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PROLOGUE


THE PRODUCER


Aruna, Balearic Islands


NOW


Broken glass crunches beneath my trainers as we move towards the pool. The sun is setting over the villa, the golden light that once bathed it in glory now a dull tarnished amber.


Detective Inspector Jose Carlos Sanchez lifts the blue and white police cordon and bows underneath. He raises it for me and I notice the forensic gloves he’s wearing. Milky white – signposting me to what lies ahead. He stops and makes a visual sweep of the area.


‘Tell me where all the cameras are located, señora.’


Despite the sea breeze, the heat is cloying. It’s attacking me and I’m sweating in places I didn’t know were possible.


‘Señora?’


The locations. Every single one I know by heart. Months of meticulous planning had gone into designing and hiding the cameras. Positioning them in such a way we’d capture even the slightest nuance in the contestants’ expressions. There were no secrets on my show. I surrendered all of myself to create perfection – constructing the greatest entertainment show of all time.


I point to the magenta plant beside the sunlounger. ‘Have a look in there.’ The leaves are now dry and shrivelled – how quickly things die when they’re not being nourished.


We walk in step towards it. He peers inside the terracotta pot and nods. Then he signals to one of the many officers guarding the crime scene from press and rubberneckers. Since the news broke, the villa’s location is no longer my best-kept secret. I notice the camera’s red ‘recording’ light has stopped flashing.


‘Where else?’ asks Sanchez.


‘Over there.’ I point up, into the palm tree shading the jacuzzi. ‘There and there.’ I reel off ten more locations.


‘And the one closest to the pool?’ he says. Drawing me towards her.


My stomach contracts. It’s coming. We’re almost there. I want to look away, but a morbid curiosity is pulling me in.


There she is. Face-planted on the hot stones. Her platinum blonde hair fanned around her head like a halo. Blood still leaks from her skull, seeping into the pool. Streaks of crimson run through the turquoise water, diluting into nothing, like a watercolour painting. If it wasn’t so disturbing it would be beautiful.


‘It’s over.’ I whisper the words as I stare at her.


Sanchez looks at me. ‘What did you say?’


My gaze lifts and meets his. ‘This wasn’t how it was supposed to end.’


I shut my eyes, imagining how it should have played out. The fireworks exploding across the sky, perfectly timed to music. Their colours reflected by the ocean. Millions of viewers cheering from their living rooms. The pantomime handing over of the cheque.


I don’t know what shock is but I’m certain that’s what I’ve slipped into. My fingers and wrists tingle. The corners of my mouth prickle and I still can’t tear my eyes from her.


‘Miss Jessop, I need to know the location of the camera closest to the body.’


Body. Dead. No longer spoken of as a person with a name. She’s become a thing to be processed. I swallow back the bile that’s crept into my throat.


‘It’s in there.’


I point into the water, to the camera embedded in the side of the pool. Finally I divert my eyes away from the grisly scene.


Two men and a woman in white forensic overalls arrive. I watch as they put on shoe covers, as she tucks her hair into her hood. They approach the body like spirits who have come to collect the dead. They carry what resembles a cool box, but I know there isn’t any finger food and chilled wine inside. They are the crime scene examiners and they have come to collect evidence.


Evidence. Crime. The words sink like rocks to the pit of my stomach.


A second white gazebo is being erected over where more blood was spilled. Now rust-coloured, peeling in the heat.


Two more officers arrive holding a stretcher and a black body bag.


‘They’re taking her away?’ I turn to Sanchez. Of course they are, Michelle. Shut up. Use your fucking brain. She’s dead.


She’ll be the last contestant to leave the villa. That really will mark the end. The thought panics me more than anything. I don’t want to let go.


‘We’ll need to perform an autopsy after the examination is complete.’


‘Have her family been told?’ I ask.


‘They’re on their way to Madrid.’


I feel sick at the thought of their grief.


‘Anything else you need me for? I’ve so much to do, there’s a lot I need to take care of.’


Catastrophe management. Reputation salvaging. I have an entire production team waiting for me to explain what’s going to happen next. A press statement to prepare. I check my watch. Lost time fires up my adrenaline. Nerves prickle. Move out of my way, Sanchez. I turn to make my retreat.


The detective inspector holds up his hand. ‘I’m afraid we need you to come with us to the police station.’


‘What? Why?’ I snap my head around, my veneer of patience and cooperativeness falling away. ‘I’ve helped you with all I can.’


‘You are the producer of the show.’


‘Yeah, I’m the producer, but no, this isn’t my fault.’


His eyes narrow. ‘I’m afraid some might see that differently, señora.’


He turns, makes another hand gesture and two officers approach. ‘You need to leave with us.’


He points me in the direction of the black and gold door. The same door that sealed in our contestants.


‘Can’t I answer your questions here?’ Panic seizes control of my voice.


‘I’m afraid not. This way.’ The officers move either side of me, their posture stiffening in case I resist.


‘Our boat is waiting,’ Sanchez says again, his voice now thick with irritation. He isn’t used to a strong personality like me. Someone who thinks what they do is equally important.


Our stand-off is broken by a thunderous whirring from above. We all look up at the same time and see a cavalier news channel breaking the airspace restrictions. The helicopter’s flying much lower than it should.


This is a no-fly zone. I should know, it’s why I chose it.


Their cameras are trained on me. Now I’m the one being filmed.


‘We need to leave now, Señora Jessop.’


I relent. Sanchez steers me back underneath the tape, towards the next cordon that wraps around the entire villa. Shards of champagne bottles lie in our path. More smashed glass – on the bar and tables. Pool towels, strewn across the decking. Flies swarm around decaying food. The silver strands of a party wig flap in the breeze. A sudden gust of wind lifts the wig from its resting place, sending it cartwheeling into our path. What was once dazzling, now reminiscent of a Wild West film set.


My baby. My beautiful creation, decomposing before my eyes.


I turn to face Sanchez. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this.’ Tears rise. I stop dead. Rooting my heels into the ground. ‘I’m not leaving.’


‘Señora, the boat is waiting.’ All pleasantries have gone.


‘I’m staying!’ This is where I belong. Here, in the world I curated, that I directed. I can’t bring myself to face the reality. The judgement that’s waiting for me.


Sanchez has had enough. There’s no reasoning with me. He signals his officers to grab my arms.










CHAPTER ONE


THE REPORTER



The Record newsroom, London



EIGHT WEEKS AGO


Bingeing on coffee and sugary snacks had created the perfect storm in my stomach. The burn had risen to attack my throat. I swallowed hard but the pressure of meeting the deadline, and the guilt of knowing the harm my story would cause, was firmly lodged in my mind.


Mike Baron, retired England football captain and national treasure. As famous for his game off the pitch as his goalscoring. Back in the day, he was known for his partying, drinking, and womanizing.


But that was then. The ‘real’ Mike couldn’t be more different from the headlines, from his ‘lad’ reputation. Loyal, kind, a father of two and a devoted husband. This Saturday would mark his twentieth wedding anniversary and he’d just found out his wife was dying of cancer. He didn’t mean to tell me, it slipped out in our interview because he was grief-stricken. Because I had a way of getting people to talk. That was my gift. Although it didn’t feel like a superpower now.


Having his heartbreak splashed across the front page of a tabloid newspaper would destroy him. I knew that – but the pressure to deliver was crushing my ability to reason.


My phone rang.


‘Where is it, Peters?’ He always used my surname when we were on deadline. ‘I’m holding the page for you.’


My eyes were pulled across the newsroom, through the glass panel walls and into his office. Slouching behind his desk – my features editor, Ben Foster. Our eyes met and a tremor ran through me.


Holding my gaze, he said: ‘Well send it the fuck over, then. What are you waiting for?’


He slammed the phone down. It wasn’t meant as a question.


I stared at the screen, at my exclusive. The cursor blinking impatiently.


The interview with Mike had taken place on his sprawling estate outside London. Instead of showing off his trophies he’d talked about what really mattered to him. He couldn’t keep the tears from his eyes as he reminisced over the day he first met his wife. As I’d got up to leave, Mike had pulled me into a hug and held me for a long moment. Seeking comfort after baring his soul.


His agent had stopped me on the way out. Aware Mike had opened up to me, wary I’d got more than I should have from the interview. He insisted on reading the story before it went to print. I couldn’t look him in the eye when I promised I’d see what I could do. That was not something we ever did at The Record.


Destroying lives wasn’t what I signed up for when I joined the paper. They’d promised me investigative reports, stories that make a difference. Campaigns that raise awareness. Yet somehow, I’d been sidelined into writing celebrity exposés. Who’s shagging who. Grubby journalism. It had become about tearing things apart rather than making a difference.


Every time I plucked up the courage to tell my boss I was fed up, he’d remind me I was still learning: ‘You need to prove yourself.’ He said the kind of stories I was after come later.


Five years on and I was still trying to show I was worth something.


Whenever I questioned why I didn’t just leave, I came up against the same dilemma: what else was there for me?


I’d lost everything.


The job helped me to forget. If I kept running, if I kept chasing exclusives and deadlines, I wouldn’t have room to think about him and how my life was supposed to turn out.


There was also that other teeny-tiny issue of money. I’d been struggling since I’d broken up with my ex, so quitting was not an option. In my most delusional moments, I’d daydream about how it would feel to win the lottery. The chance to turn the page and start all over again. What would I do for that?


You always have a choice. Listen to me, Laura, you can say no, the voice in my head told me. It didn’t feel like something I could turn away from, though. None of it did.


The phone rang again. Unable to face another earbashing, I pressed send, my eyes shutting involuntarily as I did so.


By 9.30 p.m. we’d filled out the basement bar in London’s Soho. My team – clustered beneath the arches of the vaulted ceiling. Colonel’s was a dive. Wine stains soaked into the tables. The dirty floor hidden under a layer of sawdust. A patch-up job. Something we were very familiar with on the paper.


Jamie, one of the news reporters, appeared with another bottle of cheap Rioja, topping up my glass before I could say no. I wouldn’t have turned it down anyway; I’d been gasping for repeat hits ever since I’d finished my exclusive. Relishing alcohol’s divine ability to help me forget.


‘Hey – and me!’ Sarah from the celeb desk emerged from the gloom with an empty glass. We filled her up, clinked and said ‘cheers’ to the end of another fraught day.


‘Do you reckon we can put this through on expenses?’ Jamie ran his eyes across the receipt. ‘I’m planning on getting monumentally wasted.’


This was how it always played out in Colonel’s. As Sarah began to bitch about one of the other reporters, my thoughts drifted. Their conversation was drowned out by the drum of feet from above, by the bar’s crappy nineties playlist, but mostly by my jealous thoughts.


I’d been watching him intently all evening as he worked his way through the group. Noticing the beer slosh over his glass because she made him laugh so hard. Kate, the new features writer, had caught his attention. I tried on several occasions to meet his eye, but he was too busy holding court, regaling her with stories of when he was a junior reporter.


In the low light, after four or so glasses of wine, there was a small resemblance to George Clooney. Grey hair, greying stubble. Angular jaw. Seventeen years older than me, he wasn’t my usual type but for some reason I was drawn to him. Perhaps it was his wealth of experience and knowledge. A mentor of sorts. That old cliché. I snorted to myself. The wine was really kicking in.


I was tired of feeling invisible. I stepped away from the group, ignoring the tuts and pinched looks as I pushed through the throng of city workers. With every step I took away from them, I felt lighter. That said it all really, yet still I persisted in ignoring what my body was telling me. I’d stopped trusting my intuition long ago.


Then I felt his touch on the small of my back.


‘Where you off to?’ he asked in that low tone he reserved only for me.


Or so I’d thought, until I saw the way he was chatting up Kate tonight.


‘Toilet!’ I said indignantly, the alcohol giving away my jealousy.


‘Without me?’


A wry smile moved up his face, igniting the memory of the archive room. Last week in his lunch break – with the smell of old newspaper and the electrics humming as he took me up against the door. Despite my anger, I couldn’t control the prickle that had spread across my skin.


Next thing I knew, his hand was around my waist and I was being guided into the disabled toilet.


There was nothing sexy about the small airless cubicle. The tang of excrement and vomit hung around us. The unforgiving bright light strobed overhead. I grabbed hold of the disabled rail to steady myself as he tugged at my tights from behind.


Every time I tried to part my legs they sprang back together. I kicked off my right shoe, stumbling as I slipped one leg out of my tights. His hand caught my waist, pulling me back upright.


It was all so urgent, pressurized, just like life in the newsroom. His breath, warm in my ear. He was rough but the pain made me feel alive. Noise from the bar drifted through the door while my temperature rose with every thrust. My knuckles turned white as I gripped the rail.


It was over in minutes. He’d zipped himself up before I’d turned around. I rushed to keep up – a quick wipe with toilet tissue before pulling up my pants. I twisted my tights into place and tugged my skirt down to my knees. Then I met his gaze.


He hooked his finger under my chin, lifting it to reach his mouth.


‘You still turn me on.’


Said like a congratulations between boozy kisses. I was still dizzy with the abruptness of it all.


‘See you out there.’ He unlocked the door, checked the coast was clear and left.


I felt high, but at the same time utterly empty. It didn’t help that I hadn’t eaten for hours. I’d been doing the usual, putting self-care on the back burner. I fell against the wall, pressing into it as I slipped my shoe back on.


I couldn’t bring myself to look in the mirror, fearful of the shame and guilt that would meet me in the reflection. Instead, I stepped back into the fray, returning to the group like a homing bird. Thankful for the alcohol numbing the rawness between my legs.


‘Where’ve you been?’ Jamie asked, handing me a shot of something dark and sickly-sweet smelling. I took it and knocked it back. ‘You look—’ He stopped short of the insult. Instead, he mimed a brushing action. Heat rushed to my cheeks as I smoothed my sex hair down.


No one in the newsroom had any idea what was really going on. It was our little secret.


‘Laura,’ his voice carried across the din. His tone much firmer than it had been minutes earlier. I turned to face my boss. ‘Over here.’


Ben was in a booth, sitting opposite Mark Cush, the editor of the newspaper, who only graced us with his presence on very special occasions.


All of a sudden, I was hit with a rush of importance. I was being singled out. Me. I imagined all the other reporters had noticed and were glowering with envy.


I shrugged back my shoulders, lifted my head and catwalked towards them.


‘Good work today, Laura,’ Mark congratulated.


I pushed my hair from my eyes, trying to appear sober as I slid into the empty seat.


‘You’ve made a sparkling addition to the team.’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that, but thanks.’ I felt more like tarnished silver.


Ben and Mark locked eyes. ‘We think you’ve got talent, but . . .’ he paused, ‘there’s potential for more.’


If by potential he meant fucking people over, I didn’t want it. I turned to Ben, willing him to give me one of his looks that showed me he cared. Nothing in his expression told of the intimacy we’d just shared. He lifted his pint to meet his mouth. The wedding ring catching in the booth’s spotlight.


‘Got a job that you’re going to love,’ he said instead.


I braced myself. ‘OK.’


‘You’ve got an audition for The Villa.’


‘The Villa?’


‘A new reality dating show.’


He waited for me.


‘Haven’t you heard the buzz?’


I shrugged.


‘Where’ve you been, Peters? Gold tiles on Instagram ring any bells? With a silhouette of a palm tree? Midnight last Tuesday, thousands of influencers posting at the same time. It’s grown some sort of cult following already. Models, celebs, they’re all getting in on it.’


He fished his mobile off the table and began scrolling. ‘Click on the tile and you get this’ – he turned his phone around.


A glossy sun-drenched image filled his screen. A crowd of beautiful people on a beach, drinking champagne, dancing, having the time of their lives.


I looked away.


‘The whole thing’s been shrouded in secrecy. There’s no official press release. It’s all word of mouth and a slick social media campaign.’ Ben returned to his phone and cleared his throat. ‘But this is what people have been saying:


‘For one week only, a group of sexy singletons will be living it up in a luxurious villa in paradise, hoping to meet their ideal type, couple up and convince the public they’ve met their match in order to win the cash prize of £50,000.’


He smiled as he read out the next bit. ‘With time against our contestants, what lengths will they go to in order to win?


‘But the juicy bit is what they’re promising: a unique VIP experience for the viewers.’ His eyes were sparkling as he returned them to me. ‘Wonder what that could be?’


What was Ben getting so excited about? The Villa sounded boring. Another trashy dating show featuring vacuous twenty-year-olds peacocking around in bikinis. Mind-numbing chat by the pool. I couldn’t think of anything duller. And the prize wasn’t even that much. As for the chances of finding love on a show like that – ha! All relationships were a waste of time anyway. I’d never allow myself to get hurt again.


Somewhere in the thrum of the pub I could hear my mum’s voice ring out. ‘It was just a break-up, it’s not like someone died!’ So why had it left such a deep stain on my life?


‘Pegged as the entertainment of the summer,’ continued Ben. ‘Filmed in a top-secret location . . .’


It had ended so abruptly I’d been left questioning everything. Why? How? Was there someone else? My thoughts had spiralled so far from reason that at one point I thought I’d actually lost my mind. Instead of moving on, I’d spent the past three years blaming myself, trying to fix the things that were wrong with me, the flaws that made him leave. Maybe that was also why I’d stayed in this job. To prove to him I am capable. I’m not worthless. But why can’t I hear the words? They still refuse to sink in.


‘Laura, are you listening?’ Ben’s brow crumpled. ‘Anyway, that’s all we know for now.’


Tired format. Dwindling viewer ratings, did anyone actually watch this kind of show any more?


As for ‘luxury villa’, it was more like a zoo enclosure. The sort of place where secrets were prised out of you. Perfect tabloid fodder. The Rioja had blunted my senses but finally I caught up with what they’d done.


‘Wait, an audition? You entered me for this show?’ I looked between them. ‘Without asking me first?’


‘We plan to make history; be the first paper to get a journalist on the inside. Find out what really goes on in these shows. Are they fake? Are they scripted? Are the contestants really single? Unearth the lies. Let’s expose the sham.’


The rapid fire of questions was making me dizzy. When I didn’t reply, he sighed again.


‘Do you realize how hard it was to get you an in?’ He looked sideways at Cush. ‘Our picture and graphics teams spent hours editing your photos.’


I blinked.


He handed me back his mobile.


‘We sent these ones in, aren’t they brilliant?’


He had my Facebook photos on his phone, only they now showed a heavily photoshopped version of me. Thinner, with flawless tanned skin and platinum blonde hair. They’d even superimposed me onto a beach in the Caribbean.


My head was spinning. They couldn’t be serious?


‘We’ll also set you up on Instagram and TikTok. Under your new name, of course. We can’t have them knowing you work for us.’


‘New name?’


‘Thought you’d be happy. You’re always whingeing how I don’t send you out on the good stories.’


I bristled, suddenly aware of how he was making me appear in front of the editor.


‘I don’t complain.’ But my voice had shrunk to something small.


‘Yeah, you do.’ He exchanged looks with Cush. ‘Far more than you should.’


Fuck you.


‘This is your big break, Peters, we need this story,’ said Ben, more forcefully. ‘I’m trusting you with it, show us what you’ve got. I’m confident you’ll win them over at the audition.’


The audition. My heart quickened at the thought of it. The idea of taking my clothes off for some beauty pageant parade filled me with dread. My body wasn’t what they’d promised in the photos. I’m not who they think I am. If they knew what I was really like they’d never have entered me.


‘Why me?’


Cush finally chipped in. ‘Because you’re the only one in the office who stands a chance of getting in. You’re young-ish, slim, pretty.’ He glanced to Ben. ‘Can I say that?’ They both laughed.


‘You’ll have to change your appearance to match our pictures,’ said Ben. ‘And you’ll need a new ID.’


I let out a little gasp. Was that even legal?


‘Like, a fake passport?’


‘Just leave that to us. You focus on your disguise.’


‘But, I . . .’ My words fell away. ‘How long have I got?’


‘Audition is Monday.’


Monday! That gave me just the weekend to prepare. There must have been a way to say no, but with Mark Cush looking directly at me, with an assumption that I wouldn’t let the team down, I lacked the strength to find it.


Ben’s eyes softened for the first time since our conversation began.


‘Blonde.’ He grinned.


‘What?’ I frowned at him.


A hint of lust returned to his eyes. ‘You’re going to look cracking as a blonde.’










CHAPTER TWO


THE REPORTER


Figtree Studios, East London


‘Hiya, I’m Iris. I’m thirty-one and I’m a dental nurse from Kent.’


I blew the camera a kiss.


Lie. That was the name Ben had come up with because it was ‘showbizzy’. Something that would appeal to the TV mafia. He’d shaved a few years off my age to increase my chances of being picked. The dental nurse bit, well, that was supposed to sound ‘wholesome’.


‘And what’s your type?’


I smiled coyly, ‘I’m quite picky . . .’


Another lie. I wasn’t choosey at all. Not recently, anyway.


‘I would say, my type is . . .’ But my words dried up as I thought back over my reckless behaviour. The hook-ups I could barely remember. Then Ben. I was having an affair with a married man and I hated myself for it. I never thought I’d be the kind of girl capable of doing something like that.


‘What sort of guys don’t you like?’


That was an easy one. Fair-weather boyfriends. Men who pretend they want to spend the rest of their life with you. What’s that age-old saying? Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free? I’m talking about a guy that gets down on one knee in the most romantic setting imaginable to ask if you’d be his wife and then two months later, out of the blue, dumps you.


He told me the spark ‘just died’. He couldn’t explain it, but he thought it was to do with my jealousy. He said my questions were starting to feel like an interrogation and that he couldn’t build a future with someone who didn’t trust him. It was my fault.


Guys who make you feel worthless. Oh yeah, I knew all about those types of men.


Too serious for a dating show? Definitely. Too bitter? Almost certainly. Iris was meant to be happy-go-lucky. Iris is happy-go-lucky. I thrust myself into character.


‘I’m not interested in guys who are obsessed with their bodies. Don’t get me wrong,’ I giggled, ‘I like someone who takes care of themselves, but nothing’s more of a turn-off than a man who spends hours preening.’ I laughed again as I searched for a final superficial anecdote. ‘I don’t want to be fighting my man for mirror space.’


Laughter rumbled from the back of the studio. We were in some dodgy warehouse in East London. I couldn’t understand what all the hype was about. If the show was going to be anything like this, I wasn’t going to get my hopes up.


‘Can we get some more light in here?’


A technician emerged from the darkness and dived between the cameras, hopping between the snake’s nest of wires curled across the studio floor. He twiddled a few buttons and raised the reflective umbrella, unleashing a blast of light into my eyes.


‘Do you have a type then?’


They weren’t giving up on this question. And why should they? It was a dating show, after all.


I stared into the shadows as if the answer would be waiting for me there. It’s then that I noticed him. Arms crossed, shoulders back. The silhouette of someone strong and athletic standing just outside the circumference of light.


His gaze was fixed on me, but something about the way he was looking felt different to the media circus going on around us.


We locked eyes and he passed me a small nod. As if to reassure me I was going to be OK. The moment was fleeting and at odds with everything else going on around us, but I grabbed hold of it with both hands and straightened.


Squinting into the glare, I embraced my reply with confidence this time. Drawing an imaginary boyfriend who couldn’t be more opposite to the last one. ‘One hundred per cent. He’s got blonde hair. He’s tanned. Blue eyes. And tall – I love a tall man.’ I was getting into this now.


‘And how’s your dating past been?’


Car crash. My ex has left me suffering with panic attacks. Anytime I now feel overwhelmed, I forget how to breathe.


The current guy is married.


The emotions I’d been holding down surged to the surface and all of a sudden I was on the cusp of crying. I bit my lip to cancel out the pain and then drew another beaming smile on my face. ‘Still looking for the one.’


‘That’s great, sweetheart. And now can you do something for the camera.’


‘Huh?’


‘Show us a bit of what Iris is all about. We want to see that cheeky Iris.’


‘Oh, um,’ I planted my hands on my hips.


‘Little twirl for us?’


‘Oh, like this?’ I spun around, doing my best sexy spin in my bikini and heels. I felt like a piece of rotisserie meat on a spit.


‘Love it! Give us more. With a bit more energy this time.’


I lifted my arms in the air and twirled again, my new platinum blonde hair extensions whipping around after me.


‘YES, you got it! Do you think you’re going to win?’


Win the show? £50,000 wasn’t to be sniffed at. But they weren’t to know the real reason I was auditioning. Smiling convincingly, I answered: ‘One hundred per cent.’ I looked directly into the camera. ‘Watch out, girls!’










CHAPTER THREE


THE PRODUCER


Madrid, Interview Room One


NOW


I glare at the little white fan. Anger grabs hold of me as I watch it rotate – back and forth – squeaking left to right.


Beads of sweat roll from my neck down my back, seeping into my white vest. The heat has fired up my rosacea and my cheeks are burning. I want to plunge my face into an ice-cold bucket of water.


They’re doing it on purpose. Positioning the fan so it just misses me. It’s one of those messed-up torture techniques that push you to the limit. Forcing you to confess under duress, even if you’re innocent.


I declined a duty solicitor – or the Spanish equivalent thereof – because they promised me it would be over soon, only a matter of crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s.


Anyway, I’ve done nothing wrong. And if I needed help, it wouldn’t be from them. I’d call him.


Picking up the paper-thin cup, I gulp down more tepid water.


Jesus. Why is there no air conditioning in here?


Detective Inspector Jose Carlos Sanchez glances sideways at his partner before repeating the question, his voice thick with a Spanish accent.


‘Michelle Jessop, you had no idea what was going on?’ He leans forward, his fingers locking. His crisp shirt bunches at his shoulders.


How many different ways can I answer the same question? No. NO. Should I try in Spanish?


Shaking my head, my damp hair sweeping my shoulders, I say for the umpteenth time: ‘No.’ But it has turned into more of a whisper.


Sanchez sighs. Cool as a cucumber, even in that constricting shirt and tie. How does he manage it? Is it a special skill police in foreign countries have – to remain composed even when the heat is cranked up?


I should take notes.


He’s a bulky-looking man. Short with broad shoulders, built like a rugby player. His black hair is thinning on top and flecked grey by his temples. His stubble is peppered silver. He survives off little sleep and coffee, just like me. His eyes are kind though. Wrinkles stream out from the corners. Sanchez looks like he laughs a lot, when he isn’t doing this – interrogating people. He stares directly at me, those eyes now dissembling.


‘Señora Jessop, as you can appreciate, it’s difficult for us to believe that you had no knowledge of what was going on.’ He looks down at his notes and, again, he asks me. ‘You’re the producer?’


Admitting I am will single me out. He’ll only misinterpret it.


‘One of,’ I lie.


‘One of? How many producers are there on a television show?’


How can I even begin to explain to this man the dynamics of television? It takes more than one person to bring a show to life. We’re a family. The familiar spike of adrenaline fires into my system – the same rush as if I were about to go live on air. I am wired. Permanently wired.


Agitated, I shoot back: ‘This is,’ I pause, ‘was going to be one of the biggest shows the world had ever seen. Many make the magic happen. Do you think I could pull it off all by myself?’


The heat was biting. I’m not normally this angry. This rude. He narrows his eyes. Sanchez doesn’t get it. And why should he? He’s not in showbiz.


‘Explain it to me. Tell me exactly who was in charge of what.’


I nod, but Sanchez’s expression hardens.


‘Because, Señora Jessop,’ he continues, with more acidity, ‘someone on your reality show is dead.’ He pauses for a moment, letting the word, the death, ruminate.


It works – suddenly I’m nauseous at the reminder of her. By the pool. Rigid because rigor mortis had set in. Her cold body. Her grey skin. The blood staining her bleached hair. Our show was meant to change lives, for those starring in it, for the millions watching it. Life-changing – just not this way.


Sanchez’s partner’s eyes are on me now. She’s wearing a short-sleeved white shirt with the Spanish national police emblem stitched onto the breast pocket. Her hair is stretched back into an unfussy bun. Her only jewellery is stud earrings and a plain crucifix on a thin gold chain.


‘And from the way things appear,’ Sanchez catches my eye, ‘it’s looking like you’re the person responsible for what happened.’


‘What?’ I lift my head. ‘You’ve got to be joking.’


Sanchez holds my gaze.


He can’t be serious.


‘I would never joke about something like this,’ he says.


I look behind, to the officer guarding the door. Spanish police wear firearms. I stare at the gun holstered at his waist – and then back at the detective.


Another flash of heat. I fight to keep the emotion from my face.


How will I make him understand? I tug at an imaginary collar around my neck.


‘I’ll answer your questions. But please . . .’ My fingers slip on my sweat. ‘I need some fresh air.’


Because I can’t breathe.


The room blurs. White rains down in front of my eyes and an image of her moves in.


The one person I wasn’t able to control.










CHAPTER FOUR


THE REPORTER


Spain


ONE WEEK AGO


It was the fly. Buzzing chaotically around the sugary rim of the Bacardi Breezer. That was the first thing that shifted into focus.


I blinked. Refreshing my sore, dry eyes.


Without moving, I followed its path from the can to the whitewashed wall to the polystyrene carton overspilling with kebab shavings.


The first wave of nausea rolled in.


The fly took off again, rocketing into the air. Hurtling across the room. It hovered above before nosediving to my right, landing deep in the wiry thicket of hair on his sunburnt chest.


He made a deep guttural sound as he brushed it away and then rolled over onto his front. His arms splaying around the pillow.


I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Relieved he hadn’t woken. I didn’t want Ben seeing me like this.


Incoming – the second swoop of sickness. Thick and fast. Spiked with adrenaline, I searched my memory, scrambling to piece together what had happened. That familiar feeling of unaccounted-for time. Big chunks swallowed up, in which I could have done anything.


The evening had begun in the bar opposite the hotel. We’d headed out for a drink to celebrate the impossible-to-get-my-head-around-fact I’d been selected for The Villa. Four of us, kicking off our night in Marbella. Bar-hopping our way around the marina.


Jamie usually wrote for the crime desk, but he’d ‘sacrificed’ his byline for a week in the sunshine. He would be my eyes and ears on the outside, gathering background on the show while I kept in character on the inside. Dan was our photographer. And Ben: he’d flown out to bed us in. To present me with my fake ID. I wanted to believe he’d made the journey over to be with me. The truth was, he was here to make sure I didn’t back out at the last minute.


I’d arrived in Spain a few days early to see if I could dig up any dirt on the show. The Villa producers insisted on flying me out direct from the UK, but when I told them I wanted time to work on a tan, they were understanding, not even questioning my lie. It boded well for my reporting – security was going to be lax.


After knocking back our warm-up shots, I’d found courage to question the situation.


Turning to the team, I’d said: ‘Don’t you think it’s weird I was picked? Me?’


‘Why?’ Ben quickly replied. ‘You’re the full package, when you want to be.’


‘Seriously though, thousands must have applied. They could’ve picked anyone. Why me?’


‘I don’t understand where your head is at with this,’ said Ben.


Features were always competing with the news team for the front page and often losing out to a breaking story. This was our chance, but still.


Pressure was even greater now the paper was under threat of closure. With the changing landscape of news, The Record’s future was looking uncertain. We were the tabloid lagging behind; the paper that needed to go the extra mile to stay in circulation.


I took another sip of my drink. ‘All I’m saying is—’


‘Fuck’s sake, Peters, you’re in. We did it! We fooled those arrogant TV twats. Just go with it and get us the story.’


Jamie and Dan had looked on awkwardly. I’d shut up after that.


The chat then shifted into strategizing. Overcoming our biggest hurdle – where was the villa? Its location had been shrouded in mystery to keep people like us out.


Uncovering secrets was what Ben lived for and he’d come alive as we talked through ways to infiltrate their security. All I’d been given was a date and a time to be outside my hotel for pickup. I could be taken anywhere.


Strangely, that part didn’t worry me. Something about disappearing was appealing. Cathartic even. I should have been thinking about the show; instead, I was obsessing about Ben. As they picked at the tapas meats, I knocked back more sangria, fantasizing about how we were going to spend an entire night together. Excited to wake up in his arms for the first time instead of just a quick fuck and goodbye.


This was where my memory got hazy.


Ben sighed heavily as he rolled his head to the other side, his flattened cheek pushing his mouth into a ripple. He wasn’t even attractive. Yet I still got a jolt every time I saw him. After all my longing and fantasizing about our night together, I couldn’t even remember the sex. The telltale ache between my legs was the only indication it had taken place.


As usual, I’d overcooked it. While Ben revelled in the secrecy of our affair, hiding us from Jamie and Dan, the booze added fuel to my fire. I’d lost my temper. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have let my disappointment get the better of me.


I could barely bring myself to look at him now. I was sure I’d done something embarrassing. The aftertaste of last night’s sangria was bitter on my tongue. The burn in my stomach was intensifying, as were my feelings of self-loathing. Of all the nights to get drunk. Of all the mornings to be hungover.


Ben had told me to stop drinking, but I’d carried on defiantly. Enjoying my power – I was now his prized asset. He needed me.


More haze blotted out our evening. I remembered lashing out once Jamie left to go to the toilet. The loud music thumping, and me, yelling over it, my drink spilling as I lurched towards Ben, telling him I’d had enough, he was a bastard for using me when he’d never leave his wife. The alcohol helping me forget I was also to blame for our affair. ‘It’s over!’ I’m sure I’d screamed that.


The sheer curtains rippled. A salty breeze swept through the balcony doors into my hotel room, refreshing my clammy skin. Staring out across the green and blue marbled sea, I bit down on my lip to stop tears of regret. The air was thick with smouldering charcoal and the smell of grilled meats as the tavernas fired up their barbecues for lunch.


My stomach heaved with the thought of food and then, with panic. Soon, the car would be arriving to whisk me off to the villa: 2 p.m. sharp, outside the hotel, and I was not to be late. They’d been very clear about that. I’d been warned filming would begin the moment we arrived at our destination. Wherever that was.


I peeled back the sheet and with ever so slight movements removed myself from bed.


The cold marble was almost painful against my bare feet. Hunching into myself, I wrapped my arms over my breasts and tiptoed across the tiles into the bathroom.


I glared at my puffy reflection in the mirror, barely recognizing myself.


My shoulder-length brown hair was now long and platinum blonde, thanks to the eye-wateringly expensive extensions I’d had weaved in. My eyelashes were fake. My tan, mostly fake bar the three days I’d had in Marbella sun. My nails were plastic and pointy with French manicure tips and my smile, false, because I’d had my teeth whitened and because I was forcing my lips to stretch over them.


‘Hiya, girls!’ A wave of hungover madness passed through me as I practised my grand entrance into the villa one final time.


‘Nice to meet you. I’m Iris.’


Lie.


I stared at myself coldly, my smile dropping.


How the hell was I going to pull this off?


They’d find out I was a fraud. And then what?


My stomach clenched.


What would Iris do now? I searched my reflection.


I took a step back from the mirror. Projecting myself into the newsroom. Clearing my imaginary computer screen and starting my story again. She’d get her shit together. That’s what she’d do.


Ben was awake by the time I emerged from the bathroom – transformed. A picture of the character he’d created.


I immediately busied myself. Moving around the room, snatching my dress, knickers and bra from the floor, shoving them into my suitcase – which was full to bursting.


I’d been gifted an entire new wardrobe. The material was cheap. The collection looked as if it had shrunk in the wash. Fast fashion clothing. But I was pleased with what I’d managed to sift out from the tat. Frayed-edge denim shorts, a sequin boob tube, a little black dress, off-the-shoulder tops, killer heels, wedges, flip-flops and lots of bikinis – one for every day of the week. I’d packed optimistically.


And for my grand entrance? A revealing bikini cut high up my leg and scooped low across my breasts. I’d paired it with canary yellow shorts and gold wedges. ‘Wear as little as possible. We want maximum impact when you arrive,’ someone from the show had instructed. She’d actually said that. Whatever happened to gender equality? Women looking out for each other? I guess she was also following orders.


That was the one part of my undercover mission I was looking forward to. Unmasking the creator of such sexist bullshit.


The other girls would of course be stunning. I’d already created the ‘competition’ in my head. Model looks, enormous breasts, tiny waists, revealing bikinis and cut-out swimsuits. I still couldn’t accept I’d been chosen. My figure was OK, but nothing to stop traffic with. I was nowhere as in shape as the models you usually see on shows like this. Unless – I paused my angry thoughts – the show wouldn’t be centred on looks? I laughed. Don’t be daft, what other reason could there be?


‘Laura.’


I braced for my telling off. I had a lot to make up for.


But he was smiling. ‘How’s the packing going?’


‘Look,’ I paused. ‘I’m sorry about last night.’


He laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’


He rolled onto his side, propping his head up with his elbow. Half-wrapped in the white sheets, three-day-old stubble – he looked sexy-rugged.


‘You worry too much.’


‘But last night, I—’


‘Hey, stop, I like it when you do the hot mess thing.’


I looked away. Tears prickling.


‘What I’m trying to say is,’ his eyes softening, ‘stop beating yourself up. Liking a drink or two isn’t a bad thing and it’ll work in your favour for the show. Everyone loves a party girl.’


I wasn’t sure why, but I felt completely destabilized. Empty. Dirty. In need of a hug.


‘I know the job is tough and demanding, but stories like this don’t come along often. You’ve got this, you can do it.’


Last night I hated Ben. Today, I wanted to take back everything I said.


He ran his eyes over me and grinned. ‘And this new look, wow, it suits you.’


I didn’t want to leave. All of a sudden, I had an overwhelming urge to be held. To crawl back underneath the sheets and lie next to him.


I was in a foreign country, looking unrecognizable, about to be thrust under a microscope. The bravado of last night had worn off.


Ben got out of bed and slipped on his boxer shorts. He riffled around his suitcase, pulled something out and presented me with it. A teddy bear. I was completely thrown by the gesture. Even though it was tacky with cheap acrylic fur and a ‘hug me’ T-shirt, I was touched.


‘For me?’


‘Don’t get all sentimental, Peters. Turn it over.’


I stared at him for a long moment and then did as I was told.


Running up its back was a zip, concealed within the long hair.


‘Open it up.’


It felt like something I had to do cautiously. I pulled at the zip and reached inside. The candyfloss stuffing was scratchy. I felt my way around until my fingers touched something hard. I flashed Ben an ‘Are you serious?’ look and then pulled out the mobile phone. It was an old silver Nokia, the ancient model you could play Snake on. Small enough to conceal inside a teddy bear.


‘As soon as you’ve got something, you call me. Press 1 – I’ve saved my number into speed dial. OK?’


I was still recovering from my foolishness.


‘Hide it with your clothes and other girl stuff.’ He was clearly pleased with his knock-off James Bond gadget.


‘Hang on’ – realization striking – ‘how am I going to call you if we’re being filmed?’


‘You’ll find a way. You won’t be on camera all the time. That’s not how these things work.’


‘Right.’


Sensing my confidence drop, he walked over and took hold of my waist. This time, he looked right into my eyes before he kissed me. A confident kiss, full of passion, a hunger for me, and then he flipped me around, planting my face into the wall. The cold spread across my cheek, awakening my senses. I knew what was coming.


His fingers circled my skin, moving in strokes towards my bikini top. The feeling of being wanted, more powerful than anything.


‘You need to go,’ he sighed.


I nodded, straightened myself up and swallowed hard. Forcing down everything that had passed in the last twenty-four hours.


‘You’ll be brilliant. I’ll vote for you.’


I managed a small laugh.


‘Call me as soon as.’


When I didn’t answer, he shot me a look.


‘Yes,’ I said, obediently.


I tugged my wheelie case out the door, forcing myself not to look back. Throwing on that ‘I don’t give a shit’ shield. Today it was harder than ever to master.


The door closed softly behind me.


The corridor smelled of damp and a thick mildew was spreading up the wall. The familiar empty feeling crept over me. I’d never felt so lonely.


I should tell him. I should charge back inside that hotel room and confess to Ben I’m not up to the job – explain how I’ve been faking it. I suffer from panic attacks and claustrophobia and I don’t know how I’ll manage being locked up in a villa.


But I couldn’t find my voice. Somehow, I’d been left feeling like I was the one who had to make up for something. Must try harder. My head hurt too much to ask why and how that had happened. It was easier to shut up, accept and carry on.


I turned and headed for the lift, the wheels of my suitcase squealing at me. Ben’s voice in my head.


We’re counting on you, Peters.










CHAPTER FIVE


THE VIEWERS


ONE WEEK AGO


Emma from London was cooking her signature dish – spag bol. Lauren and Kylie were around the kitchen table, scrolling through their Instagram feeds.


‘Have you seen this?’ Kylie thrust her phone under Lauren’s nose.


Lauren took in the sun-drenched images and looked up. ‘A reality dating show?’


‘How epic does that look?’


‘Because that’s what the world needs, more fly-on-the-wall, house full of nutters, reality TV crap.’ Emma was rolling her eyes as she turned to face the girls.


Kylie got up to show Emma the advert. A dozen models with perfectly worked out physiques partying hard.


Emma snorted. ‘Seriously tacky. They’re not real people with real bodies.’


‘Trust you to be cynical,’ Lauren said. ‘You’ll be the one who gets hooked.’


‘Never! Where’s it supposed to be, anyway? That ad tells us nothing other than they’ll be fit people.’


‘Don’t know, somewhere exotic with a beach and hotties,’ Lauren grinned.


‘Sounds like a load of crap to me,’ Emma blew on the spoon before trying the sauce.


‘Ready in five.’


‘Are you going to watch it?’ Lauren said quietly to Kylie.


‘For sure. I love all that. Takes my mind off things. Plus, they often get the contestants doing crazy shit.’


‘Can one of you lay the table?’ Emma said.


Kylie counted out three sets of cutlery and bowls. ‘I’m the same,’ she admitted. ‘I tune in for the bitch fights and drama.’


‘I’ll have a fork and spoon with mine, please.’ Lauren said.


‘Not that I really care, but what’s the show called again?’ Emma casually asked.


A knowing smile appeared on Kylie’s face now Emma had confirmed how their week would play out. Dinners in front of the telly. Character assassinations. Laughing at other people’s misfortunes.


‘It’s called . . .’ she paused, playfully building dramatic tension, ‘The Villa.’
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