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Praise for Helen Monks Takhar

‘You may be reminded of Villanelle by Lily, the possibly psychopathic young anti-heroine of Helen Monks Takhar’s enthralling workplace thriller.’

Sunday Times

‘A chilling, addictive read … A truly creepy tale of jealousy and obsession.’

Woman & Home

‘Deliciously vitriolic.’

Stylist

‘Dark, disturbing, compulsive. I was genuinely terrified reading this.’

Adele Parks

‘An incredibly addictive thriller … It’s creepy and unnerving, with observations that are often dead-on.’

Samantha Downing

‘A deliciously dark, addictive and twisted page-turner.’

Alice Feeney

‘An intergenerational clash between two women, played out to a shocking finale. Nail-biting.’

Harriet Tyce

‘A compelling debut … With moments that will shock and frustrate, fans of Killing Eve will love the cat-and-mouse element. Gripping throughout, a highly addictive read.’

Heat

‘Packed with toxic rivalry, obsession, deceit and explosive twists!’

My Weekly

‘Dark and totally gripping.’

Bella

‘A clever, truly creepy and uniquely modern tale.’

Woman’s Own

‘We were hooked from the first page – a brilliant and dark story.’

Closer

‘A modern tale of jealousy and paranoia … tightly plotted and gripping … will keep you hooked.’

Woman’s Weekly

‘A taut, sharply written thriller about two women and their toxic obsession with one another. Sexy, scary and satirical, [it’s] a cat-and-mouse tale on steroids.’

The Bookseller

‘A hypnotic dance of obsession, gaslighting and revenge that doesn’t let up until its final unnerving reveal.’

People

‘What a debut! Twisty, explosive, and hugely compelling, with hints of Gone Girl … Excellent.’

Will Dean

‘Twisted, dark and shocking. Absolutely terrific.’

Jo Spain

‘Fiendishly entertaining. A suspenseful and unsettling cautionary tale.’

Publishers Weekly

‘A slick, fast-paced, compelling novel that asks genuine questions. I loved it and was hooked from beginning to end.’

Kate Hamer

‘A nail-biting, dark thriller.’

Platinum

‘Breath-taking. A brilliant, butt-kicking romp … I couldn’t put it down.’

Alex Marwood

‘A brilliantly twisted tale. LOVED it.’

Lisa Hall

‘Disturbing, zeitgeisty and twisted, [it] will make you second guess everything.’

Phoebe Morgan
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Words – so innocent and powerless as they are, as standing in a dictionary, how potent for good and evil they become in the hands of one who knows how to combine them.

Nathaniel Hawthorne

The entire world feels entitled to know everything about me … If I were just your average twenty-three-year-old girl, and I called the police to say that there were strange men sleeping on my lawn and following me to Starbucks, they would leap into action. But because I am a famous person, well, sorry, ma’am, there’s nothing we can do.

Jennifer Lawrence
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ACT I

‘As a director, the best choices you make will often be the hardest won, though to the viewer, these will appear self-evident. Certain scenes, when viewed from the angle and focus you have chosen, feel so intuitive in their design, so obvious in their emotional impact, the person watching will have no idea about the dilemmas you tackled in creating them. They will neither know, nor care, what tortures you endured before arriving at your decisions, purely because you’ve made that choice feel like the most natural outcome imaginable.’

FILM SCHOOL LECTURE NOTES TRANSCRIPTION
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Essie, the night of the awards

My body floats facedown in my pool at Lotus Lodge.

My dress is perfect: backless, bright white like the moon. The lapping water sends the hem towards the top of my thighs. Like the rest of me, my legs are spray-tanned nut-brown; my extensions are blonde, snaking across the surface of the water like they want to get away from me; my fingernails, black. My psychiatrist told me I suffer from a dissociative disorder and looking at my body now – its legs, skin, hair, and nails – I believe her. None of these pieces of me feel like they really belong to me now, if they ever did. Maybe that’s what happens when everyone from your mother down has their take on every part of you: long-lens beach shots of my legs’ ‘stubborn cellulite’; newspaper columns on the lines on my face and the procedures I apparently had in a ‘desperate bid’ to get rid of them; Twitter memes of my damp underarms on set at Daybreak. Wouldn’t these disconnect even a well-adjusted woman from herself? And with my family, I was never coming at the mad intrusion of fame into my body, into my entire life, from a place where I knew where my boundaries ought to lie.

But none of that matters now. I’ve crossed a line. I can’t come back over it. I don’t want to. So, let’s pan out and look at the scene.

It looks kind of like the start of Sunset Boulevard, only it’s me, the star of the screen, who’s facedown in the water. No chance I’ll be staring into a camera like Norma Desmond tonight, ready for my close-up. And the writer isn’t narrating this story from beyond the grave. She is alive, but she’s not well, not now she’s seen me.

‘NO!’ April shrieks from my poolside. She’s also in a white dress, her grey-blonde hair in its usual braid at her neck. Her palms fly to the sides of her head as she steps closer to the pool, before retreating to the sliding glass doors that divide it from my favourite living space in Lotus. Bent like a drinking straw, her hands against the glass, April hyperventilates as she speaks.

‘Oh god, oh god, oh god. No, Essie. Please, no.’ She forces herself to turn back to view my body once more. ‘What have you done!?’

April immediately assumes I’ve done this to myself and, in a way, she’s right. But millions of people are culpable. Every person who clicked on one of those stories about my body; everyone who piled on to make my name trend on Twitter for no good reason, posted some dark comment on Insta, or picked up a magazine at the checkout because I was on the cover crying over ‘my latest heartbreak’ or ‘the fallout from my shocking scandal’; every single person who shoved a smartphone in my face to steal another image of me, ignoring me when I begged them, ‘Please. Not today’; they have their share of blame for pushing me to this point. And if they could see me now, I know what they’d be thinking: Essie Lay has finally added herself to the rest: Amy Winehouse, Caroline Flack, Paula Yates, Marilyn Monroe … Last year, I fell off my throne as the queen of British light entertainment and into the gutter. Now, I’m one more famous female scalp they picked away at until it seemed there wasn’t enough left of Essie Lay worth saving.

April walks shakily back to the pool. She doesn’t notice the empty champagne bottle on the tiles until the side of her heel catches it and it rolls into the water with a splash. With her next steps, April grinds some stray pills into the sole of her shoe. Spotting the scattered tablets, she reaches towards the pill bottle on the ground, dropping onto her haunches to pick it up. Teetering now on the edge of the pool, she peers at the label.

‘Zolpidem?’

Shaking her head, she places the bottle back down so that she might reach into the water for me, but I’m too far from the side. April strains further. Still, I’m out of reach.

‘Hope the head’s not too bad – thought I had some ibuprofen in the glove compartment.’

A tall, handsome man calls from far behind April in the entrance atrium in his borrowed black tie. He strides across the marble floor, through to the living room, then to the pool area. Jags, April’s boyfriend.

‘Maybe Essie’s got … April?’

Jags comes up behind her, sees me. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he gasps. Meanwhile, April’s fingertips are about to touch the surface of the water near a strand of my extensions.

‘Don’t!’ Jags shouts, rocking her on the spot. She almost falls into the water, but he moves to hold her from behind, retrieving her from the edge. ‘Don’t,’ he repeats more quietly. ‘She’s obviously … oh shit. April, come away, you probably shouldn’t disturb the scene.’

April snaps her hand back, mouths something inaudible, mystified, like she’s having her own out-of-body experience. Jags slips off his dinner jacket and drapes it around her shoulders, his hands firmly on either side of her as he lifts her to her feet and leads her back towards the living room.

‘I don’t think you need to see this,’ he tells her. Still, April can’t help but turn her head over her shoulder, unable to take her eyes off me in the water. ‘Darling. There’s nothing you can do to help her now.’ Jags breaks contact only to slide the glass doors closed behind them.

‘Oh god, oh god, oh god. Just … why?’ April slides down the glass doors, unable to stand. They remain in silence for a few moments. April still struggling for breath on the floor, Jags rubbing his mouth and chin with his fingers and thumb.

‘Say something. Please,’ April begs eventually, her voice heightened and strained.

‘I’m stunned, obviously. Essie’s seemed a bit up and down, I suppose, but I had no idea it was as bad as this. Did you?’

April shakes her head. ‘I never thought she’d ever …’ Does this sentence end with an unspoken … go through with it?

‘I guess she’s one of those girls, women. You told me once she tried this sort of thing before.’

April blinks away an old memory she doesn’t want to recall now. ‘You said, the scene.’ April looks at Jags, bewildered. ‘I assumed she’d—’

‘I mean, yeah, me too. What else?’

‘But the scene,’ April says, rising panic in her voice. ‘You don’t think someone else could be involved?’ she whispers, looking about in fresh terror, imagining a murderer might still be lurking somewhere in Lotus.

‘Turn of phrase.’ Jags shakes his head dismissively. ‘Essie was seeing a psychiatrist, wasn’t she? Her mental health must have got the better of her.’

At this, April’s head falls, and she seems to swallow the nausea in her mouth.

‘But we probably don’t want to mess around with anything, not before whoever comes along to do whatever they need to do,’ Jags continues.

April half-nods, then blinks herself to a new realisation. ‘Who do we call? What do we do?’ She swipes her head left to right as though searching for something. ‘Is it real? Is she really gone?’

‘I’m so sorry. This is … just appalling. Here.’ Jags holds out his hands. April resists for a second before letting him lift her to her feet and guiding her deeper into the living room to sit. He takes her to a rattan egg chair hanging from the high ceiling, its back turned to the pool.

‘I’m so, so sorry, darling. Sorry for her, sorry for you,’ Jags says. He is on his knees in front of April.

She swallows and speaks haltingly from a throat tight with tears. ‘Tonight was supposed to be about me and her. We were going to show them all we could do things our way and better than they could have ever imagined.’ April searches Jags’s eyes and finally lets her tears go. But are they for the dead star or for her? Because if everything had gone according to her plan, in approximately two and half hours, April’s career, all her life’s choices, had a shot of looking like they were all worthwhile.

April is odds-on to win Best Director at the British Film Association Awards tonight, and under April’s direction, I’m a sure-fire bet to take Best Actress. She thought winning tonight meant as much to me as it did to her because she hasn’t been famous enough for long enough to know this: awards only give you a cheap little break from yourself. Whether you win at the TV Now Awards (Best Female Presenter, nine years on the trot thanks to the ‘cosy chemistry with screen husband Jude Lancaster’) or the goddamn Oscars (where The Vanished Woman was carelessly overlooked – your loss, The Academy), it doesn’t really change a thing. Because when that ceremony’s over, sure, I’d leave with my hunk of metal, maybe even take home a man I’ve told myself is worth making my whole world for a few stupid months, but I’d also have to leave the after-party with Essie Lay. No prize is big enough to take away that pain.

‘It’s my fault.’ April sobs. ‘This is all my fault. How didn’t I see this coming?’

‘Essie wanted to be back in the public eye,’ Jags says soothingly. ‘You made that happen for her in the best way possible but, for whatever reason, she couldn’t handle it. You couldn’t have predicted that. This isn’t on you.’

April has stopped listening. ‘Oh god. Do we need to call the police? Or should we call an ambulance?’

Jags pauses.

‘Jags?’

‘April. You were a good friend to Essie.’

She shakes her head. ‘No, I wasn’t. I couldn’t have been.’

‘When you cast Essie it was a rescue mission, she’d be nothing without you. You got the very best from her throughout the shoot and now, well, like I said, there’s nothing left for you to do.’

‘I’m not sure what you’re—’

‘I think we should come back and deal with this in the morning.’ Jags rushes it out as though if he says it quickly, it can’t be as big and bad as it sounds.

A stunned pause.

‘What?’ April’s face is slack in outrage. ‘No. This is my best friend … This is …’ She struggles to say the words. ‘This is my best friend’s body.’

Jags meets her gaze. ‘Yes, it probably does sound cruel, but April, I’ve seen life be pretty cruel to you.’

A tear falls down April’s cheek.

‘I’ve seen what trying to get your second film off the ground is doing to you.’ April slumps now, shutting her eyes tight, not wanting to acknowledge the struggle Jags has witnessed. ‘You’re still being lumped with the “rookie female director” label, your brilliant film not much more than a calling card, a toe in the door. It isn’t fair and it boils my blood, and it is why I’m saying to you: let me get you to the Albert Hall tonight, help you brave-face it, just long enough so you can take the kudos, make your connections and get out of the rut they’ve put you in, and then, we’ll deal with all of this.’ Jags gestures back to the pool. ‘First thing tomorrow.’

April shakes her head emphatically. ‘No, Jagdeep. Absolutely not. There’s no way I could do that.’

Jags sighs. ‘Darling.’ He strokes her cheek with the back of his fingers. ‘This is devastating and completely tragic, but for reasons we don’t understand, Essie is gone. You’re still here, with a life to live. So, for the good of the rest of your career – and your one life – I’m asking you to put your needs first, just for tonight.’

April bites her top lip, takes her phone out of her clutch bag and shows the screen to Jags. ‘This is the message she sent me; the reason I wanted us to come here. Essie thought so little of herself, I wanted to convince her she didn’t need to anymore.’

April looks away as Jags reads:


Lovely April, I’m so, sorry, I’m not going. Can’t face it, THEM! Massive luck to you. Actually, the hell with that, you know you’re going to win (and no one wants luck like mine, anyway!). Can I email you my acceptance speech just in case I do get lucky (is that really vain?!?!?!)? You’ll go up for me, won’t you, in case something good does happen? I’ll time it so it doesn’t arrive before they announce Best Actress, so it’s not sat in your inbox, like a curse. If I do win, April, you know it’ll be more yours than it is mine, don’t you? Essie Lay really doesn’t deserve to win, but whatever happens tonight, you definitely deserve it. Exx



‘This makes it clear.’ Jags flicks the air in front of April’s screen. ‘Essie wasn’t expecting you to come here. She wanted you to go to the awards.’ This sends a fresh surge of tears into April’s eyes. God, maybe she will actually miss me. ‘We could still get there in time if we go right now.’

Another pause.

‘No, Jags. I can’t leave her. Please, drop that idea and let’s call whoever we need to.’

Jags thinks about it for a second before speaking again.

‘Janine. Let’s get her over here. You can call her on the way, tell her about the message, say you’re worried about Essie being on her own, say you think she needs her sister. She’ll be here within the hour. Darling, you should let tonight play out exactly how Essie wanted it: you, at the Albert Hall, representing both of you.’

April lets her head fall into her hands. ‘I’m in shock, Jags. I can hardly believe this is happening. Essie is dead, for god’s sake. I could never act normal tonight.’

But I know if she does lie to Janine, to everyone who asks her why I’m not there, whatever she tells them, they’ll all believe her. Because as much as she prefers life behind the camera, April has already shown me she’s easily the better actress out of the two of us.








2

April, then and before

The whole show was about to fall apart. It was 4.30 a.m. and the Hollywood B-lister they’d hung that edition of The Dawn Chorus on was not in makeup, he was still in a Mayfair club, inebriated, altered, and definitely not coming to the studio.

At twenty-two, in my first job out of university – stuck in light entertainment TV production while I worked out how to get writing work – I watched the usually unflappable producer desperately try to pull in favours with celebrity bookers. But which agents were going to answer the call at that hour? And what did it say about their clients’ kudos if they were ready to schlep immediately to Zone 6 for a slot on a breakfast show predominantly watched by students still up from the night before? Senior members of the crew had started to shout; the finger of blame was about to be pointed in numerous directions.

‘I know that club; I’ll go and get him.’

At first, no one knew who had spoken, the voice was a little unsure and unfamiliar in the cacophony.

‘Anyone got a car I could borrow?’

It was a new runner, on her first day in the job, and in amongst the panic that morning, no one had properly noticed her yet. That was about to change. The noise stopped. All eyes turned to her.

She was unmistakably striking, but not in the most immediately obvious way. Her own eyes were darkish, oddly indistinguishable in colour but sparkled brightly. Her teeth were perhaps a little too prominent, and her features a shade lopsided, but rather than detract from her beauty, these imperfections only added to her allure by offering the viewer something different and equally compelling each time you viewed her. I knew instinctively she would look even better on camera than she did in real life. Her face was somehow unknowable and yet instantly recallable. From this moment on, this lowly runner wasn’t a woman anyone could ignore, least of all me.

With no better suggestion, the director wordlessly threw his car keys in her direction. She went to snatch them clean out of the air but missed, making a goofy face when she had to scoop them off the floor. Beauty, chutzpah, and clumsiness: an irresistible combination that rendered her simultaneously deeply desirable and somehow available.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Who wants to come with? I might need backup to bundle his ass into the backseat.’ She put her fists up and grinned, a smile that came quickly, drawing people even deeper into her, an expression that made you feel as though she was prepared to give a piece of herself to you, regardless of whether this was true.

‘I’m Esther, by the way.’

A dozen hands shot in the air, including mine. Back then, it seemed to me that time in the car with Essie might give me a shot of becoming friends with the most dynamic and charismatic person on set, but more importantly, one who hadn’t yet had the chance, like all my other colleagues, to decide I was not friend material. I’d been a runner for a year already; by aligning my stock with her obvious value, she might make mine rise too.

My bid to accompany Essie that morning was ignored. The producer sent her with a big-boned lighting engineer, who later reported how easily she’d entered the club (she either knew someone on the door, or immediately made them feel as though they were well acquainted), found the B-lister who, on seeing Essie, simply obeyed her command. But when they arrived at the studio, there was a further obstacle to overcome: partying all night had rendered him unable to stand, or even sit without slouching into a heap, a major problem given the extended interview he was meant to be doing with Fiona, a veteran newsreader in her sixties whose career was undergoing a nostalgic revival.

But Essie’s spark shone through again. ‘Why don’t they do the interview lying down? It’ll be cool; we could make them a little nest,’ she said. And from that day on, all Fiona’s interviews were performed propped up on a throw and pillows, her loving the sexy undertones of being horizontal with the beautiful people after thirty years buttoned up at the BBC, the Talent delighting in the languid atmosphere.

That first day, I had an idea that would build on what Essie had put in motion: shooting the interview using an old video camera I’d spotted in a storage cupboard. I wondered if there was some way we might use it to capture grainy footage that would create the sense the viewer was watching a home movie, something intimate and that, perhaps, we should not be party to. But when I went to speak, I was shut down by the stressed director, which left me blushing furiously as he sent me away to ‘find more cushions’ for Fiona’s interview cocoon. It was not the first time I had more to offer than anyone was interested in taking. And it made me wonder again, that if I were able to attach myself to the new runner, might I too be seen and heard? Could I finally leave behind the bottom rung of the ladder?

In my spare time, of which there was much, I’d been surreptitiously watching and photographing people since my late teens, quietly writing stories about the imagined lives of myself and others. I savoured many things about doing this, including the specific sense of control it afforded me: how to make a character move through a place or story. Given how compelling I knew Essie would be on camera, it wasn’t long after she’d joined The Dawn Chorus – and I’d quietly removed the old video camera on unregistered permanent loan – that I decided I would rewrite the play I wrote at university as a short film, imagining one day being brave enough to ask Essie to star in it. (Though for months after she joined we barely swapped little more than pleasantries: a snatched morning greeting when she and I arrived at the same time, earlier than everyone else; a shared eyeroll near the catering station when the Talent moaned about the quality of the coffee, or the temperature of their croissant.)

I believe I must have been the first person to identify the quality in Essie that ultimately led to her ubiquitous presence on our screens for the best part of two decades – on midmorning magazine shows sat on bright sofas, doing earnest pieces to camera; on family-friendly documentaries, putting herself through heart-stopping or cringe-inducing stunts; on wildly popular reality shows, going undercover in spikier journalistic strands. Essie’s It factor: an inherent tendency to absorb attention, to pull people to her in a way that is neither intended, nor learnt.

As well as energising my writing and directing ambitions, the woman who went on to become the nation’s sweetheart brought out something else specific and powerful within me. I have never been the least attractive woman in the room; the only thing I truly dislike about my body is my erythrophobia, a potentially debilitating fear of blushing, one so powerful that even the thought of turning scarlet triggers a great and ugly wash of red to flash across my face, neck, and chest. But Essie gave me a specific and ice-cold poke of envy. I didn’t think I’d ever persuade anyone to look at me the way every single person she met looked at Essie. Nineteen years on, I’m still not wholly convinced my fears were unjustified.

Essie always seemed to know what was fashionable before anyone else, or maybe things appeared on trend simply by virtue of being chosen by her. When she first joined The Dawn Chorus, her hair was her natural tone, a colour not dissimilar to the black coffee she drank in vast cups throughout the day. Soon enough, the set became populated with bottle-fresh brunettes. But a few weeks later, when Essie arrived with a full head of gold and copper highlights – apparently because her mother had described her natural hair as ‘dowdy’ – most of the other female crew members followed suit. Essie led, people followed, even if she didn’t expect or want them to. It was clear to me she was merely waiting in life’s departure lounge before soaring to the heights she was destined for, places to which I was not automatically granted passage. Travelling in her slipstream, capturing her magnetism on camera, these were ways someone like me might reach destinations I might never see without the likes of her.

Esther Laycock – or Essie Lay, as she was rapidly re-packaged by Jonathan, her agent, and backed up by her sister Janine, who would cling on to ‘manage’ her – was fated to be the magazine cover girl, the top story on the sidebar, the woman who would fill your living room with her signature giggle, her loveable manner, and off-centre smile. She was born to variously become the girl next door, the cool older sister, the TV best friend, the ‘presenter you definitely would’, until the day she became a cautionary tale, an example of how not to be a woman.

I reached out to her after this terrible episode. I wanted to remind Essie of the short but incredibly intense time when she gave me a big role in her life: her cheerleader and confidante. Being with her made me more than I was, gave me access to a better future than I thought I could achieve without her. And then, after she cut me loose and left me out in the cold, sometimes I felt my future might never arrive. Because when I was Essie’s friend, some of her stardust seemed to settle on me, making me also fated for success, built for love. And when Essie froze me out only a few short months into our friendship, I felt like nothing, far worse than even before. That entire time left me with a hurt that ran very deeply, a sour flavour I would taste over and over throughout the years that followed.

I believe most of us have an event in our early adulthood that sets us on the trajectory for how the rest of our lives will be; a job you did or did not get, a course you took, a lover lost or never had. For me, my severance from Essie Lay became the touchstone that defined my twenties and the life beyond. It nearly ruined me, until I made it galvanise me into the person I am today.

So, with the distance of the years between then and now, and with my screenwriting and directing credits, the critical reception for my work so far, I have shown my peers, my family, and more importantly, myself, I am someone who deserved more than being dumped by the cool girl for nothing I had done wrong. And if she had been paying any attention, I would have shown Essie too. I didn’t need her to achieve what I have, after all.

Now, as I embark on the biggest career move of my life – directing a film I have written, one with the chance of putting me on Hollywood’s radar and of proving my worth once and for all to those who have thought so little of me – I’m about to be reunited with my former friend for the first time since she ghosted me the best part of twenty years ago. And even though as the director of this film, of this scene in my life, I am technically in control, and even though she’s here today at my invitation, something inside me wants to run away, scream, and hide from Essie Lay.
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Essie, before

I wasn’t sure what seeing April again would feel like. I haven’t let myself think about that whole disastrous time in so long. I nearly didn’t come. Twice I asked my driver to turn around, but still I came. So, why am I here? Last week, a rumour I was dead lit up social media. I wanted to post something along the lines of, Sorry to disappoint you all. Not ready for my dirt nap yet. I asked Janine if I should, and my sister replied that I should let the rumour ‘burn itself out’.

‘But they’re saying I’m dead. Worse than that, they’re dancing on my grave.’

My sister shrugged. I wasn’t even allowed to tell the world I was still alive, though there are some days of late, I really wish I wasn’t.

April walks towards me. She has the same grey-blonde medium-length hair she had when I first ever met her, plaited at the nape of her neck, and holds herself the same uncomfortable way she always did, like she’s borrowed her body from someone who’ll want it back soon. She does seem to have ditched a little of her desperate puppy waiting-to-be-kicked vibe, and she looks thinner; small but important now. How things change.

‘April, you look amazing.’ I’m shocked by how ready I am to be nice to her after how it ended between us. I’m also taken aback by how cracked my voice sounds when I speak, even though I managed to stop crying twenty minutes ago. Oh god, I shouldn’t be here. What am I doing here? While I’m wondering whether we should hug, April goes for it. No one’s hugged me, or even been the tiniest bit kind to me, for two weeks now, not since I last saw Jackson. The man who came into my life like an absolute dream come true, the man whom I would have given whatever he asked for. And when I did just that, my whole world imploded. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

‘Essie. You’re here. I’m so glad,’ April says, her own voice a little shaky. ‘Did they get you a drink?’ she asks me as she pulls away from the hug without returning my compliment, but then, why should she lie? I look like shit; my extensions are a mess, it’s all I can do to pull them into a scraggy ponytail each morning since it all went south. And I’ve had to start doing my own makeup, my patchy foundation and clumpy mascara reminding me why I’ve always preferred other people doing it. I think of all the lovely hair and makeup girls on Daybreak; all the laughs we had in my dressing room over Jude’s latest tantrum before heading into the brutal lights on set. Like a thump in the stomach, I feel the memories of what used to be my life, the people who were around me all the time, who can’t get far enough away from me now. I am here because I am a leper to everyone except for a girl I used to be friends with almost twenty years ago.

‘Yes, I have a drink, thanks!’

I pick up my big coffee cup from the very long table next to me and waggle it in the air between April and me, making a splash of coffee fall to the floor.

‘Shit.’

I don’t know why I did that, why I’m still doing things like that. It feels almost as though I’m doing an impression of the bright and breezy womanchild everyone’s known me as for so long. Who else should I be now?

‘Still drinking your big black coffees?’ April says with a faint smile. I didn’t think she’d remember.

‘You know me, anything to fill my belly up without actually eating.’ I pat my stomach, not nearly as taut as it should be. I don’t know why I did that either.

April smiles and flexes a heavy brick of salmon-coloured paper between us. I see she not only has a thinner frame than back then, she has biceps too.

Written on the front page of April’s big pink print-off:


THE VANISHED WOMAN

By April Eden



‘This is the thing you’re directing?’ I ask.

‘I wrote it too.’ It slips out a bit too snappily for her to sound cool about it. I can almost hear the lyrics she’s singing in her head: How you like me now? Then, a nasty, horrible little thought pops into mine: I hope she’s still single.

‘That’s brilliant, April. You always did have a way with words. So exciting you’re making your own film.’

She smiles again, a nervous one this time. I wonder if she still does that blushy thing she used to. We move to seats on the extended table, April at the head, me to one side. It seems extra odd to be here, at a huge table in a cavernous converted old church with her. It reminds me so much of the old bank she was living in when I knew her back in the day – echoey, not made for the purpose April was using it for. The years since I last saw her feel like a stretched elastic band going back to its normal size. My head starts to swim in the memories, moments in time where I didn’t understand who to believe, who to trust. Just like now.

‘I’ve been thinking about you so much since I saw what happened with your—’

If I didn’t want to hear April talk about back then, I definitely don’t want to hear her summarise the shame of my professional and personal life now. All I can do is try to keep it light, even as my head starts to fizz on my shoulders. Joking her way past whatever real feeling wants to punch through, it’s what Essie Lay would do. ‘Oh yeah! I really fucked up there, didn’t I?’ I rush out before April can finish the sentence.

But what I’m saying is completely true. I did fuck up. And what’s worse is that I have to do the next bit of my life almost utterly alone. I’ve become ‘a toxic brand’. All the companies that once begged me to front them have either quietly ended our relationship until further notice or scored points with the public by cutting my contract in full view on social media. Janine’s told me that my accountant advised me to sack my glam squad, my publicist, and my PA, as well as my household staff, because in all honesty, we don’t know when I’m going to work again and Lotus costs a fortune to run. The whole process of being cancelled – my friends disappearing, having to get rid of my team, my phone only ringing when it’s Janine or my parents calling to remind me how stupid I was/am – tells me exactly how alone I am now. Worse than that, it tells me how alone I was all along and didn’t even realise.

‘I was worried about you,’ April tells me. ‘I saw that story about you being …’ She pauses in the spot where she should have said dead. ‘I know it was a lifetime ago, but I couldn’t help but remember … how you were that weekend you had me over at your family’s place in Kent?’

She says it in a way that suggests there’s a chance I might have forgotten what happened. It’s pretty ballsy of her to bring that up now like this, straight off the bat. I say nothing. It’s all too much, too soon. I can’t go into that dark time long ago when today is already so black. I feel the tears hot behind my eyes, where I will them to stay.

‘Would you mind if we …’ If you never mentioned that time ever again, please? ‘It’s been pretty rough recently. I’m happy to let bygones be bygones if you are. That’s why I’m here and I’m assuming because you asked me here, you’re happy to do that too?’

April smiles again, maybe a shade too wide, but it’s there, and the tension is broken again, but only for a moment. Because there’s something I have to know now.

‘April. Why am I here?’

April nods solemnly. ‘Before we get into that, I want you to know I’m here for you. No matter what’s gone on between us in the past, no matter what happens after today, I’m here.’

‘Right … Thank you,’ I say. What else am I supposed to say and do with this information? Of all the people in the world I thought I’d ever need to prop me up when times were bad, April would have been close to the last. But unlike just about everyone else I’ve ever known, she is here. She did call. I’m not sure anything about my life right now could get any more unsettling. Let’s see.

‘And about today?’ I ask.

April takes a long sip from her own cup and places it very close to her body as if she doesn’t want me to see what’s inside. The contents: black coffee.

‘I’m sorry I was a little cryptic. It’s been so long, and I didn’t want to scare you off.’

‘It takes a lot to scare me these days,’ I tell her, even though its completely untrue. Actually, I feel pretty scared right now.

April looks at her script as though it’s an animal with a life of its own that’s decided to sit quietly for the time being. ‘As a director, there are a million options for me to choose from to get it exactly right: how to make my characters move through a scene to convey the story I want to tell, how to be sure I’ve cast the right people for the two central roles, Antonia and particularly Elena, the woman who vanishes.’

April blinks and a hint of red creeps over a patch of collar bone peeking out from her white T-shirt. I feel as though we might finally be getting somewhere. She stretches a smile across her face in a weird sort of way and looks at her hands for a moment before fixing me right in the eye.

‘That’s why I invited you here today. We’re about to get into rehearsals but I don’t think I’ve found the right Elena.’

‘Right. What’s that got to do with me? I don’t act.’

But could I? God knows I’ve spent enough years pretending to be someone I’m not – a happy-go-lucky girl, a people person – and I’ve spent thousands of hours on screen making like being there was my happy place (hence the fits of ‘spontaneous giggles’ Jude was famous for setting off). On a bad day, it felt like an out-of-body experience. How had I ended up in a situation where my paycheque depended on pretending I was loving every minute? I was like a kind of sex worker who specialised in giggling for cash. I basically monetised my ability to make people think I like them. I know why people might think this was easy money or hate me for not being grateful, but while the career I had might have been somebody else’s dream, it was never actually mine. I was forced into being ‘Essie Lay’ to pay for my dad’s money-pit beach mansion before I could work out what my own dreams were.

April looks serious now, and I feel time shrinking again. I’m back there, at Signal House that day twenty years ago, April drinking gin on the lawn with me and my dad. It’s not a time or place I want to be.

‘Elena,’ April says, bringing me back into the room. ‘There are secrets she holds within herself. That’s until Antonia, a therapist hired by Elena’s family, is tasked with unlocking the reason she disappeared and won’t say where she’s been.’ April turns her grey eyes to me like she’s about to announce something very important. Her lips tremble for a moment. ‘You. You should be Elena.’

I give an involuntary shudder, remembering all the compliments April liked to give me. She was too much. This is too, surely.

‘It’s amazing you would think that, honey, but you do know I’ve never acted. Ever.’ I think my instincts are telling me to get out of here, but it’s been so long since I’ve been able to follow my gut, make my own decisions, I can hardly hear the voice inside me. I’m like a forty-odd-year-old performing child who needs to be told what to think. On my own, without Janine, Jonathan, my team, I have to react to whatever’s happening by myself. It’s making me feel wobbly, disorientated.

‘I think you can and should do this,’ April says.

‘Right.’ Tears want to cloud my voice. After everything I’ve been through these last two weeks, in all the darkness, here’s a chink of light: someone thinks I might still be good for something, even if it is only April.

The assistant who got me my coffee walks in from the old church’s entrance. ‘They’re starting to arrive.’

I turn to April, panicking, fishing out the fake glasses I always carry with me from my bag and shoving them on my face before pulling my hoodie right over my head.

‘Who’s arriving? I thought it was just us today.’

‘We’re doing a table read of the shooting script for The Vanished Woman,’ April tells me in a way that wouldn’t feel strange if she followed up with a Da-dum-daaah! ‘I thought it made sense for you to see my work this way and see what you make of it all; better than reading the script alone – though, of course, take this home.’ She pushes the block of paper to me.

Loud, actorly laughing comes from the vestibule. The cast are about to file in. I’m genuinely scared now. What if I’m seen? What if Janine finds out what I’ve done today without her sign-off?

‘Shit, April. Jonathan and Janine say I need to stay out of the papers for a while. I can’t be here.’

‘I completely understand. There’s a place I’ve set up for you up there.’ April gestures to an upper seating level. ‘I’ve tried to make things comfortable for you and you won’t be seen; it will be like you’re not here at all.’

‘Well,’ I grab my cup, looking over my shoulder as the actors’ voices grow louder, ‘I’ve got no bloody choice now, have I?’ I say, half-jokingly, almost tripping over the straps of my handbag before grabbing that too and heading up the staircase across the room. That unsteady feeling again – I really don’t know where I am or what I’m doing. I feel like a balloon someone let go of, floating away from wherever I’m supposed to be.

But what I do know is this: I can’t leave here the way I came, and no matter how unqualified I am to take up April on her offer, how weird this whole situation is, the truth is, I’ve got nothing and no one else to say yes to.
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April, the night of the awards

‘I don’t think I’ll get the sight of her like she is out of my mind,’ I tell Jags.

‘I know,’ he says. ‘Neither will I.’

Jags strokes my arm before getting off his knees and taking a seat at the end of one of Essie’s huge cream sofas. The arm looks greyed and dirty. I notice the pale carpet is covered in detritus, with stains between the sofas and the enormous glass coffee table, which itself is coated in dust. It strikes me that like Essie, if you care to look closely, Lotus Lodge is a mess. The only clean-looking thing in the room is the chair I’m sat on. The single domestic task I’ve seen Essie perform with any regularity is to assiduously wipe down its upholstery with a damp piece of kitchen roll, once, sometimes twice or more a day. She sometimes seemed fixated on keeping what she’d described to me once as her ‘safe place’ clean, as if by seeing that one part of her world was always in order, she might imagine the rest of it to be the same..

I read Essie bought her neoclassical, three-storey, nine-bedroom mansion in Hampstead on her father’s advice soon after she first started making serious money. It’s a significant property that needs a lot of upkeep. As well as the shabbiness inside that I’m just noticing, I now recall working out on the veranda last week and registering how the wide pond of lotus flowers that gives the house its name was flecked with dead blooms. The ornamental grass edging its banks was tatty and dry and in need of cutting, while the expanse of the lawn beyond had become overgrown and dotted with patches of yellow weeds. The state of Lotus was a cry for help I not only ignored but I was so wrapped up in my own life – Jags, trying to get my next project The Longest Road, off the ground – I did not even hear.

I tip my head back onto the cushion of Essie’s chair.

‘Essie deserved so much more,’ I say to myself.

‘I agree.’ Jags sighs. ‘And now, her legacy isn’t ever going to be award-winning actress. It’ll be …’ he gestures back to the pool, ‘… that. Her award, her work completely overshadowed.’

‘That’s beyond awful,’ I say, a sob breaking through, knowing what Jags is saying is true.

Silence for a couple of moments, as I dry my eyes with the back of my palm, before Jags speaks again.

‘There is another scenario, of course; one way to give the way Essie will be remembered a chance.’

I shake my head, close my eyes. Essie’s narrative – a hard beast to wrangle at the best of times, including when her casting as Elena was announced – is only going to end up wildly out of control in these very worst of times.

‘There’s no way I can steer Essie’s story now.’

Jags waits a beat before he speaks next.

‘You can if you let her, and you, have tonight like she wanted.’

‘No, Jags. Not this again. Please, I—’

‘Hear me out. Please?’

I let out a breath. I’m too overcome to argue with him right now.

‘Look, no one has to know anything if we don’t tell them yet. But if we call Janine and get her over here, we buy a couple of hours, long enough for Essie to win and tomorrow’s headlines to get written. And when Janine gets here, yes, she’ll be shocked and devastated, but she’ll know what to do, who to call and when and how to best notify the vultures.’

I imagine the horrific headlines if we break the news of her death right now; sickening, cheap, and none of them referring to Essie’s talent or accolades.

‘I know it won’t be how you want it,’ Jags continues, ‘and I know it will be the hardest thing you’ve ever had to do, but you could do it, and I really think you should.’

‘Why are you so desperate for me to leave Essie, Jags?’

He looks at me as though I’ve said something mad.

‘It’s my job to look after you. But if you won’t go tonight for yourself, then do it for her.’

I don’t want to admit it yet, but there is a chance Jags might be right. Not letting the world know what’s happened to her before she’s had a chance to be awarded Best Actress is the only shot we have at giving Essie anything like the legacy she deserves. She needs to be ‘award-winning film star’ long enough so this narrative can’t be entirely wiped out by tabloids reframing all of who she was using their preferred ‘tragic childless woman’ lens.

Jags leaves his seat and takes my hand. I feel the pull to Essie, my stomach churning again at the image of her. I move back towards the pool, but Jags gently pulls me in the opposite direction.

‘April. Darling. I honestly believe picking up her award, instead of telling the world she’s killed herself, is the last thing you can do for Essie. Come.’

And it happens. I nod. My eyes stay closed. I want everything about tonight to be completely different. And now I’m moving away from Essie, telling myself I’m doing this for her, but knowing somewhere this is because I am selfish and I want my moment tonight. And because while I may be fearsome on set, in every other time and place, including now, I am a coward. I don’t want to be the one who tells the world Essie is dead.

So, I let Jags lead me out of the living room and back into the atrium, noticing the scruff-marked and grimy marble floor, another neglected element of Lotus; something gritty under my shoe as I walk.

‘Wait a second.’

I try to loosen whatever it is I’ve picked up by scraping my sole against the stone below, steadying myself with my free hand by holding onto the large round table in the centre of the atrium under a circular skylight. On it, an enormous vase of over-bloomed flowers, their dropped petals leaving puffs of dark pollen across the unpolished wood.

‘Don’t!’ Jags says so brusquely I startle.

‘There’s something on my—’ I look down to see rusty scrapings on the grey-veined marble: remnants of Essie’s pills. Jags crouches in front of me, taking out the large white handkerchief from his dinner jacket’s front pocket and gently wiping away any visible traces of the pills from the floor. Next, he wraps his fingers around my ankle and carefully rubs away the remnants of the pills from my sole. At the feel of his warm fingers on my skin, the tiniest amount of tension leaves my body; in all this horror, some tenderness. Jags places my foot back on the floor.

‘Best not to leave obvious evidence we’ve been here tonight, seen Essie like we have, then left.’

‘Oh god,’ I say quietly, my blood icing at the notion of evidence. ‘Is it really better this way?’ I ask Jags as I follow him towards the front door.

‘Letting Essie have her night as best we can and Janine be the one who stops the whole thing becoming a circus before Essie’s had her moment?’ Jags says, and it all sounds so plausible, so defendable. But it does not feel right. ‘I promise this is the best we can do for Essie right now.’ Jags reactivates the burglar alarm, punching the familiar sequence of numbers into a small keypad. The device has just emitted its activation beep when he freezes.

‘Wait. Can you hear that?’

‘It’s the alarm switching back on.’

‘No.’ He looks back to the pool. ‘Essie’s phone.’

The sound of a call Essie will never answer pumps fresh dread into my stomach; the ground feels fluid below my feet.

The ringing stops, but only to start again a moment later. I can’t breathe.

Jags starts to walk away. ‘I’ll switch it off.’

‘Oh, god, should we? It seems a bit, I don’t know … next level?’ I say to his back.

He stops, half-turns. ‘If calls keep ringing out, it could raise suspicions.’

‘I’m not sure whether …’

Before I can stop him, Jags strides off in the direction of the pool. He seems to do it with an extra confidence, almost as though he’s showing me his strength, that he can be resilient enough for both of us in this nightmare. But before he slides the doors into the pool area open, I see him hesitate. He looks over his shoulder, takes a moment to gather himself before
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