
[image: Cover: The Disappearing Act, by Catherine Steadman]


The International Bestseller

Catherine Steadman

Icon: From the bestselling author of Something in the Water

The Disappearing Act

She is missing. But did she ever really exist?

‘Glamour, greed and gaslighting – the perfect summer read!’—Harriet Walker






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Disappearing Act, by Catherine Steadman, UK Adult]






For Clementine and the hours we spent together in the British Library’s First-Floor Reading Room






The place is unreal. The people are unreal. Even the streets and buildings are unreal. I always expected to hear a carpenter shout ‘Strike’ and the whole place come down like a stage set. That’s what Hollywood is – a set, a glaring, gaudy, nightmarish set erected in the desert.

—ETHEL BARRYMORE, America’s ‘First Lady of the Theatre’, on Hollywood








When we are struck at without a reason, we should strike back again very hard; I am sure we should – so hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again.

—CHARLOTTE BRONTË, Jane Eyre








prologue

Have you ever asked yourself what kind of story the story of your life is?

I always thought mine would be a coming-of-age story. A small-town girl making it in the big city; like Melanie Griffith in Working Girl or Dolly Parton in 9 to 5. Sure, I’d struggle for everything I achieved but, in the end, my plucky can-do attitude would ensure I’d triumph over whatever obstacles stood in my way.

Like Legally Blonde or Pretty Woman or Pride and Prejudice, the story of my life would be an uplifting comedy, in turns fun and moving and aspirational. I’d be strong and spirited and a riot to be around. I’d be beautiful and smart and kids would love me.

That’s what I thought. But now – looking down at the gun in my hands, feeling the heft of it, its cold reality in my palm – I’m not so sure I got the genre right.

In fact, I’m not even sure I’m the main character anymore.






1 The Good with the Bad


Friday 5 February

Sometimes, no matter how hard you try, you just can’t disappear. There’s nothing you can do to melt back into the crowd around you, no matter how hard you wish you could.

The tube carriage rattles and jolts around us as we clatter along the tracks deep beneath the streets of London. And I feel it again, the familiar tug of the stranger’s eyes on me, staring.

I’ve been in their house. Or at least they think I have, but I don’t know them. We’re friends already, or we’re enemies, but I don’t know which. I’m part of some story they love or hate. I’m part of the story of who they are. They’ve rooted for me, cried with me, we’ve shared so much, and now I am right here in front of them. Of course they’re going to stare. I’m the unreal made real.

On the fringes of my awareness I feel the figure finally break the connection, and whisper to the person beside them. I try to focus on my novel, to let my breath deepen, and the story wash over me once more.

All those gazes, like robins alighting on me and fluttering away, wary but interested. I know people always stare at each other on the tube. But these days it’s different.

The carriage rattles on shuddering around us.

Since the show started airing, four weeks ago, I’m lucky to get through any journey without some kind of interaction from strangers. A shy smile. A tap on the shoulder. A selfie. A handshake. A late-night drunken gush. Or a hastily scrawled note. And sometimes even, quite confusingly, a scowl.

I don’t mean to sound ungrateful; I love my job. I genuinely can’t believe how lucky I am. But sometimes it feels like I’m at the wedding of a couple I don’t really know. My face aching from meeting so many well-meaning and complicated strangers, whilst all the time, all I want to do is bob to the bathroom so I can get away and finally relax.

I don’t feel threatened by the attention, exactly, I know I’m safe.

Although, of course, it’s not always safe. I learnt that the hard way, a month ago, when the police showed up in my living room after countless calls and emails, finally taking notice when my agent stepped in.

He’d been waiting outside the theatre, every night. Not particularly strange or concerning. Just an ordinary man.

I’d leave the stage door tired from work. I’d gone straight from filming on Eyre into The Doll’s House in the West End. At first, he just wanted a signed programme, and then a chat, and then longer chats that got harder to leave until finally he was following me to the tube station still talking. I had to start leaving with friends. I had to be chaperoned. One day he couldn’t stop crying, this stranger in his fifties. He just walked behind me and my friend, silent tears dripping down his slack face. His name was Shaun. I’d tried to sort it out with the police myself but it wasn’t until my agent received a package that they took it seriously. He was just a stalker. Not even a stalker really, just a lonely man trying to make friends. I told the police that, of course, but they insisted on following it up, issuing an official warning. I think his wife had died recently.

They wouldn’t tell me what was in the package he sent. I jokingly asked if it was a head, and they all laughed, so I guess it can’t have been a head. I felt guilty about what happened; the friendlier I had been, the worse it had got and I only strengthened his perceived connection to me. I hope he’s doing better now. I wish they’d just told me what was in the package straight away, because instead I spent a week imagining the absolute worst. Weird photos. Skin. Teeth. Something his wife had owned. It was just a stuffed toy in the end and a slightly unsettling poem. But it’s hard not to think the worst when you’re trying not to think the worst.

I know not everyone is strange. But some people are.

At the next stop as I gather my things and disembark, a few eyes follow but when I surface at Green Park and the cold January air hits me, cooling my flaming cheeks, I chalk today’s trip up as a success. No incidents this time, no drunken football chants demanding I, ‘Say it! Say it!’

Who knew Jane Eyre had a catchphrase?

Who knew Arsenal supporters read Brontë?

And, yes, in case you’re wondering – much to my shame – reader, I said it.



‘You’re late,’ my agent, Cynthia, smirks as I plonk down into the restaurant seat opposite her.

‘Sorry. Tube,’ I counter.

She’s already ordered us two glasses of champagne. I eye the chilled bubbles in front of me greedily. ‘Are we celebrating again?’ I half-joke as I shrug off my coat but her silence makes me raise my gaze.

‘You could say that. Yes.’ She says, grinning before pointedly sipping from her champagne flute. ‘I got a call this morning,’ she purrs, placing her glass down calmly. ‘From Louise Northfield at BAFTA. A heads-up if you will… Louise and I went to St Andrews together; we tend to keep each other posted – she loves you by the way. So, the word on the street is… though they’re not announcing the nominees until a month before the ceremony, which is in May, but…’ she pauses for effect. ‘You’re on the BAFTA list. Nominees. For Eyre. Best actress.’

For a moment her words don’t make sense to me, then they slowly shuffle into meaning. I feel the blood drain from my face, then my hands, and in its place a rush of serotonin floods in, the like of which I have never felt before, crashing through me.

‘Holy shit.’ I hear the sounds come from me, distant, as I fumble with a shaky hand for my champagne and gulp down a cool, crisp mouthful. The light-headedness only intensifies. Seven years I’ve worked for this. This is it. This is what I wanted. ‘Jesus Christ,’ I mutter.

‘That’s what I said.’ Cynthia chuckles, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Now here’s the really good bit. All the other nominees are over fifty, and they’ve all won before.’

I sober quickly, brought up short. ‘Wait. Is that good?’

‘Yeah, it is,’ she laughs. ‘People love discovering actors, even if they’ve been knocking around for years. Plus, you’ve got great credits, pedigree, even though this is your first major leading role. You’re academy catnip. A safe bet that seems like a wild card. And everyone will be rooting for you, nobody needs to see one of the “Ladies in Lavender” win another bloody award.’

I let out a nervous laugh and take another swig of my drink. Seven years of auditioning has taught me never to get my hopes up, but right now I can’t help it; my happiness bubbles up, irrepressible.

Cynthia catches the waiter’s eye.

‘Could we get a selection of everything? Just, whatever the chef thinks,’ she says airily, as if that’s a thing that people actually say in restaurants. ‘Nothing too big, just a light lunch.’ She looks to me questioningly. ‘Is that okay, hon?’ The waiter’s gaze follows suit. Both deferring to BAFTA-nominated me.

‘Ok, sure, yes, that sounds great,’ I reply and the waiter heads off with total confidence in what I’d personally consider to be a very confusing order.

Cynthia leans forward on the table, businesslike.

‘This is all going to be new for you and to a certain extent it’s new ground for me too. I mean, Charlie Redman won Best Actor in, what, 2015? But it’s different with men, they just show up in a suit. Best Actress is trickier. I’ll be fielding calls about you as soon as the press release lands in April. So, here’s my thinking, we’ve got two months to kill in the meantime. I don’t want you tied up filming, I need you free for bigger meetings with this on the horizon. We’re going to ride the crest of this. So how do you feel about a little work trip to LA so we can drum up some studio interest? Nom’s still unofficial, but we can certainly drop some hints.’

She clocks my expression and changes tack.

‘Sorry, I’m firing a lot at you, aren’t I? It’s a lot to take in. Here.’ She raises her champagne flute and clinks mine. ‘One thing at a time. Congratulations, Mia, you clever, clever thing.’

Cynthia has been my agent, advocate and therapist since I graduated. We’ve weathered some soaring highs and soul-destroying lows together over the years. In some ways we’re unbelievably close and in others we’re almost strangers. It’s an odd relationship, but then it’s an odd industry.

Her energy suddenly changes. ‘Oh, and I heard about George by the way,’ she says, her eyes searching mine, alive with curiosity. ‘That’s so exciting for him! He must be over the moon.’

I feel the smile slip from my face. I literally have no idea what she’s talking about. George? My George?

To my knowledge not much is happening for him. In fact, if anything it’s slightly insensitive of Cynthia to bring it up. George hasn’t had an acting job for eight months at least and he’s an absolute wreck, if I’m honest.

I met George on my first big job – a movie adaptation of Tess of the d’Urbervilles – six years ago and we’ve lived together pretty much from the get-go. We both had tiny parts in Tess but our scenes were with the Hollywood star they shipped in to play her and we couldn’t believe our luck, and we couldn’t believe we found each other. We bought our flat last spring but after that things sort of dried up for George, right around the time they picked up for me. But that never seemed to bother us. Because George isn’t competitive like that.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

She looks confused for a second, then frowns. ‘Catcher in the Rye.’

My heart skips a beat – my god – I remember the day we taped two scenes in the spare room. That was well over a month ago. George’s Holden tape. But nothing came of that. I remember the weird art house direction we took pains to create for the Dutch director we were both desperate to work with, the way the script had changed the ages of the central characters, modernized the story and transposed it into a university parable set in 21st-century New York.

I struggle to get up to speed.

George sent the tape. He got the part. And, he didn’t tell me.

My mind flashes back through the last month. I think of George sitting quietly in the kitchen reading, leaving the house early to meet friends, re-joining the gym, smiling again after months of depression and… shit. He didn’t tell me he got it. He knew all along and he kept it to himself.

He must have had so many meetings, and chemistry reads, and screen tests since then. He sent the tape before Christmas. Why the hell wouldn’t he tell me? How the hell didn’t I notice?

I realize I haven’t responded to Cynthia yet. ‘Yes! Sorry. Yes, I know right! He’s a… he’s a bloody genius.’

‘I couldn’t believe it when I heard. My client Zula’s in it, too. She’s only got a small part but she started rehearsals last week, said she met him yesterday at the cast read-through. Said he looked great. God, he must be so relieved. It was all looking a bit desolate there for a bit, wasn’t it?’

‘Yeah, no, I know. So great!’ The words are coming out of my mouth but all I can think is: why? Why didn’t he tell me he got the part?

And then a thought solidifies, and the answer is suddenly very clear, the solution as ludicrously obvious now as it was impossible to imagine seconds ago. ‘I forget, Cynth, who else is in it again?’ I ask as casually as I can. ‘George told me but I completely—’

‘Yes, the love interest is – god! – I’m so terrible with names. Naomi Fairn, yes. Chris Fairn’s daughter. She’s twenty-one, I think, first job since modelling. Seems good, but even if she’s not, she’ll look amazing in it. Tell George not to worry at all, she’ll hold up on camera.’

And there we go. I take a slug of champagne and try not to look like my entire life is crumbling.

‘Filming starts in, what, a week?’ she asks, oblivious to what is happening to me. ‘I bet they’re putting him up somewhere gorgeous in New York, aren’t they?’ And with that I gently push back from the table, make my excuses and head to the ladies’ room. Somehow managing to keep a smile on my face whilst I do it.



Locked in a marble-lined bathroom stall, I google: Catcher in the Rye casting news. Nothing announced yet. Yet. My stomach rolls.

I think of George quietly watching the TV next to me last night, the same as ever. Texting. Now I wonder who.

I google her face.

Holy shit.

Things start to fall into place.

I tap on the least glamorous shot Google image offers me in an attempt to work out what Naomi Fairn actually looks like. It’s a make-up-free shot from an impossibly cool magazine. I study the beautiful wrinkle-free planes of her face, and I want to die.

None of those things ever seemed to matter until now.

I read on. Even her parents are cool. Both gorgeous, both actors. Her dad basically was the nineties. I think of my dad, Trevor, bicycling around the Bedfordshire countryside in an anorak.

With trembling hands, I tap out a message to George, hit send, and unlock the cubicle door. Standing in front of the vast washroom mirror, I look at myself, checking my eyes to see if it’s possible to tell that my heart is cracking open just by looking.

You can’t.

I guess I am a good actress after all. I straighten up my hair, reapply some lipstick and take in my 28-year-old reflection. And the face of Jane Eyre stares back at me.

I know what she’s thinking, because it’s what I’m thinking.

We’re so fucked.






2 Stranger at the Door


Friday 5 February

I’m home alone, hours later, staring at my text to George.


Why didn’t you tell me about the job? x



I could have said a million things but I didn’t, I said that. And he hasn’t replied. So, when I hear a knock on the front door – even though he, obviously, has his own key – I’m convinced it will be him: rain-soaked, sad and contrite, prepared to explain everything away.

It might sound naive, given the circumstantial evidence, to expect this whole thing to be a purely innocent misunderstanding, crossed wires, but hope has got me this far in life. Every no I’ve ever got, in my mind, was almost a yes. And all I’ve ever really needed was an almost a yes.

I turn the latch, letting a gust of wind and rain into the warmth of the house. But, of course, it’s not George standing on our doorstep, it’s a smiling stranger in a red bomber jacket.

‘Hey. Mia, is it?’ He’s about my age with an easy-going manner and a warm Irish lilt.

‘Yeah?’

He looks down at a damp and crumpled piece of paper in his hand. ‘So, I’m supposed to be collecting George’s things.’

‘George’s things?’

We both stand there in silence for a moment as I try to make sense of the Irishman’s words. When it clicks, fear chases my confusion and then just as suddenly I feel the calming certainty that I must be misunderstanding what’s going on here. And yet, my grip on the door frame tightens.

‘I’m really sorry but, who are you?’ I ask. My voice has a faraway distant sound. Perhaps it has decided it doesn’t want to live with me anymore, either.

‘Sorry, right. I’m Andy.’ He extends a hand warmly. ‘I work for, um, Fantastic Movers.’ He cringes at the company name as I numbly shake his hand.

‘Right, okay,’ I manage, then clear my throat. ‘I see. And is George coming to—?’

Andy’s handsome face creases into an apologetic frown. ‘I wouldn’t have thought so, no.’



Two hours later the living room is pockmarked with missing chairs, books and pictures. Shapes left in the dust that I hadn’t even realized was there. The front door is gently pulled to by Andy and once I hear his engine start, I finally release the hot, angry tears that have been silently choking me from inside since he entered the house.

George has gone. He’s left me and this is how he’s done it. After six years of love, or what I thought was love.

No reply to the text I sent him as Andy packed away his things. No answer to: What the hell is going on? But, then, I suppose – actions speak louder than words – it’s pretty obvious what’s going on.

A thought occurs to me and my thumb hovers over the Instagram search icon on my phone. I know this way madness lies. If I start down this road things will get very painful, very quickly, and yet, in a way, I want the pain. Pain will fill the room with something at least now that Andy has gone, taking all of George’s things with him.

I tap out her name…

Her verified account springs up. Her curated, muted-tone online existence exactly as I would have imagined it. Naomi Fairn and her achingly cool life. There’s a post from two days ago, a Polaroid photo of a script with her pale hand obscuring the title card, a plain gold band on her middle finger, clear nail polish and the sleeve of a grey hoodie.


Naomifairn New job. Can’t say yet but this one’s special. [image: Icon: Crop emoji]



The crop emoji. I always thought that one just represented generic crop but now on closer inspection I see it is actually supposed to symbolize rye. A fun clue for her intrepid followers. I’m suddenly reminded that she’s only twenty-one.

I scroll through her earlier posts looking for him, looking for anything that can explain my now empty house. Something catches my eye. Posted last week.


29 January. Hampstead Heath.

Naomifairn Shadows.



A photo of two people’s shadows elongated in the winter sun along a path in Hampstead Heath, the tips of her white Converse are in shot and, partially obscured, to their right, the edge of the other person’s shoe. My stomach flips; I know that shoe. I pinch and zoom, hunched over and squinting at the phone screen like an octogenarian in my lonely kitchen.

A scuffed navy Adidas. His shoe. I was there the day he bought them. I’ve gathered them up, abandoned about the house, and put them away for him a thousand times. My heart yawns wide deep inside my chest followed sharply by the acid burn of anger.

He left me for her. How could he think it was okay to do this to me, like this? After everything we’ve said and been to each other. Six years. No word. No explanation. Just gone. The anger inside me twists around itself, a beast ready to scream.

I exit Naomi’s account and put my phone up on the kitchen counter. Best to leave it there for now.

I concentrate on my breathing. I try to fight the fresh prickle of tears that stings my eyes. I need to stay calm.

I can’t blame Naomi for this, god knows if George even told her about me, she might not even know I exist. I tell myself I can’t blame her because I remember being twenty-one, I remember being in love. I need to remember it’s him not her. He left; he wasn’t taken.

She is twenty-one and George is thirty in November. In the interests of self-preservation, I leave that thought there because that’s someone else’s problem now.

I let my eyes play across the kitchen, across our things. The ones left behind. Shouldn’t we have more to show by now: more than a flat, and a kettle, and a toaster, and a smoothie maker? I know it’s not a decision for right now but I wonder if I should sell the flat. I guess it is mine. I put the deposit down and my name is on the mortgage. We’re not married after all. I’ve been covering the full mortgage payment for the last five months anyway. I’ve been covering most things for quite a while now. In a way, I guess, he hasn’t really been here for quite some time. I wonder how on earth I will tell anyone what’s happened without dying inside. Without being forced into the role of victim. I am not a victim.

My anger stretches taut again. How could I have been so stupid to love him? To trust him?

I sit up straight, take a breath, and try to refocus. I need to work out what I’m actually going to do.

There was a reframing trick I used to use when I hit a dead-end working on Eyre. When things threatened to overwhelm me. When I suddenly felt the weight and responsibility of carrying Charlotte Brontë’s story. Whenever a scene wasn’t working or I was too cold or tired or scared, I’d ask myself: what would Jane do? Not what would I do. But what would Jane do if she were here, now.

So, I ask myself: What would Jane do?

And without a second thought, I know. I’ve lived with her now for so long.

In the book Jane asks herself: Who in the world cares for you? The answer is: I care for myself.

I need to care for myself.

She would cut her losses. She would protect herself. Jane would move on. Cauterize the wound to protect from infection. That’s what I need to do: control the fallout, change the story he’s written me into.

If I were Jane, I’d send a letter, an email. I’d secure another position, far from here. I’d move on and I’d adapt.

I think of my one lifeline, my bright bolt of good news in the darkness. The next few months are going to hurt, but I’m going to be okay. I will not play the role he’s cast me in. I will write my own story.

On the counter my phone sits silently. No word from him. Not even an apology. Nothing. I am not even worth a sorry.

Jane would not crack, or cry, or drunk text. Jane would focus her mind.

I breathe deep and think only of two letters… LA.

And with that thought I pick up my phone and dial Cynthia’s number.






3 Another Country


Sunday 7 February

Sunshine and a fresh Californian breeze hits me as I descend from the plane. London’s February chill long forgotten, five thousand miles behind me, as I pull in a lungful of spring air and squint up into the cloudless azure sky above.

I wriggle out of my cashmere jumper and fish my sunglasses from my bag as I follow the other passengers across the hot tarmac of LAX towards the terminal.

Cynthia called yesterday, to finalize the details of the trip, just as I was deep cleaning the flat, desperate to erase the final traces of George’s abrupt departure. Still no call, only a text, four pointless words: Sorry. I had to.

Had to lie, had to cheat, had to run away. But if he can, so can I.

‘Right. First things first,’ Cynthia had explained. ‘I spoke to a couple of the studios over in LA. Now, they’re all eager to have general meetings will you, but Universal in particular wants to talk to you about a new project.’

‘Universal Film, or TV? Are there sides?’ I’d asked. Sides are the pages of script that casting directors send actors to learn for their auditions.

‘Ha. Sides! They won’t even tell me what the project is let alone the role. It’s a film, that’s all I know at this stage. And they just want ‘a chat’ – no audition. Which could mean a number of things. But they love you, they seemed very concerned about who else you’d be meeting over in LA and for what. It’s Kathryn Mayer you’ll be meeting, she’s a new division-president at Universal; she’s building a production slate for next year. I don’t want you to feel any pressure obviously, but this is a big deal, Mayer hardly ever meets actors. Apparently, she adored Eyre, she got hold of a screener. Have a google of her.’

Although I’ve never braved LA before, I know that, right now, actors from all over the globe are migrating here for the three-month period of Pilot Season. Every television network in America will be hustling to grab the best, or cheapest, or most in-demand actors they can to fill their roster of new shows for that year. And all those actors end up auditioning for the same roles. It’s a fire sale. Contracts are offered, careers are launched, dreams get made… and some get broken. Not everyone who flies over can get what they came for, not everyone can get what they deserve. Luckily, I just need to get away from my life, a distraction, and I’m guessing I’m going to get that in spades.

Cynthia talked me through some of the selected shows and roles she’s scheduled for me during the three-week trip. And the American agent she’s arranged to represent me.

‘Michael Spector at United. He’s good. I’ve got a couple of US clients with him and he’s really on it. Very savvy. Let me know how he is and we can shop around if it’s not a fit.’

Handheld name signs pepper the LAX arrivals barrier and I’m surprised to spot the familiar swirl of my own name held by a woman in a sharp trouser suit. She catches my eye, gives me a bright smile of recognition and makes her way over, smoothly, her hand extended.

‘Mia? I recognized you from the press pack they sent me. It’s Leandra from Audi. It’s so great to meet you. How was your flight?’

Her hand is cool and strong in mine. Her freshly blown-out hair and crisp business suit putting my comfy travel wear and puffy eyes to shame.

‘Sorry, Leandra. Did you say you’re from Audi? The car company, Audi?’

‘Yeah.’ She lets out a breezy laugh. ‘I guess someone must have dropped the ball on this one. We reached out to your agent. Let me show you to your vehicle.’

A quick call to Cynthia confirms the matter. Audi are loaning me a sports car for the duration of my stay. All I have to do is Instagram it. My stomach flips at the thought of it. I explain to Cynthia that whilst I theoretically have an Instagram account, I have never actually posted anything and have absolutely no followers. At which stage Cynthia informs me that I now have a new verified Instagram account set up in my name to get posting on.

Leandra keeps the conversation easy and light as she leads me out of LAX into the daylight. A shiver of excitement jolts the sadness out of me as the sun hits my bare arms again, warming my air-con-chilled skin. Gone is the airport smell of chlorine and in its place recently cut grass carries on the Los Angeles breeze. Fresh beginnings.

I devour the scenery hungrily. A flurry of new information, palm trees, yellow cabs, signs for companies I’ve never heard of – even the people here look different, less tired than back home.

‘First time in LA?’ she asks.

‘Yeah, it is. But I’ve heard great things!’ I turn on a smile.

‘My only advice,’ she confides cheerily. ‘Make sure you’re wherever you need to be in LA before five thirty p.m. and then stay there until after seven. You do not want to be caught in an LA traffic jam. Trust me. There’s nothing else in the world like one.’

‘So, always leave early in LA? Like Cinderella!’ I offer jokingly.

She considers for a second before laughing. ‘Yeah, actually. Exactly like Cinderella. Got to keep those wits about you. But I can guarantee you that this car will never turn into a pumpkin. Even if everything else turns to rags.’ She gives an odd little chuckle. I’m certain she’s joking but in spite of myself I shiver at the cold pessimism of the comment. There’s a bright beep tone as she depresses the key fob in her hand and my attention flies to the sleek black car in front of us as its whole roof slowly peels back, folding in on itself with balletic precision. I’m definitely not a car person but even I have to admit it’s bloody sexy. I think of my own basic four-year-old Ford KA, covered in snow, back home, with its fabric seats as standard and its sliding sunroof and I have to stifle a giggle.

Twenty minutes later, suitcase stored away in the trunk, I slide my leather seat forward, take a deep breath and pull the $200,000 car out onto the correct side of the road. Making sure to keep my wits, very much, about me.






4 It’s a Sign


Sunday 7 February

The view from the 31st floor of my building is dizzying. It’s the first thing that hits you as you enter the apartment; it’s on the corner of the building so more than half the room is sheer glass, floor to ceiling, suspended three hundred feet above bustling downtown LA. Up here we’re slightly higher than the Statue of Liberty. Or so Miguel, the building’s porter, tells me as he lays my bags down with a smile. George never liked heights; he would have been nervous up here but he would have tried to hide it. Luckily, I’m not scared of heights; I’m not sure how much sleep I’d be getting up here if I were. But the view is nothing short of mesmerizing.

Beyond pristine glass Los Angeles stretches out, from up here a world in miniature, its sprawling smog and heat haze spellbinding if somehow not quite real. From the crisp cool of my luxury accommodation, I can make out LA proper for the first time in all its monstrous glory.

An arid industrial hub strung together by highways, thick clogged arteries pumping out to the vast studio lots along the horizon and their sticky-tarred multi-storey parking garages. Closer inland the low makeshift wooden skyline intermittently gives way to the odd gleaming glass tower like mine, whilst out towards the hills glittering crystalline pools sparkle in the sunshine in random configurations like scattered jewels. It’s beautiful in its way. But then it would be nothing without the story that comes with it. It would be just another Californian city without the borrowed magic of those that pass through. Then, as if on cue, I see it, hazy on the far horizon, emblazoned on the lush green rise of the Hollywood Hills, instantly recognizable. Nine white letters written forty-five feet high. The whitewash sign that launched a thousand ships and the rocks they ran aground on. The siren song.

‘It used to light up, you know?’ Miguel chirps, following my gaze. Weirdly, I had read a bit about the Hollywood Sign in the inflight magazine on the journey over. I know that originally it was just an advertising banner for a housing development called Hollywoodland, but I didn’t know about the lights.

‘Really?’ I ask, and try to imagine the two-storey-high letters glowing out across the city.

Miguel nods energetically as he struggles to retract the extendable handle on my suitcase.

‘Yeah, it was completely covered in lights, over four thousand twenty-watt bulbs. It used to light up the Hills in the twenties and flash, pulse, you know, like a heartbeat. HOLLY-WOOD-LAND.’ He puffs, finally releasing the bag’s temperamental handle, narrowly avoiding trapping a finger.

‘You’re an actor, right?’ he asks cheerfully as he offers me my new apartment key card.

‘I am.’

Miguel nods sagely. ‘Yeah, me too, you know. I’ve been acting for, maybe, about ten years now.’ The porter’s eyes sparkle as they stare out through the glass to the white letters in the distance, then he turns back to me with a quick grin. ‘You know the story about the actress and the sign, right?’ he asks breezily.

‘No, I don’t think so.’ I try to recall any industry gossip I might have heard recently but my mounting jet lag stops me from fully investing. ‘What was it? Which actress?’

‘Oh, no, it’s just an old story. From the twenties. This theatre actress. She jumped off the sign. It’s such a tragic story. Every now and then I think of her when I see it, you know.’

‘Oh god,’ I say, looking out at the sign once more, the height from the letters to the sloping hills beneath monstrous even from this distance. ‘That’s awful.’

‘Yeah, she came to LA to do a small part in a movie and after that movie they called her in for this huge lead role. You know, a really big part. So, she screen-tested and everyone was sure she’d get it, but then there was a disagreement between the producers and they went with this other unknown actress instead, and that unknown actress turned out to be Katherine Hepburn! That role was Katherine Hepburn’s big break instead of this girl’s. Then the studio cancelled her contract a few days later. So, she jumped.’

I shake my head, unable to think of a more appropriate response to Miguel’s tale. ‘Wow, okay.’

‘Yeah, I know. But the real kicker? The thing that gets me every time? Three days after they found her body in the ravine, a telegram arrives at her place from the studio. Turns out the contract cancelling had been an administrative error! And they want her to come back in for another huge part. They wanted her to test for another lead role.’ Miguel shakes his head and then a thought suddenly occurs to him. ‘Actually, ha, she was British, too. Like you!’ He grins innocently.

Thanks, Miguel.



After Miguel leaves I try to shake off his creepy story as I wander the state-of-the-art apartment. I take it all in hungrily, the muted Scandi design, the low, wool-upholstered furniture, a security video entry monitor in the hallway, discreet wall-mounted Plasma screens in all the rooms, oversized coffee-table books. This apartment must be costing someone an absolute fortune. Why on earth they are putting me up here, I do not know. I wheel my case into the larger of the two bedrooms and dig my mobile out from my handbag.

I feel my insides squirm as I remember I’m supposed to start posting things on Instagram during this trip. Hashtag-gifted. Oh, bloody hell. After years of holding out, I really thought I’d got away with not getting dragged into the Insta-bubble. But I guess there really is no such thing as a free lunch. I’ll have to double-check with Cynthia if an iPhone apartment-photo shoot is somehow part of my accommodation deal. It’s starting to look like my new social media account might be doing all the heavy lifting this trip. I try not to think of Naomi’s account. I will not check her grid again, not today. I feel the loneliness beginning to seep back in and I briskly head back into the kitchen.

On the countertop I find a package of essentials: filter coffee, snacks, and a fruit basket with a note from my new American agent, Michael.


Welcome to Los Angeles, Mia! Looking forward to meeting you in person tomorrow. M Spector.



Next to his gift is a bottle of Perrier-Jouet champagne, another note attached to its dewy glass, from the producers of Eyre.


Congratulations on the ‘top-secret’ award news!! You absolute star! You’re a winner to us already. Thanks for all your continued hard work x



A warm feeling spreads through me at the reminder of my good news as it wakes up and stretches inside me.

I send a quick message to my friend Souki who I know is in LA right now too. I do not mention George. After all, I can tell her if I see her. But I’m not ready to let my thoughts go back to him right now. The point of coming here was to move on. I need to keep things light, easy.

I haven’t spoken to Souki in months – another quirk of the job – but she’s exactly the kind of person I should be hanging out with right now. Fun, exciting and not at all hard work. We lived together for three months while we filmed an indie horror movie on location in Bulgaria two years ago. The people you work with tend to become an instant family on acting jobs. You’re thrown into close quarters, which means high-stress bond-forming relationships happen fast in strange new countries. There’s only so many hotel dinners you can share in a row without the polite veneer of professionalism slipping into comfortable familial frankness. Souki and I had a blast – on a job that wasn’t. Though we may drop in and out of each other’s lives, our bond is eternal.



An email from Cynthia updates me on the details for the Universal meeting with Kathryn Mayer which will be at the end of the week. They still won’t let anyone see a script, which of course only adds to the mystery and allure of the meeting.

In the meantime I have a magazine photo shoot for Eyre scheduled for tomorrow morning and my first LA audition in the afternoon. Two big scenes. Eight pages of mostly my lines in dialogue as an overworked female Boston Cop who discovers her new husband is involved in historic rape allegations. Sounds intense, but I do get to dust off my Boston accent, which is always fun. I give the empty apartment my best, ‘Car park. Car park,’ with New England vowels.

I decide to take my audition sides up to the building’s outdoor pool on the 32nd Floor and combine line learning with a post-flight/pre-bed swim. I wriggle into my swimsuit, shrug a beach cover-up over myself in case I run into any other apartment residents, and slip into sandals.

I catch a glimpse of myself in the bedroom mirror, my pale British skin, my tired, puffy eyes. I think of Naomi Fairn and try not to compare. But I do. Then, like a chain reaction, I’m thinking of them together, talking, eating, laughing. As if I never existed. And all I got was four words. I warranted no warning or explanation from a man who, I imagine, couldn’t really care less what happened to me now. I’ve been thrown out like old clothes.

I force myself to stop. I must not obsess. What’s done is done; there is nothing more to be learnt from circling back and back and back. The habit that has always served me well in my career, that need to unearth the fundamental meaning in any human interaction, to rehearse and rehearse until everything finally makes sense, will not serve me here. He left. He didn’t love you. He found someone else. There is no more. That way madness lies.

I grab a towel, a bottle of sunscreen and my script and head up to the roof terrace. I need to keep my mind away from the dark places it longs to go.






5 Diving In


Monday 8 February

My jet lag means I’m up before dawn the next morning.

Lying awake staring at the light seeping slowly in through the corners of the blinds sends my thoughts in dangerous directions. I rehash the first night after George left. I’d started to worry. George hadn’t sent me his four-word text yet; that wouldn’t come till the next day and Andy from Fantastic Movers had long gone. In the quiet of my flat I’d suddenly been convinced that something was wrong. The idea blossomed that perhaps something bad had happened to George, perhaps Andy hadn’t worked for Fantastic Movers. I’d been so convinced at the time that something else had happened after all that I’d even made a call to George’s friend Harry to check George was safe. I cringe in my crisp LA sheets as I recall the conversation. George was fine, Harry told me. And whilst Harry couldn’t tell me if George was seeing anyone new – it wasn’t his place – he gave me his sympathy on our break-up. And of course registered his personal disapproval of George’s methods, though he had been the one to help George unload Andy’s truck at the other end. They’d gone to the pub after.

They’d gone to the pub.

I fling back the covers in a flash of rage and get dressed to head up to the pool for a pre-dawn swim. I need to burn off this anger, this shame.

As I push open the heavy Pool Terrace doors and head out into the fresh Californian air, I feel a welcome ripple of excitement as I remember my BAFTA news. I snuggle it in tightly inside me. I remind myself that my LA adventure is only just beginning and it feels like the dawning of a Christmas morning.

The rooftop is empty except for me and I take a moment to look out over the glass barriers at the edge of the building. Below the city is beginning to wake. Apart from Miguel and the receptionist I haven’t seen another soul in this apartment block so far. But, then, that’s not a huge surprise given I only arrived yesterday evening.

I shed my layers down to my swimsuit and let my still bed-warm skin sink into the cool pool water. The splash and ripple of it around me is the only sound as I glide smoothly through its blue-green water.

I pause after a few laps, half-in, half-out of the water as I watch the sun rise across LA, my chlorine-stung eyes hazy as I take in its streaks of lilac and peach. In the new silence I can just make out the distant rumble of the highways beneath the sound of my own breathing, as the poolside cabana’s curtains dance gently in the morning breeze.

I push myself in the water, sinking into a rhythm that pushes away all other thoughts. Blocking out everything until there is only the present and the water and my laboured breath.

Mind cleared and body warm with post-exercise ache, I head back down to my apartment and shower off.



Miguel seems happy to see me when I head down to the building’s valet station to collect my car.

‘Auditions?’ he asks with a knowing look.

‘One this afternoon. CBS.’

He grimaces as he hands over my car keys. ‘That’s in Studio City. You’ll be fine on the way out but watch that rush-hour traffic on the way back. It’s a killer. I hope you like listening to podcasts,’ he jokes.

‘Thanks for the heads-up,’ I chuckle. ‘I’ll download some!’

The audition’s not until the afternoon, so first, I’m on my way to an abandoned 1930s diner in Echo Park for the mid-morning magazine photo shoot. The magazine’s called Atelier, and after an hour in make-up, I look like the sort of person you might see in a magazine called Atelier. A company security guard fastens $1.3 million worth of air-con-chilled Boodles diamonds around my neck, while a team of wardrobe girls lifts the delicate train of the gown I’m wearing into the corner booth of the dusty atmospheric diner. I’m arranged artfully in situ against the mint green of the art deco background. Incongruous hip-hop music is pumped up, and a fan is sourced to keep us cool under the hot lights. Finally, the helpers and crew drop away until it’s just me and the photographer and a wall of bass-y music. As the camera flash pulses, I try to forget that I’m no Naomi Fairn. I try to forget my anger and my shame and the fact I’m all alone, and instead I focus on the shoot and I do my fucking job.

There’s a costume change. The atmosphere is buzzing on set, smiling faces, easy conversation. Somehow, I’m pulling it off. They can’t tell that all I really want to do is put on an oversized sweater, hide at home and eat cupcakes for a month. The next outfit is subtle, my haute-couture gown replaced by an oversized caramel Victoria Beckham suit with vertiginous, barely-there heels, my hair tumbled chicly to one side. The next set-up is at the bar counter, my sharp stilettos digging into the vinyl padding of one of the stools. And suddenly, for the first time since George left me, I start to have real fun, slipping into creative mode with the kind of gratitude I usually reserve for post-filming baths. Jane was right. I can do this. I’m already starting to feel better.

During the next coffee break I shrug off the caramel jacket to reveal the matching bustier beneath. I kidnap one of the make-up artists, a skinny blue-haired nineteen-year-old called Marchesi, and we sneak off to do an impromptu Instagram shoot of me and the Audi in the diner car park. Cheeky I know but a) I might never look this good again and b) I’m under strict orders to post about the free car. What’s a few more pictures whilst I’m already at it?

I know George will see these photos but for the few minutes we shoot them it’s not about him. It’s about me. How I feel. How I want to be. Marchesi is grinning like a kid, which he pretty much still is, when he hands me back my phone. The pictures look fucking great.

I post one of me looking slightly off camera, hair partially obscuring my profile. I’m leaning, longer and thinner than I actually am, against the side of the car. The only indicator of where in the world I am is the In-N-Out beverage cup hanging loosely by my side, although the morning light has given everything that unmistakable Californian glow. I click share. Fuck you, George.



Two hours later, on the other side of LA, I’m standing in an almost empty office space, the room devoid of furniture save for eight metal and fabric office chairs holding eight seated CBS executives, a large camera tripod and a harassed-looking casting director quickly shuffling through different character scripts.

‘Well, thank you for asking me to come in to read.’ I direct my attention to the only executive who has acknowledged me since I entered the room. ‘It’s a great script.’

He gives me a magnanimous half-smile, seeming to agree with my good fortune on being here at all, before he dives back into his iPhone.

The other seven execs, two of whom I’m thrilled to see are women, are still completely ignoring me. I stand and wait as they talk amongst themselves, leafing through photos or tapping away at laptops and phones. Luckily any dignity I may have had wore away about five years ago whilst auditioning for adverts. I stand, invisible, awaiting direction.

The harassed casting director, in a final flurry, roots out the correct script scenes, tuts, adjusts his camera and finally looks up at me, almost surprised to see I’m still here. He flaps his script pages, triumphant.

‘Okay. Shall we just go ahead then, Mandy?’

‘Mia,’ I correct, cheerfully.

‘Sorry, what?’ He looks genuinely confused at my meaning. A couple of executive heads raise from their separate endeavours too and stare at me – it’s almost as if the wall had started talking.

I try incredibly hard not to giggle. ‘No, nothing. That’s great. Yes, let’s go for a take. Ready when you are.’ Equilibrium is restored.

I give my shoulders a quick roll, crick my neck and try to put myself in the body of an overworked and exhausted female cop in the middle of a gruelling investigation. Officer Bethan O’Neill. I let my limbs loosen, my face slacken, and I stop trying to cover my jet lag and the frantic emptiness I’ve been – almost successfully – ignoring since Andy arrived on my doorstep four days ago. I simply let my weariness become visible.

The casting director, oblivious, takes his reading position next to the camera tripod and presses record. A red light flashes on. He gives me a nod. In the brief silence that follows a couple of executives look up and finally I feel eyes on me. I start talking.

The first scene is easy, station banter with my loudmouth Boston-Irish cop partner, McCarthy. A chance to see my character’s fun side but also the toll the job takes on her as one of the only women in a male-heavy environment. The irony of my present executive ratio-ed situation is clearly visible to no one but myself.

The casting director, standing in as McCarthy, delivers one of his lines and I wait a beat longer than I should to reply. Executive eyes raise again, I give my McCarthy stand-in a well-timed look and a couple of the executives involuntarily laugh.

I chase their laughs with a couple more and the remaining dipped heads start to grudgingly lift. And suddenly everyone is listening. I win. The next scene is trickier. I take a position kneeling down on the scratchy office-room floor while the casting director adjusts the camera angle for the next set-up. This one is a scene from the final episode of the whole series. Everything has come to a head and we find Officer O’Neill’s husband pointing a gun at her, having just shot McCarthy in the chest in a desperate stand-off. O’Neill’s husband has reached the end of the line; backup is on its way but right now she is all that stands in the way of his escape. As the scene starts, O’Neill dives to administer first aid to a wounded McCarthy as her husband levels his gun at her.

The camera’s red light flicks on.

With shaky hands, I administer first aid to the prone body of an invisible McCarthy as he slips in and out of consciousness, blood pumping from his wound. I look up at my husband stand-in and start to talk.

The scene is going fine, until I hear something raw in my voice. There’s an almost imperceptible crack in the way I tell my husband that I still love him. And the full force of the words I’m saying hits me, the sadness of them, because after everything the man I love has done, I do still love him. It’s pathetic but it’s true. I do still love George. Even though he’s deliberately hurt me, even though he left me for dead, I still want him so much. I miss him so much. And suddenly I’m talking to my George. The barriers between O’Neill and me disappear and this is my chance to talk to George, even if George looks like a forty-year-old gay casting director. And suddenly all the script’s lines, as hackneyed as final episode lines can be, are suddenly eloquent and fluid and exactly the questions I long to know the answers to – but that I know can never really be answered.

Why did you do it?

Why did you lie to me, for so long?

When did things change between us?

He tells me he’s not the man I thought he was. But I never thought he was anything but himself. He tells me he tried for too long to be something he wasn’t.

I ask him what kind of a man he wants to be.

George looks away, his eyes won’t meet mine. And then I tell him that if he goes, I won’t follow him. I tell him to go. To run away. I don’t care where.

He looks at me sadly, he doesn’t believe me, he thinks I’ll make things harder for him. I suppose, in a way, that was always our problem. He isn’t going to go without hurting me. He’d erase me rather than run the risk of having me get in his way.

So, I make my decision, kneeling over my wounded friend, to do what I have to do to survive. My husband looks away for a second, and in that moment, I pull my hidden weapon from the back of my waistband and turn it on him. He freezes. I hold him in my sight, finger on the trigger. And, suddenly, I – Mia – I realize I would do it too. If this really were George, if he had done this, I would do this. I feel a hot tear roll down my face and I let my weapon recoil back in my hands.

When I look up, the execs are staring back at me, rapt, and George is gone.

I had forgotten about them.

The casting director turns off the camera with a nod.

I hastily wipe my eyes and scramble up from the carpet. I take a breath and dust gross office floor crumbs from my knees. God, what a weird job this is.

Realizing the show is over, executive eyes flutter hesitantly back to iPhones and laptops. I get a couple of fair play nods and a broad smile and a thumbs-up from one of the women as I gather my things and say my goodbyes.

Once we’re out in the corridor, the casting director pulls me to one side, close and conspiratorial. It’s a bit closer than I’d ideally like as I’m pretty sure my mascara has run and I’m strongly aware that I need to wipe my nose. But I’m interested to see where this is going.

‘That was fan-tastic!’ He clutches my upper arm firmly for emphasis. ‘Seriously. You in town for a few more days? God, tell me you are?’

‘Yeah. Three weeks, actually.’ I smile.

‘Fantastic. You… missy –’ He jiggles my upper arm again for emphasis. ‘– are my new favourite actor.’ He says this with a level of intensity that I’m not sure he is aware could have been specifically designed to terrify British people. Also, I note, he still has absolutely no clue as to what my name is. I am apparently now called Missy, not that it really matters. ‘I’ll call…’ He flounders for a second. ‘Who are you with over here again?’

‘Michael Spector at United.’

‘Oh, interesting, okay.’ He nods knowingly. ‘I know Michael…’ He winks.

God knows what that implies. I’m pretty sure Michael is married with kids.

‘Great,’ he continues. ‘I’ll talk it through with these guys, and I’ll call Michael. I wanna get you in for everything on my list. Well, not everything obviously. I mean, no one wants that.’ He gives me a wry smile. I like this guy. He’s a lot to take, and my upper arm is a bit chaffed, but I like him.

‘That would be brilliant, Anthoni. I’d love that.’ He squeezes my arm again.



When I get back to the studio’s car park and start the car, the dashboard clock reads 6:15. Shit. Rush hour. I remember Leandra’s advice. Miguel’s advice. Bugger. I should definitely download a podcast for the trip. I turn off the engine and grab my phone from my handbag. After selecting a couple of things, I find myself opening up my Instagram account.

My breath catches in my throat. I have 1,287 likes since I shared my first post at the photo shoot four hours ago. Holy crap. I look at the follower count: 8,932. I don’t recall how many followers I had before I posted but it definitely wasn’t that high.

I scroll through the small profile photo-circles of my new followers. Who are these people?

Every now and then I see a face I recognize, another actor, a few friends, even weirdly some cousins I haven’t seen in years but the photos are mainly of strangers. I skim their smiling faces and feel bizarrely elated. It’s an odd feeling, a weird sense of kinship, of acceptance by a new tribe. I suppose this is why people get so into all of this. It feels pretty good knowing all these people are interested in my life. Even if my life is just me advertising a gifted car.

Almost 9,000 followers in a few hours. That seems good, although now that I think about it, I recall Naomi Fairn’s numbers being up in the high 100k’s. I’m thinking about George again. And just like that my thumb flies up to the search bar at the top of the likes list and taps in George’s name before I can stop myself. No matches.

George hasn’t liked the photo. Obviously. I sincerely doubt he’s even seen it. But I wonder if she has. I tap on her profile and scroll search for clues once more.

After a good bout of Insta-stalking I tap on George’s profile. There’s a new photo. My breath catches and I move the phone closer. A candid cast shot from the Catcher in the Rye rehearsal room last week. He’s surrounded by the rest of the cast, his arm casually slung over her thin shoulders as they both beam at the camera. I feel a hot burn of my rejection twist inside me and read the official Deadline casting announcement beneath it. They must be in New York already. There together. Filming starts in four days. Everyone we know must know he broke up with me by now.

There’s a tap on my driver-side door and I yelp in surprise. Jesus Christ.

It’s a studio security guard. I lower the window.

‘Everything okay, miss?’

I glance at the dash clock: 19:03. Oh god. I’ve been obsessing for over forty-five minutes.

‘Sorry, lost track of time. I’m… I’m leaving now.’ I fumble with my seat belt and throw him as sane a smile as I can muster.

He looks at me slightly concerned. ‘Okay, ma’am. You have a good rest of the evening.’
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