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JEN


From a distance it looks as though all of us are trapped in a spell. We are standing at the top of Kite Hill, on Parliament Hill Fields, gazing down at the city. Not many people speak, apart from the occasional brief comment about the changing nature of the London skyline.


It is an impossibly bright day, one of those afternoons when you can almost smell the optimism in the air. The sky is cloudless and blue, and the light is of such quality that everything seems precise and well-defined. But it is the unreality of the view, rather than its beauty, that has rendered us speechless.


There is a dreamy quality, too, in those strangers’ eyes, as if all of us have willingly allowed ourselves to be drawn into a make-believe world. The city seems as though it is showing its best side. We are viewing it from afar, away from the ugliness of buildings seen at close quarters.


The spell will soon be broken by an event so horrific it will also seem like it could only exist within the realms of fiction. But for that moment—or rather, those long, lazy minutes before the incident on that day, 14 February—many of the spectators exist in a balmy glow of contentment.


It’s Valentine’s Day, after all. Couples have taken the day off work, or perhaps escaped their normal routine of a sandwich at their desks, to sneak away from their offices in order to climb this hill to admire the view. A dark-haired man in his twenties and his beautiful girlfriend, sitting on one of the benches, are sharing a bottle of fizz and some chocolates. An elderly couple stand hand in hand, eyes closed and heads tilted back to capture the full rays of the sun on their pale faces, before slowly moving on. A middle-aged man, who despite his age has the perfect skin and glossy hair of the rich, and his younger boyfriend sit at one of the other benches, stroking their sleek Weimaraner, their fingers occasionally brushing against each other’s across the dog’s elegant back. The younger one pulls out his phone and starts to take a selfie with their dog. As he presses the button even the dog seems to grin.


As I watch the other couples, drunk with love, I hardly dare let myself dream about tomorrow, about Laurence. Apart from the occasional text or email, I’ve had little contact with him since that awful night last year, but the next day we’re due to meet up for lunch. I feel what I can only describe as a giddy fluttering of the heart, a delicious sensation of excitement and anticipation. Do we still have a future together? Is he ready to take me back? As soon as these thoughts enter my mind I push them away again. I can’t allow myself to think like this. I’ve talked about my hopes with Bex, and she listened patiently to my fantasies of getting back together with him, before telling me that I was delusional. “Who’d want to go out with a mad bitch like you?” she said. Although I knew she was joking, there was an element of truth to this. I’m not the easiest person to love. I’ve driven some men away. But as I’ve often said to Bex, I’d rather be single than trapped in a loveless, failing relationship.


I’m meeting Bex here, halfway between Hampstead Heath and Kentish Town, and although it was her idea, there’s no sign of her. We’re going to have a coffee and then get the bus into town to see a film and grab some food. I also promised to have a glass of pink champagne with Penelope back at the house later. Penelope has been without her last husband for thirty years—she’d kicked him out on Valentine’s Day, 1989—and this morning she had suggested a celebratory drink.


In the distance, a reflection bounces off one of the glass towers. For a moment I get the feeling I’m standing in front of a mirror. The whole skyline seems to melt away and I’m faced with nothing but a shimmering surface where once the city had been. I see myself as a young teenager standing in front of my parents’ full-length mirror. I know the glass is showing me something I don’t like. And then, with a blink of the eye, the skyline defines itself once more. I take a deep breath and squint into the horizon, making out the Crystal Palace transmitter and the hills of the North Downs. This is the here and now, and it is beautiful. The past I don’t have to think about.


What is it that first alerts me to the fact that something is wrong? Is it the sound of a bottle hitting the ground? Or is it the stifled cry of the woman? I turn my head to see the young couple on the bench. The man has raised his voice and his girlfriend has started to edge away from him. I catch the eye of the older gay guy with the dog—both of us are probably thinking the same thing: should we intervene in some way?—but then the man on the bench puts his arm around his girlfriend and starts to apologize. She smiles and nods her head. Whatever argument they’ve been having is now over. I turn away and check my phone. It is 1:17 P.M. Where the hell is Bex? She is nearly twenty minutes late.


As I finish scrolling through my emails—still no reply from any commissioning editors to the ideas I had sent out that morning—I take in the scene around me. There is a young Indian woman wearing nice, expensive clothes sitting on another bench with eyes closed, headphones on, perhaps asleep, certainly dead to the world. A teenage boy has stopped to look at the plan of the skyline, his eyes flitting between what has been mapped out on the plan in front of him and the vastly different reality in the distance. An overweight, late middle-aged white woman, with a vaguely familiar but very red face, dressed in gray sweat gear, stops for breath as she reaches the top of Kite Hill. A male jogger, with a black hoodie pulled over his head, is running up the hill, racing past her when, in that instant, all of our lives change.


I say in an instant, but it happens both so quickly—as if time has somehow sped up—and also so slowly, the very worst things being cruelly dragged out as if to prolong the agony of it all. I hear the smash of a bottle and then a cry.


I turn around to see the young man pulling his girlfriend to her feet. He holds the broken champagne bottle to her neck. The liquid pours down his arm onto the front of his girlfriend’s white blouse, making the fabric translucent. My first instinct is to rush over and cover her up. She doesn’t need the world to see the outline of her breasts.


“You bitch,” the man says, spitting out his words as he bends his girlfriend’s left arm behind her back. “You fucking whore.” He presses the sharp edge of the shattered bottle down onto her neck, drawing blood. A drop falls onto the collar of her white blouse. Her eyes stretch wide with terror and with her right arm she grapples for something, anything, she can use to defend herself. But there is nothing around to grab hold of apart from the top edge of the bench. Her fingers start to claw at the wood.


“Of course I still love you,” she says. “Dan, I’ll always love you, but—”


Dan draws her closer to him and she cries out in pain. “I told you I’d kill you and you didn’t listen,” he says. His accent is from the East End or Essex. “You didn’t fucking listen!”


The older guy with the dog, who I later learn is called Jamie, takes a step forward. I notice that he looks pretty strong and muscular. What is he thinking of doing?


“You need to step away from her,” he says. “I’m sure we can sort this out, make sure nothing gets out of hand.”


“And what the fuck do you know?” shouts Dan. “Do you know what she did?”


Jamie raises his right hand as if he is trying to calm a wild animal. “What’s her name?” he asks. There is no response. “What’s your name, love?”


The girl opens her mouth to speak, but Dan raises the bottle and smashes it into her mouth. “Don’t you fucking talk. Don’t you say another fucking word!”


The girl’s scream splits the air. Blood splatters across the front of her blouse. Her mouth looks like a mass of red ribbons. Her free hand comes up to try to dislodge herself from Dan’s grip, but as she tries to scratch his face he tears into her flesh with the sharp edge of the bottle.


As Jamie rushes toward her, his boyfriend screams at him not to get involved, and the Weimaraner barks its own terrible warning.


Dan points the broken bottle at Jamie’s head. “Take another step and I’ll cut your face into pieces too,” he says. “Get away from me you fucking queer!”


Jamie looks around him in a desperate bid for help. His boyfriend is talking into his phone as he tries to explain to the police what is happening, holding onto their dog, which is straining at the leash, going mad with anxiety and fear. The teenager has frozen to the spot, panic paralyzing him. The woman in the gray track gear has been forced to steady herself by one of the benches and looks as though she might be sick. The young woman on the bench still has her eyes shut and remains oblivious to the scene that is unfolding before her.


“Hey you,” Jamie shouts to the jogger, who has slowed his pace slightly. “We need some help here, mate.”


But the jogger, instead of stopping, seems to quicken his pace and continues to run over the crest of the hill.


“Stop!” Jamie shouts after him. “For fuck’s sake—someone, please help! Alex?”


Alex shakes his head. He is too scared to move. Jamie begins to walk back toward his boyfriend, but then in a move that surprises us all, maybe even Jamie himself, he turns and launches himself at Dan and tries to take him down.


Dan tries to withstand the assault, whipping the bottle around his head with a frightening ferocity. Jamie manages to push the girl out of the way and she falls back onto the ground, her face a bloody mass. I run toward her, to try to get her out of the way, but I feel a kick in my stomach, winding me with such force I can’t breathe. The next couple of seconds remain a blank for me, but when I come round I see that Jamie has managed to wrench the bottle from Dan’s hand. The fight has not been an easy one. Jamie’s own hands are cut, and blood pours from his wounds, staining his skin and his clothes. Dan has suffered in the struggle—there is a cut on his cheek, his wrists and forearms have been gouged by the bottle—but it’s difficult to have any sympathy for him. The attacker stands there, head bowed, hands on his knees, as he tries to recover.


“Are the police on their way?” shouts Jamie.


“Yes, yes, they are,” says his boyfriend.


“Thank fuck,” says Jamie, as he turns to address Dan. “What the hell were you thinking?”


There is no response.


“And we need an ambulance too,” he adds. “Did you ask for an ambulance?” His boyfriend nods, temporarily struck dumb by the thought that Jamie has just risked his life for this young woman. Jamie bends down next to her, stares into her bloody face, asks her name again, tries to comfort her, but she remains silent. “He’s done a lot of damage and she’s losing blood, but he hasn’t cut into any of the major arteries,” he says. It seems that he must have had some kind of medical training. “I think she’s in shock though—well, all of us probably are.”


“Jamie, you’re bleeding,” says the younger man. “Does it hurt?”


“I’m fine, honestly,” says Jamie. “You don’t need to worry about me. It’s the girl I’m worried about.”


Our little group—one that will be bonded together in ways none of us can ever have predicted—stand there not knowing what to say. There is an interchange of “Are you okay?” and “How are you feeling?” and mutual assurances that although the woman has been savagely attacked, at least she’s escaped with her life.


“Thank goodness you stepped in when you did,” says the middle-aged woman in the gray exercise gear to Jamie. “What’s your name?”


“Jamie, Jamie Blackwood,” he says, wiping some blood from his face.


“Very brave of you.” She speaks with the upper-class accent of the privileged and well-educated. I realize I know who she is: Julia Jones, the Labour MP. She turns to me and thanks me for my intervention too.


“And what’s your name?” she asks.


“Jennifer—Jen Hunter,” I reply.


“That name sounds familiar,” she says. “Have we met before?”


“I don’t think so,” I say. “But I used to have a column in—” But before I can finish I hear a scuffle and then a scream. Dan has grabbed hold of his girlfriend again. In his right hand he has a knife. A split second later he presses it to her throat.


“Put the knife down!” shouts Jamie.


“Don’t come anywhere near me!” says Dan. Tears stream down his face. There is a desolate, empty quality in his eyes, as if he knows the game is over.


“Listen, Dan, you need to stop this now,” says Julia Jones.


“Who are you to tell me what I can and can’t do?” Dan says. “The fucking Queen?” He turns to his girlfriend, who has her eyes closed and is shaking with fear. He starts to stroke her hair and for a moment, it looks as though he is going to let her go. He kisses her forehead, whispers something in her ear, and then, with a quick slash, whips his knife across the young woman’s throat. The girl opens her eyes in shock, tries to break free from him, but he holds her close as the life begins to seep out of her. Blood spills from her, so much blood, flowing down her neck, staining her clothes, pooling by her feet.


“Help! We need the police!” shouts Jamie. “Where are the police? Where did he get that fucking knife from?”


“Oh my God,” cries Julia. “Can’t anyone help?”


“Shit, shit,” says the teenager.


Dan lets go of his girlfriend and her body collapses in a heap by his feet. As she falls, a line of blood spurts from her neck and splashes across the cheek of the woman sitting on one of the benches. Her eyes take in what is happening; she whips the headphones from her ears and runs across to the body.


“I’m a doctor,” she says, kneeling down as she quickly assesses the young woman’s wounds. “Sir, you need to step away from her,” she says to Dan, who is still clutching the knife.


But Dan does not move.


“Be careful,” shouts Jamie. “He’s dangerous.”


It hardly needs to be said; the evidence of the man’s capacity for violence lies at his feet.


“What happened here?” asks the doctor, as her fingers delicately examine the wounds.


A number of people start talking at once—me, Jamie, Julia, the teenager—and from these fragments the doctor pieces together a horrific sketch of the events of the last few minutes. “There’s still a pulse,” she says. “But it’s weakening. I need to stem this bleeding. I need something to stop—”


But she is cut off by the teenager’s cry. “Watch out—the knife!”


Dan raises the knife once more. What the fuck is he about to do? He has clearly gone insane. Anyone in his line of sight is at risk. We are all potential targets. Me. Julia. Jamie. The doctor, who is doing everything in her power to save the life of the woman who had once been Dan’s girlfriend.


I reach out and, with shaking fingers, touch the doctor’s shoulder. “Can we move her?” I whisper. “Get her away from here?”


Dan must hear me, or realize what I was asking, because he lurches forward, stabbing the air. Globs of spit bubble in the corners of his mouth and there is a fury in his eyes, a mania that gives him the look of a rabid animal.


“She’s not going anywhere,” he says. “Vicky’s staying here, with me.”


In the distance, I hear the sound of sirens. Thank God they’ve arrived. But will they be in time to save the life of the poor woman, Vicky, who is bleeding to death in front of us? The imminent arrival of the authorities makes the teenager panic, and he runs off in the opposite direction.


Now that the doctor knows the girl’s name, she repeats it over and over again. “Stay with me, Vicky, stay with me,” she says. The doctor’s hands are smeared in blood, as is her face, as she attempts to stem the thick ooze flowing from Vicky’s neck and breathe life back into her dying body.


“That’s the police and the ambulance,” I say. “How much time do you think . . .”


My voice trails off as I witness Dan raise the knife and bring it close to his own face. He smears the blade across his skin, the blood from his girlfriend staining his cheek. I hear the sound of footsteps running closer, the police fast approaching the scene. Surely the horror of it will all be over now.


But then Dan places the knife at his own throat and slashes deep into his skin. As he falls to the ground I see a bloody necklace, a mocking smile, as if Dan is insulting all of us even at the moment of his own death.
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BEX


It’s normal for there to be a crowd of people up there. From a distance there’s nothing remarkable about the semicircle gathered at the top of Parliament Hill Fields. It’s only when I get nearer and I realize that the people are not looking out toward the glittering city that it becomes clear something might be wrong. The ragbag group of strangers, tourists, well-heeled residents, young lovers, and dog walkers are focusing on something on the ground. I quicken my pace. I hear cries of, “Oh my God,” “I can’t believe it,” and “Just so tragic, so awful.” A trickle of blood snakes its way down the incline. Faces are ashen.


This is where I’m supposed to be meeting Jen. But where is she? I look from person to person but can’t see her.


Just then a police car and an ambulance speed up the hill, lights flashing, ripping up the grass verges with their tires. A moment later two police officers jump out of the car and push their way through the group.


“Out of the way, please, let us through!” shouts the policewoman.


“You need to stand back, all of you, please make some room,” orders the policeman. “Over here!” he cries to the two paramedics. “A female and a male.”


“Oh fuck,” says one of the paramedics under his breath.


I take a step nearer and peer over someone’s head. I see a pool of blood, flaps of skin gaping open, the blade of a knife glinting in the winter sunlight. There is a young woman whose hands are covered in blood. The paramedics speak to her quietly, thanking her for what she has done, and then try to work life back into the two bodies that lie on the ground. But still I can’t see Jen.


“Do you know what happened here?” I ask an elderly, smartly dressed woman.


“Stabbing, that’s what I heard,” she replies.


“What? Not another teenager?”


“No, it’s a man—apparently he killed his girlfriend and then himself.”


“Did you see it for yourself?”


“No, thank goodness,” she says. “But I think those people over there did.”


She points a bony finger to a group of people sitting around one of the benches, whose figures have been hidden from me by the crowd. I walk around the cluster until I have a better view. There is a woman in her sixties in gray sweatpants who I think I recognize. A handsome man with auburn hair and fair skin whose hands look like they have been badly cut up. And there, sitting on the ground, is a blonde-haired woman who looks like Jen. I say looks like, because it is as if someone has taken her face and sucked all the life out of it.


“Oh my God, Jen!” I shout. I push my way through the crowd, past people who are reluctant to give up their ringside seats to this gory spectacle.


“Please, miss, I must ask you to stand back!” orders the policewoman. “This is a crime scene now and we’re going to be sealing off the area.”


“But that’s my friend—there!” I say, pointing at Jen, who has dropped her head between her legs and still hasn’t seen me. “I want to make sure she’s okay.” The thought that she might have been injured in some way spurs me forward and I try to make a run for her.


“I must ask you to step away from the area,” says the policewoman, placing a firm hand on my shoulder.


“Jen! It’s me. It’s Bex.” At this she looks up.


“Are you all right?” I shout.


Stupid question, I know. She is far from all right. She could really do without this. Everything seems to have gone wrong for her. First, that terrible thing with her cat. And her job: she lost her well-paid column, “Being Jen Hunter,” her only source of income. Then she split up with Laurence, her boyfriend of five years, which meant that she had to move out of his house—although I’ve tried to convince her that she’s better off without Laurence, it’s clear she’s still in love with him. I doubt they’ll get back together though. After living with me in my tiny Kentish Town flat for a couple of months, she recently moved into a huge pile in Hampstead belonging to a dreadful old hack, Penelope Frasier. I shouldn’t think that that arrangement will work out well either.


I watch as Jen pushes herself to her feet, steadies herself by the bench as she gazes down onto that scene of horror, and makes her way toward me. She is stopped by the policewoman, who says that she will need to provide a statement. Did she touch or come into contact with either of the victims?


“Yes, but I just need to talk to my friend for a moment,” she says. Her voice is flat and lifeless. “Don’t worry, I promise I won’t go anywhere.”


“Did you see anything?” the policewoman asks me.


“No, I just got here,” I say. “I was due to meet my friend Jen, Jennifer here, but I got held up, and . . .”


More police have arrived now and the officer has to go and talk to them. She nods her head and tells me not to move any farther toward the crime scene. She also asks us not to touch each other as Jen’s clothes will have to be taken away for forensic testing. The woman in gray sweat gear is now being sick into the grass.


“Oh my God, Jen, what the fuck happened?” I ask.


She shakes her head as if trying to make sense of it all. Her blonde hair falls across her pale face like a sun-bleached curtain. She raises a hand to her cheek and as she does so I notice that she is bleeding. She wipes her eyes and nose, leaving a trail of blood on her skin.


“Are you hurt?” I ask.


“Just a bit winded from a kick—and this is from a surface wound, I think,” she says.


“What happened?”


“It was such a beautiful day,” she says, as if the crime that has been committed here has turned the sky black. “We were all looking at the city, and I was waiting for you . . .”


“Oh, God, Jen, I’m so sorry,” I say. “If I’d known you were going to have to witness something like this . . .”


“. . . when this guy turned on his girlfriend. He had a bottle of champagne. They’d been drinking it. They seemed so happy. But then something happened between them, I don’t know what . . .”


“When I heard it was a man who had attacked a woman, for a moment I thought it might have been you,” I say. “I thought it might have been Laurence.”


She doesn’t respond. It’s almost as if she hasn’t heard me. Instead, she begins to talk more about what happened. “They started to argue and then he took her, held her. He smashed the bottle on the ground and threatened her. Someone, this guy, tried to stop him, but it was no use. She tried to speak, but the man rammed the bottle into the girl’s mouth. Oh God, the blood. So much blood . . .” She is forced to stop as shock racks her body. She begins to shake and looks as though she might faint.


“We need to get you to a hospital,” I say. “Doctor—please help! It’s my friend and she—”


But Jen stops me. “I’ll be fine, honestly.”


“Can I help?” It is the young woman who I had seen kneeling over the bodies. “My name is Ayesha Ahmed; I’m a doctor.”


“Yes, my friend here, I think she’s in shock,” I say.


“Not surprising after what happened here,” says Ayesha.


She asks Jen some questions—how she is feeling? does she feel sick? how is her breathing?—before she looks in her eyes and takes her pulse. She goes and speaks to one of the paramedics who is treating the wounds on the hands of the handsome man with the auburn hair, and returns with a special blanket. She drapes it around Jen’s shoulders and tells her that she will be fine.


“Is there no hope?” I ask, taking the doctor to one side so Jen can’t hear.


“None, I’m afraid,” says Ayesha. “I tried my best, and then the paramedics did too, but there was too much blood loss.”


“Jen said the man used a champagne bottle,” I say.


“He did to begin with apparently,” she says. She lowers her head as she silently curses to herself. “If only I hadn’t fallen asleep on that bench. I’d been up all night—I work at the Royal Free—and was due to start work again soon. I only intended to close my eyes for a minute or so. And because I had my headphones on, I didn’t hear it. It was only when . . . well, when I felt something on my face. Blood. And by then the man had a knife and had used it to cut the young woman’s throat. She was called Vicky.”


“God, that’s awful,” I say. “But you mustn’t blame yourself. You did everything you could, I’m sure.”


“Thank you, that’s kind,” she says, trying to smile. “And don’t worry, your friend will be okay.”


“I hope so,” I say. “It’s just that she’s had a tough time lately. I’ve been worried about her. I hope it doesn’t trigger another . . .” My attention is drawn back to the late middle-aged woman in the gray sweat gear, whose face I thought I recognized. Something is niggling me. Where do I know her from? Then it comes to me: it’s Julia Jones, the MP.


“Bex?” It’s Jen. She needs me.


“Coming,” I say.


When Jen asks for help, I drop everything. I always have. And I always will.
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JEN


After I hand over my clothes to forensics and have various swabs taken from me, I give a detailed statement to the police. As I relate what happened on Kite Hill, I still can’t believe it. It’s all so unreal.


Finally, in a stranger’s clothes, I return back to the house in Hampstead. Bex is an angel, refusing to leave my side, constantly asking if I need anything to make me feel better. But just having her there with me is enough. She offers to call Penelope to tell her what has happened, but there is no point in causing undue stress. It will be best to explain in person later.


“What a fuckup of a Valentine’s Day,” says Bex, as she takes my hand in the back of the police car. “I always thought it was toxic—all that love heart bollocks and romantic meals for two—but . . . murder?”


“I suppose you never know what’s going on in any relationship,” I say. “It may look nice enough on the surface, but . . .”


The thought of my own relationship with Laurence and its breakdown brings fresh tears to my eyes.


I feel Bex’s gaze on me.


“Jen, I’m worried about the effect of all this on you. We don’t want a repeat of . . .”


“You don’t need to worry, I’m much better,” I say.


Bex continues to hold my hand as she accompanies me up the long pathway through the brick-paved front garden. Penelope’s house is one of a kind. It is a mad, mock-Gothic affair, huge and rambling with a grand stone staircase, and tucked down a side street in the heart of Hampstead village. Penelope had bought the detached house with her first husband, a publisher, in the sixties and, after various other husbands and lovers had come and gone, and her two sons had left home, she found herself in the position of living alone in a seven-bedroom property.


We’ve known each other for years, have judged various prizes together and sat on numerous panels, and have always admired and respected one another. Although we often disagreed about politics, I loved her tales of derring-do: dodging bullets in various hotspots around the world, her hilarious anecdotes of charming insane generals and flirting her way out of danger, and of course no one could deny she had been a first-rate reporter.


She seems fearless, a tigress with fuchsia-pink lipstick, long painted nails, and extravagant false eyelashes like fat caterpillars. I can’t believe that she is nearly eighty. She lives at the very top of the house and, although friends had tried to persuade her to move down to the ground floor, she wouldn’t have any of it. And despite her gung-ho attitude, Penelope is kind at heart. When she knew that I’d been forced out of Laurence’s place and I was living with Bex in her cramped flat in Kentish Town, she offered me a place to stay. For as long as I wanted, and for a nominal rent.


I let us into the house and walk down the long hallway to the tiled kitchen at the back.


“Is that you, darling?” calls Penelope. “I’ve got a glass of pink fizz ready for—”


But the sight of me stops her words.


“Oh my, you look awful—what’s happened?” she says, getting up from her chair at the head of the wooden kitchen table.


As I begin to tell her something of what I had just witnessed on the Heath, Penelope confines the bottle of champagne to the fridge and gets out the whisky instead. She listens like a true professional, nodding, mostly staying silent, while I complete the narrative.


“And how do you feel now?” she asks. “I mean, you were kicked in the stomach, you poor thing.”


“I’m just a bit sore,” I say, even though the pain is still quite bad.


“And did you see anything of this, Bex?” she asks.


“No, I was late, I’m afraid,” she says. “Well, I say afraid, even though I’m pleased I didn’t see it. It must have been horrific.”


Bex could have said more about how worried she was for me, what with my history. But she knows that I haven’t told Penelope much about my past. My landlady believes, as do most people, that I had been let go due to a round of cuts at the newspaper.


“And has the couple been identified yet?” asks Penelope, always keen to stay up to date with a developing story.


“No, I don’t think so,” I say. “I’m sure the police will be waiting to inform the parents or next of kin. All I know is that the man was called Dan and his girlfriend, Vicky.”


“I suppose the motive must have been jealousy,” says Penelope. “But it would be interesting to find out more.” She looks at me, her eyes lighting up. “I’ve got an idea—why don’t you write a news story about it?” She knows how hard it has been for me to get commissions since losing my column. There has been an interview with an actor, another with a writer, but they only pay a pittance at £300 or £400 each, nothing compared to my previous £150,000 a year contract.


“I’m not sure that would be good for her,” says Bex.


“Why not?” replies Penelope. “It’s exactly what she needs to do. Get it out of her system. I saw some horrors in my time, I’m sure you know that, and I found there was nothing better than writing about it. It was like a purging.”


“I’m not so sure,” says Bex.


“If you don’t write it, you know someone else will,” says Penelope. “That or one of the papers will interview the witnesses. You say Julia Jones was there too? How extraordinary. I’m sure someone is chasing her right now for an exclusive.”


“But wouldn’t it be upsetting for you, Jen?” asks Bex. “Wouldn’t it be best to put it all behind you?” She looks distressed at the prospect. “And I’m sure Julia Jones would be far too busy to talk to you—what with everything that’s going on with politics at the moment.”


“Perhaps Penelope is right. I’m hardly flavor of the month at the moment. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that.”


“I thought the News didn’t want anything more to do with you?” asks Bex. “After . . . well, after letting you go.”


I fire a warning glance at Bex. But she’s right. They will never commission me again. After the problems I had with them I know I was lucky to get away with the severance of my contract. At one point the managing editor said she could take legal action against me; she also threatened to make the whole sorry mess public.


“You could do it for a Saturday paper,” says Penelope. “I know the editor of the Mail. He would love to run it. I could drop him a line, if you like.”


“Would you?” I ask.


“Yes, and I’ll do better than that,” says Penelope. “I’ll negotiate the fee for you myself. I’ll be your agent, but without taking a cut. How about it?”


The deal is being done before Bex’s eyes, and it’s clear she’s not pleased. As she frowns, a few lines crease their way across her forehead and cluster around her mouth, making her seem older than her forty-two years. Physically, she’s in great shape—she’s a keen runner—but if I were to be honest, I don’t think her exercise regime has done her face any favors. Her cheeks look a little sunken, today she’s not wearing any makeup, and she seems tired and stressed. She brushes a strand of her glossy brown hair off her face as she looks down and studies her whisky. I know she only has my best interests at heart. She’s gotten me through some really difficult times. And I’ll always be grateful for her. But she has to understand that I have to make a living somehow.


“Yes, I’ll do it,” I say. But then I realize about the deadline. “Shit, I forgot. I’m supposed to be meeting Laurence for lunch tomorrow.”


“Can you put him off?” asks Penelope.


“I suppose so,” I say. “I’ll send him a text and explain.”


Penelope bangs her liver-spotted hand on the table in a small act of triumph. “That’s wonderful,” she replies. “I’ll get on to the editor right away. And don’t look so worried, Bex. Yes, Jen’s had to witness a most terrible thing. She’s seen it, lived through it, but by writing about it she can move on, and hopefully make some money along the way. What’s the worst that can happen?”
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The worst that can happen? Well, where do I start? An image of Jen slumped on my sofa, looking like the mere shell of a person, her blue eyes dead and empty, comes back to me. It was the morning after she’d heard the news that she was being let go by her newspaper. She’d insisted on drowning her sorrows with bottle after bottle of white wine, but the next day the hangover and the harsh reality of the situation had kicked in. Laurence knew she was going to stay the night at my place, but he didn’t know the reason why Jen had got so drunk. She said she felt too ashamed to tell him.


She couldn’t see a future for herself, she said. She was worthless. She hadn’t been given a severance due to the nature of the dismissal, and she was worried sick about money. She felt so embarrassed that she said she would have to leave London and perhaps even go back up north. It was the end. She felt that she had shared so much in her column—she’d talked about so many intimate aspects of her life—and for what?


As she sat there, looking into the void that was her future, I felt seriously worried about her. I refused to let her out of my sight. I rang Laurence and told him that Jen was feeling the worse for wear after a particularly heavy night—he was used to her marathon drinking sessions—and that she would spend the day with me. He knew that I’d look after her. After all, I was her oldest friend.


I remember the first day we met in the autumn of 1995. We’d both arrived in London from the provinces—Jen from the north and me from Essex. That day, I was sitting in my room at the halls of residence feeling at a loss to know what to do with myself when I heard the sound of crying coming through the thin walls. I got up, peered into the corridor, listened again. There was a stifled sob drifting out of the room to the left. I knocked gently on the door and a moment later a girl with greasy, mousy hair, terrible acne, and thick glasses appeared. She looked like she was itching to get out of her own skin. It was obvious she was crying out to be helped by someone like me.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


The frightened-looking girl wiped the tears away and nodded her head.


“My mum and dad have gone and I’m feeling a bit low,” I said. My words were more for her benefit than my own.


The mousy-haired girl looked nonplussed, but I continued. “I’ve got some cider if you want some?”


And with that the girl, who told me her name was Jennifer Hesmondalgh, smiled. She came back to my room and as the sweet cider took effect, she started to seem a bit happier.


“I’m so pleased you’re here,” I said. “Did your parents drop you off?”


Jennifer lowered her eyes. “I don’t have any,” she said.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Parents—they’re both dead,” she said.


“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say.


“But it’s okay, I’m fine about it,” she said in a way that suggested the opposite.


“What happened?” I asked.


“They died in a car accident when I was fourteen,” she said. Her eyes blinked a little too quickly. Her fingers reached up nervously to her face. “I don’t like to go on about it, but my life changed overnight.”


“Who’ve you been living with since then?”


“My mum’s sister,” she said. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk anymore about her past. She gulped down her cider and said, “I could get used to this. Any more?”


And with that we moved on to talk about where we’d grown up—she in Lancashire, me in the countryside just outside Colchester—our taste in music (she liked stuff like Take That and Celine Dion, while I couldn’t get enough of the grungier Oasis, Blur, and Pulp), and our politics (we both agreed how much we hated the Tories and John Major). We discovered we had other things in common too: neither of us had any brothers and sisters, and both of us were doing English, but at different London colleges. By the end of the night she told me that I could call her Jen. Later, some of the cooler girls on the corridor asked me why I spent so much time with “that weird freak,” as they called her. But I felt sorry for her, I guess. I’d always had a soft spot for the underdog. For the runt of the litter.


Jen seemed so vulnerable, so helpless. And she’d lost her parents when still so young. But gradually, as Jen learned to trust me, she opened up about her bulimia. Her low self-esteem. And so I made it my mission to try to bring her out of herself a little. I started by persuading her to ditch some of her frumpier clothes, and took her to Topshop. Then we addressed her diet, swapping junk food for healthier options. I persuaded her to get rid of the thick glasses and replace them with contact lenses. I took her to a nice hairdresser, who suggested she go blonde.


Jen got the bulimia under control, her acne began to melt away, and, with her new highlights, by the end of the second term she looked like a completely different girl. With her new appearance came a new personality, one that was funnier and more confident, able to engage with the world instead of retreating from it. The other students in the halls noticed it too. She started to get asked out by boys, some of them really quite good-looking too, and the bitches who’d been mean to her behind her back began to invite her for coffee and drinks.


And how did she repay me?


The trouble started soon after Jen began to work for the student newspaper and she fell in with a new crowd of people. Initially, she helped with production, checking copy and proofs, occasionally coming up with a witty headline. Then, at the beginning of our second year, the star writer of the paper, Samantha King, did not file her usual column. Guy Davies, the editor, was going mental, ringing Samantha repeatedly and, when he got no answer, he sent someone around to her house. But the news came back that Samantha wouldn’t be filing her column. She’d taken too many drugs and was in a psychiatric unit after suffering a psychotic episode. There was a panic in the office—what was going to fill the empty space? Jen, there doing some subbing, offered to write the column.


I learned all this when we met up for coffee so she could explain what the fuck had happened.


“I thought you’d be pleased,” she said.


“Pleased? How exactly would I be pleased?”


“Because you helped me so much,” she said. “Without you I’d still be the tongue-tied, weird-looking girl that everyone avoided.”


“But this, Jen. Seriously?” I said, holding up a copy of the newspaper. I looked down at her column and read out a sentence from the first paragraph. “ ‘Bex came along and set about transforming me from an ugly duckling, if not into a swan then at least a passable cuckoo or magpie. She gave me the confidence to be me.’ I mean, really?”


“I’m sorry, Bex, but I just panicked,” she said. “It’s just that when Guy told me to write about something that would appeal to freshers, the first thing that came into my mind was how unhappy I was when I arrived at uni. And it’s all true, you know what you did for me.”


“I don’t care a fuck about the truth!” I said, my rising voice attracting the attention of strangers in Starbucks. “And why did you have to go and use my real name?”


“I honestly thought you wouldn’t mind,” she said. “And it’s only your first name.”


“And what’s with your new name?” I asked.


The story carried not her own last name, that of Hesmondalgh, but Hunter; later, when she started work as a journalist, she changed her name by deed poll, a sign perhaps that she wanted to rid herself of the past.


“Guy said that they didn’t have time to redesign the page and so I had to choose a new byline that was shorter and which would fit into the space.”


I didn’t say anything, knowing that my silence would hurt more than any words.


“Just looking at it now makes me feel sick,” she said. “I wish I’d never written it. But Guy was looking over my head, asking me whether I’d finished, and when he read the first couple of paragraphs he told me that it was great, told me to keep going. Before I knew it he was sending it off to the printers.”


“You should have asked me whether I wanted to be in it,” I said. “Can’t you see that?”


We fell into another horrible, moody silence before finally Jen began to speak. “What I did was unforgivable, and I can understand it if you don’t want to be friends with me. I’ll do anything—anything—to make it up to you.”


I took one look at her quivering lip and the tears forming in her eyes. I couldn’t be angry with her any longer.


“Never do anything like that again,” I said. “Okay? Never write about me ever again. Promise?”


“I promise,” she whispered.
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SATURDAY, 16 FEBRUARY, 2019


VALENTINE’S DAY MASSACRE—A DIFFERENT KIND OF KNIFE CRIME


Writer JEN HUNTER was one of the bystanders caught up in a horrific murder-suicide on Hampstead Heath on Thursday. Here she writes exclusively about the brutal crime.


It should have been a day like any other—no, better than any other. It was Valentine’s Day, after all. Couples were holding hands, looking at the ever-expanding London skyline, planning their romantic dinners. The sunlight caressed our faces as we stood on Parliament Hill Fields, Hampstead Heath, London, enjoying the unseasonably warm weather. And then something happened, something that could have come straight out of a horror film.


The facts are these. A man—recently named as 28-year-old Daniel Oliver—threatened his girlfriend, Victoria Da Silva, 26—an interior designer and the daughter of the multimillionaire Portuguese businessman Pedro Da Silva—with a champagne bottle. He smashed the broken bottle into her mouth and then, when brave bystanders wrestled this off him, he pulled out a knife from his pocket and slashed the young woman’s throat. Oliver then used the knife to slit his own throat. Both Oliver and Da Silva were pronounced dead at the scene.


Police have issued a statement saying they believe that the crime was a murder-suicide. Friends of Oliver, a city trader from a working-class family in Essex, say that they believe jealousy was behind the murder. According to one source, who did not want to be named, Oliver believed that Da Silva was having an affair. Yesterday, her father, who lives on The Bishops Avenue, one of London’s most expensive streets, released a statement that said, “Victoria was the perfect daughter—beautiful, bright, artistic, and kind. She had the world at her feet. She was taken from us too early.” He asked for privacy at this most difficult of times.


Oliver’s family—his parents are divorced and still live in Essex—expressed astonishment and disbelief that their son could have stabbed his girlfriend to death. “Dan loved Vicky, we saw that with our own eyes,” said his mother, Karen, 52. “I just don’t believe he would do a thing like that.”


Although Daniel Oliver’s mother may not believe it, the truth of the matter is that he did do it.


I saw him do it.


I saw him smash that broken bottle of champagne into Victoria’s mouth as she tried to speak. I saw the outpouring of blood, after he shouted at her, “Don’t you f —— ing talk. Don’t you say another f —— ing word!” I saw people, brave people, try to stop the attack. I saw it all with my own eyes, and I would give anything to wipe those images from my mind.


One of the other people standing at the top of Parliament Hill Fields that day was 42-year-old hedge fund manager Jamie Blackwood. He was out walking his dog with his boyfriend, Alex Hughes, 24. Blackwood suffered a series of minor injuries to his hands as he wrestled with Daniel Oliver in an attempt to take the broken bottle from him. And for a while, after Blackwood succeeded, we thought the whole horrible event was over. But then, as we waited for the police to come, Daniel Oliver took the knife from his pocket and slit Victoria’s throat. The expression on the young woman’s face—a mix of astonishment and horror—was one I will never forget.


A young doctor, Ayesha Ahmed, 25, who works at the Royal Free Hospital, Hampstead, and who was on her lunch break, did everything she could to save the life of Victoria Da Silva. She even tried to save the life of Victoria’s attacker, too, after Oliver slit his own throat. But by the time the authorities arrived, the couple were both dead.


The scene looked like something from a slaughterhouse. There was blood everywhere. “I never saw anything like it, and witnessing it made me physically sick,” says Julia Jones, the Labour MP, who was taking a run across the Heath. “And at this stage my sympathies go out to both families, who have been devastated by this horrific crime. There will, of course, be an inquest, and I’m helping the police piece together a picture of what happened on 14 February. But as this incident shows, it’s important to remember that knife crime can affect any community—black or white, rich or poor. This epidemic of knife crime has to stop.”


Police are keen to talk to a black teenager who was another witness, but who fled on foot just before the authorities arrived. They are also appealing to a male jogger who ran past the viewing spot of the famous Parliament Hill Fields just as the crime was unfolding. Anyone with information relating to the incident is urged to contact the police immediately, or call the Crimestoppers hotline.


Almost as soon as the piece goes online I get an email from Laurence. The sight of it pinging into my inbox lifts my spirits.


To: Jen@JenHunter.com


From: laurencejrobertson@gmail.com


Subject: You ok? 


Hi Jen,


Just read your news story—God, how are you? What a horrible thing to have witnessed. Like you say, it sounds like a horror film. I can’t imagine how you must be feeling. It seems as though the guy was driven crazy by jealousy. But what a thing to do.


Sorry we couldn’t meet up yesterday. It would have been nice to see you. But as I said in my text I totally understand. I know we didn’t part company on the best of terms. We both said some terrible things that night, some of which I regret. I’m sure you would say the same. But looking forward to seeing you soon. Let’s make another date.


Laurence


It’s obvious he still cares about me. I picture us holding hands in the cinema, cuddling on the sofa, enjoying a meal together. I don’t allow myself to dwell on the idea of us in bed. But what do they say about clouds and silver linings? Perhaps the fact that he knows that I witnessed the attack will make him feel more sympathetic to me, and it might even serve as a way of bringing us back together.


The sudden frenzy on my Twitter feed disrupts my train of thought. I scroll through my notifications, bracing myself for the hate from the trolls. There’s quite a lot of criticism about the headline, but also a few retweets and supportive comments too. Then comes a message from someone whose Twitter name freaks me out: @WatchingYouJenHunter.


@WatchingYouJenHunter Hello. You’ve got a pretty face.


I check the profile, created today, and I see that the person is now following me. There is no potted biography, neither are there any other tweets attached to the account. The image belonging to the Twitter handle is a picture of my byline photo. Then the messages come like a wave, one that unsteadies and unsettles me.


@WatchingYouJenHunter I think I recognize you from somewhere.


@WatchingYouJenHunter Have we met before?


@WatchingYouJenHunter Did you really see what you thought you saw?


I’ve endured my fair share of weirdos and social media trolls over the years—there is nothing like a personal column in which you share your vulnerabilities and weaknesses to bring out the world’s nastiest people—and the best policy is to ignore them. For a moment I think about blocking or muting the account, but there is something about this last question that intrigues me. I’ve enjoyed a few glasses of wine with Penelope to celebrate the publication of the piece, and I’m now back in my room. And so I reply.


@onlyoneJenHunter What do you mean?


There is no response. And so I try again.


@onlyoneJenHunter Do you have any info about the Daniel Oliver–Victoria Da Silva case?


I stare at the screen of my phone. The app icons burn into my brain as I wait. Still nothing.


And then, just as I am about to put the phone down and get ready for bed, I receive another message.


@WatchingYouJenHunter Daniel Oliver didn’t kill Victoria Da Silva.
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Jen is behaving strangely. I suppose this isn’t that surprising considering what she saw on Parliament Hill Fields. If I’d witnessed a brutal murder, followed by a suicide, I’m sure I’d be pretty warped in the head too.


I text her and arrange to meet at the Coffee Cup in Hampstead. As she comes into the cozy interior—with its wooden paneling and red carpet it looks like something from the fifties—she stares around her as if she’s being followed. “Oh my God, Jen, are you okay?” I ask, even before she sits down.


“You won’t believe this,” she whispers, taking off her jacket. There is a crazed look about her eyes, as if she is being hunted.


“What’s happened? You’re really worrying me.”


“Last night, about ten-ish, I got this,” she says, thrusting her phone at me.


It’s a series of messages—tweets—from an account called @WatchingYouJenHunter.


“Jen, that’s so weird,” I say. “Have you told the police?”


“No, not yet,” she says, running a hand through her blonde hair.


“You do intend to, though? And you’ve blocked them, right?”


“Yes, at some point I will, but I think it might be worth doing a bit of digging first.”


“Digging?”


“Just to see who’s behind this—and also to find out whether there’s any truth in it.”


At that moment the waitress turns her attention to us. We order coffee and, after Jen checks out the other occupants of the café, we continue our conversation.


“What—that Daniel Oliver didn’t kill his girlfriend?” I give her a sideways, skeptical look that usually brings her to her senses. “But you said you saw it with your own eyes. And what about those other witnesses? There was that MP there. And that gay guy, what’s his name, the hedge fund manager. They saw it happen too.”


“I know it sounds crazy, and perhaps it is, but I have a hunch there’s something not right about this,” she says. Her head swivels to the right, to the left, as she checks no one is listening to her. “Anyway, you know how tough it’s been for me since I lost my column. I just thought if I managed to uncover something, then it could make for a good follow-up piece, perhaps even a book.”


“Oh darling, I know how tough it’s been for you, I really do,” I say. “But I really don’t think this would be a good thing for you, after—”


“What, after my breakdown, is that what you mean?”


“Well, yes, after your . . . breakdown. The doctor said you should try to avoid stressful situations. If you do need to work, why not try for some more lovely interviews with actors and writers? You do them so well.”


“Interviews with actors and writers!” she says, spitting the words out. “I want to do some real work for a change.”


“If you want to take your mind off things, I’ve always said you can start volunteering at the—”


“I know, and I will,” she says, sounding guilty. “I really will come to the food bank and do my bit, I promise. I realize it sounds selfish, and it is . . . but I need to start making my own living again. It’s the northern girl in me—you know me and my work ethic.”


“But, seriously, what are you going to do about this?” I ask. “I don’t like his Twitter handle, not one bit. Do you think it can be traced?”


“I’ve asked—well, insofar as I’ve searched on Google—and no, it’s impossible, apparently,” she says. “There’s no way of getting someone’s IP address—is that what it’s called? But if the user becomes a threat, obviously you can inform Twitter.”


“And we all know what constitutes a threat,” I say. “When it’s too late.”


I see terror in her eyes.


“Oh no, I didn’t mean it like that,” I say. “Sorry, I’m sure you’ll be fine. But you mustn’t do anything rash. Or put yourself at risk—in any way.”


Our drinks arrive—a black coffee for Jen, a skinny latte for me.


“Thank you,” says Jen, taking a deep breath. “Just to change the subject for a second, you know I was supposed to meet Laurence but then had to cancel because of my deadline?”


“Yes, and?”


“I got a lovely email from him. He wanted to know whether I was okay. He seemed worried about me.”


I feel there’s no need to answer.


“He wants to make another date,” she continues. “To meet up, for drinks or maybe even dinner. But I suppose he always was kind. Anyway, I thought you’d like to know.”


“That was thoughtful of him and it’s good that you can go forwards, as they say. You never know, at some point in time you could be friends again.”


Jen’s mouth twists into a grimace as though she is trying to stop her lips from quivering. Is there something she’s not telling me?


She takes a sip of black coffee and tries to pull herself together. “I know—after this, why don’t we take a stroll across the Heath?”


“Okay, that would be nice,” I say.


“I could walk you back to your place.”


[image: img]


After the coffee we walk slowly down Flask Walk, past the little boutiques, artisanal bakeries, and gorgeous flower shops, and the charming but frighteningly expensive Georgian houses. When we pass the turning that leads down toward Penelope’s ridiculously large house, I ask Jen whether she is happy with her living arrangements.


“In a funny sort of way I’ve become very fond of Penelope,” she says. “Of course, she’s very different to me, but I admire her achievements—and her spirit.” She turns to me. “Why do you ask?”


“Just that you know you can always come back and crash at mine,” I say. “The sofa is yours whenever you might need it.”


“It’s so nice of you,” she says. “And in the fallout from . . . well, you were an absolute godsend. But—”


“But now that you’ve gone up in the world, living in Hampstead, you could never consider going back to a one-bedroom flat in Kentish Town,” I joke. “Is that it?”


“Spot on,” she says. Although she tries to laugh, the laughter is strained, artificial. “But seriously, I need to get my life back on track.”


“I understand,” I say.


We walk down Well Walk and onto the Heath, a place full of buds and the promise of life even though it’s only mid-February. I make an effort to talk about things other than the case. Jen needs to take her mind off the Oliver–Da Silva thing. And so I rattle on about my job in the planning department of Camden Council, the cuts to local services, the problems with the bloody Tory government, the anxieties surrounding Brexit, until I realize that we are walking not down to the ponds but along the track that leads toward Parliament Hill Fields and Kite Hill.


“We’re not going in this direction,” I say, stopping in my tracks.


“What do you mean?”


“Jen, you know very well what I mean,” I say. “Look, I realize what you witnessed was awful—truly awful—but going back over it all, raking it all up, returning to the scene of the crime. It’s not going to help.”


“Well, I’m sorry, but I think it may do,” she says. “The person who sent that message said that I’d seen the whole thing wrongly. That I was missing something.”


“If you had, I’m sure the police would have spotted it, but the truth is that they came to the same conclusion you did,” I say. “You wrote it yourself, in a national newspaper: it was a case of murder-suicide. Daniel Oliver was driven by jealousy.”
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