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PROLOGUE

This is it, Elliot thought, as his brain registered that the car was no longer clinging to the sharp curves of the coast, that he had overshot the last turn and there was now nothing beneath the wheels but air. This is the end of my life.

The fabric of time seemed to stretch, the car floating above the North Sea in slo-mo, its windscreen blurry with rain.

Then a gut punch of panic knocked the breath from him.

Rosie.

His head turned to the passenger seat; she was staring at the windscreen through splayed fingers, a clichéd image of a girl watching a horror film, mouth gaping in a silent scream as the car flew forward, riding a fading wave of momentum.

The sky vanished from the windscreen, replaced by a view of waves crashing against rocks. Elliot’s stomach swooped into his throat as they fell.

There was a deafening crash, a high-pitched squeal of protesting metal, and he was flung forward, the seatbelt cutting into his chest, face slamming the airbag.

Then nothing. Silence. Darkness.

Was he dead already? Was this death?

It could have been seconds or hours before the pain came, telling him that he was still in this world. He could hear rain falling on metal. Waves smashing the shore.

Alive. I’m alive.

He inhaled and pain knifed him in the chest, fading as he exhaled. He breathed in and the stab came again. Was that a broken rib?

Elliot was hanging forward in his seat, his back to the sky, only the seatbelt preventing him from falling, face first into the airbag.

Rosie.

He turned his head slowly, painfully, towards her.

Her upper body was sagging against the seatbelt like a puppet on slack strings, her face suspended just above the pale mushroom of the airbag, eyes closed. He could see a starburst of fractured glass on the window beside her, and only blackness behind it. Elliot reached across to touch her dangling wrist. Felt the flicker of a pulse beneath the skin. Waves of dizziness were breaking over him, sending white dots swarming across his vision, so at first he thought her face was half masked in shadow. Then his mind cleared for a moment and he saw that the layer of darkness was blood. She must have cracked her head against the side window on the way down.

She’ll die if I can’t get out of here.

He took a breath, winced in pain. Stared hard at the windscreen, trying to see what lay beyond it. But his vision doubled and all he could make out was darkness on the other side. Panic launched a fresh assault as he pictured the car trapped beneath the waves. Imagined water spilling in through the seams of the windows. Drowning slowly in the dark.

Inhale … pain. Exhale … relief.

With a Herculean effort, he raised his head until it made contact with the seat back, the movement unleashing a sick dizziness and an unnerving sensation of loose parts shifting and skidding inside his skull. Something trickled across his lip and he licked it away without thinking. It was slick and salty in his mouth. Blood.

Inhale … pain. Exhale … relief.

He turned his face slowly towards the driver’s door, the broken shards sliding and clicking in his head, dread filling him as he imagined what he might see through the side window.

Please don’t let it be water.

And sobbed with relief. The window was webbed with cracks but still intact, a diagonal of deeper darkness cutting across the bottom, warped by the rain wriggling along the glass.

Rock. He could see the surface of the sea boiling just beyond it, perhaps half a metre below. Elliot could feel his mind starting to function properly again, his cerebral cortex coming back online, wresting control from the crazed jangle of his limbic system. And now, at last, he was able to do what psychologists did best: analyse.

So, the front of the car was wedged between a couple of the giant rocks jutting out of the sea just beyond the cliff’s base. The doors were held shut so he’d have to escape through the back, climb up to the road.

Was that really possible, though? How steep was the cliff? It might be better to call for help and wait here until it arrived. He looked at Rosie again, for signs that she might be coming round. And noticed something that sucked his breath away. Now that his vision had cleared, he could see that the wall of the car beside her had caved in. The metal bulged obscenely, reaching halfway across her lap. Jesus. He tried to pull her out from under it, but she was stuck tight, her lower body pinned down by warped metal. It would take equipment, experts, to prize her free.

Assuming it’s not too late for her. Because of you.

The thought whispered around his skull. He pushed it aside.

His mobile. Where was it? It had been in his jacket pocket as usual, but when he groped for it now, it was no longer there. He closed his eyes – a mistake; the world tilted and lurched like a funfair ride – then quickly opened them again. The phone must have fallen out in the crash and skidded to the lowest part of the car: the front. He would have to navigate around the airbag to reach it.

Don’t panic, his cortex admonished. There’s no need to rush.

Except that wasn’t really true, was it? Because a realisation was creeping up on him. There hadn’t been any rocks sticking out of the water when they’d driven along this road a week ago, at the start of their Highlands holiday: Rosie had taken photos from the window and they’d admired them later, in the hotel.

There hadn’t been any rocks because the tide had covered them. He forced himself to remain calm as the implication of this sank in. Was the tide coming in now?

There was a dripping sound from somewhere in front of him. He leaned left then right, trying to see around the airbag.

Inhale … pain. Exhale … relief.

The windscreen was cracked at the base and water was travelling across the dashboard in rivulets, dripping down into the footwell. He became aware of the sound it made: the plink of liquid on liquid. He stretched his legs towards the space beside the pedals and felt the cold clutch of water around his ankles. If he’d dropped his phone, it was submerged now.

Think-think-think.

What about Rosie’s? She usually kept it in her canvas bag.

The bag she had tossed onto the floor at her feet. Under water now, like his phone.

The waves were becoming more aggressive, pushing shards of glass out of the jigsaw in the windscreen, gushing in through the gap at the bottom. Slowly but surely, seawater was filling the car. It was only a matter of time before the entire front section, including the seats they were strapped to, became completely submerged.

‘Rosie, wake up!’

Nothing. Not a flicker of response.

He grabbed at her arm and her one exposed leg, yanking with all his strength. But it was no use.

He needed to get out of here. Climb to the road and flag down a car. Would he make it, though? Even getting to the cliff’s base would be a major achievement, battered by waves on the sharp rocks.

Still, he had to try. He couldn’t just stay here, waiting for the tide to bury him.

He looked at Rosie. What would happen to her? This was an isolated stretch of coast, they had passed only a few other cars in the last hour. How long would it take for rescuers to arrive? How far was the nearest hospital, the nearest fire station? The cold hard fact of the matter was that help probably wouldn’t arrive in time.

Then a cold voice slid across his thoughts, whispering, She brought this on herself, though, didn’t she? If she hadn’t said those things, we’d be safe right now.

Elliot considered her profile. Now that the wave of panic had passed, he felt oddly dispassionate. Empty. He watched fresh blood trace a sideways line across her face. Listened to the dripping of water filling the footwell.

Plink-plink-plink.

Getting louder. Faster.








CHAPTER 1

‘What are you hiding in your sleeve?’ Heather demanded.

The boy turned and gave her a sly smile. Eric Shulman: a budding psycho if ever there was one. Different from the school bullies whose bravado was a thin covering for the gaping wound of their hellish insecurities. No, Eric was a different breed entirely. He didn’t seem to be masking anything except a dark, unnerving blankness.

‘Sorry, what did you say, Miss?’

The recreation zone was noisy with lunchtime shouts, shrieks and laughter. So she supposed it was possible that he genuinely hadn’t heard her question.

Possible.

But unlikely.

‘That packet I just saw poking out of your jacket sleeve. I’d like you to take it out. Right now.’

Any other Holland Park Upper student would have backed away, or at most, stood his ground. But not Eric. He moved a step closer, the reduced distance emphasising the difference in their heights. Fifteen years old and already towering over her.

‘That’s a big accusation, Miss, to make without proof. Because everyone has rights. Even the police aren’t allowed to search people without a good reason.’ He took out a piece of gum, popped it into his mouth and began to chew, releasing a smell of mint. It mingled with the skunky scent of cannabis clinging to his jacket. ‘Last time I checked, teachers didn’t outrank police. And you’re not even a proper teacher. Just a trainee.’

Arrogant little bastard.

She was dimly aware that her leg was throbbing again: a sick, thudding ache, as though the bone itself were swelling and contracting with each beat of her heart. The pill must have worn off already. Swallowing, she pointed to Eric’s cuff, where the packet of drugs – it had to be drugs, didn’t it? – was concealed. The tip of her finger touched his sleeve.

‘I can see that—’

Eric’s hand whipped up and grabbed hold of her wrist. He leaned down, filling her nostrils with mint. Hissed in her ear.

‘Don’t. Touch. Me.’

And suddenly Heather was afraid. Afraid of this oversized teenager with his dark, glittery eyes and his insolent slouch, the posh accent stretched out into a drawl. His grip tightened. Heather’s eyes darted around the recreation area. There were supposed to be two of them on duty, damn it. Where the hell was Steve? Probably drinking coffee in the staffroom, the lazy shirker.

She pulled herself to her full height, which, at five foot three, didn’t really achieve much. Then she looked Eric straight in the eye, speaking with all the authority she could muster.

‘Let go of my wrist immediately or I will report you to the head.’

‘Oh dear,’ he said, without a trace of concern. ‘Do you think I’ll get chucked out?’

And he laughed. Because of course they couldn’t get rid of him. Not without turning off the money tap that had sent donations flowing into the school’s coffers from the first day Eric Shulman (heir to the Shulman media dynasty) had sauntered through the gates. Shulman money had paid for the shiny new equipment in the lab and the flashy computers in the ‘coding corner’. It had turned the neighbouring plot of land into the tennis courts that were the jewel in Holland Park Upper’s PE crown.

Which meant that Eric would never be permanently excluded no matter what he did. If Heather’s eight months’ training at the school had taught her anything, it was that the wealthy occupied a sort of parallel universe where the rules didn’t apply, floating through lives of beauty and ease while people like her trudged below, clocking up hours, toeing the line.

‘Let go this second, or …’ She cast around desperately for a suitable threat, but her mind had gone blank. Then, from somewhere to her left, came the sound of footsteps.

‘Stop it, you dickhead.’

Heather turned to see Dean Mitchell, the big-mouthed, big-hearted boy who lived two floors down from her, in number thirty-four.

He squared up to Eric, not quite as tall, but broad.

Eric released Heather’s wrist, long fingers migrating to his school tie, adjusting the gold clip.

‘Well, well, if it isn’t Bursary Boy.’ Eric’s gaze flicked from Dean to Heather and back again. ‘You two are neighbours, aren’t you? From the same estate.’ The way he said the word, dragging out the ‘s’, made it sound dirty.

‘Yeah.’ Dean leaned in closer, reducing the space between them to just a few inches. Eric didn’t move. ‘Have you got a problem with that?’

‘Not at all. I love the literary references. Shakespeare Estate, housing blocks named after his great works. So highbrow.’ He looked Dean up and down. ‘I guess that must make you Othello, since you couldn’t really play anyone else, could you? So is Miss Davies your Desdemona? I bet—’ The school bell’s clang covered the next words.

The sound broke the spell he’d somehow managed to cast, reminding Heather that this was her place of work. That, heir or no heir, she was in charge. And she wasn’t about to let him get away with grabbing hold of her like that.

‘Eric, you’re coming with me to the head’s office. Now.’

He gave her his slow, contemptuous smile. ‘Whatever you say, Miss.’

‘Thank you for your help, Dean.’ She gave him a nod of approval. He was one of the good ones: a boy who held open doors and tidied away his lab equipment without having to be asked. ‘I’ll handle things from here.’

He gave her a nod back.

As Heather marched Eric across the playground, she was looking towards the moment when he would be forced to reveal the contents of his jacket sleeve with satisfaction. They might not be able to get rid of him for good, but drugs on school premises would mean mandatory exclusion for at least a week. Which was something, at least. As far as she was concerned, they would all be better off without Eric around. Some of the teachers liked to preach that there was good in all the children, that it was just a difficult age and no one knew what was really going on at home. But Heather didn’t buy it. No, Eric Shulman was just a spoilt, nasty little shit, simple as that.

It was only much later, as she was walking home, that it suddenly occurred to her to wonder how he knew where she lived.








CHAPTER 2

CelebRater Blames ‘Spiked Juice’ For Drink-Driving Arrest

By London Post Entertainment Correspondent Angus Fitz

CelebRate star and self-proclaimed ‘recovering alcoholic’ Ozzie Jacobs has spoken out about his dramatic fall off the wagon, claiming to be the victim of a spiked drink. His two years of sobriety ended on Saturday night in a drunken bar fight, a high-speed car chase and a fatal collision between his Ferrari and a beloved ginger cat named Katie.

‘When I got to the New Heights I ordered pineapple juice like I always do,’ Jacobs said in a Celeb TV interview. ‘But I swear someone must have put something in my drink because I started to feel really weird. The next thing I knew, I was slamming vodka shots and taking swings at people who were trying to stop me from driving. When some mates followed me in their cars, to make sure I got home OK, I sped up to try and escape them. I feel terrible about running over the cat. I love animals and I’m so sorry I made someone lose a pet. But I have lost absolutely everything.’

Jacobs has certainly lost followers – putting his financial future at risk. The Triple F’s twice-a-month social media lottery awards winners a cash prize of £5,000 a week for life, along with six months of fame as one of a dozen ‘Winfluencers’ on CelebRate, the UK’s most popular app and website. But there is a caveat: winners whose follower numbers fall below half a million during their six months on the platform forfeit those lifetime payouts, and are often catapulted, jobless, back into their old lives. The rule was originally created to ensure that winners made every effort to engage with fans and attract followers – and sponsorship money for the company – while they were featured on the site. But it later became a way for fans to express their disapproval for perceived bad behaviour, as Jacobs is now discovering. He began the week with more than six and a half million followers, making him the site’s top-rated Winfluencer. But his numbers plummeted after two pieces of mobile phone footage surfaced online, the first showing his drunken confrontation with police. The second, more damaging video, shows a crying child cradling the body of her dead cat. Jacobs now has fewer than 600,000 followers.

‘We’re only allowed to back three CelebRaters,’ former Jacob fan Marie Howe said, referring to the contest’s practice of limiting the number of Triple F stars its users are permitted to follow at any one time, ‘and I’m not wasting one of my follows on someone who drink-drives.’

Since winning the social media lottery four months ago, Jacobs has spoken openly about his difficult journey to sobriety, raising awareness of youth alcoholism and winning millions of followers in the process. He had even been tipped to appear alongside Triple F celebrity Noah Fauster as the co-host of a star-studded documentary on the history of the contest.

‘This is a very sad day for Ozzie, for the Triple F and for me personally,’ Fauster said. ‘Ozzie is my friend. He fought a long and difficult battle against alcohol addiction. It is heart-breaking to see that alcohol won in the end. I just wish—’

[image: image of]

‘Catching up on the important news of the day, I see.’

Heather nearly dropped her phone as Steve spoke right next to her ear. She had been alone in the staffroom making coffee when the news alert about Ozzie Jacobs popped up on her screen, drawing her in.

‘Jesus, Steve, can you not sneak up like that? I never hear you coming.’

‘No one does. I’m like a ninja.’

The coffee hadn’t finished brewing but Steve yanked the pot from its slot and filled Heather’s mug, then his own. ‘So Ozzie’s in the Drop Zone. I guess that means there’s going to be an extra draw this month to replace him.’

Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘You’re a CelebRate fan?’

Steve foraged in the staff biscuit tin, face lighting up as he discovered a Hobnob near the bottom. ‘Of course not. The whole concept of winning fame is ridiculous. My interest in the Triple F is purely academic. As an IT professional—’

‘Do trainee computer science teachers count as IT professionals?’

Steve leaned a shoulder against the wall as he dipped the biscuit in his coffee. ‘The point is, I inhabit the world of IT. Which allows me to appreciate the platform’s innovative flourishes.’ He gave her a sideways look. ‘Contenders’ Corner, for example.’

Heather’s breath caught. Oh God. She kept her features neutral, telling herself it was highly unlikely he’d spotted anything; there were two million of them on there, after all.

‘I like the search function,’ Steve continued, ‘the way you can narrow down the wannabes by geographical area, job or even hobbies and interests. I put in “bricklayer” and “origami” and got three hits. Then he gave her a Cheshire cat grin and her stomach sank. ‘So …’ Steve waggled his eyebrows. ‘“Class Act …”’

Heather flinched. Looking at it on her laptop screen after a few glasses of wine, the tagline had seemed witty, a playful reference to her career – her almost-career. Her delayed career. But hearing the words out loud, in Steve’s Mancunian drawl, the catchphrase sounded silly and vain.

‘It’s easy to poke fun, but I’d like to hear you come up with a clever way to describe yourself in five words or less.’

‘Hey, don’t get me wrong, the taglines are the best bit.’ He dragged fingers through hair that looked like it had come straight from a pillow. ‘There was a fat taxi driver who went with “Driving Women Crazy”. And my personal favourite, “Boob Job Girl.” You can imagine what she looked like. Still, what the tagline lacked in wit and wisdom it more than made up for in accuracy and … scale.’

Heather started to laugh before quickly stopping herself. She mustn’t encourage him. Steve was her best mate at Holland Park Upper – maybe even her best mate full stop, though she’d never admit that to him – and she sometimes feared it was only a matter of time before he ended up on the wrong side of an HR tribunal. It wasn’t that he was a bad bloke; far from it. He just needed to start acting his age. He was thirty-one, after all, eight years older than her. Heather had given up asking why he’d come to teacher training so late in life, what he’d done before. She could never get a straight answer. And anyway, she was just glad to have someone older along for the ride on her first induction year; it made her feel less self-conscious about the other student teachers being younger than her. Heather’s original classmates had finished their two-year placements, taken off their trainee wheels and ridden off into proper teaching jobs across the country. Leaving her behind.

She sipped her coffee. ‘Poor Ozzie. Imagine what that must be like, having everything you’ve ever wanted, money, fame, excitement. Only to end up right back where you started.’

Steve swallowed a bite of Hobnob. ‘He isn’t where he started. His old employers won’t want him back now that he’s a famous drunk. And he will have given up his old flat. So when he gets booted out of his posh pad, he’ll end up like the other dumped CelebRaters – living with his parents, drinking too much, desperately trying to cobble together an independent social media career, but unable to because he’s been labelled a loser. And he wouldn’t be able to compete with CelebRate’s flashy features and celebrity livestreams anyway.’

Heather frowned, considering this bleak assessment. She didn’t condone drink-driving, obviously, but it did seem a bit unfair to lose everything over one mistake. ‘He’s really unlucky,’ she said. ‘I can count on one hand the number of winners who’ve been cut off like that. The rest get to do whatever they want for the rest of their lives and never worry about money again.’

Steve was watching her closely, blue eyes narrowed. He wasn’t bad-looking, in a rumpled, skinny sort of way, the narrowness of his hips accentuated by his habit of wearing oversized trousers belted at the waist.

‘What would you do if you actually won?’

‘Do?’ Heather smiled as she imagined having £5,000 a week to spend as she pleased, swanning around parties and premieres, her every move followed by fans keen to share in the experience of swapping a small, ordinary life for a wealthy, glamorous one. Never feeling forgotten or invisible. ‘Spend money. Quit work. Dance naked in a fountain of champagne.’

‘Then what?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You quit your job, you dance naked – cheers for the mental image, by the way.’ His eyes did a quick up-down flick of her body and she felt herself flush. He wouldn’t be looking at her like that if he knew what was hidden beneath the calf-length dress. ‘You run around every posh shop you can find. Then what do you do?’

Heather shrugged. ‘Travel, I guess? And go to …’ Where did rich, famous people go, aside from clubs and parties? The front rows of pop concerts? Celebrity fundraisers? ‘… events. Eat in expensive restaurants.’ She drank her coffee, watching him curiously. ‘Why? What would you do?’

He dunked the last piece of Hobnob. ‘Drink too much, try cocaine and develop a taste for it. Shag women who secretly hate me but are after my money. In short, go off the rails.’ Some of the biscuit must have fallen into his coffee because Steve swore suddenly and plunged his fingers into the liquid to try and rescue it, the heat making him withdraw his hand immediately.

‘Well, at least you have a plan.’

‘What can I say? I know myself. I’m weak and superficial and horny. If I won, they’d have to rename it the Quadruple F … fame, fortune, followers … fucked.’

‘Shh.’ Heather shot a worried glance across the staffroom. Bad language was practically a criminal offence at Holland Park Upper. But the real teachers must still be in their weekly meeting with the head. ‘Well, I think being rich and famous would be amazing.’ She drained the dregs of her coffee, which had a sharp, burnt taste. ‘Doing exactly what you want, when you want, not a moment wasted. Loads of people wanting to know you and be part of your life, hanging on your every word.’ She could feel her leg throbbing like a rotten tooth. She would pop to the loo and take a pill before her next class. ‘I would love every minute of it.’

‘I don’t know, Heather. You might not be so desperate for fame if you actually knew what it was like.’ For once, Steve spoke quietly, and there was a look on his face she’d never seen before, as though a shadow had slipped across it.

‘How would—’ The bell drilled into her sentence. Damn. Was it that time already?

Steve put his cup in the sink. Sodden bits of biscuit debris mottled the bottom.

Heather peered at it. ‘Do you really need to submerge them like that?’

‘Yes. A wise man once said, “Tea’s too wet without biscuits”. Same goes for coffee.’

‘A wise man?’

‘My grandfather; an aficionado of the Hobnob.’

She washed her own cup and placed it upside down on the tea towel lining the counter, raising an eyebrow at Steve when he made no move to do the same.

‘Didn’t your mother teach you to clean up after yourself?’

‘Nope,’ he said cheerily, breezing towards the door. ‘She’s not that kind of mother.’

Heather tried unsuccessfully to picture Steve in a family setting. ‘So what kind of mother is she?’

He shot her a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. ‘The kind you only talk about to your therapist.’








CHAPTER 3

‘He’s running a bit late,’ Suzie said, speaking over her shoulder as she led Elliot through the base of the six-storey glass pyramid that was the Triple F headquarters. She had glossy blonde hair worn in a tight knot. Had they met before? He had trouble telling the Triple F executive assistants apart: they all wore the same company-issued grey trouser suits and pulled-back hair. ‘I’ll take you to the Blue Lounge. He’ll meet you there.’

‘Thanks.’ Elliot had been told that the pyramid shape of the Triple F building – or ‘HQ’ as it was called by the people who worked there – had been chosen to represent the narrowing journey upward from the wide base of the general public to the two million-odd trying their luck on Contenders’ Corner, to the Final Fifteen, ending with the single high point of the winner. The top floor was taken up by the CEO’s office and, for reasons no one had been able to explain, the five floors below it were colour-coded: blue, red, yellow, green and orange.

Elliot followed Suzie through the Hub: a large, open-plan office in the middle of the ground floor bisected by a wide corridor, allowing a stream of people to pass through the middle. Rows of workers were seated at computers on either side, speaking into headsets, making the room feel like a call centre. Elliot slowed, tuning in to one of the phone conversations.

‘As you know, Becky is now third in the ratings, so if you want her to wear your jacket you’re looking at the premium Top Trio price. If that’s outside your budget, Alison is 20 per cent off today, but she has fallen to eighth, so obviously her influence isn’t on the same level as …’

Elliot paused to look up at the giant flat-screen monitor on the wall, which was displaying a slide show of images from the CelebRate homepage: women with upswept hair emerging from exclusive boutiques with shopping bags on their arms. Men with gelled-down hair emerging from limousines with women on their arms. A square-jawed gambler at a roulette wheel whose female companion wore bunny ears and not much else.

Suzie came to stand beside him, following his gaze. ‘Our latest crop,’ she said. Elliot watched as one image after another filled the screen: different people engaged in variations of the same activity – the shameless parading of wealth. He wondered what part of human nature fuelled this desperate desire for affirmation, for envy, even from total strangers. ‘I started my Triple F career in this department,’ Suzie was saying, ‘back when Winfluencer Sales was much smaller. We had to call up fashion designers and restauranteurs and give them a whole pitch about why they should want to have our winners seen with their brand. But now they contact us. It’s true, what the press has been saying. The Triple F is reinventing the way influencers are made and marketed.’ Her smile sprang up, as though activated by a switch. ‘Have you heard we’re looking at a stock market floatation next year? Exciting times for the company.’

‘Yes, selling fame is clearly a very lucrative business.’

The smile vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. ‘We’re not selling fame. You have to win it. Everyone who enters has the same chance, right up to the screening stage.’

Elliot’s fingers tightened around the handle of his briefcase, which contained the latest batch of screening documents, dividing the finalists into greens, ambers and reds: those equipped to cope with the intense scrutiny and upheaval that came with winning the social media lottery, those who might be okay but would need careful monitoring and those likely to fall apart under the pressure.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but you have to pay for that chance.’

‘Ten pounds is a small price for a shot at being rich and famous. And you raise your social media profile just by getting posted on Contenders’ Corner, so even the non-winners get value for money.’

Elliot raised an eyebrow. ‘“Non-winners?”’

‘Didn’t you get the email? That’s what we’re calling them now. Brand Management thinks “losers” sounds too negative.’

‘Right.’ Elliot had had a very clear goal in mind when he’d taken this job, a motive that no one else knew about. But at times like this, he found himself wondering whether it was really worth it.
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‘Ah, Dr Leyton!’

‘Hello, Noah.’

The Blue Lounge was a glorified cafeteria full of fake Edwardian furniture. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling and a suit of armour stood in the corner, appearing to keep watch over the beverage station, with its pyramid of champagne glasses. A sloping window overlooked a rock garden bordered by a ‘living wall’ of ferns, designed to conceal the uninspiring view of the car park beyond.

‘I got you an orange juice. Do you have the files?’

Elliot opened his briefcase and took out a plastic folder containing the finalists’ assessments. He tossed it onto the table in front of Noah, seated on a blue sofa. The wall above him was covered in arty photographs of Triple F winners. Noah himself appeared in three of them – looking glamorous and handsome at a film premiere, astride a horse, sharing a joke with Scarlett Johansson at a fundraiser. He was the only winner featured more than once. But that was to be expected. Noah was the contest’s first and most popular winner, the only one with a permanent CelebRate profile, consistently attracting more than seven million followers. After his six months had ended, he’d stayed on to become the contest’s poster boy and celebrity spokesman – as well as its executive consultant and mentor to the winners. Noah Fauster was the North Star in the contest’s ever-changing universe, remaining in the spotlight while the six-month-long conveyor belt of fame rolled past.

Elliot joined him on the sofa. ‘So I assume the Triple F will be having an extra draw to backfill Ozzie?’

‘A “bonus round”, yes.’

‘It’s disappointing, what happened. Ozzie seemed to have adapted well. Though it was always going to be a risk, selecting a finalist with such a long history of alcoholism.’

‘To be fair, he hadn’t touched a drop in years.’ Noah gestured towards the plastic folder. ‘So what have you got for me today?’

Elliot took out the five files inside: his share of the fifteen people randomly selected from the millions of Contenders’ Corner wannabes. ‘Not a great batch, I’m afraid. A young widower whose wife died only a few months ago, clearly still grieving. A nineteen-year-old with deep-seated insecurity and symptoms of anorexia. Definitely a self-harm risk. A girl with anger management issues. An electrician – unmarried, no girlfriend – who scored well, but whose parents died in a fire at his sister’s house five years ago. The sister survived and he blames her for their deaths, so they aren’t speaking. No family support, in other words.’

Noah’s face fell. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve red-lighted all five?’

‘No. The last one is a young woman who graduated from university last year but has been unemployed ever since, which is good: no difficulty transitioning to a life without work. Stable family background. Excellent scores on adaptability metrics.’ He picked up the file labelled ‘Candidate 2340’, handing it across. ‘She’s a green.’

Elliot picked up the orange juice Noah had given him. Like all the cold beverages, it came in a champagne flute, to represent the luxury life they were marketing. Elliot found it annoying. The glasses were too damn small.

Noah glanced at the front of the file. ‘The numbers mean nothing to me. What’s her tagline?’

Elliot sighed. The catchphrases were included with the files so that, in theory, they might provide an insight into the contestant’s self-image. But in reality, they were all just vapid nonsense.

‘“Reaching for the Stars”.’

‘Oh.’ Noah’s tone was sour.

‘I know. It’s meaningless, but most of the slogans are.’

‘No, it’s not that. I know which one she is now and …’ He sighed. ‘Did you look up her profile on the Final Fifteen?’

‘No. I never look at that. And I’ve recently stopped looking at CelebRate as well. Nothing of any psychological value is ever revealed there. It’s all just empty posturing. People prancing around at parties, showing off their handbags.’

If Noah was offended by this assessment of the world he represented, he didn’t show it.

‘Well, allow me to enlighten you.’ He reached inside his jacket and took out the miniature tablet he always seemed to keep there, tapping the screen and then handing it across. ‘There.’ Elliot took one look at the photo and knew that Candidate 2340 would never win. She was perhaps twenty, with a plump face and plain features framed by wisps of mouse-brown hair.

‘I guess she might work as a makeover candidate,’ Noah said doubtfully. ‘Remember that fixer-upper from last year’s Christmas batch? We did the full transformation – nose job, boobs, the lot. She wound up looking fantastic and the fans ate it up.’

‘Maybe,’ Elliot said, not buying it for a moment. He remembered the girl Noah was talking about. Big nose, flat chest and a terrible hairstyle. But also large doe eyes and a heart-shaped face. The potential for a Cinderella-style transformation – just in time for Christmas – had been obvious from the get-go. But Candidate 2340 had small eyes and big features softened by excess fat. She would never be beautiful or even pretty.

Noah reached for the other four files, using the taglines to match them to the photos on the finalists’ page. He paused when he came to the electrician with the dead parents. Elliot had rated him amber, mainly because he knew it annoyed his bosses when too many of the finalists were red. Noah scanned the documents. ‘He took ballroom dancing lessons, likes mountaineering and white-water rafting – all of which look great in photos – and he’s included “beautiful women” on his list of hobbies.’ His eyes drifted back to the face on the screen. ‘Good-looking, working-class hero with an adventurous streak and a twinkle in his eye.’ He looked at Elliot, eyebrows raised. ‘Maybe he has some strong friendships, so doesn’t need to rely on his family for support?’

Elliot drank a mouthful of juice. ‘We’ve seen how winning can disrupt peer groups. A strong family unit tends to be the one constant as Winfluencers make the transition from their old lives to their new ones. But it’s obviously not my call. If you want to gamble on an amber, it’s up to you.’

Noah gathered the files and tucked them into the leather satchel at his feet.

‘Well, it’s not really my decision, of course,’ he said, which both of them knew wasn’t true. Noah had a knack for picking winners who drew in followers – and therefore advertisers. So if he told the selection department that one of the finalists looked like ‘a good fit’, the matter was pretty much decided. ‘Let’s just hope the other two shrinks’ – Noah must have seen Elliot wince at the word because he said quickly – ‘sorry, “psychological screeners”, had better luck with their five and give us some good greens to choose from.’

‘Yes.’ Elliot swirled his tiny portion of orange juice around its ridiculous champagne glass, thinking, the world would be a better place if this building, and everything it represents, was wiped from the face of the earth. He smiled at Noah. ‘Let’s hope.’
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Heather could feel Eric’s eyes drilling into her like dark knives, twisting with hate and resentment. She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze with a level stare. She was posted just outside the classroom, watching the kids surging through the hall in noisy waves and trickles, keeping an eye out for scuffles, bullying or illicit mobile phone use. The head’s office was just a few doors down and Eric was standing right outside it, flanked by his parents. His week-long suspension was up and the three of them had been summoned for a discussion about the terms of his return and a reminder of the school’s strict anti-drugs policy. As if any of it would make a blind bit of difference. Heather’s gaze moved to Eric’s mother, who was smoothing her platinum fringe. Heather had seen the woman at parents’ evenings, school concerts and science fairs: slim and perfect, with salon-fresh hair and designer outfits. Every inch the wife of the generous benefactor. What was it like, Heather wondered, to glide through life like that, shopping for clothes without checking the price tags, weekends spent drinking champagne and eating canapés, never having to feel lonely or forgotten? She experienced a sour twist of envy before reminding herself that Mrs Shulman’s life couldn’t be all sunshine and roses – not with Eric as her son.

Heather switched her attention to the husband who had, until now, been an unknown quantity: an invisible source of largesse, whose name was synonymous with wealth. In the flesh, he was shorter than she’d expected. Square-jawed and square-shouldered, hair buzzed to a shadow on his skull, minimising the impact of a receding hairline. He had the same dark eyes as his son. He turned them on Heather now, thick brows gathering. She gave a small nod of acknowledgement; he was a parent after all, she had to be professional. But his face didn’t change. His dark eyes duelled with hers, refusing to break away, sending out a chill. Then came a shriek, followed by a girl’s voice shouting ‘Get that away from me, you arsehole!’ Heather turned, relieved, to mediate a dispute involving a rubber spider. The next time she looked towards the head’s office, the Shulmans were gone.
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Heather sat in front of her laptop at the kitchen table, considering her Contenders’ Corner profile. With Ozzie the cat-killer gone, the number of Winfluencers had fallen below twelve, triggering a bonus round that could take place at any time – generating a new list of finalists. So she wanted her profile to look its best … just in case. She considered the photo on her screen. It was flattering, no doubt about that: her head tilted, long chestnut hair straying across one cheek as she turned the page of a text book. But she needed to change the tagline. Class Act. How had she not noticed how braggy that sounded? She ran through various career-themed alternatives – Staying in School? Educated Guesser? – but they weren’t any better. Of course, the slogan didn’t have to be job-based. But what else could she pin herself to? She’d been a keen swimmer once, had even won a few medals. And used to love dancing. But that was all in the past. She spoke a little French, played a mean game of Monopoly and had dabbled in ceramics just long enough to create a scroll-shaped vase and a set of mugs, all of which dribbled when used. And that was it. God, was she really that dull? She swiped through the photos linked to her post. Three. The minimum. And even that had been a struggle, given that she’d only had the last seven or eight months to draw from – months where her days were usually divided between teaching at the school and sitting on the sofa, watching reality dating programmes over a ready meal. Beyond that lay the dead zone of the previous two years, and she certainly didn’t want anyone seeing what she’d looked like then. Maybe—

She jumped as a sound came through her laptop’s speaker, like a flourish of trumpets. She could hear it being echoed on her mobile phone on the kitchen table. The screen filled with an image of exploding fireworks, a message rolling across it in flashing letters. ‘CONGRATULATIONS! YOU’RE A FINALIST!’
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When it faded away she found herself flooking at her own picture among fourteen others, on a page headed ‘The Final Fifteen’.

There was a stunned moment of disbelief. Then a crashing wave of adrenaline. She was a Triple F finalist! Oh my God. Oh-my-God-oh-my-God-oh-my-God.

Heather jumped up from the sofa, her body suddenly unable to contain all the excitement surging through it. She had been chosen: one of only fifteen people randomly selected out of nearly two million! She let out a shriek of pure joy before clapping her hands over her mouth.

She couldn’t just stand here, alone with this momentous news. She needed to share it. Grabbing her keys, she shot out the door, not even bothering to put shoes on. She was only going three doors down, after all. Heather lived in one of the identikit housing estates built in the days when the government had decided everyone needed a front door that led outside in order to feel happy and fulfilled and satisfied with their place in society. So they had put up giant brown blocks of flats fronted by row upon row of doors with a narrow walkway running in front of them. Heather’s was hemmed by a low wall scrawled with graffiti, for residents to lean against as they looked out across the park that formed a borderland between their scruffy edge of Shepherds Bush and the rarefied atmosphere of Holland Park. Heather often paused on her doorstep to admire the white-pillared doorways on the other side of the park, Porsches and Jaguars parked out front, wondering what her life would be like if she lived over there. What she would be like.

The light was on in the frosted kitchen window beside Debbie’s front door. Heather knocked and a moment later, her friend was standing in the doorway wearing her favourite wig: the orange-tipped one that went all the way down her back. Debbie had decided years ago that she didn’t have the time or energy to manage her thick Afro hair so had buzzed it short and bought an extensive wig collection instead – eleven at last count – which she swapped from day to day, to the delight of the toddlers she took care of at the Ladbroke Grove nursery where she worked.

‘Hello, lovely.’ She beckoned Heather inside. ‘I don’t know what’s just happened, but that is clearly a face bursting with news.’

Bursting. That was exactly the right word. And not just her face: her heart was bursting with excitement and her mind was bursting with thoughts and her body was bursting with trapped energy.

‘Wine?’

‘I’m assuming that was a statement and not a question.’

Debbie waved her towards the sofa before disappearing into the tiny kitchen off the living room. Heather put fingers to her lips and noticed they were trembling. She breathed in through her nose, telling herself to calm down as she released the air through her mouth. It was silly really, letting herself get so worked up. One in fifteen. It was never going to happen. But still …

‘There you go.’ Debbie reappeared with a bottle and two glasses, which she placed on the coffee table. She bent to fill Heather’s glass before pouring her own and settling down beside her on the squashy brown sofa. ‘You have the wine. Now spill the tea.’

Heather flirted briefly with the idea of building suspense, but found she couldn’t wait another moment.

‘I’m a Triple F finalist!’

Debbie’s jaw dropped. ‘No way! You’re in the Final Fifteen, the FF?’ She took a swig of wine, eyes wide. ‘Well FFS!’ And she laughed, one of the deep Debbie laughs that seemed to come right from her core. ‘Babe, that is amazing! I’ve got to see this for myself.’ She leaned across the coffee table for her tablet – an iPad knock-off with a cracked screen she was always meaning to get fixed – and switched it on, drumming her fingers against it until the Final Fifteen appeared. She nudged Heather playfully in the ribs with an elbow as she clicked on her photo. ‘Get you, girl! What a hottie! A face made for CelebRate. And “Class Act” … cute!’

‘I’m not going to be on CelebRate because I’m not going to win,’ Heather said, more to herself than Debbie. Now that the initial surge of excitement had passed, reality was setting in. She needed to manage her own expectations, not get carried away. The higher she let her hopes rise, the further they would have to fall when the winner was announced next week.

But Debbie had no such doubts.

‘Well, I heard they choose the person who gets the most clicks on the Final Fifteen page. And that should definitely be you. You’re much better looking than these others.’

‘That’s just a tabloid theory. The Final Fifteen are chosen randomly but no one really knows exactly how the winners are selected.’ Heather leaned over the tablet and examined the fourteen other faces: her rivals. She tapped on a blonde posing beside a surfboard in a bikini, long hair bouncing around her shoulders. Her body was sun-gold and blemish-free. A video began to play, showing the surfer riding a wave that slowly curled itself around her. ‘And anyway, I’m nowhere near as pretty as this girl.’

She drank a mouthful of wine, feeling some of her excitement drain away.

‘Please,’ Debbie scoffed, waving a dismissive hand above the surfer’s image. ‘She’s just a generic blonde. Your look has depth. It’s more interesting. And check out Blondie’s tagline: “Surf’s Up”. She’s clearly too thick to understand the basic instruction to describe yourself. She’s just describing the condition of water.’ Debbie flicked back to the homepage, where the scrolling Top Trio banner showcased images of the three most popular winners. Heather scanned the row of moving thumbnails just below it: livestream links to parties and premieres where Winfluencers were in the thick of the action, chatting with their followers and passing along their questions to celebrities in real time. Heather’s eyes paused on the middle thumbnail, showing Jim Munson, the number two-rated CelebRater, speaking to Kate Winslet in what appeared to be a castle, tapestries and swords displayed on the stone wall behind them. Hollywood A-listers milled in the background drinking champagne. Heather watched Jim clink glasses with the film star, feeling as though she was peeking through a tiny window into another, more dazzling world. Debbie put the tablet on the arm of the sofa. ‘I bet you’ll win.’ She parked her heels on the coffee table. ‘Have you thought about what you’d do? Would you stay on at the school?’

‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Heather said, and was surprised by a twinge of regret. Good Lord. Did she actually like her underpaid, underappreciated, unglamorous job? Spending her days force-feeding science to teenage brains too jam-packed with crushes and gaming strategies to make space for anything else; patrolling the recreation zone like a prison warden; trading anecdotes about terrible students over terrible coffee in the staffroom? True, she had always wanted to teach, had thought it would be fun – rewarding even. But that was more than two and a half years ago, when her career was still on track.

‘A full-time celebrity. Imagine!’ Then Debbie frowned, making her whole face change. ‘You’ll leave your flat, won’t you? All the winners move to posh houses.’ She put a hand to her mouth, eyes sheening with tears. ‘I’ll miss you!’

Heather leaned over to give her friend a hug. ‘Don’t go getting all emotional about something that isn’t going to happen. And even if I did win – which I won’t – we’d still see each other. You’d just come over to my luxury pad for a visit and our wine would be poured by one of my many hot male servants. Dressed only in boxers and bow ties, as per the boss’s orders.’ She laughed, but Debbie didn’t join in.

‘No. Once you’re rich, you’ll have a new life with new people. You’ll forget all about me.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Heather said. ‘I’m not the sort of person who would drop her friends just because of coming into money. What do you take me for?’ She raised her glass, feeling her excitement returning. One in fifteen. She’d told Debbie it would never happen. But those actually weren’t terrible odds. ‘To good luck and good mates!’

‘Cheers to that.’ Debbie was smiling again as their glasses clinked.








CHAPTER 4

It’s a matter of finding the tipping point. Of knowing which buttons to push. They all have weak points, wounds that can be reopened. I’ve seen to that.

It’s quiet in my study. No sound but the tap of my fingers moving across the keyboard. I slowly become aware that it’s dark outside. When did the sun go down? I’ve been so absorbed in my work, hunting through the chat boards for the perfect spot, that I didn’t register the fading light. Now the only source of illumination is my computer screen, casting a frosty glow across the stack of papers beside it. The one on top is a printout of an article about my current target, showing him emerging from a club with a blonde on his arm. The one underneath it contains the secret he’s been hiding.

I decide to start with Celeb Chat: a thread entitled ‘Loveable Rogue’. It’s full of the usual stuff about how he may be a ladies’ man, but at least he’s honest and up front about it, how he’s cutting a swathe through the female population with a cheeky grin and a wink. I select one of the comments then tap ‘Post Reply’. I write, Ran into an old mate of Jim’s named Desmond, who says he’s ‘a real man’s man’.

I’ve chosen my words carefully. To the site’s censors and fans, the comment will sound innocuous – banal even. But not to Jim. A few more of these sprinkled around CelebRate and the fan boards he’s sure to be monitoring, and he’ll begin to panic, wondering who I am and what I know.








CHAPTER 5

When Heather got back from Debbie’s the first thing she did was go through her messages. Dozens of DMs and emails had arrived over the last hour, including one from the Triple F itself, loaded with attachments: forms, background questionnaires and psychometric tests to be printed off, filled out by hand and sent back via the contest’s private courier service; the Triple F was famously paranoid about online security. There was also a warning not to speak to journalists at this stage in the process. The London Courier must surely be aware of this edict but was having a punt anyway; they’d DMed her, requesting an interview. And a Channel 4 producer wanted to record Heather’s ‘journey’ and be with her, cameras rolling, when the winner was announced. Just as well she wasn’t allowed to say yes to that one. She didn’t want to risk having her look of crushed disappointment captured on film. Her inbox was filled with well wishes from people she hadn’t heard from in ages; college friends who’d left her messages on read were now congratulating her on making it into the FF, suggesting drinks to celebrate. She read through them all, smiling. Then she reached the last unread email, sent an hour before the finalists had been announced. The sender’s name was listed simply as ‘E’, the web address a jumble of letters and numbers tagged to a Gmail account. Weird.

Then she opened it and her smile fell away. The message was short, but those eight words were like a splash of icy water, sluicing away the warmth that had come with the deluge of greetings and well wishes.

‘Watch yourself, bitch. Or I’ll make you sorry.’
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‘Do you think I should call the police?’ Heather glanced around the staffroom to make sure no one was eavesdropping. But the proper teachers were bunched together on the chairs by the window, heads bent in a tight circle of gossip.

Steve broke off a finger of KitKat bought from the shop beside the school and bit into it, forehead creasing as he chewed. Heather wondered if he was surprised she’d come to him with this. He probably assumed she had other, closer friends outside of work. And not so long ago, he would have been right. She used to have a whole posse of college classmates to drink with, laugh with, confide in. But not any more. These days there were only two people she felt she could turn to in a crisis: Debbie and Steve. She had chosen Steve because, for all his flaws, there was a core of strength there, a practicality.

‘Don’t waste your time on the police,’ he said. ‘They won’t do anything. The internet is overrun with trolls. People get messages like this every day. But I do think you should find out who sent it. If you want I can track them down using the IP address.’

‘You can?’ She lifted an eyebrow.

‘Have you forgotten that I am a computer educator?’

‘Isn’t your job mainly telling teenagers not to run off with chatroom strangers and making sure no one’s getting around the porn filters?’

‘Mock if you must, but I happen to have created my own online gaming platform, called “Blood and Guts”, which has attracted a respectable following.’ He took another bite of KitKat. ‘I don’t like to brag, but I’m kind of a genius.’

‘It’s a shame you don’t like to brag. You have such a talent for it.’ She gave his arm a teasing elbow nudge and received a side-smile in response. Then the first bell rang, marking the end of lunch.

‘Back to the salt mines,’ Steve said, putting his dirty mug in the sink, ignoring her pointed look as she washed her own. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll find your troll. Leave it with me.’








CHAPTER 6

‘Look,’ Debbie said, as Heather carried two glasses of wine towards the sofa. ‘It’s almost time.’

Heather’s eyes flew to the station clock on her living room wall. The week since the finalists were announced had gone by in a blur, her emotions swerving between crashing waves of excitement and queasy swells of anxiety. But now, finally, the moment of truth was here. In less than two minutes, the latest Triple F winner would be announced. A fresh burst of adrenaline rode through her, bringing a sick, jittery feeling. She sat down next to Debbie, handing her a glass. Placed her phone face down on the coffee table. Gulped her wine.

‘I won’t win,’ she said firmly. ‘One in fifteen. Not great odds for someone who’s not naturally lucky.’

‘But you are lucky,’ Debbie said. ‘You’ve already made it through the luck part. Once you’re in the finals it’s not about that any more. It’s about being selected.’

Selected. She wondered how much of that process was down to the forms she’d printed off and filled out, the hundreds of multiple-choice questions. There had been personality tests, intelligence tests, tests to gauge adaptability, reasoning, emotional stability.

And the background report. Pages and pages of probing questions about Heather’s life, her family, her past relationships. She had sat for a long time staring at the document headed ‘Traumatic Life Events,’ with its instruction to write down ‘incidents, relationships or accidents that
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