at it blindly.

			Most of the park is empty and no one is sitting on the ground as usual; the grass is yellow and spiky, like every lawn in England right now. One month without rain and two weeks of hosepipe bans and already people are panicking. A couple of streets in Streatham are without water and now the whole country thinks they’re next, emptying the shops of bottled water like it’s another pandemic.

			I stare at the fountain surrounded by its tangle of thorny dried twigs and its one wilting rose and I think of my ex. My X. The scar on my heart. I can’t look at a flower without thinking of Nikki. Even the dead ones.

			The first time I met Nikki was at her shop. It was the day after I arrived in London. I was renting an Airbnb room in Enfield and I’d gone to look around the town. It was all cheap shoe shops and discount stores and the same unimaginative clothing chains you get on every high street. And then there was her shop – a bright barrage of colours, as if its interior had once been full of pots of paint that had exploded. Nikki had even trained ivy to grow around the door. I was inside before I knew what I was doing.

			And there she was.

			The thing about Nikki is that she doesn’t look like any other woman I’ve ever seen. Some women look like a million other women, whereas she looks like a million different people all at once. Even now, if the police were to ask me to create a profile picture of her, I couldn’t. I guess even unforgettable people can be hard to describe. I sometimes wonder if I ever really knew the real Nikki – or if she ever has either.

			‘Can I help you?’ she said. They were her first words to me. ‘Can I help you?’

			She did. But at the same time, she couldn’t really. No one could.

			‘I’m looking for some flowers.’

			She gave me a wry smile that made me want to run out of her shop as fast as I could. My first words to her, and that’s what I said. She could have been a dick and replied with something like ‘You’re in the right place, then.’ But she didn’t.

			‘Anything in particular?’

			I shrugged. ‘Funeral. It’s tomorrow.’

			‘What’s the address?’

			I wrote it down and she gave a light laugh. Then apologised.

			‘I only do local funerals. I can’t send flowers that far, they’ll get ruined, plus it will cost you a fortune.’ I turned to walk away, but she grabbed hold of my arm. That’s Nikki for you, the kind of woman who touches a stranger.

			‘Don’t waste your money on flowers,’ she said.

			What kind of florist tells you not to spend money on flowers?

			‘Not for funerals,’ she continued. ‘Some florists, especially this time of year, will use the flowers they’ve brought back from an event or wedding the day before, flowers that have already been displayed and paid for, and they’ll use them on the wreaths. After all, it doesn’t matter if those flowers are dead in two days. No one goes back to the grave to check. And the dead certainly don’t give a fuck. Give your money to a charity instead.’

			I’d only said seven words to her and she was already sharing secrets. I couldn’t stop staring at this woman – her unusual hair, the jewellery, the dimple on her right cheek. I wanted to know if her hair smelled as sweet as the roses in her shop. I wanted to count the light scratches on her hands.

			‘Bye,’ I said. And left.

			It took me nearly four weeks to find the courage to return to her shop. She recognised me right away, because Nikki never forgets a face, and asked me the same thing again.

			‘Can I help you?’

			‘I’m looking for some flowers.’

			‘For anyone special?’

			Three seconds passed before I answered. ‘No. Just myself.’

			‘Then you’re wrong.’

			I frowned.

			‘You said “no one special” – but you are special. We all are. Buying ourselves flowers is an act of self-­love.’

			I stepped closer to the counter as she leaned forward. That smile. That dimple.

			‘You said not to waste money on flowers.’

			‘I said don’t buy flowers for dead people. The dead don’t appreciate a nice arrangement as much as the living. Oh. Snap!’
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