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BASED ON REAL EVENTS


Part 1


Autopsy Report



No. 045623-2020 Coroner’s Report, Extract

London, England

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The body is that of a white female with multiple lacerations. The lacerations are concentrated to the right and left wrists and forearms; the rest of the body is unaffected and unblemished.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The body doesn’t feature any tattoos or obvious identifying marks.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The fingertips are waterlogged, consistent with spending time in a bath.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

A Y-shaped incision is used to enter the body’s cavities. Opening the chest reveals a large amount of water in the lungs. Samples of this are collected.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

Investigating the scene, a kitchen knife with traces of blood was found close to the body.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

A short note was found in the bedroom, in which the victim apologises for the trouble her death will cause.

Opinion:

The cause of death was massive blood loss consistent with multiple lacerations to the wrists. The characteristics of the wounds were consistent with the knife found at the crime scene.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

Following a comprehensive interpretation of all circumstances, including close relative interviews, my report finds the cause of death as suicide.


Blog Entry

13th October, 8.00 a.m.

The bedroom is suffocating. Dank. Infected with early morning sunshine thanks to an unwelcome late summer heatwave. It’s going to be another scorcher, the cheerful presenter would say if I turned on the radio by my bedside, her nauseating optimism bouncing off the walls. I can’t listen to people who are that happy any more, so only the heat hums in my ears as I stir in fitful half-sleep.

My eyelids flicker, reluctant to open, and I peer out at my surroundings. Sporadic shafts of sunlight break through the corners and cracks of the supposedly black-out curtains, the fine details of our bedroom illuminating one after the other: the French wardrobe painted white, door ajar, the sleeve of a blouse I used to wear just visible within. The curved edge of the floor length mirror, casting the light back from where it came, picking up the red-gold pattern of the curtains opposite, fading in patches. The broad bookshelf opposite is piled high with rainbow spines, a jumble of notepads and old greetings cards, a single photograph in a white bone frame perched on top. The photo flashes, grabbing my attention, and my eyes adjust to it, fixated as it sends me back to a happier time: Anthony and I standing in a football pitch sized trench, our arms tight round one another, teeth on show, my hand fixed to the brim of my hood, raincoat blowing in the breeze. Windswept, beautiful. Naïve.

I roll onto my side, away from the memory, the damp bedsheet beneath determined to stick with me, more Velcro than cotton in the current climate. I wriggle to break free and, for a moment, entertain the idea that it isn’t the weather that’s causing my discomfort but the heating, cranked up overnight to torture me. A prisoner in my own home, interrogated until I tell the truth. I’m thinking about it then – torture – imagining how, in this moment, waterboarding might feel: cool waves running across my face, down my throat, over my body. You know, I think part of me would actually enjoy drowning in it.

I shake my sleepy brain awake, away from the disturbing thought of a suffocating death and wick the duvet back from my body. I lie like that, uncovered, for a while. Static. I listen to the melodic chitter-chatter of the birds outside, repetitive whistles mixed with elaborate arpeggios, breasts puffed with song as they sit on the branches outside our apartment block. But their whistles do little to comfort me and still I sweat, staining the sheets beneath as though I’m a corpse outlined in off-brown chalk. If someone were to turn my bedroom into a crime scene – police tape taut across the doors, markers next to key pieces of evidence (the pills, my laptop, the bedsheets) – they’d figure out I’d been lying here for a while. Suffering.

I draw in a staggered breath, steeling myself for the day, tasting the sweat in the air, getting used to the humidity of it, jungle-like in its thickness. If only I could open the window to let a breeze slither in, my skin prickling with tiny goose bumps, confused and delighted by the sudden rush of cold. They’d start first at my oily hairline then snake down my spine. Twisting as they went, one vertebra at a—

‘Emelia? Are you up?’

My ears prick, and I tune into the crescendo of footsteps, the turn of a lock, the twist of a doorknob. I push my laptop under the bed, determined to keep my blog a secret. It’s not that I don’t trust him, I just… It thuds as it hits the damask rug beneath and I recoil my arm quickly, pulling the covers back over my body and up round my neck to make it look as though I’ve been sleeping rather than typing, but this sudden movement throws fistfuls of confetti-dust into the splinters of light in the room and I worry he’ll suspect that I’ve been up to something.

He knocks.

‘Come in,’ I reply.

My dressing gown fans as the door opens, the gust catching the silk sleeve and part of the body, transforming it, for a second, from inanimate object to ghostly spectre.

‘Morning, darling. How are you feeling?’

He peers at me through full-moon black-rimmed spectacles, the paper thin skin beneath his eyes tinged purple – not enough sleep – his long fingers curled round the door handle. His carefully groomed moustache quivers above his top lip, flicked up at the ends. He’s excited about something.

‘Any better?’ he asks.

‘No,’ I croak from my resting place. ‘I still feel like death.’

He walks towards me, eyebrows crooked, wedding ring flashing as he passes through the bursts of sunlight. He dabs the sweat slathering my brow and folds back the duvet gently, eager to help, but the movement releases the smell of my own stench into the otherwise beautiful room. His lips pucker in response. He tries not to gag.

‘I want to take you somewhere today,’ he says, bitter coffee on his breath.

I turn my head fully towards him and we lock eyes.

‘Where?’ I ask too quickly, too eagerly, droplets pooling anew in the curve of my lower back.

‘The excavation. I thought it might make you feel better.’

I smile, elated for a moment, then look away, my eyes on the opposite wall. There are a couple of problems with this suggestion. The first: he’s promised this before. I must not get my hopes up. The second: I am sick, deathly unwell, and, though I have the will to leave, I’m not sure there’s any possible way that I can. My stomach twists and jealousy rumbles in its pit. He is well. He can go wherever he likes. He can work and, better still, he loves his job. Anthony’s a famous archaeologist and, although that might sound oxymoronic, to those in the industry he’s a rock star. Literally.

‘I’d love to,’ I answer.

Despite my reservations, I am hopeful that I will go outside today. In fact, it is imperative that I do; Anthony is nothing but kind and patient with me and yet my brain is turning me against him, doubting his intentions. If I could just find the strength to ignore the searing pain in my abdomen, the tightness in my chest, the raging sweats, the all-consuming itch of my skin, the fire beneath, things would start to improve, we’d get back to who we were before. I know we would. My heart thumps, already exhausted, as I heave my reluctant body up to a seated position and swing my feet to the floor. I balance on the edge of the mattress, letting the black spots from my headrush pass, and, just as I’m about to stand, my toes hit the edge of my laptop hidden beneath the bed, making me jump. I glance behind me, hoping he won’t have noticed.

‘Now then,’ he says softly, taking my hand. ‘Time for your medicine.’

Two pills land in my palm – Antriptophene – and for once I stutter at what he’s given me: I don’t recognise this brand and I’m immediately suspicious of it. I look at the long drink of lukewarm water left on the bedside table overnight, coated now with a thin film of dust. Something doesn’t feel right.

‘What are these?’

‘Your doctor’s recommended them, they’re supposed to be excellent.’

I look at the pills again, at the blocky red writing atop bright orange casing and make a decision.

‘I’m not taking these.’

Anthony’s face breaks with lines, lips curling at my refusal, shocked that I would even question what he’s giving me. Taken aback, he stalls, then relents, folding them into his hand and leaving the room without another word, his tall frame pausing momentarily in the light of the doorway.

Taking back control gives me pause for thought. Why do I accept these medicines from the doctor without question? These pills with incomprehensible names, odd packets with essays of side effects, just as likely to do me harm as do me good. I’d read something online about the body ‘knowing how to fix itself’ and, you know, I think I’m going to give it a try. Besides, things can’t be any worse than they already are.

Revelation over, I tell myself that today will be different, pill free, that today I will finally be well enough to go outside.


Post-mortem



No. 045824-2020 Post-mortem findings, Extract

London, England

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The deceased was a female in her twenties. There is extensive bruising of the head, severe abrasions across the left cheek, laceration of the upper lip, massive traumatic brain injuries, and bleeding on the brain.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The head is decapitated from the body at the neck.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

Bruising was found in the neck tissue alongside abrasions.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

Investigating the scene, there was very little blood on the railway lines where the body was found.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

Those close to the deceased report she had been struggling with her mental health in the weeks leading up to her death.

Opinion:

The cause of death was massive blunt force trauma to the head consistent with being struck by a high-speed train.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

Following a comprehensive interpretation of all circumstances, including close elative interviews, my report finds the cause of death as suicide.


Blog Entry

13th October, 9.00 a.m.

In the kitchen, a cup of fermented milk and a bowl of porridge topped with cranberries sit expectantly on the mahogany dining table – an inexpensive antique Anthony and I picked out at a flea market. I summon the memory of us that day – of Anthony trying on kaftans, skinny legs sticking out the bottom – and use it to bring myself to be pleasant to him. It’s not his fault I am like this. I must remember that.

‘Thank you,’ I say, moving the chair, wooden legs sliding over stone tiles. I take a seat on the thick cushion then pick up the foamy drink, not dissimilar to set yoghurt. I’m desperately suspicious of its off-white contents but aware of his eyes all over me. ‘This is, uh…’ I pause. ‘Exactly what I need.’

‘It’s goat’s milk kefir,’ he explains, moving around the granite surfaces of our kitchen, snapping rubber gloves onto each hand. ‘Low lactose, low sugar, fantastic for your gut. You’re right: it’s exactly what you need, though it might not be exactly what you want.’

He shoots me an I-know-you-too-well look and I grin back. On this occasion, he does. I grew up on the standard beige food diet, a far cry from ‘goat’s milk kefir’ and the rest of Anthony’s nutritious concoctions. Not so long ago it was corn flakes for breakfast, cheese sandwiches for lunch, chicken and fries for dinner. Each and every day. Perhaps it’s no wonder my body has been so quick to fail me.

I lift the cup to my lips, repeating the mantra I’d read about: If you feed your body the right fuel, it will learn to heal itself – my threadbare forearm and pale skin a nod towards my childhood malnutrition. I drink the sour-tinged beverage in five quick, revolting gulps.

‘Good?’ he asks.

‘Not as bad as I was expecting,’ I reply through milky teeth, though I should have said: No, not good. Disgusting. Like feta cheese whisked with tepid water and abandoned on the kitchen-top for days. It had tasted almost… alive. The fermented drink swirls in my stomach and I consider the only thing worse than drinking it would be throwing it back up. I swallow, hard, and turn to the porridge.

‘It’s in East London,’ Anthony announces.

I cock my head, mouth full, and crease my eyebrows.

‘The excavation,’ he explains, cleaning the kitchen in wide arcs, spraying chemicals across the surfaces, a little speck appearing on his glasses. ‘A mass grave full of victims of the black death. 1665, we think, based on the condition of the skeletons. Absolutely fascinating and stunningly preserved. You’d love it. Right below the Northern line.’ He takes off his glasses and puffs quickly over each lens, then cleans them in circular motions, his thumb tucked into his T-shirt.

I murmur an agreement. Yes, it is interesting. I’m a historical journalist and this is my idea of a dream story. A perfectly packaged article I could write up with front page aspirations. Headlines explode like fireworks as I let myself run away with the thought of it.

Tube works ‘plagued’ by further delays as mass grave uncovered in East London.

Just when you thought the morning rush hour couldn’t get any worse… now there’s THE BLACK DEATH to watch out for on your commute.

Anthony carries on, cutting through my thoughts, positioning his glasses back on the bridge of his nose then pushing them up into place.

‘To think what we’re digging into, damaging, for the sake of an extra tube stop, you know, people don’t realise how important this stuff is, they don’t know the half of it… just so long as they can waddle into an elevator without too much fuss they don’t care.’

I spin my hair up into a ponytail. I twirl the lengths round my fingers, looping the strands in place, my tresses slick at the scalp but dry at the ends. I could use a good scrub and a hair masque. Perhaps I’ll feel well enough to do one later, I think optimistically. I hold on to the thought as my chest cramps, dull shockwaves reverberating from my insides out. I let the flurry pass, then finish the rest of the porridge with little fuss – a vast improvement on the fizzy milk drink – and try to stand unassisted, gripping the edge of the kitchen island as I do so, looking down at split nails, chipped and bitten on hands that can’t possibly be mine. Not enough calcium, not enough zinc, I imagine Anthony saying if I pointed it out. Here, take these – they’ll sort you out in no time.

‘How do you want to get there?’ I ask, sucking in a breath through my teeth, the pain always worse after eating.

‘I’ll order a cab,’ he says, putting away the cleaning products and hurrying to my side, gripping my shoulders and breathing deep with me, exhaling in sync. Anthony’s the over-sensitive type. A natural carer who delights in smothering those close to him with his abundant capacity for love. I hadn’t really noticed when I was well, but as soon as I’d fallen ill it’d been like he’d come into his own, found his calling, his real raison d’être. I’m not sure he’d ever admit it, but I’d say part of him enjoys his role as my live-in nurse, likes the attention it gives him, the purpose.

His wiry hands run the length of my back, rubbing against my ribs, patting gently in the hollow between my shoulder blades. His face is etched with excited concern, fine lines wriggling out from the corners of his eyes as he assures me with flaky lips that everything will be fine in a moment. I let him hold me and I’m looking deep into his slate coloured irises when we’re illuminated by the sun breaking through the clouds, roaring into our kitchen with the last gasps of summer. I think about how we used to sit out in Regent’s Park on days like today, soaking in the weather, a half finished bottle of rosé and discarded strawberry tops dotted on the gingham rug beneath us.

I imagine us there for a moment, in the park, occupying our usual spot. In fact, if I looked up forty-five degrees to my left and squinted I’d see them. Us. I’d watch a seemingly perfect couple embracing in their airy, top floor flat. Anthony and Emelia. I’d envy them, in a way – what possible problems could people like that have? Little do you know. How could anything be wrong in a home as beautiful as theirs? Ours. ‘Look at it,’ I’d say to Anthony. ‘How could it be any better? On the east of the park, built with red bricks and sash windows. I’d bet it was beautiful inside: classic, antique-y, with a wood panelled study brimming with the treasures they’ve amassed over the years.’

Anthony and I would be sitting there, down in the park, convinced that nothing could go wrong in a home like that.

‘It’s perfect,’ I’d sigh, oblivious.

Back in the kitchen, I look at him, at the face that’s metamorphosed into someone I don’t recognise much any more and consider how wrong alternate-universe-us would be about that perfect couple in their beautiful home.

‘Let’s get you dressed,’ Anthony says, breaking from our rare moment of intimacy. He takes my sweaty hands in his dry palms and leads me back through to the bedroom, my feet sticking to the wooden floors below, grubby prints left behind. I shuffle after him, observe his white golf shirt tucked neatly into slim legged chinos, his outfit in stark contrast to my ancient pyjamas: frayed and worn thin, way past their best, ready for an upgrade.

*

‘You’re sure?’ he asks, half an hour later, as I sit panting on the edge of the bed, gripping my chest.

‘I’m sure.’

We’ve managed to wrestle my brittle legs into a pair of saggy jeans, my torso into a loose Bretagne-striped top. Anthony’s laundered everything and my clothes smell fresh, in a blue coloured liquid called ‘air’ kind of way, but it’s not unpleasant, just unfamiliar. I let myself get a little giddy at sitting in ‘outside clothes’ for the first time in a long time. But he’s changing his mind, I can tell by the way he avoids making eye contact, by the way he’s rubbing his hands together in repetitive loops.

‘We don’t have to do this. I don’t want to push you… I don’t want to make things worse.’

This pattern is all too familiar and I should be wise to it now. I shouldn’t let him get my hopes up; he enjoys dashing them too much. Stop it, Emelia, you’re being unfair.

‘I’m fine,’ I insist through gritted teeth, clenching my chest in on itself to stop my hand from flying to the area and giving me away.

‘I just—’

‘I’m OK,’ I say again, steadfast.

‘It’s just—’ he repeats.

‘I mean it,’ I counter, louder, determined, my eyes watering with the frustration.

He turns his back and picks my pyjamas up off the floor between his thumb and forefinger.

‘No. I don’t think it’s a good idea. Why don’t you just get back into bed, darling? We can try again tomorrow. Or next week. Let’s see how you get on.’

He lays my pyjamas across my lap and pulls back the duvet, expecting me to collapse into it.

I feel it then, the bubbling lava of my discontent, and I make little effort to stop the eruption.

‘No!’ I shout, fire and fight appearing from nowhere and he stops dead, surprised by my strength. I gather myself. Be calm, Emelia. Breathe. ‘I want to go,’ I pant.

The tension in the silence between us is palpable and I watch his lips tighten and his expression crease.

‘Very well,’ he says, after a while. He’s still for a moment, then breaks into strides, pacing out of the room, jabbering. ‘But don’t say I didn’t warn you, it’s not advisable but I suppose if I call us a car…’

I don’t breathe out until I can no longer hear him and, when I do, it’s jagged and frantic. Did I just win? Did he just agree? Am I really going to go outside today? I can’t let myself get too excited, I’m not in the car yet, I’m not out yet.

I take a few shaky steps to standing, wait for the swell of my pain to pass, then march determinedly for the front door before he changes his mind.

‘Ready?’ he asks, clipped fingernails punching through the taxi app on his phone.

It’s not until the front door to our communal block is wide open and a crisp leaf rushes in, pausing on the toe of my trainer, that I begin to believe this is actually going to happen.


Post-mortem



No. 137221-2021 Toxicology Examination

London, England

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The deceased is a twenty-eight year old white female who was found unresponsive in her home by her boyfriend. Emergency services attended, but the victim could not be resuscitated.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

There was no trauma or injury observed and no evidence of foul play.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

An examination of the scene revealed prescription drug paraphernalia. There were also an empty champagne bottle and two glasses located on a nearby table.

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED.

The victim

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED

was reported by close family members to have a history of prescription medication dependence and of long term manic depression and alcohol misuse.

Opinion:

I find that

REDACTEDREDACTED REDACTEDREDACTED

died of combined alcohol, morphine and codeine toxicity. I classify this death as accidental suicide.


Blog Entry

13th October, 10.00 a.m.

There’s something heady and intoxicating about being outdoors. Something you only notice when you’ve been cooped up for a while. It sits somewhere between the taste of the air in your lungs, the autumnal scent of the trees, the warmth of the sun on your skin, the sound of insects buzzing close to your ears. I revel in it as I take my first step over the threshold, just one stride taking me from inside to out. To most, this wouldn’t be monumental, but to me it’s life changing and I already feel better; more like the Emelia I used to be. Despite the fierce sun, there’s a nip in the air and, though I enjoy it, a question forms: Why was my bedroom so hot this morning? It can’t just have been me, surely? Perhaps it was the heating, after all – cranked high to sweat me out. I glance down at Anthony’s elegant fingers, his talons wrapped round my waist, and wonder why I keep jumping to the worst conclusions about him. It is true that I’ve started despising him for the life he can lead and the life I’ve had taken away, but I must try to change, I must do better.

‘Emelia,’ calls a voice from the pavement, interrupting my thoughts.

It’s Mishti, our ground floor neighbour, resplendent in skin tight yoga pants, her enormous ruby earrings catching the sunlight, casting red reflections on the pavement like mini stained glass windows. As she moves towards us, I notice there’s a shine to her, a shimmer that comes from within, as though her veins pump gold instead of blood. Mishti was the first person I met when Anthony and I moved to North London. She’s the bubbly earth mother type who, somewhat inconveniently for her aesthetic, is the heir to a bloodthirsty jewellery empire – if I were being cruel I’d say her pseudo-Buddhist mantra is a way of absolving her guilt. She’s kind, though, and she’s been there for me, so I shouldn’t judge her for her family’s sins.

I nod enthusiastically, trying to remember how to act in front of people.

‘You must be Anthony,’ she says, extending a soft hand for him to shake. ‘Between your busy life and mine I can’t believe it’s taken this long to meet you, but it’s a pleasure all the same.’ She doesn’t look at him for long, though; she’s more interested in figuring out why I’ve been ignoring her messages for the better part of a month.

‘Anyway, what’s up with you? Where have you been? Some news you need to share, perhaps?’ She angles a pointed look at my stomach.

It hurts that she does that. If only it were as simple as being pregnant.

‘Not that, before you get any ideas,’ I rush to correct her. ‘I just haven’t been feeling great recently.’

‘Everything OK, I hope?’

‘Oh yes, she’s a real fighter,’ Anthony coos from behind me, putting words into my mouth, making everything sound far more serious than it is.

I watch Mishti’s face cloud with confusion. You’re deathly sick and you didn’t tell me?

‘Anthony’s being dramatic,’ I reply sternly. ‘It really isn’t a big deal. Please don’t worry about me, I’ll be better in no time.’ I say, trying desperately to downplay Anthony’s comment. I don’t like the idea of everyone knowing I’m ill; then I’d have to accept it. Which I don’t want to do. This is temporary, fleeting, this is not who I am now.

She visibly relaxes and shuffles her over filled tote back up her shoulder. ‘Maybe it’s just been the stress of the move? It can be difficult when you’re in a new area. Lots to get used to, you know? Damien…’ She pauses. ‘My husband,’ she clarifies for Anthony’s sake, though he’s barely listening, ‘came out in this horrible rash when we moved from Clapham. The doctor said he’d had an actual allergic reaction to the change of location.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Maybe you have something similar?’

I nod along, though I know it’s not that.

Anthony and I relocated to this leafy area of London with little stress, just after we got married. Everything exchanged and completed without delay and the place came fully furnished and exquisitely decorated. In fact, we didn’t need to do anything more than call up to connect the Wi-Fi and fill it with a few pieces to make it ‘ours’. It was perfect. The dream move.

‘Yoga’s not the same without you,’ she sighs as she moves towards the front entrance, sensing that we’re not in the mood for small talk. I shuffle as Anthony guides me past her, keen to get on. ‘I hope you feel better soon,’ she says as we draw level on the steps.

I fix a smile on my face, hoping she’ll forgive me for my recent absence.

I touch her forearm as she fits her key into the lock, then Anthony and I walk away. It’s only when I glance back that I notice her stare has followed us; her eyebrows are down-turned, her incisors gnawing anxiously on her bottom lip. When she spots me looking she motions for me to call her, her thumb and little finger extended in the shape of a phone. I shoot my eyes towards Anthony, glad to find he’s still staring ahead and hasn’t witnessed the secret, silent exchange behind his back.

‘She seems nice,’ Anthony says, sickly sweet, then pulls wide the door to the taxi.

‘She is,’ I assure him as I climb in. But something in the rigid way he’s holding himself and his failure to respond tells me that he never wants me to see her again.

*

As we drive through the busy streets of the city, my mood shifts and I start to feel positive about this morning, lifted by the rush of being out of the house, soaking in the sensory overload of the capital with all its vehicles and tourists and sights and sounds. It’s exciting being back in the hubbub of it all, strangely comforting to know the world beyond our flat still exists. I glance over at Anthony and half smile. He reaches across the middle seat to squeeze my hand in response, his veiny knuckles yellowing with the motion. I let him hold me like that, but return my focus to the window, suppressing a momentary wave of panic that he could change his mind at any point and send us home.

But he doesn’t – of course he doesn’t. We make it and, though I can scarcely believe I’m here – at a live excavation again – I feel entirely at home as the driver pulls in at the kerb, just the top of dig’s tent visible from the road. I’m excited. This was what I used to do before my health deteriorated. I ignore the wheeze in my chest as we leave the car and home in on the site, under cover and behind a security fence to shield it from the public. Anthony takes my arm and holds me in his stare, uncertain. I’m OK, I tell him with a look. Let’s keep going.

It’s empty here, it’s the weekend, so Anthony keys in the code to the fence, beeps rising above the noise of the traffic beyond. Under the tent, we follow the short path that leads us to the main pit. Muddy footprints have been stamped between mounds of rubble dug out from the deep hole in the centre of the space, itself a steep descent accessed only via ladders that sweep through brick and dirt and clay. I gaze down at the discoveries below, at surprisingly well preserved skeletons sticking through the earth, catching the light for the first time in hundreds of years.

‘Amazing,’ I utter, marvelling at it. Bones on bones on bones, stacked mere metres away from a bustling commuter station. I imagine the grave being dug originally, then these bodies, thick with fleas, being tossed in like rubbish with little regard for who they were or what they could have been. And they’ve been here ever since, haphazard and broken, long forgotten. Until now. I bet if I’d been alive back then, they’d have thrown me in too: good for nothing in the sorry state I’m in.

‘Can you believe it?’ he asks, eyes dancing over the scene before us. ‘And that skull, just there, towards the front, is in perfect condition. I can’t wait to dig it out and have a proper look.’

I gaze at it, at the gaping eye sockets, empty nose and criss-crossing teeth. Then closer, at the size, because it’s tiny and delicate. The brow and cheek bones are prominent, certainly, but they’re also fine and frail.

‘She can’t have been older than sixteen,’ I lament, struck again by the sad lives of the people who once lived here, plagued by disease and dirt, dying as they’d lived: cramped and crowded and undignified. I spot the tip of a rat’s tail diving into the depths of the pit, the body the tail belongs to clearly unnerved by the voices above. The price of working in London, I think, where you’re never more than a few feet away from a flea-ridden rodent.

‘Yes, mostly teenagers,’ he agrees. ‘Probably moved to London to make a living and died because they weren’t immune to the diseases here. To think of the difference modern medicine has made to human life. Remarkable, isn’t it, that we can cross oceans and continents with little trouble, a few vaccinations and that’s it.’

‘Quite.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Much better. Being here, back on site, is helping. Thank you for this.’

My heart rushes with love for him, with the hope that this is the first stage in us getting back to normal, but he steps back just as I’d expected him to draw closer. He’s not annoyed, exactly, but his dissatisfaction with my answer is clear in the adjustments that follow. He clears his throat, interlaces his fingers and paces away from me. Someone with an untrained eye probably wouldn’t think anything of it, but I suspect he’d prefer it if I told him I was feeling bad and that I wanted to go home.

I pull my focus from him – I’m being unfair – and look again at the grave. I’d love to come back tomorrow, watch the team date the bone fragments, analyse the DNA they uncover, be the first to see the facial reconstruction of the delicate skull on top of the rest. I know it’s impossible, of course, I doubt I’ll ever be able to make it back here again. Instead, Anthony will keep me updated with the news via computer screens and photos captured on his phone, but he won’t appreciate that it’s not the same, that I’d rather be here in person, working alongside the team, back where I belong.

‘Beautiful,’ I hear him say from somewhere behind me, aware a few minutes have passed between us in silence, the Sunday morning city quiet beyond, just the occasional car horn and the odd motorbike sounding off in the distance. ‘There’s something so peaceful about people at rest, their bodies no longer struggling to survive.’ I feel as though he’s talking about me, though I’m not certain, and perhaps I’m being oversensitive. ‘No more pain or suffering. No more sickness. Just silence and rest and eternity.’

As he speaks, a gust of wind ruffles the tent and giant ripples barrel across the surface. I use the opportunity, a break in the intensity to move but, as I do, I feel something lodge in the back of my neck. I move my hand to the area to loosen the tendon that feels trapped, but my body trips a circuit in response and my arm refuses to move, my neck unable to turn.

A loud ring echoes between my ears as a surge of panic builds, trying harder to fight against myself, to raise my hand to my neck but, as I push, the noise builds to an overwhelming volume, shaking through the coils of my brain right down to the muddy ground beneath my feet. I try to call for help through the din, to reach for something to hold me in place, but my legs stutter, scuffing mud into the trench, a rock cracking against stone as it tumbles down, something brittle breaking its fall. I take a jagged breath in and try again to move. My heart is quick in my chest now, fear pumping thick around me, and I find again that I can’t.

I am paralysed.

With that realisation, the heat from this morning resurfaces, pricking at my skin. Beads of sweat, like hundreds of tiny magnifying glasses, bubble along my forehead and down the length of my spine. Without warning, the rest of my body turns to ice and the pain begins. It moves fast, like lightning from my chest, striking up to my head and down through my limbs. I begin to fade, dots appearing in my peripheral vision, blotting the horizon, my world about to vanish behind a thick curtain. I try again to call out for Anthony just as my knees turn weak and my insides drop to the depths of the skeleton pit, scorching pain eating me alive, a terrible weakness consuming me. I hear a series of cracks as I land awkwardly, my elbow at a strange right-angle, my chest struggling for air. I’m not sure if it’s my bones I’ve broken, or theirs.

There is complete silence for a moment as I lie, comatose, amongst them. Then, eventually—

‘Darling?’ I hear, panicky, as he rushes to the lip of the grave, but I can’t see him and I can’t reply. My head is dizzy and dark – I think I might have bashed it as I fell – and my ears distort the sounds he’s making. I think he’s shouting out, shouting at me, shouting for help.

‘Someone! Quick!’ he bellows as I fade into the darkness once more. ‘Oh, darling,’ he repeats, frantic. The smell of mud cakes my nostrils. The ground beneath my body feels uneven, spiky. ‘We shouldn’t have come today,’ he rants, pacing. ‘I knew we shouldn’t have come today! Don’t worry, someone will be here soon, everything will be OK and then I can take you home and look after you. Your heart’s not giving out on my watch. I made a promise and I intend to keep it. Stay with me, Emelia.’

I try to stay awake, to hold onto Anthony’s voice, but my breathing’s shallow and I can feel myself fading as I lie, helpless, at the bottom of an open grave, my body trapped amongst the skeletons and the rats. I am vermin, I am disease. I am one of them, now.

A whisper carries on a fresh gust of wind, a snaking sound that burrows into my ears and forms a clear instruction, a terrifying warning. You don’t have long, Emelia.

Run.


Archived Entry

Eight months ago – 22nd February, 1.10 p.m.

It’s funny, you start a blog chatting about everything and nothing, gain a bit of a following (love you all!) and, before you know it, everyone’s desperate to unearth everything there is to know about your personal life. And you know what, I get it! I would too! So, for the sake of transparency, and to satisfy the curiosity of all you online curtain twitchers, I’ve decided to answer some of your questions… so, welcome to The Private Life of Emelia Thompson: the no-holds-barred Q&A.

Q: When did you start your blog and why?

A: I started this platform just over a year ago. I wanted to write an honest, online diary, to create a safe space online where I could talk to people about what I was going through work-wise, home-wise, love-life-wise and health-wise.

Q: What’s the deal with your health?

A: I was born with a hole in my heart which wasn’t picked up on my mother’s pre-natal ultrasound. It went undetected until I was in my late teens.

Q: Did you have lots of symptoms?

A: I did. But doctors would listen to my run of ailments and decide that, given my symptoms had always been there, it was just the way I was. My parents were dealing with bigger problems at the time and I had to sort it out virtually by myself. Neither of them attended my surgery.

Q: What happened next?

A: The surgery to fix the hole involved a catheter, fed through a vein in my upper thigh and up into my heart. When in position, a tiny umbrella shaped device was put into place. This initial procedure was successful; however, my symptoms worsened, and the doctors found the device had perforated a section of my heart. The procedure had to be reversed. I endured open-heart surgery soon afterwards, and my heart was permanently damaged as a result.

Q: On to happier things… are you in a relationship?

A: Yes. In fact, we’re engaged, so it’s high time I introduced you. Now, I don’t use my family or friends’ real names – in order to protect their identities so I can write as honestly and openly as possible – therefore, for the sake of the blog, let’s call him Anthony. Anthony Lyon.

Q: How did you meet? Was it love at first sight?

A: Kind of! We met through work: I was interviewing him for a piece I was writing for the local paper – Roman remains had been found in the tiny English village I grew up in and Anthony was the team’s world-class expert.

Let me take you back.

*

I arrived that day, the only woman on site, and some jobsworth fuddy-duddy marched over to me to explain why members of the public weren’t allowed behind the taped off area.

‘Stop,’ the man puffed through hairy nostrils. ‘Please! This is a working area.’ He drew closer, squinting through the rain. ‘I only turned my back for a second, apparently even that’s enough to kick off a bloody mother’s meeting!’

‘I’m not—’ I started to say.

‘Listen, lady, I don’t care what your excuse is, we’re working with very fragile artefacts here. Our excavation is clearly delineated by the marked perimeter. So please, if you don’t mind…’

He invited me to scuttle away, expecting me to apologise, Sorry sir, I didn’t see the sign, my tail between my legs, neck bowed, shoulders hunched. Instead, though, something brilliant happened, I stood my ground just as a much younger man reached us, and his arm was outstretched, hand ready to meet mine.

‘You must be the journalist,’ he said.

‘That’s right,’ I replied. ‘Emelia Thompson. Pleased to meet you.’ I shot a look at the old man, delighted to witness his mistake register in a series of off-beat facial tics.

‘I’m Anthony,’ the younger man confirmed, my eyes falling on the perfectly tousled moustache sitting proudly atop his broad smile, then to the dark hair pushed up off his face. He was interesting looking. Chiselled, like a well preserved sculpture. He was wearing a navy blue waterproof, gleaming in the rain; the male equivalent of the exact same jacket I had on. My broken heart skipped a beat.

‘I see you’ve met Gerrard,’ he said. I nodded as Gerrard continued to flounder, purple plum for a face.

Anthony kept talking. ‘Have you been signed in? Let’s get you some proper kit so you can take a good look at everything.’

As he continued to speak about the origins of the site and how this team came to excavate the area, I became acutely aware of the decades-old Wellington boots I was wearing, of the make-up free eyes I was grinning at him with, of the countryside drizzle plastering my fringe to my face, but, before I could dwell on it for too long, Anthony handed me a hair net, hard hat and a high-vis jacket. After these additions, there really wasn’t any point in fretting about what I looked like.

We walked in tandem through the light rain over the heath, towards the primary dig site and away from Gerrard’s slapped sideways expression, already deep in animated conversation about the incredible find and what it would mean for the industry, not realising it would be life altering for us, too.

I tried not to let him put me off my stride, attempted to stop my wandering eyes from dropping to his ring finger, telling myself when I happened to notice he wasn’t wearing a wedding band, that it didn’t mean anything anyway. And even if he wasn’t married, why would that be any of my business?

As I silently berated myself for my desperation, Anthony filled the gap. ‘I’ve been reliably informed you’re very well read on this era. You know, I don’t usually talk to journalists with such an impressive historical grounding. What’s your real passion, the history or the writing?’

‘Ah,’ I began, glad to keep things professional, thankful he’d kept to a safe topic. I could talk about history for hours and though Anthony was incredibly knowledgeable, I wasn’t intimidated. Anthony knows his stuff, certainly, but guess what… so do I.

I looked at him, his face tanned from a summer of outdoor digging and, without fully engaging my brain, spoke.

‘Passion is my history.’

Anthony stifled a laugh and then I heard my words back, reverberating off the walls, magnifying their stupidity.

Let me get this straight, I thought to myself. I’ve just told the venerated Anthony Lyon, right at the beginning of a professional engagement, that ‘passion’ is my ‘history’ and I’m standing here with rain dripping off the end of my nose, mud and dog shit flicked up the back of my jeans, my cheeks burning scarlet like I’ve just confessed to my side-line as a sex worker, and still have the not-so-small-matter of interviewing him in about thirty seconds’ time.

‘Another interest! Lived a colourful young life have you, Miss Thompson?’ he joked.

I rolled my eyes at him, then looked down, a flutter in my chest, grateful his grin had stretched wider across his face, kind dimples appearing on both cheeks.

We had a moment, then. We both felt it, the tone between us altered somehow, something tectonic shifting into place.

‘Let me show you something,’ he said, as if he was about to let me in on a secret he hadn’t planned on sharing.

A few butterflies, up until now happily fluttering in my stomach, combusted in mid-flight, the excitement too much for their delicate bodies, and he led me out of the clammy tent. We turned left, back out into the drizzle, and headed for the main pit, down the ladder into the depths, passing archaeologists scrubbing dirt from the treasure they’d found.

The dig was a bit of a rabbit warren – lots of long passages and narrow walkways – and, just when I started to wonder where we were going, he turned towards a quieter area devoid of people, red tape across the entrance and a laminated sign on the wall that said it was closed. Anthony ignored it, put a finger to his lips and ducked underneath, pulling me behind, the smell of recently dug earth thicker at this newer end of the site. A short flight of stone stairs later and I realised I was standing somewhere incredibly special. My jaw hit the dirt underfoot as I gawked. Roman ruins. Right here, in the town I grew up in, of an ancient temple – complete with pillars and flagstones and plaques, two long stone benches where the worshippers would sit, shards of gold and bronze sticking up through the mud, itching to be discovered. It felt as though I’d entered another world and the daylight, obscured largely by the tarpaulin overhead, lit the scene in a dull glow.

‘Unbelievable,’ I breathed.

‘Our current theory is that it was an outpost of the Cult of Mithras.’

As I marvelled at my surroundings, I started to feel queasy, overcome with it all, and my head spun. I took a couple of staggered steps sideways and my hand contacted with the muddy wall, sinking into it, dirt forced beneath my nails. Anthony hurried over, sat me down and pressed my head low, blood thumping back to my brain as he gripped my shoulders.

Once recovered, I told him I suffered with cardiac problems and that the symptoms occasionally resurfaced. He seemed interested and, probably thanks to some combination of the underground temple we were sitting in and the kind look in his eyes, I let him in. I lowered my guard and told him that, when I should have been preoccupied with exams and teenage crushes, doctors had been fighting to save my heart from failing. They’d drip fed the bad news to me as my friends enjoyed their summer holidays: my heart was frail and decrepit and likely to falter; the surgery might not be enough and I could require a transplant in the future; I’d have to seriously consider whether I wanted to put my body through the stress of childbirth; it would be remarkable if I made it to sixty-five; I’d be on a concoction of pills for the rest of my life.

Anthony stared at me, a little bewildered, but, after a while he smiled, took my hand in his and squeezed it tight. He hadn’t backed off, his eyes darting sideways, desperate to escape, like every other potential suitor before him the moment they found out how fragile I was. No, Anthony’s reaction was different, it hadn’t seemed to bother him at all.

‘You’re a remarkable woman.’

At that moment, he bent to the floor and picked up a gold chain, teasing it from the shallow dirt.

‘I found this yesterday,’ he said, handing it to me with bare hands.

What about gloves? I wanted to say, but suppressed the thought, entranced by the necklace now in my grip, electrified by the thought I was touching something that had been crafted by this ancient cult.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I breathed, inspecting it, turning it over, cool in my hands.

‘It is, isn’t it?’ he replied, his neat features softened by the sparse light. And then I realised something: he hadn’t been looking at the necklace when he said that, but right at me.

At least, I thought he’d been looking right at me.

But perhaps I’d been watching too many rom-coms because, a couple of weeks later, I had a follow up interview with Anthony after a talk he was giving at the Natural History Museum. As I stepped into the cavernous space, a gigantic blue-whale skeleton overhead, my neck craned skywards, I overheard a couple of women, the topic of their conversation – Anthony – spinning my ears in their direction.

‘Well, we’ve only been waiting forever for you and Anthony to get on with it, all of us agree. There was never any doubt you’d end up together.’

I angled my head back over my shoulder, and took in the proportions of a fierce looking blonde woman and a shorter, red lipped brunette by her side.

The blonde woman blushed, then spoke. ‘It’s early, very early, but I know him inside out, it’s like being with my best friend and it’s just, you know, it’s right. It’s so right. You know when everything just click-click-clicks into place and you wonder what’s taken so long?’ She made a series of strange interlocking movements with her fingers, her brunette sidekick nodding furiously. ‘It’s like you and Richard. You knew each other at university – though you actually managed to get together, unlike Anthony and me – and no one’s come close since. You can’t compete with history, with shared experience, you just can’t.’ Her words spilled from her mouth, each tripping over the other in order to get out in front. ‘I know him. So, yes, I know to keep him on a tight leash, that’s for sure.’

She cackled and her head flew back, voice box bobbing in her throat, her friend following suit, their laughter echoing round the lobby, somehow able to fill the enormous space, cruel giggles filling my ears.

I was surprised by how much the revelation that Anthony was seeing someone upset me, but I didn’t want to let the disappointment linger – I had no right to feel this way – so I took a quick breath in, well versed in how to deal with rejection (quickly, without wallowing) and followed the two women to the auditorium. The seating was raised and semi-circular, angled round a stage that featured a wooden lectern and projector screen. I hiked up the stairs behind them and took a seat a couple of rows back, my thoughts repeating even though I was desperate to change the record. I’d read into something that wasn’t there, got the wrong end of the stick, barked up the wrong tree. And that was OK, I told myself firmly. I hadn’t embarrassed myself, nothing untoward had happened, nothing inappropriate. It put tonight in a different light, too, because now I was here in nothing more than a professional capacity, it made things easier, unwound the knots from my shoulders, lifted the tension from my brow. Anthony Lyon had a girlfriend and that was absolutely fine by me.

Until I saw him. In he strode, lean legs under well cut trousers, a kind, tanned face, with wide eyes and a full smile.

My mouth turned woollen, palms sticky, the hairs on my forearms buzzing with static. I shrunk into my seat just as the tall blonde elongated her equine figure and sat straighter, wanting him to notice her. He stood confidently at the lectern, tidy, smart, his shirt outlining strong arms, his feet planted firmly to the spot, and then he clasped his hands together and started to speak in cool, measured tones.

‘Evening everyone,’ he said, then paused and, though it was just the slightest of hesitations, it made me wonder if he was nervous. I hoped not, he had nothing to be nervous about, he was going to be wonderful.

His deep-set eyes squinted, hidden behind spectacles – short-sighted or long? I wondered – and I watched them scan the room, then hover as they landed on me. His smile flickered and he gripped the wooden lectern with both hands. Wait, was it me? Was I making him nervous? – and, just as I was about to smile back – gently reminding myself that reading into love signals that weren’t there was a worrying new habit of mine – I felt a rush of air as the fierce woman in front of me turned, her yellow hair moving like a curtain to reveal an inquisitive, perturbed look on her face. I gave myself a thorough dressing down – Just because your head has been full of him since you met, that you’ve been sure you felt something that day you met, that you believed your matching waterproof jackets amounted to actual evidence you and him were ‘meant to be’, just because you let your mind veer off track and dream about a future that was now impossible… that doesn’t mean he feels the same way.

His girlfriend observed me for a moment, then turned sharply to whisper something to her brunette friend, stopping abruptly when Anthony regained his voice.

‘I’d like to thank you all for coming tonight. This is the first in a series of talks I’ll be giving on the Roman Cult of Mithras, a little known people who worshipped a bull-slaying God in dark, underground temples.’

I sucked in a breath through my nose, raised my hand to my heart and touched it, as if to reassure myself: everything’s OK, just a false alarm. Nothing had changed, nothing tectonic had shifted.

*

‘Emelia, I’m so glad you could make it!’ Anthony sought me out after the talk, finding me sat in the corner of the front row of seats trying not to get in the way. He’d been busy mingling with friends, colleagues and admirers since his lecture ended. I’d even noticed a huddle of people queuing at a nearby table to buy copies of Anthony’s books so I’d been waiting patiently, prepping for our interview, while he’d been signing autographs and talking to each person in line.

Nerves flooded me as I watched him approach in my periphery, unsure for a moment whether to look directly at him as he neared, or to pretend I hadn’t seen him and act as though I’d spotted him at the last moment. I could even jump slightly. Oh! You gave me a fright!

Wait. Why was I even thinking about this?

Stage directing my movements wasn’t exactly resounding evidence that I was absolutely fine with Anthony Lyon’s relationship status. Snap out of it. I forced myself to look at him, gentle lines appearing on each of his cheeks as our eyes met. I stood up and felt a comforting palm on my waist as he leant in to greet me with a kiss on each cheek.

‘What did you think?’

I traced my mind back to the mythical story behind the excavation: Mithras had killed a bull in a cave, met with the sun, shook the sun’s hand and, together, they’d dined on bull parts.

‘Brilliant,’ I stuttered, reaching for something to say that was light hearted, observant, just the right amount of funny. ‘Bullish.’

I smiled, expecting a gentle laugh to come back my way but I’d reached too far, been too cryptic. My cheeks flushed.

‘You think I overstepped?’ he asked, taking me seriously.

‘No, I just – I was joking,’ I stammered. ‘Because of the bull thing…’ My sentence petered out just as we were interrupted.

‘Anthony,’ chided a voice I already knew belonged to the woman with swishy blonde hair and a fierce Roman nose. I fixed a smile on my face and turned towards her, noticing her friend’s arms were crossed tight to her waist. ‘We’re going to be late for dinner with Clara and Richard.’

Anthony shot me an apologetic look, then turned away, putting a barrier between me and this woman. ‘Heather, I have an interview.’

‘Who with?’

Heather deliberately didn’t meet my eye – because I couldn’t possibly be a journalist worthy of interviewing Anthony – her question a thinly veiled attempt to belittle me. I shuffled between the high-heeled boots I was wearing, over aware that my carefully curated outfit – sweeping, shin length camel coloured coat atop a sheer blouse and skinny black jeans – was somewhat inappropriate in present company. I felt guilty. I hadn’t known.

Despite this, I decided to assert myself – I hadn’t done anything wrong – not keen to let Anthony answer Heather’s question for me, I took a step towards her. ‘The Tambridge Times, it’s a local in Kent. I’m the history and culture correspondent and the Mithras cult was found right in the middle of our community, hence…’

Heather reluctantly batted spider-leg lashes in my direction, her tongue running along the top of her teeth, the bulge of it visible beneath her skin. Though I was certainly cooling towards her, part of me felt bad for Heather; clearly she was insecure about her relationship with Anthony and, obviously, I wasn’t helping things. Though, if it wasn’t me, I suspected her rage would be directed at someone similar. My mind traced back to her ‘leash’ comment from earlier.

‘Where are my manners?’ Anthony cut in. ‘Heather, Emelia. Emelia, Heather.’ He introduced us and I stretched a hand towards Heather. She shook it back, though her grip was limp and disrespectful. ‘Heather’s a dear old friend from university,’ Anthony added, to muted reception.

Heather’s face coloured a shade darker, broken capillaries on the apples of her cheeks suddenly visible. Even I knew Anthony and Heather were more than friends. The tension between them neared breaking point.

‘We can do it over the phone, if it’s easier?’ I said to Anthony, hearing my turn of phrase back a little too late. Do it over the phone – Jesus – I’m making this worse. ‘The interview,’ I added, for clarity.

‘No, Emelia, you’ve come all this way and Heather, I’m sorry, I double-booked. You know I’m awful at keeping plans. You’ll have more fun without me, anyway.’

No, she won’t.

The terrible atmosphere hugged closer, the conversation claustrophobic, and I watched Heather’s hands shake as she felt Anthony’s rejection hit. I’d been there, I’d been that girl so many times. I wanted to disappear.

‘You know,’ she snarled, her stare on the floor, her hands locked tight to each other, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised by your behaviour, I really wouldn’t, if I was anyone else.’ Her eyelids flicked up. ‘But I’m not anyone else. This is me you’re speaking to, Anthony. Me. You can’t just blow me off, we’ve been friends for years. Do I really mean that little to you?’ She leant in towards him, nose first. ‘Do I?’

‘I think you’re taking this the wrong way…’ Anthony started, holding her arm and guiding her to the side of the room in an attempt to finish their unfinished business.

The cross-armed brunette – who I deduced was Clara of ‘we’re going to be late to dinner with Clara and Richard’ fame – and I stood in tentative silence as a frank exchange of views broke out to our side.

‘You said you’d give us a chance,’ I heard Heather say, desperation dripping from her every word.

The auditorium was still packed so, luckily, Anthony and Heather’s raised voices went unnoticed by most.

‘Darling, I’m sorry, but we’ve already been through this. We’re excellent as friends – the best – and I don’t want to lose that with you, it’s too precious.’

I raised my eyebrows at Clara and her red lips pursed.

‘Wow,’ I mouthed, trying to defuse the tension. ‘Interviews with local historians are usually profoundly mundane affairs… but not this one.’

Clara smiled back and drew closer. Though her arms were still crossed, she tilted her body towards mine, eager to share.

‘Heather and Anthony have had a will-they-won’t-they thing since university,’ she explained, rolling her eyes slightly. ‘We’d all hoped it was about to become official; Anthony’s single for the first time in ages, so is Heather.’

I nodded, leaning in, fixated, though pretending not to be.

‘They went on this trial date the other night to some Italian place. Heather said it was the best night of her life and the start of something special; Anthony said the evening was nothing more than friendly. Now he wants to cool things off just as she was about to declare her undying love.’ Clara bit her lip. She was loving every second of this.

‘Messy.’

‘So, are you two…?’ She paused, leaving a pregnant note in the air.

‘Oh, God, no!’ I said, spluttering, choking on my words in my haste to deny the accusation. ‘I met him, what, a week ago, on site. I’m a professional journalist,’ I explain. ‘We haven’t spoken since. Anthony and me, it’s strictly professional, trust me.’

I cringed over my abundant and unnecessary use of the word professional.

To our left, Heather and Anthony’s conversation finished up and Heather, tears rushing to her eyes, grabbed her friend’s arm and ushered her out, quick-pace.

‘Bitch,’ she spat, aimed unfairly in my direction.

It hurt. I didn’t deserve that, whatever she’d gone through with Anthony had precious little to do with me.

She’d regret that later, once Clara had the chance to tell her I was a professional journalist.

‘Sorry,’ Anthony said, moments later. ‘You didn’t need to see that.’

‘No, it’s fine.’

‘Heather and I, well…’ he stuttered, as he spotted my eyes widening, shocked that he felt the need to explain his predicament to me in any more detail than I’d already been privy to. ‘This isn’t really appropriate, is it?’

‘It’s OK,’ I insisted, though, quite frankly, I didn’t exactly need to know the ins and outs of his ongoing love-drama with Heather.

He groaned, widened his warm, sparkling eyes, put his firm hand to his mouth and shook his head, as though unbelieving of the situation he’d found himself in. He really was gorgeous. I could see why Heather didn’t want to give up on him.

‘We’ve been such good friends – and for such a long time.’

OK, he’s going there, I thought to myself as he led me through the doors of the auditorium and into a quieter room across the hall.

‘Since college, in fact. We had one of those pacts, you know: If we’re both single at forty we’ll get married.’

I nodded. The rest of our interview was going to be a real let down. How would we find any excitement in discussing fossil fragments after this?

‘Anyway, forty’s on the horizon – though I’d rather it wasn’t – and we went for dinner a couple of weeks ago to discuss it.’ His fingers ran through his dark hair. ‘I guess I thought it was a joke, a platonic “companionship” arrangement that we’d laugh about but, I suppose, looking back, she didn’t see it that way. We got blind drunk – though we always do – and ever since I’ve been trying to explain that I don’t want our relationship to change, but she’s hurt and slightly delusional, I think, about what the situation is. It’s chaos. I need to make it up to her. We’re best friends but we’d be awful as anything more. I really thought she knew that. At university we were like a bickering old married couple. Why would she want that for the rest of her life?’

‘Well,’ I said, breathing out, pushing my own feelings of relief to one side, ‘I hope you can make things right.’

‘Me too,’ he replied, sighing, visibly strained.

*

Perhaps things would have ended there for Anthony Lyon and me, spark extinguished before we’d even lit the match, if it hadn’t been for his persistence in the weeks afterwards: an enormous bouquet of pink, green and blues landed on my desk the same day his interview ran in the paper; then a letter – an invitation to dinner; then a proposition: Egypt. Did I want to accompany him to the mecca of ancient history? Would that be something that might interest me? Would I like to take a month off work to explore it with him?

I didn’t have to think too hard about my reply.

I got lucky, too – the paper agreed to give me a four week sabbatical. I had to file my pieces in advance so, if anything, I was doing them a favour taking my salary off the books for a while.

Thus followed a whirlwind romance that I lived in the eye of the storm. I couldn’t believe that Anthony was really interested in pursuing me. I’d talked myself down at every stage – he only wants to go to Egypt in a professional capacity, the dinner was a one off, he’s got too much to worry about with Heather, he can’t be looking for anything serious, he knows all about the condition of my weakening heart, why would he want to take that on? – but things had turned romantic and affectionate while we’d been in Cairo. Between private dinners, spa days, expeditions planned just for the two of us, close contact, tactile touches, well… when we arrived home, I couldn’t deny it any longer: I was properly falling in love with Anthony Lyon, and he was with me, too.

Back in London, things had taken a temporary dip. The paper terminated my contract and made me redundant – taking four weeks off had the unfortunate effect of making my seniors realise that things wouldn’t be so bad without a full-time history and culture correspondent. Kelly, who dealt with entertainment, was to take over – excuse me? – but they’d ‘be grateful to receive my freelance commissions’ if I was interested. Fat chance. They couldn’t just take my job away, then make out it was acceptable to pay me two hundred pounds a week for the same work I was doing full-time. Under their deal I’d be looking for stories, researching and writing them for free, the only thing they’d have to pay for was the final text. Absolutely not.

Instead, I’d gone straight to the Tambridge Times’ main rival and placed a six week series of articles about the ancient Egyptians – inspired by my recent trip – peppered with insight from Anthony, stunning photography and thoughtful commentary. They’d gladly received it and I was generously rewarded. It gave me six weeks to look for something new and, during that time, Anthony made me an offer: move in with me.

Whether I’d have been so quick to accept if I hadn’t just lost my job and wasn’t drunk on our rose-coloured young love is up for debate but, at the time, it hadn’t felt rushed. It was what he, and I, wanted. We were following our hearts. I’d told my parents the same when I called to fill them in on my recent trip, and new relationship. They’d been overjoyed for me; they’d wanted me to find someone as much as I had, and they encouraged me. Go for it, Emelia, you deserve to be happy.

Three months later, I invited Anthony to meet them: my very ordinary parents. Like Anthony, I’m an only child but, unlike Anthony, I didn’t grow up in the lap of luxury to an absent mother and father. I have a relationship with my folks, especially my dad, the person responsible for igniting my fierce interest in archaeology with a book for my twelfth birthday all about ‘leading your own treasure hunt’. I’d found an old sixpence on that expedition and felt as if I’d won the lottery. To my relief, they got on like a house on fire. Anthony impressed my dad with his knowledge of medicine – my dad’s a nurse – and let my mum fuss over him, accepting every offer of store bought goods that she wafted under his nose in unappealing plastic packages, coloured with every E-number under the artificial food rainbow. When it was time to leave, they had both been thoroughly won over, the three of us head over heels for the new man in our lives.

Afterwards, I played dumb, hoping Anthony would confirm what I thought I’d seen. ‘What did you really think, were they too much? Dad chews anyone’s ear off about his job, sorry, and Mum’s always so flappy when she has guests.’

‘They were perfect. Everything I could have wished for and more.’

‘Really?’ I grinned, reminding myself that Anthony’s relationship with his own parents was non-existent. Given what has happened since, I’m guessing he was just happy he’d found a new family in mine, not bothered by how normal we were compared to the way he’d been brought up.

We were about to leave when Anthony had an idea and asked if I wanted to visit the heath now that the dig – where we first met – was being repurposed as an in-situ museum, complete with an underground walk-through of the Mithras shrine.

‘I’d love to,’ I said and we walked, drunk on each other’s company, towards the twinkling night lights of the construction site. When we arrived at the entrance, we ducked under the closed-to-the-public notice and headed into the smell of damp earth and cut grass.

‘Emelia,’ he said, once we’d walked down into the space and he’d switched on the exposed lightbulbs overhead, a vista of beautiful glass cabinets housing the treasures collected by the cult, their troves of gems twinkling emerald and ruby and sapphire, a kaleidoscope of colour against the walls. ‘I wanted to ask you something.’ I turned to him and watched him drop to one knee. ‘Would you do me the great honour of marrying me?’

He held out a delicate gold chain, a diamond in the middle, and I recognised it immediately: the necklace he’d shown me the first time we were down here. A priceless, ancient antique that belonged in a museum, not round my neck.

He stood then, perhaps sensing my hesitation, and lifted my hair to one side to clasp it in place, his fingers tracing the ridges of my collarbone.

‘I had it modified and got a jeweller to affix the diamond.’ Why would you deface a piece of history? I almost asked, but changed my mind, quashed the thought. ‘I’d been thinking about what to get you, ring-wise, when it hit me: why get a ring when I can give you something like this?’

I looked at him again, into the kind eyes that had tried so hard to make this moment perfect, that had gone above and beyond and, admittedly, lost their way slightly in the realm of criminality, to give me a piece of jewellery that I would cherish forever. I changed my mind. This was it, this was right. I couldn’t have dreamed of a better proposal than this.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I breathed. ‘I can’t believe this is happening!’

‘I’m sure about this, about you, I feel as though I’ve known you forever.’

‘Me too,’ I said, high on the moment.

‘So?’ he said, looking down. ‘Will you?’

‘Of course I will! Yes!’ I chirped. We kissed then, and the diamond round my neck pressed against his chest. ‘I can’t believe it! I need to start thinking about venues and guests and dresses and…’

‘Ah-ha!’ he said. ‘I already have the perfect venue in mind. Right here, on the heath, just before the exhibition opens to the public. I’ve checked it out with the organisers, pulled a few strings, and they’ve agreed. Your parents are over the moon that it will all unfold right on their doorstep, and the hotel round the corner is big enough for a hundred and fifty guests. And, don’t worry, I’ve already insisted that I’ll foot the bill, I wouldn’t dream of accepting any money from them.’

I was rooted to the spot, a little shell-shocked at the fact that my wedding day had just been planned in the space of fifteen seconds, but too delirious in the moment to question it. Plus, I knew it was coming from a good place.

‘Wow, you’ve really thought of everything.’

‘You deserve the best.’


Blog Entry

13th October, 5 p.m.

Anthony strokes my head, rough fingers scrubbing the length of my scalp, as we wait for the doctor. I’m lying on a stretcher, scratchy cotton against bare arms, my knees curled into my chest, the intense smell of antiseptic stinging my nostrils and burning into the grazes that scatter my body. The distant sounds of the hospital reach into the room but other than far off conversation everything is quiet, just Anthony’s measured breathing by my side.

‘Quite the fall,’ the doctor announces, pushing the door wide, startling us both. He’s squat and thick-legged, clad in a sensible suit and tie, hairline disappearing over his forehead, eyes bleary and bloodshot, symptomatic of someone who spends most of their days lost in front of a screen. ‘You’ve cracked two ribs and broken your cheekbone.’ He slaps the X-rays to prove it up against a lightbox with chubby fingers. ‘Not to mention the concussion.’

My head responds, turning foggy and disoriented, and I forget how exactly we came to be here. I look up at Anthony and he smiles to reassure me. I mimic him, just wanting today to be over, wanting to be back. He was right, we shouldn’t have gone out, it was too soon. I wrap my arms tight round my knees.

‘Will she need to stay in overnight?’ Anthony asks, taking charge when I don’t respond to the doctor’s diagnosis.

‘I don’t think it’s necessary, but you’ll need to keep a close eye on the head injury. The ribs and cheekbone are OK – they’ll take time but there’s nothing we can really do about that – but the head… the head is more of a concern.’

I close my eyes. I don’t want to hear this. I want to block it out. I want to be told I’ll be well enough to go outside again soon, to go back to the dig. I want to work, to live.

The doctor lowers his voice and speaks directly to Anthony as I refuse to engage with his assessment of my situation. ‘If she gets any worse, bring her back in.’

‘Absolutely,’ Anthony replies, chatting happily with the doctor about what exactly constitutes worse and how long the symptoms of my concussion are expected to last for.

I lie in the background listening to them talk about me, about how these fainting episodes are becoming more common, about how I’d refused my medicine this morning and how the sudden detox could have contributed to why I fell. I hear the doctor say that it’s not surprising, given my condition, and that he doesn’t necessarily expect things to get better. He reiterates that I am on the transplant list and that I could have the surgery should a match become available or I could continue to live out what time I have left. I am completely hopeless. Tears clump in my eyelashes as I consider my position and I curl myself tighter until I’m ball like and protected.

I already know how tonight will pan out: Anthony will wrap me in cotton-wool arms, placing my head against his chest as we lie in bed, tucked too tight under the covers, an extra blanket round my shoulders. That’s it, darling, the only thing I want you to worry about is getting better. He’ll turn on the electric fire in the corner and a cup of soup will be steaming in my hands. I’ll start to sweat – it’s a pleasant early autumn day and too warm for the fire – but he won’t mind, he likes it, and he’ll pull me closer as my fringe sticks to my forehead and my eyelids droop to close. I’ll notice my laptop is open just a crack as it sits expectantly on the floor, under the bed but not quite. I must push it further beneath, so he’s not tempted to look, to find out what I’ve been writing about him all this time. Later, he’ll change me into a flimsy nightgown as my head lolls in and out of sleep and at some point, eventually, I’ll drift off, part of me wishing I won’t wake up.

*

I dream that night that a girl comes to me, knocking hard on my bedroom window. I pull the curtains wide, blowing dust into my face, then take her in: her eyes are hollowed out and her teeth are crisscrossed and jagged. There’s blood running down her head and she’s telling me that I broke her when I fell. That I killed her. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, hands to the window, begging her to forgive me. She shakes her head, slow, her smile twisting to a crooked semi-circle.

‘You have to get away,’ she pleads. ‘Run.’


Archived Entry

Five months ago – 20th May, 8.35 p.m.

From across the table, Anthony is about to make an announcement, and the side of his champagne flute rings in tinny echoes as he taps it with a knife. I look over, hoping he won’t have realised how nervous I’ve been this evening. Our rehearsal dinner. He spots me looking and smiles.

‘On behalf of my soon-to-be wife and I…’ he begins, leaving a little gap for a reaction, promptly filled with polite cheers and applause and, to a few guests’ surprise, a tone deaf whoop from my father. ‘I’d like to thank you all for making the time to be here tonight. This is a fresh start for Emelia, and for me, and we’re delighted to share it with you. To new beginnings!’

We raise our glasses and I take the opportunity to look over at my dad, give him a thumbs-up, then knock back the rest of my champagne, the bubbles exploding behind my eyes in effervescent fireworks.

My dad probably won’t realise he’s done anything wrong, which is just as well, but it is slightly perturbing to be confronted with a real life example of how I’m the rough to Anthony’s smooth and unblemished upbringing. I was raised in a normal home in an uncharacteristically grey part of Kent. Anthony and his friends, in contrast, come from a world I didn’t realise existed; these are people who don’t ever have to worry about money, who can do whatever they like without a second thought as to how. Anthony’s parents are grotesquely successful antique dealers who’ve left him a bottomless apology fund to make up for their ineptitude with everything else. It’s this money that’s paying for our high-society wedding – with its rules and etiquette and regimented cutlery arrangement.

Unfortunately for them, and for me, my parents are sat at a table with Anthony’s mother and a splattering of ‘older’ guests – God knows how they’re getting on – and I’m sitting at a table of people that, save for two, I’ve never met before. To make matters worse, the two I have met absolutely hate me. They’re all Anthony’s friends from college. Our friends, he’d called them, which had irritated me at the time because they most certainly weren’t our friends, they were his friends. However, sitting here now, without a single one of my own girlfriends in attendance, I decide I need to make an effort. My own friends have all but forgotten about me since I met Anthony, their initial interest dampened as soon as they realised I was moving to London. Dulled further still when they accepted my relationship was here to stay and that I was happy, no longer the lonely love-sick woman they could see every so often to make them feel better about themselves. Of course, I’d invited my old friends to tonight’s festivities but each had voluntarily erased themselves citing the usual excuses – baby, marriage, baby, work, baby, holiday – and, though I could be worried that my new life in London is isolating me, I’d been trying to see it as an opportunity to start afresh, to rise to the occasion of being Anthony’s wife.

‘Are you nervous?’

I turn to the voice that’s speaking to me, recognising it immediately, dreading the conversation that’s about to follow. There’s a space in between us, where Anthony will sit, but even from here my nose is thick with her musky perfume.

My eyes move to the label at her place setting: Heather.

Deep breath.

‘A bit,’ I reply, honestly.

Heather and I haven’t seen each other since we met after Anthony’s talk at the Natural History Museum and, though she’s sent overly enthusiastic well-wishing cards and presents to our home, I’ve been wary of seeing her again. Anthony is very keen for us to bond, though, so I must try.

I take her in: tall and skinny with a striking nose that a different woman might have felt pressured to have had ‘fixed’. I like that she hasn’t, though, it suits her. I hope Heather will be able to forgive me for falling in love with Anthony, and wonder if we could become friends down the line, but, as I look up, I see that the smile has already disappeared from her face and she’s flitting her lashes in the opposite direction. Anthony’s walking over, his divine proportions fitted into a tailored suit, about to take his seat between us – our wedding planner insisted on a man-woman-man-woman seating plan – and, by the looks of things, she’s desperate for him to save her from interacting with me. Oh dear. I curl my toes inwards, my skin crawling with anxiety. I tease the tassels at the base of my white cocktail dress with nervous fingertips. I’d chosen this dress when I’d been under the impression tonight would be fun, but now the tassels just feel inappropriate and frivolous.

Forget about Heather, I tell myself. Don’t let her ruin tonight for you.

I clear my throat, squeeze my right hand with my left and look up. I run my eyes round the table, tracking the six people we’re sitting with. There are the three R’s – Rupert, Roger and Richard – belly laughing in wacky ties. Then there’s Harry, sitting to my left, his fingers deep in a bowl of crisps that he’s brought over from the snacks table – he’s now more of a work colleague than a college chum – who’s collaborated with Anthony on a number of recent projects and who I’ve met several times before. There’s Carla – the other person at this table who likely despises me, and married to one of the R’s, though I forget which – and, finally, Heather, her eyes swivelling back towards me now, her lips sucking their way round a tart tasting olive that, from the looks of it, is about as bitter as she is.

‘So, if you’re nervous, I guess it’s not true what they say, then?’ she asks, her voice slightly dozy. ‘That your wedding day is just the happiest of your life?’

I pick up on her prickliness – it isn’t exactly veiled – and consider her feelings. I bet she’s sick to death of The Woman Who Insisted Her Relationship With Anthony Lyon Was Strictly Professional Then Married Him Six Months Later. Emelia Thompson – the poor, impoverished journalist who muscled in on her man, and who I bet she thinks must have rushed the wedding in order to get her greedy little mitts on Anthony’s money. Anthony’s parents’ money. Money, money, money – jealousy always loops back to money in the end.

‘I’m very happy,’ I reply, not rising to the bait, just as Anthony leans in to greet us. He kisses Heather’s cheek first but I don’t let it bother me. He’s a kind man and wants to be mindful of her feelings; to let her believe she’s still the number one woman in his life, that I’m just a passing fancy, a phase, something that will blow over. ‘And very lucky,’ I add, not wanting to rub my marriage in her face any more than it already has been.

‘Are you nervous?’ I ask Anthony as his hand lingers at the nape of my neck.

He nods. ‘Not at all, tonight’s a dream come true. I’m marrying the woman of my dreams. My best friend.’

I cough uncertainly – perhaps he isn’t particularly aware of Heather’s feelings – and take a long sip of my champagne.

Heather’s his best friend, not me – our roles have been long established.

Anthony doesn’t pick up on his faux-pas and finds himself distracted by Harry, sitting to my other side. I wonder if Heather might want to talk about work – we’re both historians, we have plenty to discuss besides Anthony, but she’s squawking again about relationships before I have a chance to swerve the subject.

‘If only it were as simple as marrying someone who’s perfect for you!’ Heather guffaws, sarcastically. ‘My perfect man would have to be Roman Catholic to satisfy some deep seated need for parental approval but, crucially, agnostic in reality; a historian – obviously – ideally with a special interest in the Middle Ages; above six foot one, if possible; full head of hair, preferably. Think you could find him for me, Emelia?’

I fake-laugh for her benefit – she’s just described Anthony – and watch her eyes move to the beautiful engagement necklace round my neck, seething, then pour another drink.

*

Heather’s slurring by the time dinner’s served – generous helpings of lamb shanks and pearl barley, served with petit pois and buttery kale. I’ve asked her where she’s from, if she still enjoys what she does for a living, if she’s happy in her personal life – which she is, of course, though it may very well be a lie – but I haven’t had any questions back and she’s been cooing over Anthony all night instead, whispering asides into his ear, laughing a shade too enthusiastically at everything he says. However, I sense things are starting to sour between them now and I watch her face drop as Anthony puts his hand over the top of her wine glass, preventing the waiter from refilling it.

‘Hey!’ Heather chides. ‘Whassat for?’

‘Saving you from yourself, darling, as ever,’ Anthony bemoans, rolling his eyes as I listen in on their conversation. ‘Do you remember that night in halls, just after you’d embarked on a new direction as a stoner?’

‘Ohh,’ groans Heather. ‘That was embarrassing.’

‘You had a pot overdose. I’m still amazed there’s such a thing.’

She touches the top of his arm. ‘Almost as embarrassing as the time I did too many Jägerbombs and you rushed me to hospital, said I was having a heart attack… I’m telling you, if you grow up Catholic, that’s what happens when you’re left to your own devices at university.’

I sit silently at the table, redundant, less than shocked at Heather’s supposed ‘rebellions’ as they reminisce about old times, desperate for these private jokes and the retelling of decades of shared memories to come to an end. I sip thirstily on my drink, in dire need of every drop, and, when it’s finished, don’t have to wait too long for the waiter to pour me another. As he moves away, I notice their bodies closer together, Heather’s arm stretched long across Anthony’s shoulders, the fact that I’m even here seemingly forgotten.

‘So,’ Harry announces from my left side, breaking me out of my daze. ‘Humour me. Carla and I have a bit of a bet going.’

I shuffle awkwardly in my seat.

‘What’s the bet?’ I ask, forcing a pleasant smile, thoughts of what they’re about to ask flashing through my mind. Did Anthony cry when he proposed? Did you?

‘Where did Anthony take you on your first date?’

Harry’s pot belly jiggles as he shifts his weight in his seat, leaning closer, pleats forming up his legs as his trousers stretch tight over his thighs. Where are they going with this?

My mind loops back to the beautiful Italian restaurant – Casa Maria – Anthony had taken me to for our ‘official’ first date. It’d smelt like fresh basil and roasted tomato and we’d eaten blue-crab tagliolini, served exclusively for us by the chef. It was Anthony’s favourite and the fact that it wasn’t on the menu any more hadn’t mattered. I’d fallen in love at some point during our second bottle of wine and, on the walk home, our bodies had shivered together as we’d prolonged the evening as much as possible, both reluctant to leave, our shadows hunched together, heart-shaped, as we’d kissed on the embankment.

‘Uh… An Italian place,’ I say, twisting my hands nervously, waiting for the punchline. ‘On the river.’

Carla’s eyes widen and she thumps Harry on the back. ‘I told you,’ she cuts in, smug.

‘Casa Maria?’ Harry asks, sheepish, squinting out of the corner of his eye.

‘Yes,’ I reply, quiet. ‘Care to fill me in?’ I add, when the details of their bet aren’t forthcoming.

‘He takes all his first dates there,’ Carla explains, red lips moving fast, a spaghetti strap falling loose down her shoulder. ‘But it’s not a bad thing, it’s just Anthony, he’s a real creature of habit. He took Heather there too, back when…’ She hikes her strap back up, purses her lips. ‘You know.’ She turns away; done with me now.

‘I should have known,’ Harry laments and I sink back into my chair, stressed and tired and ready for tonight to be over. At that moment, my chest responds to my dissatisfaction, pain nudging out of the sides.

‘Everything all right?’ Harry asks, concerned, as I grip my napkin tight in my palm.

‘Fine,’ I reply through gritted teeth.

‘You don’t look fine,’ seconds Carla.

‘I was born with a heart defect,’ I pant. ‘Sometimes the pain hits and just takes a—’ I wince as the pain crests, then falls, ‘moment to pass.’

Their eyebrows rise.

‘Gosh,’ says Harry.

‘I’ve probably had a little too much to drink, which doesn’t help.’ Not to mention the fact that everyone here’s trying to break up my marriage before it’s even begun.

Their eyes widen for a second, as though worried about me, but they don’t know what to say, and I can tell this information about my heart condition is new. Before I can say another word, they’re engaged in a new conversation I’ve not been invited to join so I swivel back to my right, sighing, only to be met with the sight of Anthony’s back, angled towards Heather, deep in animated conversation.

It hits me then: the extent to which I’m an outsider in this exclusive group, all rich kids born and raised in London who went to similar private schools then off to the same redbrick university, their lives homogenous and cliquey, reluctant to let in outsiders who’d muddy their insular world views. Even if it wasn’t for Anthony’s unfortunate history with Heather, the rest of the table are unashamedly upset that their friends didn’t end up together and that they’ve had to welcome someone new into the fold. It hadn’t taken long for them to dismiss me: they’d assessed my less than ideal background and had swiftly relegated me to the much maligned position of middle England moron, a hobbit lost in their beautiful elfin city of Rivendell. Yes, that’s exactly it, that’s why none of them are talking to me: they think I’m Frodo. No, worse, they think I’m Samwise, and the only reason I am here is because of the borrowed ring on my finger. I snort to myself, champagne fizzing fast through my nose.

‘No,’ Heather squawks, reaching across Anthony’s muscular torso to grab my arm, just as I’m reaching for a napkin to wipe my face. ‘She has to know!’

Her nails dig into my flesh, half-moons imprinted on my skin.

‘Emelia,’ Heather bellows, red wine stains on her front teeth. ‘You want to know the truth about Anthony, don’t you?’

The whole table has her attention now and erupts in laughter at my expense. What’s so funny?

‘Don’t worry, Emelia,’ Harry says jubilantly, thumping my back, his hand smacking me like a bear paw. ‘It’s not too late to back out!’ A trickle of champagne escapes from my nostril and I move fast to wipe it away.

‘Go on, Heather,’ encourages one of the three R’s. ‘She needs to hear it sometime.’

Heather licks her lips.

‘Anthony was quite the ladies’ man back at college, Emelia.’

‘Was?’ I hear Carla snort-whisper into Harry’s ear.

‘Oh really?’ I ask, shrinking with the revelation. I hadn’t pegged Anthony as such – the Anthony I know isn’t a womaniser. The Anthony I know is sensitive and caring, not brash and laddy like those types so often are.

‘Well, let’s see, there was Rebecca,’ Heather recounts, her eyes upward, recalling all the grisly details. ‘But when she found out about Cindy, she cut herself up in a bath and had to be hospitalised for a month.’

I wince at the insensitive way she refers to a young woman self-harming in response to her boyfriend being unfaithful. Why should Heather’s sympathy be with Anthony and not with Cindy? I swallow another sip, trying to control the rage, bubbles fizzing in my stomach.

‘Then, after Cindy – I can’t even remember what happened to her – there was Pamela, do you remember?’ she asks the table. ‘The one with the massive tits and tiny head?’ Heather guffaws at Pamela’s expense. ‘Then, after uni it was some combination of Holly and Dolly and Polly…’

Anthony sits next to her, revelling in it, cupping his face in his hands, laughing along with the story that everyone’s enjoying so much. I hate it, the whole boys will be boys thing, and I refuse to join in. I keep my face straight and my expression neutral.

‘And, as for their problems, my God!’ Heather wails. ‘There was always something with these girls. “Holly can’t take her exams because she’s depressed, Polly’s too anxious to come out tonight so we’re staying in, Dolly’s drunk herself into a stupor and needs to go to AA.” In fact, I think we’re all waiting to hear what your particular brand of difficult is going to be…’

The table hushes then. The rest of this evening’s guests – on board with Heather up until now – take a different fork. I exchange a hurried glance with Harry and Carla who I’ve told about my heart condition.

‘She’s a good eater, at least that’s something,’ slurs Heather, her tongue lashing from red gums.

‘Enough,’ commands Anthony, finally ending her tirade, stopping her in her tracks as she makes this thinly veiled barb at his ex, and, consequently, my waistline. The table falls quiet for a moment, something going unsaid, but, finally, the conversation moves on, away from Anthony and his past. I take the opportunity to press my serviette to my lips and whisper an apology, excusing myself. I can’t sit at this table any more pretending their words don’t hurt.

I walk away, hot, the smell of burnt lamb sticking to my hair, and I clench my jaw with frustration as I exit the dining hall, a few pairs of eyes following me as I go. It is a relief when I am alone. These people are awful. Trash. Crystals dressed as diamonds who will never accept me, no matter how hard I try. All I am to them is a future dinner-party anecdote that they’re already champing at the bit to tell. Emelia, yes! She really was the tip of the iceberg in terms of Anthony’s relationship choices: common, impoverished, paranoid, drunk. Quite simply the worst of the lot.

*

Anthony’s voice is quiet but he goes round the hotel suite closing cupboards far too forcefully, performing his night time rituals with a few more decibels than entirely necessary. We’re supposed to be in separate rooms, as per the tradition, but it can’t be good luck to sleep on an argument the night before your wedding either, so I’ve followed him back to his.

I trace his bangs and thuds into the en-suite where I find him rubbing his electric toothbrush in sloppy circles across his teeth.

‘Is everything OK?’ I venture. Now that I’ve had enough time to cool off, I want him to tell me that tonight didn’t matter, that this stupid rehearsal dinner with his stupid friends was irrelevant, meaningless and just, yes, stupid, but the whir of his toothbrush is the only sound between us and I can already tell I am not going to get what I want.

‘It’s just a bit embarrassing, darling,’ he says through the foam, ‘that, despite the fact that I had to spend the first half of the evening babysitting you, you still couldn’t find a way to get along with anyone tonight. Especially Heather, you know how sensitive she is.’

‘Are you serious?’ I ask.

‘She’s my best friend,’ he replies, spitting out. ‘I need you to find a way to get on with her.’

‘How am I supposed to get on with someone who’s clearly still in love with you?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, that was just a phase. We’ve sorted everything out.’

‘You might want to believe that, but it isn’t true. She spent all night humiliating me, Anthony, she’s trying to put a wedge between us. Why do you think she was delightedly telling all those stories about your ex-girlfriends?’

‘That was funny!’ he puffs. ‘You can’t be jealous that I was with other women before you, surely?’

I turn around, slightly exasperated, pacing the room.

‘I’m not, it’s the way she told them.’

‘Heather’s harmless,’ he replies, picking up on my meaning, his voice low, his toothbrush still vibrating on the side. ‘Now you’re the one being oversensitive.’

My breath catches in my throat because I know that I’m not, that I’m actually being unbelievably calm.

‘And why were you wearing your hair up this evening? You know I prefer it down.’

Really?

‘Heather, your friends, my hair. I can’t do anything right, can I?’

I look up at him, then down at the floor, trying to swallow the angry lump that has rushed to my throat.

He scrubs once more at his teeth then spits forcefully into the sink, a few drops of blood dripping from over-scrubbed gums. He stands and we stare at each other, teammates turned opponents, now at opposite ends of the pitch.

After a prolonged silence between us, he looks left towards the bathroom mirror, takes a sharp breath in, shrugs his shoulders then walks towards me, a different expression on his face.

‘Come here,’ he sighs, moving closer, wrapping my body into his smells of red wine and expensive cologne. ‘I’m sorry.’

I let him hold me – his scent taking me back to a wine tour we’d booked while away in Egypt. The wines had all been utterly revolting but we’d pretended, for a few at least, that we both knew a bit about the stuff. I’m getting a very sharp, very sour, very vinegary grape-taste from this one. By the third glass, which had smelled distinctly like window cleaner, I couldn’t handle any more and had spat it out fast and hard into the spittoon. ‘Very, um, overpowering,’ I’d explained to Anthony, and he’d agreed. ‘I thought you were enjoying them! I’m so glad you did that, they’re all disgusting, aren’t they?’ We’d spent the rest of the wine tour taking delicate sips and comparing the drinks to highly corrosive substances, much to the bemusement of those surrounding us.

I reason it out. Weddings are stressful. They test even the strongest of couples. That’s what we’re going through here, nothing more, nothing less. I need to take it with a pinch of salt. His friends are not the be all and end all of our relationship.

‘I’m sorry too,’ I say, but even as I’m apologising, his long fingers are crawling up the back of my head and teasing my ponytail out from its band.

My curls fall loose around my shoulders and my stomach drops.

I swallow my fears. He’s the man of my dreams. The only one I’ve met willing to overlook a life-limiting heart condition. I’m so lucky.

His voice is cold, quiet, a thin line of annoyance running through it when he speaks again.

‘Please, though, I’d like you to make an effort with Heather, she’s really important to me.’

He squeezes my arms once, then lets me go.

‘I love you,’ he says, the words hanging for a moment in the air, before tumbling down.


Blog Entry

18th October, 6.35 p.m.

I race from the taxi to the art gallery through blustery showers, each breath agonising against my ribs, still slow healing following my fall at the dig. I’d tried to put up my umbrella, but the wind had claimed and contorted it, and it swings by my side now, porcupine spikes exposed, batting rainwater on my trainers as I quick-march to reach her.

Heather.

I haven’t been out much since my visit to hospital, but Anthony invited me to come to this exhibition at the Tate – either because he’s still labouring under the illusion that Heather and I will one day be friends or, more likely, because he thought I wouldn’t be fit enough to accept – but I’m here. I’m out. For the second time in as many weeks. Things are looking up.

As I draw closer to the building’s industrial façade, I spot my reflection in the tall windows that run up the outside like glass ladders. I pause, disconcerted by the way my hair – which I’d swept and secured with a butterfly clip before I’d left the flat – has come loose, the clip hanging aimlessly at my jawline now, swinging with the unkempt strands round my shoulders, clumped together with drizzle. This, in addition to the bruised off-green of my cheekbone, gives my appearance a somewhat concerning air, but the way Heather’s looking at me – chin swallowed by her neck, lips pursed, eyes winced – is a definite over reaction.

‘Jesus,’ Heather scoffs as I pull level. ‘You look awful.’

‘Thanks,’ I reply sarcastically, taking shelter under the building’s veranda.

‘How are you?’ I ask, keen to get us off on the right track this evening, but Heather’s trademark wiry lashes are already angled back towards her phone and she doesn’t bother to respond.

‘Anthony’s running late,’ she announces, fingers running fast over her phone’s keyboard. I mumble an understanding but, when she doesn’t acknowledge it, decide not to say any more and wait in silence for my next instruction. I note her outfit as we stand in uncomfortable proximity – an uptight black mackintosh, tied tight with a double bow to her strong waist. Underneath, a pair of flared suit trousers flow down to striking stilettos that look more like weapons than footwear. My denim pinafore dress, mustard polo-neck and white trainers stand in stark contrast and, though it’s hardly surprising, I’m arrested once again by my failure to get it right, by my inability to blend in with Anthony and his smart and sophisticated friends.

‘Let’s go in,’ she says, after a while, tired of her enforced silence and, before I’ve had a chance to react, she’s off.

Bodies flit fast in the space between us, tourists pushing their way through the heavy glass entrance doors, shoving pushchairs and stuffed souvenir bags into the commotion within. I almost lose Heather’s buttercup up-do in the hubbub, the crowds inside jarring with the sterile white of the lobby. I look up: straight lines delineate the rooms on the higher floors, accessed by a wide, concrete staircase from this level that Heather’s trotting up now, skyscraper heels posing no obstacle. Shortly afterwards, we swap hospital white for an explosion of colour in the exhibition hall and I reach her just as she turns towards me to speak.

‘Anthony loves Mexican art,’ Heather says with glassy blue eyes, rolling left to right as she scans the room.

‘Does he?’ I ask, looking round, the walls bursting with bright reds and vibrant blues, sunshine yellows and vivid greens, beautiful women depicted with thick monobrows, some with decorated black skulls for faces. I think of the line drawing hanging above our bed – black and white – of the prehistoric tapestries that adorn our lounge – dull sepia – and wonder if Anthony’s Mexican art isn’t quite the love affair Heather thinks it is.

‘We both do,’ Heather replies, matter-of-fact, as though they’ve both dedicated their lives to the worthy cause of forgotten Mexican art and I’d simply been too stupid to realise. ‘The day of the dead was kind of our thing at college, we both adored it. In fact, the first present Anthony ever gave me was a Mexican art poster he’d found in a market.’

Heather continues before I have a chance to respond.

‘It was of a beautiful dead woman with a thick rose over her ear. She had blonde hair but the ends were red, dipped in blood. He told me I looked like her. Which was ridiculous, obviously, because she was so beautiful, but, anyway, she’s here tonight. I’m so excited to show him.’

She puts the emphasis on her final word: him. Not me. She definitely didn’t want to show me.

If it weren’t for the fact that Anthony still wants us to be friends, that he continues to turn a blind eye to Heather’s obsession with him, that he’s actively angry whenever I say a bad word against her, I’d have eschewed this invitation, and her, long ago. People like Heather aren’t worth the effort. She’s never going to like me. She’s never going to stop trying to convince Anthony to love her. Not while we’re still together, not whilst I’m still alive.

‘That’s very thoughtful,’ I manage to reply.

Her eyes narrow. ‘Anyway, what happened to your face?’

‘Oh, nothing, I just fell over.’ I touch my hand to my cheekbone automatically, still tender.

‘Was this at the dig site?’

I tap my foot against the tiled floor, not wanting to re-visit that day. ‘With the black death skeletons?’ she asks.

I nod.

‘I was reading about those,’ Heather continues. ‘Fascinating. Anthony always gets the best jobs.’

Heather works in the office side of archaeology. She sits behind a computer typing facts into the screen, but she’s rarely on site.

‘Anthony did say you’d been feeling particularly fragile recently.’

I don’t answer, not that it matters, and she continues anyway.

‘He said you’d gone into a kind of “self-imposed exile.”’ She mimes air quotes round the final three words, though I’m not sure why. ‘It’s why he wanted you here tonight. He’s trying to get you out more.’

My tone changes, I’m a little taken aback. ‘He said that?’

‘You’re not taking it out on him, are you?’ She crosses her arms, brow furrowed as though she’s my teacher.

‘What?’

‘Your illness.’

‘No, of course not,’ I fire back, knowing it’s not, strictly speaking, the truth. My annoyance with Heather ratchets up a level.

She sighs. ‘He’s doing his best to help you, you know, it’s not his fault you’re sickly.’

‘Does it have to be someone’s fault?’

Heather’s about to reply, a wicked grin on her face, when I feel a steady hand press against my back.

‘There you are!’ Heather screeches and I breathe out heavily, hoping Anthony didn’t hear me raise my voice to her.

‘How are my two favourite ladies?’ he asks. ‘It’s so nice to see you getting along.’

I swallow my relief whole.

‘Come with me!’ Heather exclaims, reaching for his hand, leading him straight to the portrait she’s been dying to show him.

I observe them from a few steps behind. Anthony’s suit and shiny brogues match Heather’s style perfectly, her mac folded neatly over her arm now to reveal a low cut top beneath, its V shaped neckline pulled tantalisingly over her thick collarbone and down to her modest bust. Heather has a swimmer’s physique: broad, rangy, strong. She stands the exact same height as Anthony in her stilettos which, if I didn’t know better, would put down to coincidence. But I do know better. And I’d be willing to bet Heather goes to every shoe store armed with a measuring tape, the only heels she allows herself to buy the ones that fit into a tight ‘Anthony approved’ window.

I take in the picture Heather was so keen to remind Anthony about. First off, it looks nothing like her. The woman in the portrait before us is literally an embellished skeleton. Her lips are pillowy and deep red, her eyes outlined with black saucers, her hair thick and yellow, Rapunzel-like, tumbling down the picture frame, kept in place with a red rose that sits over her left ear. It reminds me slightly of the butterfly clip I’d tried to fashion to keep my hair in place for tonight. I’d be willing to bet if skull woman came to life, then had to negotiate a taxi ride through central London and a frantic dash through the driving rain, that, not only, would her rose fall by the wayside, but her extensive eye make-up would melt too, fast-dribbling down her face as she took her first steps into the real world.

‘I need to tell you something,’ Heather says to Anthony, her eyes locked on the picture in front as his swivel towards her. ‘I met someone.’

‘You did?’ he replies. ‘Wonderful, I’m pleased for you.’

My ears prick up.

‘I’d given up, I really had.’

‘Where did you meet?’ Anthony asks, slightly cooler.

‘Work. He’s a forensics guy. We had this case… Some of the remains were a lot newer than those they’d been buried with – and it turned out there’d been an entire family burned, killed, and buried in the same pit as the site. He works with the police, but he trained as a doctor.’

I watch Anthony shift from right foot to left. Anthony had once confided in me that he’d applied to medical school but that his grades weren’t quite good enough to get in. He’d switched to archaeology and anthropology instead – and, though he’s made the most of it, though he loves it now, the teenager in the back of his mind will be reminding him that Heather’s new guy scored the career trajectory he wished he’d had at one point.

She’s making him jealous.

‘What’s his name?’ I butt in, unwelcome, of course, but sensing an opportunity, dubious that this forensic-historian-doctor-policeman exists in the traditional sense of the word.

‘Aaron.’

‘What does he look like?’

‘What kind of a question is that?’ Heather asks, affronted. ‘Not every man has to be evaluated by their looks, Emelia.’

True, I think, though I’m pretty sure Aaron doesn’t have any looks because I’m pretty sure Aaron is a figment of her imagination.

‘I see,’ I reply sharply. Not saying much, just enough.

‘He’s not a beast if that’s what you’re implying,’ she whinnies. ‘He’s very smart, precise, well dressed, impeccably groomed.’

He sounds like a show horse.

‘Well, we’re very happy for you,’ finishes Anthony, resting his hand against the curve of my waist. ‘You’ll have to come round for dinner.’

I’m sure I spot Heather’s cheeks flush.

‘Absolutely,’ I agree. ‘How about next week?’

‘You two are awful!’ Heather insists. ‘I’ve only just met him. I won’t be introducing him to the group, Emelia, for a long time yet, believe me.’

Oh, I believe you.

Anthony laughs gently then turns his attention back to the portrait.

‘This, Heather, is beautiful. Isn’t it exactly how it was in the poster? It’s breathtaking to see it in person. Thank you for bringing me here, I’ve always loved Mexican art.’

Heather smirks. I roll my eyes deep into their sockets.

Anthony breaks away from me and steps closer to the painting, taking in the slash-cut top that exposes the curve of the dead woman’s inexplicably well-preserved breasts. It irritates me, actually, that they’re both so obsessed with this image: the artist has taken a woman, removed all of her fat, her skin, her unnecessary features, and left only her lips, hair, eyes, breasts and make-up in place. I think it says a lot about the artist’s impression of women and I pad over to the little card next to the work. Guillermo Torinto, price tag just shy of a million. Of course, I think.

Before I moved from Kent to London, away from the one bedroom flat I rented in the next village along from where I grew up, I’d written some articles for the local paper about local exhibitions, up and coming artists to look out for, that kind of thing. I’d blagged it completely – to the paper’s editor-in-chief a lot of things fell under the category of history and culture – so I’d go to all sorts of events in the surrounding areas, was expected to have an encyclopaedic knowledge of a broad spectrum of artistic disciplines. I wonder how my replacement, Kelly – the entertainment correspondent whose self-confessed expertise lies in her knowledge of Brad Pitt’s relationship back-catalogue – is dealing with it. I wonder if, like me, she’s worked out the best thing to do is to make the entire thing up. I zone out, imagining what I’d write about the work in front of me that Heather and Anthony are so animatedly dissecting: A haunting turn of the century portrait featuring a woman on the day of the dead parade. The large circles that amplify her eyes suggest she’s able to see things that we, the living, cannot, her gaze taking her to an other-worldly, perhaps hellish, dimension. Sexualising a dead woman also touches on the taboo subject of necrophilia… perhaps the artist wanted to tell us something, perhaps he had a few skeletons in his closet?

My editor would cut the last line, but print the rest.

I snap my focus back to Anthony, brought back to the present by a shriek from Heather. He’s standing with the gallery owner and is excitedly shaking his hand.

‘Oh my God!’ Heather squeals, loud enough to send the rest of the exhibit into temporary silence. ‘I can’t believe it! You’re really buying this for me? Really?!’ Her hands are cupped round her mouth.

‘It’s our portrait,’ he smiles, wild with adrenaline. She flings her arms around him and a fire burns inside me, though I already know what Anthony will say later: I’m not leading her on, it’s just that this portrait means so much to both of us. Why are you being like this? Why are you so jealous? It’s you I love, not her.

In that moment I feel my resolve begin to wilt, then the ground start to shake. Hot, razor-sharp pain travels fast from my heart through my limbs and I know already I am going to fall.

In my mind, I swim fish-quick out of the building, down the spiral concrete steps, back out into the rain and into a waiting taxi, but, in reality, my body remains here, slumped to the ground, Heather’s giant face blinking into view as I come round.

Through the blur, it’s clear I’ve been out for a little while: the room’s been evacuated and Anthony’s nowhere to be seen, though I think I can hear him talking to someone in the distance. I know the ambulance crew are close by, because the smell fogging my nostrils is sterile and something constrictor-like pulses round my upper arm. Back to hospital I go.

It is then, as I’m internally groaning at my fate, that a flash fires in my half-vision and I spot Heather looming over me, camera-phone high. Instead of helping me, she’s taking a picture. I imagine it her glee as she hurries to send it to Clara, then to the three R’s, then Harry. All of them laughing at me. Another fall? Really? My ninety-eight year old grandmother is more stable than her. She’ll be in a wheelchair next.

Anthony would love that.


Archived Entry

Five months ago – 22nd May, 2 a.m.

I wake up in the middle of the night, breathing warm and quick, bolt upright, back like a rod, a dream about our wedding day playing loud in my imagination, slithers of truth mixed with macabre inventions that twist and turn until they’re one.

I grab my laptop and start writing, taking myself back to the beginning of that day, Anthony fast asleep, none the wiser.

I drift off into a dusky-coloured afternoon. Red sky. It’s my wedding day and I’m in our marquee on the heath full of familiar faces, a bouquet of wildflowers grasped between my hands, but I’m not at the altar, I’m at the back – watching. I scream then look out, dumbstruck, at my guests: great-aunts in vintage hats, ushers in tidy waistcoats, and find that all of them, bar none, are staring straight at me. A chorus of eyeballs.

‘If any person here present knows of any lawful impediment to this marriage, he or she should declare it now.’

I stare at Anthony, standing proud in his tailored suit, but the choir rattle into song before I have a chance to object. The newlyweds shoot nervous glances at one another as I shut the church door behind me and come in.

‘Amazing grace! How sweet, the sound…’

I rush forward, up the aisle, and now the singers are staring at me too, their nasal voices shrill and unappealing. When I’m near the front, Anthony waits for me to say something but, just as I’m about to speak, I feel something slimy slither across my skin. I look down. There’s a pool of blood beneath me, trickling down my legs. I retreat.

‘I’ll say it again,’ the vicar prompts, ignoring me. ‘Do you, Emelia Thompson, take Anthony Lyon to be your lawfully wedded husband?’

I’m bleeding out.

I am aware of what I have to do, but I can’t do it. I have to stop this wedding. But I’m stuck in the sand. Everyone’s eyes are on cocktail sticks, ‘What is she doing? Who is this woman? Why isn’t she saying anything? Why is she bleeding?’

It’s then that new-Emelia – in my dress, my veil pulled neatly over her light brown curls, pearl eyeshadow, satin court shoes, no blood – takes advantage of my paralysis.

‘I do,’ she says, slightly out of breath.

The congregation erupts in cheers and applause, hankies waving between frail fingers as though this union has saved humanity. Anthony bends to kiss his new wife on the lips and all I can do is stand there, watching. She’s Emelia-the-younger, a similar head of chocolate-bar hair, innocence in her eyes, plump cheeks. She knows exactly what to do, entirely how to act, and leaves me behind (something old) as she skips down the aisle with a ring on her finger (something new), and Anthony by her side (something borrowed).

‘How many Emelias does it take to finish a wedding ceremony?’ my mum jokes to the crowds as they leave behind the happy couple. She doesn’t have a punchline but everyone laughs anyway. Emelia-the-younger included.

‘You need to leave, darling,’ Anthony whispers in my ear as I sway back and forth at the edge of the ring of guests, watching the new Emelia move effortlessly in her white dress that weighs almost five stone. I know because I’m wearing it too, albeit not quite as convincingly.

‘You weren’t invited. I don’t want you to make Emelia feel uncomfortable. It’s her day, darling, do you understand?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘All I wanted was to look after you, to help you get better, but you wouldn’t let me. Emelia is quite different. She’s the wife I wanted all along. So, if you don’t mind, I’m going to need to shut you off.’

So that’s it, then. If Anthony can’t have me no one can.

I watch Emelia, smiling and laughing as she instructs waiters to refill the empty glasses of her Right Honourable guests. She is a positive vision of perfection, of serenity and stillness, giving each guest equal amounts of attention, tactile touches to their upper arms, laughing gently at their silly jokes. She has a PhD in polite chit-chat, a Masters degree in manners.

I don’t know what to do.

‘Here we go,’ Anthony says, thumping a hand on my shoulder.

I don’t move a muscle, standing silently on the outskirts, watching Emelia fall into his trap and, though I’m ghostly and ghoulish, thin and transparent, I must do something.

‘Goodbye,’ Anthony says, thick lines across his brow.

I know I should back away, run, before he turns me off forever, but something commands me to act – to warn the new me. I dive through the crowd, screaming at the hordes of awestruck faces to move, watch hands fly to mouths, gasps, gawks, feel the shame from my parents, spluttered laughter from the lightweight guests, buzzed on two glasses of fizz. I push past them all to reach her. She has to listen to me. She has to. My hand’s on her arm, her back’s to me.

She spins.

But her eyes are big and buggy and not like mine at all. Her skin’s angry, like the red sky above. ‘Why is she here, Anthony?’ I hear her say.

I want to tell her the truth, to warn her. ‘You have to save yourself before it’s too late. Run!’ I cry.

She backs away and I can tell that she’s terrified of me.

‘I’m Emelia,’ I explain, moving closer in my tattered and bloodied white dress, digging my nails into her arm, imploring her to open her eyes and listen.

Face to face she looks at me more closely, as though I’m one of Anthony’s rare archaeological finds. Something dug up from the site, an old skeleton she didn’t realise existed. Then she shakes her head.

‘You need to leave.’ Her lips are tight, smile gone. ‘You’re not welcome here.’

Anthony sneaks up on me. ‘I’m sorry. I have to do this. Really.’

‘I’ll go,’ I wheeze, as his hand constricts around my neck. Wedding guests’ eyes slide sideways, away from me, right when I need them the most. Then I hear a crunch: a knife of calcium, an ooze of collagen and my spine snaps in two.

‘Something blue,’ I hear someone joke, far off in the distance.


Blog Entry

20th October, 4 p.m.

I hear the front door slam shut and my body jerks awake. I rub my eyes with my hands and check the time. Four in the afternoon. Have I been asleep all day? The bedroom curtains are shut, but it’s another raging hot day outside, so the room is humid and rotten, thick with the smell of my sweat.

‘Darling?’

Anthony comes in and I close my eyes again, feel his briefcase thud against the wooden floor. He’s been out – to the dig site, probably – and my jealousy and contempt for him swell.

‘Let’s get some air in here,’ he says, muffled, and I imagine he’s covering his nose with his sleeve.

His footsteps shake the bed as he walks over, pulls open the window – a glorious breeze ruffling through the room – and picks up an empty crisp packet I’d left on the floor. He sits on the edge of the bed tenderly, his voice light, tone soft.

His cool hand touches my forehead.

‘You’re burning up.’

‘I’m fine,’ I insist, eyes clamped shut.

‘And so thin,’ he observes, running his hand over my hip, protruding from my waist like a house of mirrors body rather than my own. ‘Poor thing.’

*

Anthony has been hovering around me more intently since my collapse at the art gallery, this evening no exception. He comes in again now, then leaves, then reappears, buzzing in and out of the bedroom like a bluebottle I don’t have the energy to swat, a festival of ill person paraphernalia stacked tall in his arms: painkillers, anti-inflammatories, throat sweets, cold compresses, a bucket, a thin glass of water, a plate of bread and a needle.

How long will this go on for? Him doting on me like I’m a sick puppy who can’t build up the strength to fend for itself.

‘What’s with the needle?’ I ask as he arranges his makeshift medical tent. ‘I told you, I don’t want to take any more medicine. It doesn’t help.’

‘I spoke to the doctor earlier about this. You have to take it, Emelia, keeping you alive is not optional.’

He speaks to me as though I’m in his care, like I’m a duty, a chore, a job.

‘And this,’ he says, picking up the needle, ‘will help get it into your bloodstream faster. Please, trust me on this.’

I relent, let him plunge the needle deep into the hollow of my elbow.

‘That’s it,’ he says, smoothly. ‘Nearly there.’

I try to speak, but the medicine catches my tongue and I collapse back, dazed, under the spotlights on the ceiling and the damp heat of the covers. Nothing matters any more.

‘Well done darling, all finished,’ I hear him say.

A bedspring bounces as Anthony finishes up and moves to standing. I listen to him talk in the distance about the dig and the sixteen year old skeleton, about how he’d just heard back from the site that my fall hadn’t impacted the remains as much as first feared and that I didn’t need to worry. I’m not worried about that, I want to tell him. I’m worried about you.


Archived Entry

Three months ago – 1st July, 1 p.m.

‘Isn’t it amazing!’ Mum squeals, her eyes greedy with delight, fleeced jumper tied tight to her waist – it’s jungle-hot outside but Mum never likes to be without her fleece. Just in case the weather turns. She hasn’t trusted weather forecasts since an unexpected hurricane battered our house when I was a kid. A rotten tree from our small garden had uprooted and crashed into the roof, sending slate tiles smashing through the loft space. I’d awoken just as a branch had pierced through my bedroom ceiling, battered twigs waving from its end like a clutch of deformed fingers.

There’d been fights with the local council – who’d refused to accept liability as the tree was growing, mostly, on our land boundary. Adding insult to injury was the fact that my parents’ house insurance had refused to pay out, citing that the tree’s proximity to the bungalow violated their Ts and Cs. It had almost bankrupted my parents, which is why the décor in my childhood home hasn’t changed much since the mid-eighties, and why my mother now wears a stick it to the man, year-round fleece.

And so to today, and the reason why my mum can’t stop smiling: Anthony’s bought them a new kitchen, a reverse wedding present from him to them.

‘It’s so modern,’ Dad chirps, standing from the battered beige couch.

‘I’ve always wanted a kitchen like this,’ Mum muses from within her new room, running her hands along the shiny counter tops. ‘I belong in a magazine-style home,’ she finishes, seriously, her chin slightly higher.

I exchange a look with dad, silent communication between us. What’s she like? Honestly. She’ll be lording this over poor old June and Sandra from down-the-road before we know it.

As generous as Anthony’s been, this all-singing, all-dancing white, sparkly kitchen now sits in stark contrast to the rest of my parents’ slightly ramshackle bungalow. The remainder of the house looks run down in comparison, but the kitchen shimmers in minimalist Scandi-chic, contrasting sharply with the thick curtains and heavy wood of the surrounding rooms, jarring against the miniature car models my dad scatters on every shelf going, at odds with the high piles of magazines my mum likes to store in the corners of the other rooms, gathering dust, sheltering small rodents and the shells of dead woodlice.

‘Anthony, I don’t know how we’re ever going to repay you,’ Dad gushes, shaking his hand.

‘Don’t mention it, it was my pleasure. I know how much you mean to Emelia, and what makes her happy makes me happy.’

I imagine if this conversation had been taking place a few centuries ago that it wouldn’t be a kitchen my husband was exchanging me for, but a herd of cows. I suppose, in many ways, this conversation shows how little the times have changed.

‘I need to get back,’ I remind Anthony, bending to pick up my handbag. Today I have my first yoga class with my new friend Mishti – our ground floor neighbour who I met in the lobby of our apartment block a few weeks ago – and I really don’t want to miss it. She’d been trying to soothe her screaming baby the evening we’d met, a little girl called Eva with the same dark ringlets as her mother, and I’d offered to help, had taken her in my arms and rocked her until she’d calmed down. Mishti had almost cried with relief – her husband was away and she was struggling to cope. After that, we’d quickly slipped into the habit of saying hello in the lobby, talking for a little longer each time, then she’d invited me to yoga and now, well, today’s the day.

‘Right-o,’ my dad says, kissing me on the cheek as we make to leave. ‘Bye, Mum,’ I add, but the top half of her body has been swallowed by the new fridge-freezer and only a muffled goodbye comes back my way.

*

I’m face down on the floor, bottom in the air, torso balanced in an awkward diagonal between the two, shooting pains flying up each wrist, pressure on my heels; my bulging, beetroot veins bursting to the surface of my skin. Evacuate! they cry.

I steal a glance at Mishti as we move through, what the instructor has promised, will be our penultimate pose. Her eyes are closed, zenned out, you could describe the sheen on her skin as ‘light perspiration’, ‘barely there’, ‘morning dew’.

How does she do it? Even the outside air is swimming-pool thick with heat and humidity today, let alone in here. I muse upon it as the instructor tells us to hold our bodies at this unnatural angle for a few seconds longer – wondering if Mishti’s aptitude for this class is largely thanks to her regular attendance. She told me earlier she goes every day in the name of ‘aligning her energy’, which, if I’m being cynical, doesn’t quite add up. If you ask me, Mishti attends every day on account of ‘aligning her baby’ with the nursery service this studio offers its membership. I wish she felt she could admit it – babies are hard work! – but perhaps our friendship isn’t established enough for that yet.

Finally, we move from the painful cobra position to a final downward dog and, as I’m pulling backwards, I catch a glimpse of my bubbling tomato-red skin in the studio mirrors behind. I look away almost immediately, horrified. In contrast to Mishti’s cool demeanour, you could describe what’s happening to me as a horrific re-imagining of water torture. A river of sweat runs from between my breasts, down my neck, up over my chin and into my gaping, open mouth, causing me to splutter every few seconds as I try to stop myself from drowning. We’ve been holding a variety of these toe-curling poses for forty-five minutes. I remind myself that this is the final position.

Hold it.

Hold it!

Save face in front of your new friend, Emelia!

‘… And relax, everyone. Come back to seated. Hands at heart centre. That’s it. Namaste.’

Finally, mercifully, the class is over and the blue-eyed yoga teacher turns the air conditioning onto full.

‘Now, everyone, I would recommend sitting here for another five minutes as I decrease the temperature. Heading straight outside will probably cause you to faint, and we won’t actually be liable for any injuries you sustain outside of the studio.’

That’s one way to burst the yogi bubble – a class-ending lecture about liability insurance.

I smile at Mishti as the teacher attends to a larger woman who hasn’t re-surfaced from the final pose.

‘Probably telling her she’s not liable for killing her mid-class, either. “Hi, I know you’re dead but I’m not actually allowed, by law, to give a shit.”’

Mishti giggles, her gold cross necklace falling forward as she bends to roll up her mat. She doesn’t need to wait to acclimatise, she’s a regular. I follow behind, eager to keep up, but, sure enough, the air-conditioned hallway hits me like a bucket of ice to the face.

‘Did you enjoy it?’ she asks, her words muffled by the towel she’s using to wipe herself down.

I blink hard, failing to respond, and, though I don’t faint, I stagger, catching myself hard against the lockers. Any zen I’d found in the class immediately disappears.

‘Oh no,’ she says, grabbing my arm to stabilise me. ‘It’s OK, it’s just that you’re not used to it. Take a few slow breaths.’

She pulls me down to the benches behind and gets me to put my head through my legs. The ringing in my ears crescendos as the blood swims to my brain. A fellow gym bunny – I’ve been once, I probably can’t get away with calling myself a gym bunny, but whatever – slick with perspiration stops before us, and I’m half-aware of a hushed exchange between them. Mishti rubs my back, then says to the bunny, ‘Newbie,’ almost certainly nodding towards me at the same time. I don’t know how long she stands there, spraying deodorant into every orifice, but the smell of her lingers as I sit with Mishti, waiting until I can see straight again. There’s something soothing about the way she comforts me through it, the way she touches me, the confidence with which she holds my hand and strokes my back, assuring me I’ll feel all right again soon. Finding friends in adulthood is such a rarity and I cling on to it, determined to savour this moment.

‘There you go,’ she says as I lift my head. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Much better,’ I reply. ‘Thank you.’ I catch my breath. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you, I’m sorry. I probably should have told you already…’

Mishti retreats from me slightly, concern creasing at her eyes.

‘I have a heart defect; it plays up sometimes.’

Mishti recoils.

‘Why didn’t you say? Should you even be doing a class like this?’

‘It’s fine,’ I insist. ‘Exercise is good. The doctors want me to exercise.’

She stares at me, blinks, shakes her head, then stands up.

‘Right… but if you ever feel dizzy or whatever you must tell me. And we’ll let Magda know next time, OK?’

There’ll be a next time, then. I smile, pleased to have cemented a second friendship-date, and push myself to standing, spotting my reflection in the mirrors that line one side of the locker room as I do. My eyes are puffy and slightly swollen thanks to the class, but the rest of my face is unsettlingly gaunt: the bones rising to points, skin pulled taut over each summit. It occurs to me I am beginning to look less and less like myself, somehow. Re-drawn since I’ve been living in London, stripped and faded by the grey of the city.

Mishti undresses next to me – not that I’m staring but, in my peripheral vision, I observe the smooth tone of her skin that doesn’t change from toe to fingertip, the dark moles that dot her back as though someone’s flicked a black paintbrush at her naked body and let each mark take root.

‘Are you off to work today then?’ she asks. I’d told Mishti during one of our chit-chats in the lobby that I was a journalist, so I’d probably given her the impression I spend my days in a crowded newsroom, writing to deadlines and filing rushed copy.

‘I mostly work from home, actually,’ I tell her. ‘I work freelance… so it’s quite flexible.’

Since I married Anthony, the inconveniences of paying rent and bills and worrying about how I’ll afford to buy food are long gone and, though when I was first axed from my full-time role it was devastating, now it’s a blessing. I can pick and choose the articles I want to write, the money an added bonus.

‘That’s great, far better than being chained to a desk.’

‘I love it,’ I agree. ‘It also means I can choose what to write about… gone are the times I had to pretend I knew something about modern art or turn of the century architecture.’

‘Your husband’s in the same line of work, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, but Anthony’s the real deal, a full-time archaeologist – the digging-up-skeletons-in-the-garden type.’

‘How different,’ she says. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever met an archaeologist before.’ She loops her towel round her perfect body, waits for me to do the same, then we pad towards the showers. Mishti flings her curtain to one side, metal hooks clanging together, then she thumps the water on, loud as it splatters to the floor.

We shower alongside one another, scrubbing and perfuming in sync, the aroma swirling from her cubicle heady with vanilla and earthy tones. My little handful of green gel is overshadowed in contrast, much like the pair of us in person.

After the class, we head to a brunch spot, the kind with a line out front that promises more than it will deliver. We’re lucky, though: Mishti knows the owner and we’re seated right away.

The waiter comes over as we settle into our bronze-cage bucket seats, and takes my order first – scrambled eggs with kale, a glass of orange juice and a black coffee. He turns to Mishti, pen poised above his tiny notepad. ‘That sounds great,’ she says. ‘I think I’ll have the same.’ As the waiter leaves, we joke about how unimaginative, and how similar, we are.

‘Anyway, though this is a fantastic post-yoga treat, I can’t be too long,’ Mishti adds. ‘The nursery closes at noon.’

‘That’s fine,’ I reply. ‘It must be tough looking after Eva virtually by yourself. I’m not sure I’d cope in your position.’

‘I’m not sure I am coping, to be honest,’ she sighs, letting her guard down. ‘It’s hard work.’

I mumble an agreement as our drinks arrive, a splash of coffee escaping from my cup as the waiter clatters it onto the table top.

‘So, do you want kids then?’ she asks, somewhat abruptly. ‘While we’re on the subject…’ she adds, worrying when I don’t answer right away that she’s overstepped a mark, her eyes bouncing nervously between mine.

‘Ah, I’m not sure if it’s in my future to be honest. With my heart and everything, plus, I’m not sure if Anthony wants children.’

‘Do you, though?’ she asks, brushing her hair to one side, then up into a thick bun on top of her delicate head. ‘Because that’s all that really matters.’

‘I’m not sure,’ I reply. ‘When the doctors told me it wasn’t a good idea to put my body through childbirth I guess I just accepted it.’

‘But you could adopt… use a surrogate,’ she points out.

‘I suppose I haven’t really thought about it…’

‘I see,’ she replies, cutting in, picking up on my reluctance to talk, sipping her black coffee with her little finger pointed upwards.

‘You know,’ she says, leaning closer, about to let me in on something. ‘I used to think the same… then Eva happened.’ Mishti sighs as she speaks, as though letting out a breath she’s been holding in for a while. ‘She was sort of a mistake.’

My eyes pop a touch wider, grateful for her honesty.

‘Perhaps mistake isn’t the right word. She was unplanned.’ Mishti pauses, her warm eyes dipping to the floor, her shame in this admission clearly evident. ‘When we found out, I wanted to keep her but Damien, my other half, didn’t. He asked me to get an abortion and, when I told my parents we were considering all options, they stopped talking to me. It’s been difficult ever since.’

‘That’s awful,’ I remark, taken aback. ‘But she’s here now, and there’s nothing like a new baby to force people to move on.’

‘Well, Damien’s accepted a new job that means he’s travelling all the time so… you tell me. He’s in Bhutan this week, China next.’ She looks down again. ‘And my parents are still riding on their moral high horse, determined not to get over it. They even tried to have Eva taken in to care – can you believe that? Even tried to get a court order against me before she was born. I don’t trust them alone with her. I’ve had to hire a nanny to help out.’

I don’t know what to say. I picture myself in a few hours’ time engaging in a little l’esprit de l’escalier, replaying this part of our conversation, trying to get it right.

‘That’s insane,’ I say. ‘But, against all of that, you have Eva. And she’s gorgeous.’

Mishti smiles in response with her cow eyes and full lips, but I know I’ve missed the beat. I need to do better. I am so out of practice at this kind of chit-chat.

As my breakfast arrives, my stomach swells and a cluster of needle-pains shoot out from my chest and down into my gut. I bite my lip and press my foot into my trainer, trying to divert it elsewhere.

‘Is everything OK?’ Mishti asks, concerned.

‘Just bad cramps,’ I reply through gritted teeth.

‘Not your heart?’

‘I don’t think so, this is different.’

‘Here,’ she says, plucking something from her bag. ‘You should try this, it’s a kind of cannabis without the psycho-active…’

I dip out of what she’s saying, gripping the chair with all my might as the feeling builds, then fades, just as fast as it began.

I nod at Mishti, take the little pot of oil she’s placed between us, and thank her.

Then, from behind me, I feel someone.

I don’t know how I know, but they’re there.

Watching.

Run.

*

I fight my way home, surprised to find Anthony when I arrive. He should be at work. He sips on a glass of white wine as his fingers speed over his keyboard, the kitchen stuffy with today’s insufferable heat.

‘I didn’t know you were working from home today,’ I say, humid air from outside following me in.

Anthony looks up from his laptop. ‘Hi darling,’ he replies, rising to greet me, enveloping me in warm arms. ‘How was yoga?’ he asks, sitting back down.

‘Great.’ I head to the tap and fill a pint glass with tepid water. ‘Mishti’s lovely, you’d like her.’

‘Are you sure you’re OK doing it, I mean, isn’t it a bit strenuous?’

‘It’s good for me.’

I move back towards him and stroke his scalp with my fingernails, enjoying having him close, the sun’s blaze radiating onto my back from the window behind. I bend down to rest my head on his shoulder but, as I do, he closes the lid of his laptop with a decisive snap. The gesture makes me think of my own device, sitting pretty beneath the bed.

Perhaps I’m not the only one with secrets.

My brow furrows as I briefly entertain the idea he’s hiding something from me, but I push it away before it has a chance to take hold, and slot my head into the nook of his neck.

‘Just be careful, darling.’

‘I will,’ I reply.

The truth is, since I had open-heart surgery to correct the problems caused by the failed mechanical device, my heart’s been fairly stable. Occasionally I’ll experience brief moments of dizziness – like the day I met Anthony in the trench and tottered into the muddy wall, or on our wedding day where I collapsed on the heath – but apart from those isolated incidents, nothing worse has happened.

‘I can look after myself, you know,’ I joke, twisting my body round the chair until I’m sitting on his lap, cuddling into him.

‘You’re still taking your medicine?’ he asks, pushing a lock of hair behind my ear.

‘Yes,’ I reply.

‘Have you had your vitamins today?’

‘No,’ I groan. He moves me from on top of him and heads to the large cupboard that sits below our kitchen island. He clasps a pot of vitamin gummies in his grip.

‘You know,’ I begin. ‘I was reading about how the West has the world’s most expensive urine: we take so many vitamins but it’s all based on junk-science and none of them actually work.’

‘Well, these do.’ He squeezes the cap. ‘You’re still alive, aren’t you? They must be doing something right.’

I take one, the taste is metallic – they’re always less sweet than I expect – and suck on it, too hot to argue.

I watch as he puts the pot back and briefly imagine him as a father, lining up his children before school to make sure they all take their vitamins. He’d be a good dad – attentive, caring – but we’ve never really spoken about the possibility. I replay my earlier conversation with Mishti and build myself up to ask him.

‘Do you think you’ll ever want kids?’ I blurt out, watching as his expression clouds, clearly surprised by the abrupt change of topic.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Sorry. Mishti and I were speaking about it earlier and I suppose it’s been playing on my mind.’

He moves towards me and wraps me up in strong arms. ‘I have you,’ he says. ‘I don’t need anything else, plus, I know you can’t…’

I wrestle to look up at him and push away slightly, his body heat stifling. ‘You wouldn’t want to look into adoption, or surrogacy?’

‘Not really, no. I’ve never seen myself as a father. I think perhaps because my own did such an awful job.’

*

That night, as I toss and turn and my dreams turn dark, I feel my heart thud against my chest, a fever building. I’m coming down with something and, when I get sick, I get really sick. It’s as though the virus knows my heart is weak and travels straight to it, sucking the life from me. I know I will be bed-ridden for a while and that Anthony will take over my care, feeding me and coddling me, as I lie in bed sweating through the sheets.

I will wake up tomorrow in a suffocating bedroom. Dank. Its walls infected with early morning sunshine thanks to the unwelcome late summer heatwave. It’s going to be another scorcher.


Blog Entry

21st October, 7 p.m.

Followers, my debilitating symptoms since falling at the excavation have been unbearable. Anthony tells me over and over that I am OK, that I am safe and that I am well, that I just need to rest. But I do not feel very safe, or very well. I feel like a prisoner being refused proper medical attention. I want to go and get a second opinion, but Anthony tells me there’s no point, that we’ve looked up my symptoms and that time is the only healer I need to consult for my current list of ailments.

Between you and me, I am fantasising about pushing the chest of drawers up against the window, throwing the duvet out Mission Impossible style and scaling the brick walls to the outside. He’s not being unkind, though, quite the opposite – he is patient and attentive and caring and I’m certain that many other partners in this position would have reached breaking point by now. If we look at it bluntly, relationships are transactional and recently I’ve been all take and no give. I know it is unfair that I am the one growing tired of Anthony.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ he calls from the kitchen and I push my laptop beneath the bed, joining my diaries, always keen to keep them out of his sight, just in case he gets any ideas and tries to hack into my private world.

He’s been fussing about for the past hour preparing our evening meal and I can hear him muttering to himself as he shuffles towards the bedroom and loops his arm round my waist to get me up.

We stagger through to the kitchen together and he drags out a chair for me to sit on, then flits from cupboard to cupboard, simpering, eventually delivering me a carefully portioned plate of food and a small glass of water. I feel like his favourite lab rat. I watch his eyes glow as I start to eat, one tiny bite at a time, sitting opposite one another in feverish silence.

‘We’ll get to the bottom of this,’ he says when we’re finished eating, breaking the deadlock between us.

‘And then what?’ I blub, dejected.

‘Whatever it takes,’ he replies. ‘Whatever’s next we’ll deal with together.’

He looks at me and takes my hand. His eyes are tired and there are little grey hairs either side of his temples that I haven’t noticed before. He smiles encouragingly and I start to cry, hot tears tracing my cheeks and splashing down to my dry, scaly hands.

‘I’m sorry,’ I weep.

‘Don’t be silly, darling, I understand. I just want to help.’

We break apart and he clears up, taking our plates and putting them in the dishwasher, removing the two pans from the hob and placing them carefully in the sink.

It’s funny that it’s this perfectly innocuous act that hits me first.

Two pans.

One for him and one for me.

I rewind this evening: me sitting at the dinner table, him over the hob spooning out our portions. He takes mine from the saucepan on the front right burner and, though I didn’t consciously realise it at the time, he takes his own dinner from a different pan: the one sitting back left.

All this time I’ve thought nothing of the way he makes us the same dinner, separately, but now a seed has been planted. Why does he do that? Is he tampering with my food? Feeding me something he doesn’t want to feed himself? Swapping the chestnut mushrooms for magic?

Is he making me sick?

It is then that a realisation dawns, so searing and urgent that it makes my eyes water. Because now I know, I think, what the problem is with my marriage, why Anthony enjoys doting on me so much, why he loves it when I fall and fade and detests it when I recover. I rewind to a memory, playing loud and bright in my mind’s eye, of telling Anthony when we first met about my heart problems. We’d spoken about it a few times in those early days and, looking back now, his reaction hadn’t been at all what I’d thought it would be. I’d thought he’d react, eventually, like the others. My ex-partners were perfectly happy, at first, to pretend kids didn’t matter, that a would-be wife with a worrying sell-by date wasn’t an issue, I could get hit by a bus tomorrow, what’s the difference? That they could handle it, that they weren’t interested in having kids anyway. Then, soon after, they’d change their minds. They’d always change their minds. ‘It’s just my mum, you know, she really wants grandkids…’ But, like I said, Anthony had been different, his reaction the total opposite to the men before him. I’ll never forget the smile he hadn’t tried very hard to suppress, the way that the corners of his hard lips had flickered below his moustache, happy creases erupting from the edges of his eyes and across his brow as I’d told him that it was quite possible I’d need caring for in the latter stages of my life, and that I wasn’t sure how long I had before the ‘latter stages’ would begin.

Something in my brain clicks then, a whirring and re-ordering of cogs, slotting into position, awakening a new connection, showing me something I hadn’t seen before. Where was he standing when I fell at the excavation? There’d been someone behind me, I’d felt their presence. The thought flickers like an ember, not quite a flame, burning blue at the tips of my fingers. Did he push me?

*

Later, I’m tossing in the bedsheets, my skin flushing red, fire in my veins. Anthony shushes me like I’m his pet and he wipes my forehead with a damp flannel.

His eyes come back into view, watery and red behind his glasses, and he rocks me in his arms as he soothes me to sleep. ‘You’ll feel better in the morning, darling. I’m sure of it.’

He tips back my head and pulls my chin down with his thumb. He angles a glass of water against my lips and I am powerless to stop the fluid from slipping down my throat. Its cloudy, chalky taste stings the inside of my cheeks and froths in the pit of my stomach. It’s water, laced with sleeping pills, I am sure of it.

As I fall into forced sleep, a clarity washes over me and a thought crystallises, one I should have had weeks ago, months, even. I have to get away from my husband.

I feel stupid, in a way, because there have been clues I have wilfully ignored, wrapped too tight in the belief my life was about to change for the better, caught up in a dream that’s nothing but a living nightmare.

I slip off into the depths of discontented slumber, a new truth ringing loud in my ears: Anthony’s never loved me alive, but he’d love me dead.


Part 2


Blog Entry

25th October, 6.10 a.m.

The bedroom feels altered, somehow. Unfamiliar. I don’t remember coming to bed and I still feel tired, as though I’ve been knocked out overnight rather than asleep. My skin crawls and I race my nails across it, from spine to stomach to legs, an insatiable itch that runs from each spot I go to scratch. My shoulder feels different, pained, flat against the bed rather than soft and I try to move it but the surface is unrelenting and hard. Wooden. It is then that I realise I’m on the floor, my body rigid against the planks, my nose full of dust and debris, my eyes sore. No wonder I am so itchy. I twist to reach my nails towards the middle of my back, too tired to lift myself up. How did I get here?

My eyes flicker and I cast them over the shapes in the room. A sea of dark hair and pale skin lies in the bed above me, bedcovers tucked neatly under his back.

Anthony.

I listen to the rhythm of his breathing as it flows in and out. It’s louder than usual, but steady and sleepy, so I know he isn’t awake yet. I relax with that knowledge and try to lift myself to seated. It is then that I become aware of a bruise on my forehead, a dull throb soaring to something sharper. I move my hand towards it, feeling the rise and fall of a bump, a golf ball sized growth that sits perfectly above my left eyebrow.

I think back, then, to last night, trying to remember exactly what happened. I try to conjure an image, a memory, a reflection, anything, but come up empty. What happened? Still on the floor, I pinch my laptop from beneath the bed and, with monumental effort, push myself up, a variety of aches and pains and swellings crying out as I do so. I’m in a bad way this morning but I have no idea why. Something doesn’t feel right and I power through to the lounge, one arm wrapped round my middle, limping as I go.

Out of sight, I log on to my computer to re-read yesterday’s entry but find, to my horror, it’s not just yesterday that’s missing, but the last four days.

Where have I been?

I stare out of the lounge window and escape into the view, into the endless expanse of blue sky, imagining the possibilities, my thoughts looping round the tops of the autumnal trees in the distance, leaves browning as they shed their skins for winter. Then I hear a loud intake of air behind me and I start, aware that I’m no longer alone.

I turn to face him. He’s in pyjama bottoms, but his thin chest is bare, aside from a few wriggling worms of hair that curl and coil into one another. I sit as still as possible, maintaining eye contact, then I close my laptop’s lid slowly.

‘What are you doing?’ he asks, not unkindly. ‘You’re up very early.’

‘I had an idea for a piece.’

‘You’re writing again?’

‘Just an idea, not a commission.’

‘Huh,’ he tuts, backing out of the lounge, no longer interested. ‘I’m making coffee.’

My ears prick. ‘I’ll help,’ I say, slipping my laptop to the floor, pushing it under the sofa and hurrying to join him in the kitchen.

I watch with eagle eyes as he picks the pods from the same container and puts them, one after the other, into the machine, rumbling into action with a series of loud whirrs and clicks. When they’re ready, he pours the milk from the same carton and stirs our drinks with the same spoon. Satisfied, I take a mug from him and cup my hands round it.

‘How’s your appetite this morning?’ he asks conversationally, but I glimpse behind the mask. He wants to see if I flinch in response, he wants to determine how much I know about him poisoning me, he wants to know if I’ve figured it out.

I keep my expression entirely neutral, but the lump above my eye fires again and I wince. ‘How did this happen?’ I ask, changing the subject, touching the tender spot with tentative fingertips.

‘You knocked it the other day,’ he says, but I notice his eyes skate to the hallway and it’s clear that he’s lying to me.

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You whacked it quite hard, darling, I wouldn’t be surprised if you were suffering from a bit of amnesia.’

‘I did?’

He takes a step towards me, drawing close, his hand raised. I cower, worried for a second that he’s going to hit me, but his touch is soft and he caresses my forehead, concerned eyes focused on my injury.

I don’t know exactly what it is about the way he strokes me, about the way he’s speaking, but I don’t entirely trust it, and fear curls up from my feet like runs of poison ivy.

After breakfast, I retrieve my laptop from the lounge and hurry back into the bedroom. It is then, when I’m pushing it back into its hiding place that I feel something touch the tip of my fingers. A piece of paper. I duck my head beneath the valance and lift it high so I can get more of my arm under the bed to better reach it. When I make contact with the corner again I shuffle it in a pincer movement towards me and then, finally, it is in my hands.

There’s one word on the front, written in looping letters.

Emelia.

I open it.

Please listen.

You have to get out.

You have to run, Emelia!

Something comes screaming back, then. A flashback, a memory, a dream. I don’t know immediately which it is, because it’s hazy and distant, almost as though it didn’t happen to me but to someone else altogether.

It’s late evening, the air is misty and the flat is cooler than usual. If I take a sharp breath in then blow out, frozen puffs will surround me. This must be a dream, I think, because I can see myself – a ghostly figure, floating as I pack a bag, hands shaking – but, as I focus on what I’d been thinking at the time, I realise I’m wrong and this really happened.

I’ve just made a big decision that I won’t be able to go back on. I’ve just decided I want to leave Anthony.

‘Where are you going?’ he asks, his words harsh against the dozy dreamworld I’m floating through. I squeeze the cool handle of my suitcase and take another step towards the front door away from him. I’d been trying to leave quietly.

‘I can’t do this any more, Anthony,’ I say, turning to face him, trembling, dewdrops tumbling from my eyes. ‘I’m falling apart.’

I wait for him to say something to reassure me. To prove that I’m horribly wrong about all of this, about us, about leaving.

‘What?’ he mouths, disbelieving.

‘This isn’t working,’ I splutter.

‘What are you talking about?’

He moves towards me rapidly and, in a moment of weakness, I am desperate to wrap myself round him, to cling onto his body like a weed. But he doesn’t envelop me. Instead he grabs me by the arms and shakes me, hard, a streak of spit running down my chin, a drop landing on the floor.

‘What’s got into you? Why are you doing this?’

I curl my shoulders inwards, waiting for the blow that’s about to hit.

‘Look,’ he says, then lets out a whoosh of air, still gripping my arms. ‘I’m worried about you.’ He takes a step back, holding me at arm’s length so I have to look at him. ‘I really am.’

‘I’m fine,’ I reply, finding some strength. ‘It’s you that’s the problem.’

I hear the breath catch in his throat. He wasn’t expecting me to say that.

‘If you want to go, then go. I’m not stopping you.’

He releases me from his grip and I turn towards the door, my hand on the lock, about to leave, when he speaks again.

‘Look, the truth is…’

I angle my neck back in his direction as he bends his arm at the elbow and scratches his head. ‘That maybe you’re right – maybe we do need to take a break.’

I watch something dark flicker across his face.

‘OK,’ I agree, uncertain.

‘But where are you feasibly going to go tonight?’ he asks quietly. ‘It’s dark already.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Can I at least order you a car?’ His voice is meek and part of me starts to doubt myself.

We stand opposite each other in the hallway, heads low. I drop my hand from the lock.

‘Come here,’ he begins, tone changing, his arms wide again, inviting me in. ‘Why don’t you stay one more night? Sleep on it.’

We hug, the smells I’m so used to whipping round me, his musky hair, his peppery skin. A voice inside me cries out: You’re making a terrible mistake.

‘Oh, darling,’ he whispers, gripping me tight. My suitcase is by my side, my willpower evaporating by the second, doubt covering my decision to leave from head to toe. How do I know he’s been poisoning me? I don’t have any actual proof, do I?

I feel his breath against my neck as he speaks and it sends chills down my spine. I reason with myself in the misty world that surrounds me. Go, Emelia. You can always change your mind and come back. Nothing is ever beyond a heartfelt apology. A gust flies between us, a warning from a nearby window, sending bumps over my arms, changing the atmosphere.

His breathing hardens and he starts to make a sound and, though I don’t recognise it at first, I soon realise he’s laughing. I go to take a step back but he holds me firm.

At that moment, I feel something sharp and metallic plunge deep into my neck and I’m reminded of the day at the excavation, that same feeling of burning liquid cutting and carving through my veins. I feel immediately woozy and my body melts in his grasp. I try to resist it, try to force myself forwards with the rest of my strength but it knocks me off balance against his grip and I fall, banging my head against the side of the console table, the solid thwack of my skull splintering playing loud in my ears. I come to a stop on the floor, black dots floating like holes in my line of sight.

Thick bands of tension hang in the air; Anthony standing still, me lying flat, part of my head smashed inwards.

‘Look what you did,’ he purrs, leaning over me, my eye bruised and fat and forced closed.

He thinks I’m unconscious, but I’m not, I can hear him.

I feel a strange rush, a wild flicker, a sudden need to bare my bloodied teeth, but only a red bubble emerges from my lips when I try to speak. My frozen face fires in response, sinew and flesh hardening, and I try to roar, try to suck in angry gulps of air through the pain that beats against my skull, try to lash out but there’s something almost sad about my attempts. My body is slow, underwater-like, and struggles to contend with gravity let alone Anthony.

‘Oh, darling,’ he says, stroking the hair off my face, mocking me.

He waits for the tranquiliser, or whatever it is he’s given me, to completely take hold, waits for my body to stop twitching, then stands up. He double locks the front door. Quiet. Calm. Composed. He licks his fingers and rubs at a spot of blood that’s landed on his T-shirt.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t let you die. It’s never been about killing you, just containing you. Not that you’ll remember any of this, of course.’

I float up then, watching the scene, aware that I’m in it but entirely detached from my body. I watch him tug at my feet then pull me out of the hallway, my hair trailing behind me in thin ribbons.

My head bounces over the threshold into the bedroom and he drops my legs. I hear his feet strike the floor, feel the thuds as they move from my feet and stop halfway up my body. He bends down next to me and holds my arm still for a moment, then injects me with something new.

I look down on the scene as he waits for me to fall unconscious. He smiles when I turn ghost-white, then strokes my hair back off my face and puts me in the recovery position.

‘Just in case you’re sick, darling,’ he tells my unresponsive body.

He disappears for a moment then returns with an ice pack and a selection of ointments. He holds the compress against my head and cradles me in his arms.

‘That’s it,’ he coos, rocking me. ‘Everything will be better in the morning.’


Blog Entry

26th October, 2.45 p.m.

It is the morning after the revelation the day before: My husband is trying to kill me.

I wander the busy streets of Notting Hill, mulling over my predicament, the presence of normal people filling me with the hope that I could, one day, get back to that. I look up at the busy office blocks in the near distance and have a thought – Heather. She works round here and, though she despises me, perhaps she could help.

The wind picks up and blows cool against my hand as I take off my glove and pick my phone from my jacket pocket.

Shall I just text her? She’ll probably have an aneurysm from the shock.

Would that be manslaughter?

I dither over the sentences I want to send, weighing up the pros and cons, finally arriving at a decision: I need to understand more about the man I married. I need to figure out what happened last night, and who knows him better than her?

Hi Heather.

I send another straightaway.

Quick one. I’m near your office and wondered if you had time to grab a coffee? I need to pick your brains about something…

I look up, breathing in the city air, my lungs filling with it and, when she doesn’t reply immediately, I add a third.

It’s urgent.

I walk fast towards her building, mind made up, the shell of my thin anorak not doing much to combat the cool headwind. Though I am not waiting for a reply, it is a relief when one arrives.

Emelia. This is unexpected. I can’t be long.

*

Heather’s razor-sharp cheekbones and broad, flared nostrils appear in her office lobby fifteen minutes later. Her strong, lean frame is wrapped in a brown furry jacket, thick tights pulled over sturdy legs, a black skirt completing her look.

‘Hi,’ she says, stopping there, unsure what to make of my impromptu visit.

‘Thanks for meeting me,’ I reply, reaching in to give her an angular half-hug; a kiss felt too familiar, a handshake too corporate.

Her face is pitched off-centre as she gathers her reluctant arm from pressing against my back.

‘There’s a place across the road,’ she says flatly, and we head out into the cool, our feet pounding the pavement in off-beat rhythms.

‘How’s your day going?’ I ask, a puff of fog escaping with my question.

‘Busy,’ she replies: one word.

‘Thanks for making the time,’ I say, attempting to get our meeting off to a good start.

We enter the warmth of the coffee shop and Heather grabs a double-shot latte, extra-hot, and a flapjack from the till. I opt for a hot chocolate: calorific, warming, exactly what I need. We sit at a rickety table for two next to the window, a steady stream of office workers passing by.

‘So,’ Heather says, ‘to what do I owe the pleasure?’ She puts her cup to her lips and sips.

I’ve thought of a cover story – obviously – but I worry my slightly frazzled demeanour might scupper its authenticity. The bruise above my eyebrow throbs, covered in beige rainbows of concealer.

‘Well,’ I begin, forcing a casual smile, ‘I wanted to talk to you about Anthony’s fortieth.’

‘Is this really what you dragged me out of work to discuss?’ Heather pulls a chunk from her flapjack with confident fingers and shoves it, unimpressed, into her mouth.

‘Well, yes, it’s just, there’s not really any time to waste, is there? And I thought – who better than to help me plan something incredible than Anthony’s dearest friend?’

She runs over my proposition in her mind, half of her flattered to be my first port of call, to consider her Anthony’s closest confidante, the other half desperately aggrieved that she’s not sitting in my shoes, our roles reversed.

‘You need to get some real problems, Emelia.’

If only you knew, I think, but I keep my lips straight and my expression blank.

‘How can I help?’ she asks.

I take a sip of my hot chocolate, the warmth spreading through me, and already I feel better, glad to have convinced Heather to stay and talk.

‘Well, I was thinking,’ I start. ‘What did Anthony do for his thirtieth? Perhaps it might help to get some background intel on milestone birthdays and go from there.’

Heather stretches her eyes upwards, the cogs whirring back to times gone by.

‘I think he missed most of his thirtieth,’ she muses, crumbs falling from fingers to floor. ‘His girlfriend at the time got blind drunk and punched a bouncer down a flight of stairs. Or something like that, anyway.’

‘Really?’

‘She was a bit of an anomaly, that girl, much feistier than his usual type. I think she had some anger issues, manic depression too, or something like that, I remember him telling us her meds were all out of whack that night.’

‘His twenty-first?’ I press, digging deeper, waiting for Heather to say something I can latch on to.

‘That was just a night out I think – maybe we went for dinner before? I can’t really remember.’

‘Who was he with at the time? Maybe I could get in touch with her, ask what they did, or what she gave him as a gift? I had a thought that I could recreate all his best birthdays, from childhood, till now.’

Heather looks at me a little off. ‘Well, I wouldn’t recommend getting in touch with that girl because that girl was Cindy and, well, I’m pretty sure Cindy’s dead.’

My breath catches in my throat.

‘Really?’

Heather picks up her phone from the table and jabs her index finger at the screen. When she stumbles across what she’s looking for – Cindy’s old Facebook page – she turns the screen to me, greasy fingerprints smearing the façade, the horrifying truth sitting below.

Gone but not forgotten.

‘See,’ Heather says. ‘Suicide. Not long after she and Anthony broke up.’ My hands turn cold. ‘Doesn’t surprise me, to be honest,’ she adds cruelly, a hint of satisfaction behind her eyes.

‘Keep looking,’ I insist, momentarily forgetting my cover story. ‘Who was next?’

‘Pamela,’ Heather says, though her voice is less certain than before. ‘Wow,’ she adds, something cold running through her, too. She reads the text on Pamela’s public page.

Rest in peace. Heaven has another angel.

‘Another one?’ I ask, baffled. ‘Who was next?’ I push, leaning in.

Heather shifts uncomfortably and she puts her phone away, returning it to her bag. ‘I don’t think we should be looking at this stuff. Anthony wouldn’t like it.’

We sit in silence for a moment, both coming to terms with the fact that two of Anthony’s exes are dead.

‘It’s odd, isn’t it?’ I ask after a while.

‘What are you trying to say?’ she replies, reluctant to follow my train of thought though I know she’s already there. Still, I stutter. Two dead bodies probably aren’t insurmountable for Heather – she could live with that, a couple of dead girls in Anthony’s wake. Not many, just a taste, a phase.

‘I don’t know,’ I whisper.

‘I mean,’ she says, her tone shifting, more upbeat now. ‘He definitely has a type.’

‘Dying?’ I ask.

‘I guess you could put it that way – depressed, suicidal, they’ve all had issues…’

We sit in frosty silence for a moment, Heather stopping short of pointing out mine.

She continues. ‘So, I suppose you’re out of luck for ex-girlfriend intel as to birthdays or whatever.’

‘I guess I am,’ I reply, one thing on my mind: get home, log into my laptop, find out everything there is to know about Anthony’s relationship history.

*

The front door clicks shut behind me and my gaze falls to the console table in the hallway. I move closer, running my fingertips over the chink that’s appeared on the edge of the metal rim. I touch my fingers to my head, the memory of crashing against it flooding back to me in vivid pictures.

I notice a thick envelope on the doormat and bend to pick it up. My name is written in looping letters across the front. I recognise the writing: it’s from the same author who’d left the note under my bed, the one telling me to run.

I open it, nervous, my grip unsteady, and read the first line.

Time’s running out.

I pull the edge of the note taut, neat squiggles and looping letters stretching across the page.

I’m trying to help you,

Trying to save you,

My feet are rooted to the spot, but my body trembles, my fingers vibrating as I try to hold it still.

But you don’t listen!

My breath comes quickly now and I can feel the beat of my heart as it pulses against my eyes, veins bulbous, hardening with the pressure.

Run, Emelia.

I can’t run. Not any more.

If I can’t convince you, maybe these girls can…

I pull the rest of the paper from the envelope.

Autopsy report. The body is that of a white female with multiple lacerations.

My eyes scan wildly over the rest, though the document is heavily redacted. I rush to the next report.

Toxicology examination. The deceased is a twenty-eight year old white female who was found unresponsive in her home by her boyfriend. Emergency services attended, but the victim could not be resuscitated.

There are more.

Victim died of a self-inflicted gun-shot wound. Victim died of natural causes brought about by her eating disorder. Victim died of massive blunt force trauma to the head—

I stop reading, I drop the reports.

My immediate reaction is to run. This is so much worse than I thought, not only is he trying to kill me: He’s done it before, goodness knows how many times. I stifle a scream, I cup my sleeve to my mouth, moistening as I pant against it. Think, think, be clever.

I can’t just run. It’s not as simple as that.

He wants me to run.

Then he’d have an excuse to kill me right away.

First things first – I call my dad, iPhone wobbling in my hand as the line connects and his safe, familiar voice whistles down the line. I pull my jumper long, bunching it into my palms. I imagine the landline at home, the chipped black plastic handset heating against his ear. He’ll know what to do. We exchange small talk for a while and I tap my foot as he spews irrelevant thoughts on the cars he plans to test-drive this weekend. ‘One’s racy – but expensive. Another has excellent storage space and a lovely exterior. But the one I have my eye on is a three door hot hatch with a solid chassis and brilliant engine.’ My dad’s obsessed with cars but, unfortunately, all he can afford is a second-hand Toyota which sits nestled amongst the over-flowing boxes of my parents’ life detritus in their garage. Dad’s greatest hobby is to go back to the dealership he used to work at and pootle about in the latest models, role playing with whichever poor soul has had to take him out that he’s considering buying one of them.

‘Listen, Dad, I didn’t just call for a catch up,’ I say, interjecting, taking control. ‘I need your help, but you have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone. Not even Mum.’

‘Right-o,’ he replies, his favourite word, and I can tell he isn’t sure where I’m going with this request. ‘What’s the matter?’

I imagine his whiskery eyebrows knotting in concern, his back hunching as he curls over the phone.

‘I think I’ve made a terrible mistake marrying Anthony.’

A beat of silence. ‘What?’

I don’t want to tell my dad exactly what’s going on in case I’m compromised in some way. Who knows, Anthony could have bugged the phone, he could have cameras in here, watching me, listening. I shoot a glance up to the corners of the bedroom, relieved to see they’re clear.

‘I know it sounds crazy, but I have evidence of something terrible… I need your help.’

‘Right-o,’ he says again, more jittery this time, then I hear him move, the receiver playing back his breathing at different volumes, and I imagine him turning towards Mum, mouthing at him from the other end of the lounge. ‘Who is it?’

‘What do you know about detecting medication in food?’ I ask, getting straight to the point. ‘If I sent you some could you give it to someone in toxicology at work?’

I need to gather evidence. My dad’s a nurse now and he works at one of the biggest hospitals in the country so I figure that he can help, but he doesn’t say anything right away and I worry then that I have done the wrong thing by telling him.

‘Ems,’ he says, a quiver in his reply. ‘Anthony called your mum and me after you had that fall last week at the London site.’

I shift my position, shuffling my weight from left to right. Now it’s my turn to be nervous about what I’m about to hear.

‘The doctor you saw afterwards prescribed some strong painkillers. He said at the time, because you’ve been using all sorts of pain relief for a while, that it could increase feelings of paranoia, anxiety, or depression, even.’

I want to drop the phone through the floor and stamp on it. He’s got to my parents already.

‘Emelia?’ My mum’s reedy voice crackles down the line and I feel a knife slide into my back as Dad betrays my wishes. ‘If you ever need to talk you know where we are.’

I don’t reply, my breathing heavy. I’m talking to you right now, I want to say. This is it, this is the cry for help.

She carries on. ‘But I know that Anthony just wants the best for you. He has done so much for all of us. Remember that.’

I think of the new kitchen Anthony had installed in their home not too long ago. I bet they’re hoping he’ll work his way round the rest of it till the entire place is done up. They couldn’t possibly jeopardise that.

I press the red cancel button and hang up the call, a series of dial tones sounding out as it disconnects.

Funny how those closest to you can be so easily manipulated.

I am on my own.

Anthony saw this coming, this stupid, ill-conceived next move that I’d taken too quickly, too rashly.

Fuck.

He’s pitting me against myself. I have a heart defect, I’m on lots of medication, it’s easy for him to tamper with it, or to give me pills that aren’t good for me. It’s not unusual for me to be in pain, or to faint, or to visit the doctor. I’m on strong painkillers that, sure, could cause a few symptoms of paranoia – not that they are – and any doctor would dismiss me, would simply change my dose. The problem is, I need those painkillers. I can read my own autopsy report already: Victim died of natural causes due to her life-limiting heart defect.

I move then, quickly, determined, acting again on impulse, panicking. I quell the sickness that rises in my stomach as I lurch from the bedroom through to the kitchen. I fling open the fridge – perfectly ordered, everything in straight, neat lines – and remove small amounts from the foodstuffs that I know he reserves for me. I can’t take much because I’ll have to take a risk and hide what I find in the freezer until I’m ready to move it somewhere safe. I remove a Brussel sprout first, then cut away a small chunk of goat’s cheese that I’d spent an hour repeating after lunch recently. I add them both to an airtight freezer bag. I throw in a single cherry tomato and a hunk of cucumber from other items in the fridge that I’m not so sure are infected but might be. I open the freezer and remove a tub of low-calorie, dairy-free ice-cream that Anthony buys in bulk.

I will let it thaw on the countertop, pour out the contents, then insert my bag of evidence at the bottom. I’ll pour the ice-cream back in then shove it to the back of the freezer, behind the other tubs, and pray I can get it out of here before it’s discovered. Eventually, I’ll test it and prove my theory right.

*

Anthony is late home this evening, much later than usual, and I squeeze my eyes shut and pretend to be asleep when he opens the bedroom door and quietly calls my name. I don’t respond so he shuts it again, and I hear him in the minutes that follow preparing a late night snack and watching TV. Later, when he climbs into bed beside me, I think I smell alcohol on his clothes and I wonder if he’s been drinking.

I lie beside him, too nervous to sleep, desperate for the morning to roll round, for the sunshine to bring its light back into my darkening home.


Blog Entry

3rd November, 12.40 p.m.

‘Have I died and gone to heaven?’ I ask my reflection, my voice thick, my eyes filling with tears.

Mishti finishes clasping the necklace in place and steps out from behind me into the view of the mirror, her wide eyes smiling back.

‘When I saw it, I knew immediately that it was meant for you.’

I look at the princess-cut emerald that sits on a gold chain around my neck, its cool weight against my sternum, edges catching the light, spinning green in myriad angles. I’m sitting on a throne chair in the personal shopping room at Mishti’s parents’ flagship jewellery store, the room they usually reserve for Saudi Queens and the wives of tech billionaires, but today it’s my turn.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ I breathe.

I think of the engagement necklace Anthony gave me and my shoulders relax. This moment is symbolic. The Roman necklace I once adored has been sat, dulling, in a display cabinet in the flat for weeks now. I haven’t wanted to wear it for obvious reasons: the piece I once saw as my future happiness, a physical embodiment of my love for Anthony had morphed into something sinister. Now it was a marker, a diamond death-stone indicating I’d be next.

How hasn’t he been caught yet? Hasn’t anyone wondered why he’s left so many dead bodies in his relationship wake? Perhaps it’s just that nobody’s connected the dots. Heather knew about Cindy and, even after she told me about Pamela, she wasn’t particularly shocked. He’s obviously managed to play the system to his advantage, one step ahead of those who’d suspect him.

I shake my head back to the moment and, just like the first time I laid eyes on Mishti, she’s smiling, her own neck adorned with a gigantic amber stone, her ears sparkling with diamonds.

‘I must give you something for this,’ I rush to say, holding the jewel in the palm of my hand, its considerable weight indicative of its worth.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Mishti counters, wrapping an arm round my shoulders. ‘It’s a gift.’

‘But—’

‘And if anyone deserves a gift: it’s you. You’ve been going through so much lately. Cheering you up is the least I can do.’

Mishti pulls a seat close towards me and sits. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you,’ she says, tone changing, her eyes flitting to the now yellow bruise above my eyebrow. ‘Is everything OK with you and Anthony? Things seemed slightly off when I met him that morning and… I just wanted to check.’

I look into the mirror, gold rimmed and intricate, and wish I couldn’t see my eyes shift, my smile contort, my eyebrows stretch as I prepare to lie to my wonderful friend who only wants to help me.

‘What do you mean?’

She looks down. ‘You looked scared, Emelia.’

My fingers tremble in my lap.

‘I am scared,’ I reply, a whisper.

She stands to meet my eye line and gathers my shoulders in a warm hug. ‘Whatever illness you have, I am here for you. There’s strength in friendship and I want you to remember that. If he’s pulling away, if he can’t manage, then I want you to come to me.’

She’s misinterpreted the situation.

I bury my head in the curve between her neck and her shoulder and breathe out, moisture pooling beneath my eyelids. The smell of Mishti’s hair fills my nostrils and I savour her touch, my head and heart embroiled in an internal battle of wills over whether to let her in, or freeze her out.


Blog Entry

25th November, 10.10 p.m.

The sound of the soaring classical music Anthony’s listening to snakes its way under the bathroom door with each crescendo. He’ll be right where I left him: lying back on the sofa, hands behind his head, eyes closed, occasionally raising his fingers to conduct the invisible orchestra in the room. It’s one of his favourite night time routines. I should be in there with him, playing his game, but he just said something I couldn’t wait to write down, so I’ve excused myself, pulled my laptop from under the bed and have barricaded myself in the bathroom to write. I’ll have twenty minutes before he comes looking for me, asking with a smile if I’m being sick again. Is there any blood coming up? he’d pry, rubbing his hands at the prospect.

First, a recap, I haven’t written to you for a while because I’ve been busy planning. I am playing the long game. I hadn’t realised how messed up he is. How caught I am. How the only thing he covets about me is my descent into illness.

It’s my belief that Anthony has been leaving the notes, that Anthony planted the autopsy reports for me to find. I don’t know why, but I think he wants to scare me. It’s all beginning to make sense now.

I cannot seek help, he’s cut off every option.

I cannot talk to my parents, or the authorities, Anthony already has them all on-side.

I cannot run, but he wants me to try.

He’s goading me with his past, tempting me to act out, to try to get away. If I try, he’ll kill me, frame my death as a suicide. If I don’t, he’ll continue to make me sicker and sicker until I die from natural causes.

I thought about packing a bag and leaving whilst he was at work, waving goodbye to my entire life and catching the next flight out of Heathrow, but I know it won’t work. He made it clear how far he was willing to go when I tried to leave the other night. If I run, he’ll find me – no matter where – and, for as long as I’m running, I’ll have to keep checking over my shoulder for him, wary of every stranger, waiting for a man in the dark to push me down a flight of stairs, or to poison me when I’m least expecting it.

So, I have chosen a different plan, the only one I could feasibly concoct that might bring me out of this alive and, most importantly, free.

First, I must play along, I must not arouse his suspicion, I must not give him the motivation to hurt me.

Second, and this is imperative, I must get better. I must bore him. I must make him fall out of love with me. If I am well, he will not love me.

Third, my plan B. If I cannot succeed in escaping Anthony, I must play him at his own game.

If I fail on all three counts, one of two things will happen, either he will kill me slowly, or, he will kill me quick.

It will be like walking a tightrope, but it’s what I have to do to survive.

I have already taken some important steps forward.

I started by surprising Anthony with a new found love for cooking. I knew he’d be reticent if I told him I was thinking about learning, of course he would, so I’d dodged about behind his back and contacted the chef at Casa Maria to help me cook him a surprise meal to celebrate a year since we met. He’d come home that night and, with the chef in our kitchen, couldn’t complain. I’d told him then that, as a ‘thank you’ for looking after me for weeks on end and, as a treat for this relationship landmark, I’d taken cooking lessons so I could expand my repertoire beyond beans on toast.

Though I know I won’t be able to completely take over, he’ll have to relent a few nights a week when he comes home from work to dinner on the table and, even better, he can’t complain that I don’t know what I’m doing. The five meals I’ve perfected are of equal, if not better, quality to his.

Next, I applied for my own credit card. Anthony has access to my current account and can easily monitor its activity. So, I’ve written a couple of articles under a pseudonym to earn some money, and I plan to write more, especially now I’m beginning to feel better. Money in my new, secret account, I’d used it to order my own groceries and now I have a stash of high protein bars in various places round the flat so I can skip his infected lunches when I need to. I have no choice when we’re eating together and I haven’t cooked, of course, so in those scenarios I’ll puke up the food immediately afterwards so his poisons can’t take hold.

Last on my list: I want to rent my own place, somewhere small, a studio perhaps. I need somewhere ready to go if things get bad, a safe space to conceal the evidence of what he’s doing to me, somewhere hidden to gather some weapons of my own.

Ultimately, once I’m free and I have the evidence I need, I will turn him in.

I won’t let him get away with this.

I take a breath and re-read the entry, my toes curling with the thought of Anthony bursting in here and catching me red-handed. What would happen if Anthony found out about this blog? My retreat, my haven, the place I can always escape to, my sanctuary, the only thing that keeps me sane. I shiver as I think about it, about him finding me here, locked in the bathroom in my night vest and shorts, my laptop balanced precariously on my knees. It would be bad enough if it were a diary, but a public diary, letting people in our lives… I’m sure that he’d be livid, incandescent, beastly. Worse.

And yet, I can’t stop.

Back to this evening and to the reason I’ve been desperate to write.

I’d started our evening conversation on safe ground. We’d been cosied up in the lounge, the fire burning on full in the corner. He likes it when I act normal, as if I haven’t remembered that he tried to kill me, as if I am blissfully unaware that he’s poisoning my food in order to satisfy a morbid fetish. It is taxing, though, playing this ignorant version of myself.

‘I’m feeling poorly again,’ I’d said, wanting to put him in a good mood. ‘And I’ve been doing so well recently. Do you think I’ll ever be well again?’

‘Of course, darling,’ he purred. ‘Why don’t you lie down?’

He patted the cushion next to him as one of his feet beat in time to the music. I lay down beside him, sinking into the velvet, listening to the steady sway of the music.

‘You’re so patient with me,’ I said.

He ran his hands down my back, stroking me like a cat. ‘I guess you’ve always looked after people, haven’t you? I’m so lucky we found each other.’

‘Well, certainly, my mother was always sickly when I was growing up,’ he began, pausing as a memory floats.

I met Anthony’s mother at the wedding, but never before and never again since. Questions about her are discouraged. Answers are never forthcoming. I remember thinking there’d been something in the turn of her neck and the hollow of her eyes that had been Anthony-like but, otherwise, I couldn’t easily see the resemblance. His father hadn’t attended. He’d been away. I’m under the impression that this particular excuse has been rolled out on many previous occasions and that, if I really wanted to dig into it, Anthony would crack. My mother finds it easier to say he’s away than to explain why he’s never here.

‘… And then there was my ex, of course, she demanded a lot of care. I suppose I’m well practised.’

‘What happened to her?’ I didn’t dare move in case I spooked him, trying hard not to tense my body, to keep everything neutral and calm.

‘She was anorexic,’ he said, after a while, and my eyes widened. Was he about to admit that she died?

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, shaking. ‘I didn’t realise.’

He slowed the pace of his hand, coming to a stop between my shoulder blades.

‘Oh, darling, it’s not your fault. She was very ill.’

I felt his body stiffen.

We stayed like that, for a while, me too nervous to speak, shuddering at the sensation of his hands on my body.

‘She was hospitalised, in the end,’ he added unexpectedly.

‘What was her name?’ I asked, my pulse quickening.

‘Holly,’ he said, his voice dreamy and distant, the music lulling him into this false sense of security.

‘She’s in a better place now, I’m sure of it.’

He caressed my jawline with the back of his hand, an affected move that wasn’t real, at least not to me. I half expected him to grab my neck, crushing my voice in his hands as I dug too deep.

‘And you will be too, one day.’

I shook as he smiled sweetly to himself, his eyes closed.

I know now he’s going to kill me, exactly like Holly, starved and forgotten, stiff and skeletal, if I don’t succeed in making him fall out of love with me first.

It was those girls at university, then Holly, and now me. And it won’t stop there unless I make it.

I have to end this.

Before it is too late.

*

Tonight, I play along, letting him pour a plastic teaspoon full of berry-red liquid down my throat, feeling it swell in the pit of my stomach, tenderising my organs, letting him kill me, one sip at a time, until I can rush to the toilet and send it back up again.

I must get better.

And, if I can’t get better, I’ll have to act.

I’ll have to take matters into my own hands.


Blog Entry

29th November, 9 a.m.

Vast metropolises like London, with their enormous, sprawling populations, time and again report the highest levels of loneliness amongst their inhabitants. And, as I sign on the dotted line to rent a run-down studio apartment in a high-rise block just off Regent’s Park, a stone’s throw away from Anthony’s flat with a picture-perfect view into his living room, I can think of a couple of reasons why. One: we’re all so isolated in big cities because we’re constantly surrounded by people. You can see into your neighbour’s bedrooms, their kitchens, their living rooms, their lives. You get to know them, the people living nearby in similar rabbit hutch accommodation, on an intimate level without enduring the inconvenience of actually meeting. Two: within the hour I’ll have had food and furniture delivered and, before anyone’s realised, I’ll have moved in without having to say more than a few words to anyone along the way. It’s so easy – so normal – to be lonely in this city, that it’s becoming increasingly as though living any other way is the anomaly.

I sigh as I lean against the windowsill, my attention drawn to a dim light glowing in the window of the house opposite. Behind it, sits the faint outline of a woman painting. I shift my weight and squint, wondering what she’s drawing, what’s inspired her, if it’s just for fun or if she’s working on a commission. I watch her, for a while, as she moves from palette to canvas and back again, then grow tired, exhaling, and look back into my room, considering whether she can see me just as easily. I inspect my new surroundings. The studio itself has been haphazardly touched up for my arrival: a sloppy lick of paint and a lacklustre attempt at cleaning, the dust from the skirting boards swept onto the moss-green carpet, sitting now in mini tumbleweeds, filthy, thick with other people’s dry hair and dead skin. But, though it is derelict and disgusting, for what I want to achieve, it is perfect.

I use the money from my most recent commission – an article breaking down the Roman diet and comparing it to today’s Western eating habits – to pay the first month’s rent and to order the following items:


	Evidence bags

	Rodenticide

	Battery Acid

	Syringes

	Binoculars

	A mini fridge-freezer

	A selection of emergency food

	A blow-up mattress and some covers – should I need somewhere to camp out

	Painkillers – though I am much improved health-wise I am not out of the woods yet, and I have no idea how much damage Anthony’s poisons have done to me



Tasks completed, I sit down in the grubby splendour of my new studio – finally, a room of my own – the distant smell of rising damp covered recently with a thick layer of cheap paint, stinging at my senses, turning my head fuzzy and my eyelids heavy. It’s been an exhausting day and I let my head sink back against the wall, taking the weight, cradling me to sleep.

*

I wake with a jump, pick my cheek up off the moss-green carpet, detach the wheel of filthy fluff that’s affixed itself to the sleeve of my woolly cardigan and dust myself down with both hands. The sun is setting, a fierce, burnt orange, and a small shaft of it glares at me through the single-glazed windowpane, brown-rimmed with neglect. I look back at the wall behind me, amazed. Somehow, a tiny beam of sunlight has found a path from the sky to the earth, skirted the skyscrapers of the city, snaked through the trees in the park, and has looped through the high rises and new builds that surround me, to find a way directly into my flat, shining full strength and uninterrupted onto my left eyelid. This solitary beam of light is the only reason I have woken up. I say a quick thank you to the sun, for her divine intervention and power as an omnipotent alarm clock. If I’d slept through the night Anthony would have had a search party out and all of this would have been over before it had even begun.

The dull ache in my body throbs as I move to standing, reminding me it hasn’t entirely disappeared, and I rush to the window to check if Anthony’s home yet. The lights are off in the flat, which is a good sign. I’m sure I’ll have enough time to get back if I’m quick.

*

I pull the sleeves of my cardigan down over my fists and bunch them up into my palms to create make-shift gloves. The city is dark now and, though I only have a short way to go, the chill in the air bites at the exposed skin on my face and in the nook between where my ankle socks finish and the bottom of my jeans begin.

I jog up the stairs, fear propelling me, and open the door cautiously. I call out for him but no one answers. Breathing a sigh of relief, I pour the soup Anthony had left for my lunch down the sink, then I put the bowl on top of the work surface, dirty, plus a spoon, so he’ll assume I’d eaten it. Then I pick up the ice-cream tub I stuffed with infected food and race back to my studio, unlock the door, pull the mini fridge-freezer open and store it away for future use. It is this small act, a goal accomplished, that leads to a weight lifting from my chest and I rush back to Anthony’s flat, no time to waste, then change into a smart set of clothes – a beautiful blue dress I haven’t worn for years, and a shiny pair of court shoes. I touch up my make-up – red blush, black eyeliner – and re-do my hair in a tight ponytail that I know will irritate him.

You know I prefer your hair down, Emelia.

Over dinner tonight, he will try to poison me. He will be worried that my body has somehow readjusted to the dose he thinks he’s given me for lunch. He will get desperate, I know this already, and things may get worse before they get better. But I must be strong, I tell myself, because it won’t be easy for him to let me go.

*

The front door thumps closed and I listen intently as Anthony enters, removes his coat, and loops his scarf over the stand in the hallway. He’s just realised that the TV’s on and it’s worrying him because this routine is different to normal – I’m not usually watching the TV when he gets back from work. Usually, I’m wrapped up in bed, the covers tight round my body as I surf on choppy waves of pain.

‘Darling?’ he calls. Even his voice sounds different to me now, the saccharine faux-sweetness of it. It’s like he speaks with aspartame but pretends it’s sugar.

‘Yes!’ I reply, engaging in my own bit of character deception. His footsteps glide steadily through to the lounge, the timbre changing as they strike the carpet. As I hear him approach, I straighten my blue dress against my legs, turn to face him, then rise from the sofa. My stomach clenches in protest as I stand – as ever – but I’m able to ignore the pain, to pretend as though I am unaffected well enough to fool him. I press my hands either side of his thin arms and kiss him on each of his sunken cheeks. ‘How was your day?’ I ask with cherry-pie eyes.

‘It was… fine,’ he stutters, trying to compute the images he sees before him. ‘You’re not in bed?’ He looks through his glasses and down his long nose at me, trying to work out where he went wrong today.

‘No,’ I sing back, delighted to witness the wires and connections in his brain tying themselves in knots. ‘I’m not. I’m feeling so much better.’

‘Great,’ he concedes, grey froth pooling and crusting at the corners of his dark lips.

*

He teases the ends of his moustache as he flits round the kitchen preparing a soy glaze for the salmon fillets he’s pan frying. We’re pirouetting round each other now in an awkward dance, me dodging his attempts to ply my food with poison, him trying to control his temper as I succeed.

I can sense his eyes following me, they track me round the kitchen and, as I blink up to catch him doing it, I spot his expression twisted in resentment, just for a split second, before it reverts to banal indifference. What’s interesting is that he doesn’t immediately resort to violence when he’s irritated. I am toeing the line perfectly, he hasn’t pinned me down and plunged a needle deep into my neck like the night I tried to leave and it’s led me to understand his perversion on another level. His desire to control me, to look after me, to be my knight in cold-compress armour, doesn’t manifest itself like that unless it has to. He likes to keep a degree of separation between what he’s doing and how it makes me feel. In his mind, it’s whatever medicine he’s giving me that’s hurting me, nothing to do with him, so he can suspend his disbelief, deluding himself into thinking he’s not doing anything wrong.

‘Don’t you think it could use some ginger?’ I suggest, keeping my hawk eyes on every move he makes, teasing him, toying with him, wrapping my hands round his waist, hugging him, kissing him, doing all the things we used to do that I now realise he hates unless I’m an inactive participant, too sickly to kiss back. Although what I’m doing – standing on tiptoes to loop my arms round his neck – looks like love, it’s really torture, and I enjoy doling it out, in control for once.

‘Emelia!’ he bites, when he can’t take it any more, banging his fist against the granite countertop, mid-way through slicing spring onions. ‘Could you give me some space?’

‘And leave you, my dear husband, to slave away in the kitchen? You’ve been doing that for weeks.’ I touch his arm. ‘Now that I’m feeling better I want to help, I want to pull my weight. I want us to be a team again.’

It’s only because I’m looking so closely that I spot the moment he visibly grimaces, register the revulsion that speeds across his face, replaced by a thin-lipped smile just as quickly.

He chews his jaw and I take a step towards him.

‘Let me help,’ I say, sweetly, turning on the radio. A heavy beat injects itself into the kitchen, too upbeat for the atmosphere, jarring with what’s really going on.

He relents, puts the kitchen knife down, and I twist my body in front of his, his chest up against my shoulder blades.

‘Dance with me,’ I say, sliding out to the side, but he pushes against me, reluctant.

My heart trills in my chest as I slide my fingers down his arm and lock them round his hand. I have to make him fall out of love with me. I have to convince him I’m getting better, that I’m not worth the effort any more.

I tug his hand gently when he doesn’t move, pout my lips, my shoulder stretched through its socket. The music thumps and I notice a smile flicker on Anthony’s face. Just before it happens, I see it coming: the kitchen knife, balanced precariously on the chopping board, onions sliced and stuck to the blade, catches against my waist and spins, fast, glinting as it rolls across the surface. Anthony goes to grab it but, as he does, he spins it back towards me and the blade, razor-sharp, slits a perfect line right through the network of veins that meet at my wrist.

They open, obediently, their pathways severed, blood spewing fountain-like from the surface.

I stare at him, and he at me, neither of us moving.

I almost want to laugh. Almost.

‘I’m sorry!’ he splutters, acting as if the way he’d lunged at the knife and turned it on me had been a mistake. My terror rises, my pulse beats hard down my right forearm, then disappears instantly out of my wrist.

In the split seconds that follow, I think of Mishti in the flat below and take a deep breath in, suck it, hard, through my lungs and, for what little hope I have, for what little chance, I scream—

Except.

He has me now, his hand wrapped round mine, and he holds me firm. He looks at me. Don’t do it, don’t scream, he’s saying, and my muffled whimpers catch in my throat, as though it is lined with hot glue.

‘You’re OK,’ he repeats. ‘Shhh.’

His warm breath soaks into my hair, wriggling into my ear, my brain and I decide not to fight, acknowledging its futility. My eyes dart to the blood stains smeared across my right arm. It looks like it should hurt, the cut, but the pain hasn’t started yet, shock still in control of my receptors.

Anthony whips a tea towel from the counter and wraps it tight to my wrist, turning the white cotton baby pink as soon as it makes contact.

‘Let’s get you fixed up.’

I nod, slowly, the room swimming as he leaves.

Once he’s out of sight, I collapse in on myself, my breath sour against my hand as I cup my mouth to stop the noise from escaping. Reality biting at my cheeks – if I tell anyone what happened tonight they’d think I was crazy. Imagining things. But I know – I know – that Anthony grabbed for the kitchen knife with one thing on his mind. I know because I’d had the same thought. An accident, a slip of the knife, a cut a little too deep. He’d just beaten me to it, got lucky with where it had slashed, another mark against me, another reason for the authorities to doubt my story.

He paces back in, shark eyes fixed on me, and I look away as he draws close, out of the window into the ordinary world beyond.

‘Don’t worry, darling, it’s not deep. It will heal in a few days.’

You would know.

I shrink from him as he pours the alcohol solution he keeps for accidents like this one into my wound, wincing as the liquid rips into my flesh. I’m half expecting Anthony to push his fingers down into the cut before he bandages me up, to make it worse just so he can delight in making it better. The sound of the scissors cutting through bandage terrifies me, the feel of him pulling cotton against my skin suffocating.

I want to hide, hermit-like, want to crawl back into my shell, my studio, the safe place I should never have left.

I knew making Anthony fall out of love with me would be difficult, but taking this step back tonight, my sliced up body back in his bony arms, is hard to swallow. I must recover quickly, I must not let this set me back for long.


Blog Entry

30th November, 8.30 a.m.

‘I’m so happy you’re better!’

Mishti rejoices in the depths of the neon lit underground coffee shop, complete with exposed brick walls and house music, that we’ve holed up in post-yoga. It’s nearer a club than a café, but I suppose that’s what it’s going for. ‘It’s been forever,’ she points out, gold bangles clanging together on her wrist.

‘I know,’ I reply. ‘I wasn’t feeling well but I think I’ve worked out what the problem was and, since I’ve stopped doing it, things have been…’

Anthony grips my hand and smiles, an eyebrow rising from behind his glasses in acknowledgement, hand gripping the weekend paper.

Anthony and I are in the midst of a tug of wills. I’m playing along for the most part, letting him feed me the odd meal, pass me a pill every now and again, but I don’t keep anything down and, as such, I’m able to resume some of my usual activities. Which is why, I think, he’s tagging along today, a different way of exerting his pervasive presence over me, masked as ‘caring about my safety’ at a yoga class that I’ve attended many times before now without incident.

‘That’s great, that’s so great.’ She nods, then shoots an uncertain glance at Anthony, quite rightly, before reverting her attention back to her double espresso, the aroma of roasting coffee beans thick in the air. ‘You know, people go for years not realising they’re allergic to cruciferous vegetables or iron or dust or, well, so many things, so it’s great that you figured it out so quick. What was it, dairy? Gluten?’

My husband.

‘Just some medicine I’d been prescribed that didn’t work for me.’

‘Oh really?’

I watch as her eyes flit down to my wrist, at the single line carved across it, still raised and red, telling the wrong story.

‘Simple as that,’ I splutter, trying to compose myself, desperate to tell her that this cut was an accident but knowing that saying it will make her doubly sure I’m self-harming.

‘Anthony, you must be happy Emelia’s getting back to normal,’ she says, and I pray that his unwelcome presence here is proof enough that I’m his prisoner. I should have told her what was happening the day she gave me this necklace. I grip it now, absent-mindedly. I’m desperate for her to work him out, to see through his façade and into the truth I have to live with every day.

He’s trying to kill me.

‘Oh, absolutely,’ he replies, though the tone of his voice is less than convincing, and she can probably tell he doesn’t mean it.

‘How are things with Damien?’ I ask.

She groans, bringing her coffee cup to subtly painted lips. ‘We haven’t spoken for a while. I don’t know what’s going to happen between us, to be honest.’ Her eyes drop to her feet and I can see that the heel of her left trainer is bouncing beneath the table. ‘It’s like I need a distraction, a new focus, to take my mind off things.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘If you ever need anyone to talk to, you know you’re always welcome upstairs.’

Anthony raises his head and I know I have overstepped the boundary, but he doesn’t force me to leave. Instead, he smiles, says something non-committal and lets Mishti and I continue our conversation. We talk about everything and nothing in the minutes that follow, then, coffees drained, we head back.

‘Thanks for today,’ I announce as we step outside, squinting, our retinas taking a second to adjust to the daylight. ‘Hopefully I’ll be joining you more often from now on.’

I hold my arm aloft and lean in to hug Mishti goodbye. She follows my lead and, out of the corner of my eye, I catch someone watching us from across the road, two eyes filled with fear as they stretch in the distance between us.

I step towards her but, just as I do – Who is she? I think I’ve seen her before – Anthony grabs me, hauling me out of the traffic, the sounds of Mishti’s sharp scream, Anthony’s cry, wheels braking hard on tarmac and an aggressive car horn ringing loud in my ears.

‘Emelia! What are you doing? You could have got yourself killed!’


Blog Entry

1st December, 9.30 p.m.

I’d fallen asleep, accidentally and deeply, at four o’clock, and have woken up in our bedroom with a start, my mouth cakey, the back of my neck warm. I turn to my side – the curtains are open and the moon is shining through, bare windowpanes like mirrors in the darkness. The tall evergreen outside our building brushes against the glass, almost as though it’s knocking, as though it’s alerting me to the hushed voices I can hear slipping through the gap at the bottom of the bedroom door.

I shake myself together, find I can move to a seated position without too much pain – so I haven’t been poisoned, then – and wander into the lounge.

Heather is glowing in the space. She’s wearing a butter-yellow jumper that matches her hair and Anthony is resplendent in a dark polo neck – his very best garment – reclined in his leather armchair, fingers running through freshly gelled hair. I detect he may have splashed a new coat of aftershave over the scales he calls his skin if the smell in the room is anything to go by.

‘This is cosy,’ I observe, sounding more irritated than I am, and I hang in the doorway, waiting for an explanation.

‘Emelia,’ Heather says, spinning towards me at the sound of my voice. ‘I hope you don’t mind me crashing your evening. I was cycling home when—’

‘She fell off her bike!’ Anthony interrupts, so keen to share the news, his excitable eyes lit like a child who’s been gifted a new toy. ‘Hit and run!’

I glance at her elegantly bandaged arms, the plasters he’s taped across the palms of her hands, the alcohol solution on the side he’ll have delighted in pooling into her open wounds. I’m too keenly reminded of the ‘accident’ with the knife, my fingers leaping to my wrist, touching it, as if to convince myself it really happened. They’re both holding tumblers of amber coloured liquid. ‘For the shock,’ Anthony explains when he catches me looking.

‘What a horror,’ I exclaim. ‘Dangerous business, cycling. How convenient you were so close by.’

Two scenarios flick through my mind. The first – following our coffee morning, Heather worked out she has to be Anthony’s ‘type’ if she wants to win him over and, now she knows, she threw herself off her bike in an attempt to seduce him. The second – that Anthony was out earlier, furious with my continued ascent into health and desperate for an outlet for his perversions, that he’d rented a vehicle of some kind, and rammed it into Heather on her route home, knowing she cycled near here and knowing that if he hit her at just the right moment, she’d call him for help and no one else. He’d have to be careful, though – too hard and she’d end up in the back of an ambulance, body bag zipped tight over her face, and what fun would she be then?

*

Later that evening, the three of us gather in front of the fire in the lounge, sparks flying. Anthony pours tumblers of sloe gin for himself and his guest, then looks up at me.

‘None for me, thanks,’ I say before he can offer.

Heather glances sideways. ‘Off the alcohol, Emelia?’ she asks solemnly, implying that I must have some sort of a problematic relationship with the stuff.

‘It’s not good mixed with Emelia’s medication,’ Anthony jumps to explain, answering for me. I’m sure I spot Heather’s eyes perform a split second roll in the moment that follows.

‘I won’t ask,’ she groans. I recall the words she spat at me during our rehearsal dinner. I think we’re all waiting to hear what your brand of difficult is going to be.

The purple liquid bubbles in her glass as she accuses me of being boring and teetotal and over-medicated, before turning her attention back to my husband.

‘How’s the Spanish dig going?’ she asks Anthony, shifting her position, wincing as she overplays the pain from her grazes. ‘Harry was telling me about it. Are you having to fly over a lot?’

I shoot him a glance. Spanish dig? Is that what he’s doing now? I don’t really ask him about work any more because, frankly, I don’t care to know. He probably thinks it makes me feel emboldened to get back to work when he talks about it, so he doesn’t share much either. I haven’t heard anything more about the sixteen year old’s skull at the pit near the tube.

‘It’s going well. Trips back and forth haven’t been in the offing but I’m doing bits and bobs from the London office instead.’

‘Harry said you hadn’t been coming in as much recently.’ She runs the gin down her throat, a little on edge.

I stare at him and he shuffles, pinching the polo-neck from his chest to rearrange it, to stop it sticking to his nervous perspiration.

‘Harry’s in a world of his own most of the time, I’m not sure he’s best qualified to speak on my comings and goings.’

What’s he hiding?

Heather laughs to break the tension and Anthony stands up and moves to the window, cracking it open at the top, a slither of cold air leaking into the room. He stares, Christmas streetlights reflected in his eyes, then speaks.

‘The first of December,’ Anthony announces, changing the subject, switching on the hi-fi in the lounge, a twinkling melody sounding soon after. ‘Another year over.’

‘You make it sound like a to-do list,’ Heather jokes, a small hiccup bubbling from her lips.

‘Chocolate?’ he asks, and pulls an open packet from the side, gold box tied loosely with red ribbon. He fumbles with the packaging, clumsily untying the bow. He’s drunk, I can tell, his fingers slow.

A fresh breeze twists from the window and bites at my bare feet, alerting me to Anthony’s maniacal grin, and I wonder then if he’s tampered with them, created a chocolate box of horror, a variety pack of poison. I swallow hard, images springing to life of Anthony injecting a needle through each, of the painstaking effort he will have gone to create this monstrosity, tonight’s finale, of the hours it must have taken and the number of chocolates he will have bought to get it right.

Heather bats his hand away and his smile disappears, then his neck twists, doll-like and it’s clear that I have no choice but to take one, a wind-up toy tied tighter with every twirl.

I want to run but I can’t.

His hand lands heavy on my shoulder, nails against my skin, and he angles the box up towards me.

‘The strawberry ones are wonderful,’ he suggests, coaxing me towards the chocolate he’s most proud of, desperate for me to pluck it out. The alcohol on his breath sticks to my neck as he breathes, heavily.

I am in a dangerous situation. Heather has already ruined his fun by refusing and now I’m his only source of enjoyment.

I consider my options. Eat it, give him what he wants. Eat it, head for the toilet, head in the bowl. Or refuse, reject, rebuff, and risk something worse. I look at him. There’s a glimmer in his eyes, sweat on his upper lip, soaked into the hairs of his moustache, slug-like and viscous. His blood pumps thick through the vein on his forehead, his spare fist balled by his side.

I pick out a chocolate from within, its edges softening as I hold it between warm fingertips. The air in the room is thick, the smells of betrayal, hard liquor and Anthony’s putrid aftershave mingling in the toxic space.

‘Go on,’ he breathes, glassy eyed, taking the chocolate from me and parting my lips with it.

I let him do it, its liquid centre running over my tongue, tucking into the crevices of my mouth. My heart drums in my temples as I swallow, my palms slick with sweat, my throat coated with poison.

‘Well done,’ he says gently. ‘That wasn’t so hard, was it?’

He flashes an evil smile and pets me like a dog.

‘Anyway,’ Heather announces, bringing us back to the present, her eyes sliding off to one side at our unusual display. ‘Thank you for the drinks… and the first aid,’ she adds, holding her bandages aloft. ‘But I must get going, my bruises are starting to hurt. I feel like a lie down.’

‘Poor thing,’ Anthony coos, his attention back on her now.

I look at Heather, at the fierce line of her nose, the broad sweep of her shoulders, the cut-throat nature of her vicious personality and I think, perfectly reasonably, that she’s probably never been referred to as ‘poor thing’ her entire life.

My stomach pounds, my neck growing heavy, my fingers beginning to fizz with the poison. I can’t let her leave.

Anthony disappears to fetch Heather’s coat from the hallway and I use this brief hiatus to rush over to her, my breath rapid.

‘You have to help me,’ I hiss, rushing my words together. ‘Anthony is trying to kill me, he wants me to run away so he can justify doing it sooner, I have to play along, that’s why I can’t eat – everything’s infected, everything.’ I clutch my abdomen, rolling in quick circles, unsettled. ‘Please don’t let him know I know, but I need you to take the chocolates and have them tested at a facility.’ I grab a fistful and shove them into her handbag, chocolate scuffing the fabric, her eyes moving slowly from her bag back towards me. ‘Please, Heather, please.’

‘Emelia, I think you need to calm down, why don’t you take a seat?’

‘There are autopsies,’ I counter, red blotches appearing on my chest, running up my neck.

‘What autopsies?’

‘All of those girls, all of his exes, they’re all dead.’

Her eyes widen but she doesn’t reply and before I can say anything else Anthony re-appears at the door, his hands gripping the shoulders of Heather’s coat, ready to tuck her into it. Heather looks up, her face hazy with confusion.

‘She needs help,’ she says under her breath, wriggling into her coat. Then she departs, leaving me here. Alone. The slam of our front door shakes through my body, ferocious and final.

His eyes slide towards me.

I enter another world.

I’m running between my studio-flat and Anthony’s apartment, my hair swishing and swaying in the night, catching the orange overhead, glistening and reflective in its light. I stop, abruptly, to inspect a note on the floor. RUN, it says, and I know immediately that it is meant for me and that I am in danger. The way the letters are written in urgent block capitals sends my brain looping and I stare harder, running now, towards Anthony. I have to warn Emelia. Me. And when I get there, I’ll make her listen.

‘Are you OK?’ a voice calls from behind me.

I flash round, a skeletal face in the night, deep-set cheeks and prominent bones. A decade of no food. A lifetime of abuse. Her hair is thin, limp, mousy, lifeless. Like her.

‘Leave me alone,’ I say. She squeals in shocked response, running out into the road, spinning like a merry-go-round in delighted disbelief, her neck bent backwards, her arms stretched wide, blurry, moving so quick my eyes can’t keep up.

‘Don’t go back there!’ she cries, drawing attention to herself, to us, to me. Her voice echoes down the street and a light flips on in Anthony’s flat. Emelia appears at the window, a hand on the pane. She opens her mouth and blood trickles out like a waterfall over her chin. I scream. I am running out of time to save myself. I pick my feet up to run, but it’s nightmarish, as though I’m running through treacle and, as I pull harder against the sludge, without warning it gives way and I clatter against the pavement, falling, the skin on my knees tearing like fabric, ripped, rough and red. I get up, wincing.

At the flat, I ring each of the buzzers until one of the people in the block lets me in. I race up the stairs and knock on the front door. After a while, Emelia answers and I look in the mirror at her: my face split in two as I gape at the shock of seeing myself here, my teeth wet and coated in vomit, my skin translucent, purple veins pumping wild down my limbs.

I wake up in the bathroom, coiled round the toilet bowl, hugging it like a newborn. Either I’d let the poison take hold, or I’d forced my stomach to explode – I can’t remember which – and I see that vomit’s splattered up my arms, pooled on the floor, drenched into my hair.

Anthony looks down at me in the unnerving way that he does. He runs his fingers across my shoulders and holds my hair back as I crest, rise, and projectile once more into the toilet.

He takes me to bed later and, my body suitably unconscious, tangles us together like lovers.


Blog Entry

2nd December, 11.10 a.m.

It’s past eleven when I wake, my head raging from ear to ear, down the bones in my neck, across my shoulders, reaching the length of my back, rendering me mute and catatonic. My stomach shifts, white-lightning-flashes of pain dig deep into my abdomen and force me to curl into a ball. One chocolate. One. That’s all it’s taken to send me back to this prison.

I force my weight from my back to my side and my intestines protest, pressing against themselves, concertina-like, as I move. I grit my teeth but even my jaw aches, tired from grinding night after night through the pain. I stutter my eyes to open: the curtains are closed, the room’s dark and dank, my body is damp with sweat, and I can’t shake the feeling that I have tumbled back in time.

On the bedside table, a teacup and saucer sit pretty, housing a piss-yellow chamomile tea and a side helping of sugar-dusted biscuits. It is then that the tears start, right when it dawns on me that I am back to square one.


Blog Entry

4th December, 8.10 a.m.

I haven’t eaten since the infected chocolate of three nights previous, citing sickness, and, though it makes Anthony fall right back in love with me, head over heels, it’s the only way I can get back on track: I have to detox his poisons from my system until I’m well enough to fend for myself. To forget about what has come before and try again.

This morning, though, I am feeling better and something has lodged in my mind that I cannot shake from the evening of our impromptu dinner party. Anthony’s been lying about where he’s been going during the day. I assume he’s at work, Harry assumes he’s at home, Heather assumes he’s in Spain and, when he’s not, somewhere between the three. I can’t just ask him where he is, obviously, because he’s trying to hide it. Whatever he’s doing, he doesn’t want anyone to know. I think that maybe it’s a clue, that maybe whatever he’s doing could help me find a way to escape.

I listen to Anthony humming a happy tune as he buzzes round the flat preparing to leave for the day. He’s popped his head in on me like a slow motion jack-in-the-box twice so far, checking my progress, taking my vitals, tutting and fussing and huffing when they come back all, basically, OK. Your blood pressure’s a bit low, darling, but that’s to be expected.

‘I’m off,’ he whispers from the gap in the doorway and I raise my head slightly to acknowledge him.

‘Have a good day,’ I croak.

As soon as he shuts the door I swing my feet to the floor, pull on a pair of jeans, a sweatshirt, and race a pair of boots onto my feet. The front door to the communal block slams shut shortly afterwards and I grab my big winter coat, a bobble hat, gloves, housekeys, and a letter I find on the side addressed to Anthony. I have a brief premonition of being caught and, in that scenario, I’ll use this letter as a feeble, but just-about-feasible, reason for running out after him. I tip-toe down the hallway, silent, pull the front door wide and escape our building undetected, tottering down the road and hiding in the nearest crowd, at a bus stop, to look for him.

I spot his frame almost immediately. He walks fast, the sway of his winter coat – long, navy and woollen – dances in the wind and I launch myself from the crowd in hot pursuit. It’s a struggle to keep pace, not least because I haven’t eaten for a couple of days, but I manage to hold it together – my body’s used to this – and keep up. If he’s heading for the London office, where he told Heather he went every day, he’d jump on the train to Liverpool Street Station, so, the first interesting point to note is that he’s heading away from the station in the exact opposite direction.

I track him, my eyes poking through my winter layers as though I’m peeking through a post box, all the way to a stylish Georgian building. It’s stately in its grandeur, the brickwork black, contrasting beautifully with the white of the windows. This place has money. I watch him enter through the automatic front doors and slip inside. I wait two minutes and then I follow, walking quickly to the entrance, spotting a sign on my way in.

The Elizabeth Anderson Hospital.

The doors to the building part before me and the central heating within blasts the top of my head as I duck inside, cautious, looking left and right to check that I’ve left enough space between me and my husband.

‘Hello,’ a warm voice calls from behind the reception desk. ‘How can I help you this morning?’

I look at her, into her thick eyebrows and off-centre smile and, just like that, the lie forms. I don’t even have to think about it for very long.

‘Hi, I’m a journalist, I’ve been sent here to interview some of your patients for a documentary series I’m making.’

‘Oh,’ she says, looking sideways at her notes. ‘No one told me a journalist was coming today.’ The air freshener she’s plugged in on top of her desk off-gases a Disneyland version of peaches and cream and she gets up to shuffle through various stacks of paper. She mutters and she fusses, irritated that head office have left her out of the loop. I imagine the email she’s thinking about sending, Subject: Yet again I’m left in the lurch. Text: Today, a journalist turned up – but no one told me! As she goes to sit back down, her wheelie seat compressing beneath her weight, I take a risk. I move towards the visitor sign-in book and glance at the last name to check in: Anthony Lyon. I flick back a page: Anthony Lyon. And another: Anthony Lyon. I turn back a few more, just to see.

Anthony Lyon, Anthony Lyon, Anthony Lyon.

He’s been coming here every day, for months.

Why?

‘Don’t worry about it,’ I say to the receptionist who’s practically tearing her hair out trying to find some evidence of my existence, aware that Anthony could reappear at any moment. ‘I’ll get the right credentials from your head office and come back.’

‘I can only apologise,’ she replies. ‘See you again.’

I wave as I leave, breaking into a run as soon as I’m out of sight.

*

I tear away a chunk from my fourth, or fifth, piece of bread and smother it in olive oil. I dig deep into the casserole I’ve ordered and, when the waiter comes over, I ask for a side of chips.

‘Make that a double,’ I add, my appetite raging after two days of suppressing my need to eat.

‘Is everything all right?’ Mishti asks, flicking her dark hair behind her shoulder and blowing thin waves across her spoon of watercress soup. I’ve invited her to lunch, if only to save myself the embarrassment of eating alone.

‘I haven’t eaten for forty-eight hours and my appetite is crazy.’

‘Have you been ill again?’ she asks, her forehead scrunching.

‘It comes and goes.’

‘I wish I could go forty-eight hours without eating. Fasting is so good for you.’

I look at her a little off.

‘Sorry,’ she scrambles. ‘I didn’t mean to trivialise whatever you’re…’ She pauses, a thought floating helium-like to her brain. ‘What exactly are you going through?’

I take a large spoonful of casserole to delay my answer. She already knows about my heart defect – she almost banned me from yoga because of it – but I’ve never let her in on my theory about Anthony. I make a decision. I don’t want to tell her, I want her to get there on her own.

‘My heart condition’s been stable for a really long time but in the last six months I’ve been fainting, falling, sweating, aching, vomiting…’

She raises her eyebrows as she dips a crumb of bread into her soup.

‘But, as far as the doctors can tell, my heart hasn’t got any worse.’

She moves the bread to her lips, a piece splashing to the bowl below, falling like rain on a puddle.

‘In the meantime…’ I pause, drawing breath. ‘Slowly but surely, Anthony has taken over my care. He prepares all my meals, he gives me my drugs, he discusses my treatment with the doctors and—’

‘That’s so good of him,’ Mishti cuts in, the point of my speech flying miles above her head. Connect the dots, Mishti, come on.

‘Well, that’s just the thing, because my condition has only been getting worse. In fact, if I stop eating and stop taking my medicine entirely, they’re the only times I feel like myself again.’

A long gap follows as I watch the cogs behind Mishti’s eyes whirr into action, her thick lashes batting more urgently over sparkling amber eyes. I forgive her for taking so long to work it out as a salty, golden-yellow, thick with oil, bowl of fries lands before me.

‘Have you spoken to him about it?’ she asks quietly.

I spray a few greasy crumbs across the table as I chew the chips ferociously.

‘It’s difficult,’ I begin, swallowing, then clearing my throat. I put my elbows up on the table and lean in. ‘Because I think he’s hiding something from me.’

She scrunches her nose, intrigued.

‘I followed Anthony out of the house this morning… I thought he was going to work but he walked in the exact opposite direction to a building he’s never mentioned, to a hospital. He’s been telling his colleagues one thing, his friends another, and keeping me entirely in the dark.’

‘Maybe you should take charge of your care if you’re worried? Why let Anthony run the show if it doesn’t make you happy?’

I avoid answering by taking another fistful of chips.

You have no idea.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says softly, reaching across the table for my arm. ‘I know that’s probably not what you wanted to hear.’

No, it wasn’t.

My head spins. I have to make her understand how serious this is – and, if she won’t get there on her own I have to tell her. I’m not sure how many more opportunities I’ll have before Anthony makes me so sick I can never leave the house again.

I lean in, voice low. ‘You have to help me, Mishti. You don’t understand. He’s trying to kill me.’ I panic-whisper. ‘He did this to me.’ I shove the faded line of the cut on my wrist up towards her face and she recoils.

‘Emelia I don’t think—’

‘Has he spoken to you?’

‘Well, he just said that you were a bit fragile.’

I stop talking then, realising that Anthony’s got to Mishti too, my entire support network – obliterated.

‘Please don’t tell him about this,’ I say hurriedly, rubbing my lips with my serviette.

Mishti stands, looking nervously down at her phone, pretending it’s ringing though I know it’s not. ‘I have to get this,’ she says, excusing herself. ‘See you later. And talk to Anthony, he only wants to help.’

I turn away from her, frozen with the shock. I push away half-eaten plates of food and curl my bottom lip up into my mouth, gripping it nervously between my teeth. He only left me alone today because he thought I was too sick to get up – he gives me far more freedom when I’m ill – but if he knows I’ve been sneaking round behind his back, talking to Mishti, asking for help, he’ll…

My train of thought stops there, scared to go on.

If Mishti tells him what I said I’ll never see her again.


Blog Entry

5th December, 11.25 a.m.

My parents’ house is a semi-detached two storey, built in the 1960s with thousands of others at the peak of a nationwide housing crisis. It’s hardly an architectural marvel, but the high triangle roof with two white PVC windows poking out of it like stick on googly eyes, and the squat ground floor covered in off-grey cladding is home. The street itself features buildings from multiple decades, mock Tudor homes one end with ten year old BMWs outside, glassy new builds the other fitted with electric car charging points in the driveways. I turn to Anthony.

‘My parents really just called to ask if we’d like to come over?’ I ask, nibbling at my nails.

‘They did,’ he replies, stern faced, the white of his polo-shirt bleaching out his already light skin tone as we pull up the slight hill in front of my parents’ garage.

‘That’s so unlike them.’

And why did you agree?

Anthony shrugs. ‘We haven’t seen them for a while.’

‘True, but I wonder if there’s more to it.’ I chew on a hangnail with increasing ferocity. ‘What if they’re getting a divorce?’

Even though Anthony has them wrapped round his little finger, even though they’ve all but turned their back on my needs ahead of their desire for a series of renovations, the thought of them not being together any more unsettles my inner child.

‘I highly doubt that, darling.’

The thought of a big announcement puts me on edge and nostalgia grips like a vice as I exit the car fearing the worst, wind rushing my hair.

‘Shall we go in?’ Anthony asks, leading me along the path up to the front door, a group of kids spinning by on push bikes. They make me smile and I follow them as they pass, pausing to watch. As a girl, I’d ride my enormous mountain bike in furious laps round this paved housing estate too, flicking gravel up into the spokes that would ricochet like pinballs into the parked cars either side of the road. The bike never sniffed any mud or off road trails, but I loved it because it was fat and steely and it made me feel invincible. Both my parents had wanted to buy me something more suitable, but I’d insisted and, after an unfortunate water based accident with a pink bike – replete with a pot of lip gloss in place of where the bell should have been – they’d relented. It’s funny to think of something as simple as a bike bringing you so much joy. I wonder, standing here, if anyone would have guessed the sickly body I inhabit now is what would befall that fierce little girl.

It is a tragedy what has become of me.

Wet and uncomfortable by the time we reach the front door, I roll my coat off my shoulders and pinch my ill-judged, long sleeved maroon top away from the places where it’s sticking most: back, neck, pits, chest. I’m paranoid that I already smell rancid, in dire need of another morning shower, but I put on a brave face when my parents open the door, arms wrapped round each other, necks craned forward, equally fake Cheshire-cat smiles stretching their lips wide, my mum’s floral skirt, mostly purple, complemented by Dad’s lavender jumper. It’s as though we’re investigating them for a heinous crime and I recoil slightly – who are these people and what have they done with my parents? Honestly, it’s like they’re in character or something. The Extent of Our Child Murdering Has Been Greatly Exaggerated, Your Honour!

‘Come in!’ they insist. ‘We’ve just put the kettle on.’ I pick up on the word we’ve. Do they think normal couples do everything in unison? I imagine them shuffling into the kitchen like a pair of conjoined twins, making a joke of pressing down the ‘on’ switch in sync.

To my horror, their gregarious display has got Anthony’s hackles up and, for some reason, he’s trying to compete. His hand has inexplicably glued itself to the small of my back and he keeps asking if I’m OK.

‘We haven’t seen you since your fall,’ Mum points out, curling her hand round my shoulder, ushering us into the lounge. But something’s not quite right – the usual smells of freesia potpourri, baked beans on the hob, boiled sweets just out of the wrapper, are missing, replaced with a monotone scent I don’t recognise, a kind of chemical lemon that’s sanitised the entire house and erased the things I used to love.

‘Are you sure you were properly checked over? Your dad can always arrange something with one of the specialists at the hospital.’ Mum looms closer and I spot the flecks of a lipstick she doesn’t usually wear clinging to her yellowing front teeth.

My dad nods enthusiastically. ‘Anytime.’

‘Thanks,’ I reply, knowing I won’t take them up on the offer.

‘Shall we eat?’ Mum asks abruptly, forgetting all about the just boiled kettle. ‘You must both be hungry after your train and taxi and God knows what else.’

‘I don’t know how you live without a car,’ Dad chimes in. ‘A little city runner, something compact, that’s what you need.’

We’ve travelled for ninety minutes. No wonder the nation’s in the grip of an obesity crisis if it’s acceptable to believe that walking from a train to a taxi is an appetite boosting ordeal.

‘Well, we don’t leave the city very often, and the trains work fine,’ I answer, shutting down the conversation.

With that, they disappear, shaking their heads in unnerving synchronicity, to prepare lunch.

This visit has been sprung upon me somewhat last minute and I’m trying to feel my way through it. I want to use it to my advantage, buy some time away from Anthony, take the opportunity to make my parents question his motives, but their off-key display is throwing me sideways and I can’t think straight.

‘They’re being so weird,’ I say to Anthony under my breath. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘I hadn’t noticed, darling.’ He glides across the aggressively magnolia room – walls, curtains, sofas, dining chairs, cushions; almost everything’s been selected in the same off-peach colour – and peers into old photo frames, picking them up one by one, studying them as though family photographs are a new concept. He looks astonishingly out of place here – his debonair façade, almost professor-like thanks to his glasses and moustache, clash with the cheap tat surrounding him. The framed artwork over my parents’ mantel isn’t a striking Monet or an off-beat Picasso but an inspirational quote in loopy brown letters: A house is built with walls and beams. A home is built with love and dreams.

‘Really?’ I reply, moving after him. Though Anthony’s not my confidant, I am so unnerved by my parents’ display that I can’t help discussing this with him. ‘The matching outfits, the big smiles?’

He raises his eyebrows and lifts his shoulders to his ears. ‘I don’t know. They seem fine to me.’

I steal a glance into the kitchen, all white edges and straight chrome lines since Anthony paid to have it redone and watch as they playfight over who’s going to bring in which pre-prepared dish.

My parents have always been good people – though there was a blip when I was a teenager where they were better described as neglectful – but they’ve never been weird. Growing up, things were steady and stable and I was a perfectly happy only child. I ruled these tarmacked streets outside my house on my mountain bike for ten whole years, until my mum fell pregnant again in her late forties. Unplanned, unexpected and unexplained. My parents had both gone through an emotional rollercoaster – shocked, then excited, then giddy – and I can vividly remember that time in our lives. What had previously been referred to as ‘Dad’s room’ – filled entirely with car models, car calendars and car posters – was now being turned into a nursery, a new cot arriving with white angels and doves carved into the wood, a mobile overhead with squishy animals that roared and squeaked and howled if you pressed their bellies. Our lives were up and over turned by the presence of a human who wasn’t even alive yet. I hadn’t felt jealous, I’d been thrilled at the idea of welcoming a new baby brother or sister into our family – I’d long hoped for it – and we were happy, in the run up, but then everything changed. As things so often do.

I remember going to the hospital to meet the new baby. Stepping through those enormous doors, passing hundreds of people coughing and bleeding and dying – wheeled round the wards in enormous beds that looked like army tanks with high metal railings and beeping machines. It terrified me and I clung to my dad’s coat as we made our way to the maternity ward. When we got there, it was clear that there was something wrong. Everyone was rushing and running with raised voices, gesticulating wildly to one another. My dad had ripped my hand from his jacket and ran towards the chaos, leaving me behind. Neither of us had known it then but my sibling was already dead and the doctors and nurses were doing their best to save my mum. She was bleeding out on the operating table, unresponsive to the clotting drugs designed to stop this sort of thing from happening. My dad had left me alone in the waiting room where I couldn’t see much, but I remember the chairs were like big plastic buckets, high up, and my legs had swung free above the floor. I watched happy, scared and crying faces in the waiting room, was checked up on a few times by a nurse, and I spotted my dad at the end of the corridor occasionally, his face split with worry. Every time I glimpsed him through the window in the doors down to the main wing, I leapt from my seat, ready to meet the baby, but each time he disappeared into a new room and out of sight. Once, I saw his face fall into his hands and his shoulders shake and I knew then that something bad had happened.

Later, my grandma picked me up and took me home. Together, we packed up the nursery and she explained to me that Mummy’s baby went to heaven instead of coming to us on earth. I accidentally hit the roaring lion when I was packing it away and I didn’t know why at the time but it made me cry. Perhaps I realised then that the baby was dead and that things weren’t ever going to be the same again. Grandma kept talking about angels and heaven and Jesus but I understood death, I wasn’t stupid, I’d seen it happen to Rhonda the guinea pig at school. I wasn’t eight years old, I was ten. I understood perfectly that death meant you either went to heaven or you went to hell and that, probably, for the amount of trouble they’d caused and for how upset they’d made Mummy and Daddy, that my dead baby brother or sister was going straight to hell.

The baby, I learned later, died during the caesarean, and would have been profoundly disabled. My parents had been advised of this earlier in the pregnancy and there’d always been a chance that there would be a miscarriage, though there never was. My parents never gave up on their second child, their miracle, their beautiful surprise.

In the years that followed, my dad retrained as a nurse – he waved goodbye to his job at the garage. The impeccable care that my mum and he received pushed him to give something back. They re-mortgaged the house so they could afford it.

I outgrew that mountain bike quickly, but I was still riding on it when I was twelve, much to the delight of the kids on the estate who could rib me for ‘riding a baby’s bike’ and, though a new one was all I asked for every year, my parents could never afford it.

It was at that time my dad ignited my ‘passion’ for ‘history’ by buying me an amateur archaeology book for Christmas instead. We’d gone out digging together and found, well, mostly junk, but a few old coins and a shiny sixpence were all it took to ignite a lifelong obsession with the past. We grew closer and, sometimes, I’d go to see my dad at work, I’d walk down to the hospital – a stone’s throw from our house – early in the morning, just as Dad was finishing the night shift and, after his day was done, he’d drive me to school to start mine. It was just about the only time we saw each other. Occasionally, I’d sneak into the cool, dark rooms – the empty ones – and run my hands over the equipment, plucking scissors and bandages from plastic trays. Inspect IV lines and drips and wires. I’d lie in the beds and wonder how it would feel to lie in one for real. It was exhilarating, being in a hospital. Little did I know at the time how well acquainted I was going to get with them myself when I was eighteen, traipsing in and out of ward room after ward room, lonely, trying to come to terms with a life altering cardiac condition without the support of my family, still grieving the loss of their other child.

In fact, my mum has never fully recovered. She went to the trashy women’s magazines she loved to read with her story to try and cleanse herself of it, I guess. Perhaps she told herself she wanted ‘good’ to come of the experience, and pictures of her in the delivery room with thick red veins in her eyes appeared all over our house. After that, she refused to speak about it ever again and, to this day, she’ll switch the channel on the TV if a pregnant woman flashes up. It’s still too painful for her. If I were feeling cruel, I’d say that she secretly loves the attention. She had the strength to talk about it to strangers who twisted her words and printed headlines like ‘HORROR’ BABY WITH ‘ALIEN DNA’ NEARLY KILLED ME but she would fan her dry eyes as though they were bristling with tears if anyone else wanted to discuss it. All the while my dad would stand by her side, arm round her thickening waist, indulging and encouraging her behaviour, wiping her dry cheeks with a white handkerchief. I am arrested, for a moment, by the thought that he and Anthony are not entirely dissimilar.

*

We sit to a table of lunchmeat, a pitiful attempt at a salad, and an array of shop bought bread. Mum offers me a glass of supermarket wine and, when I refuse, her face contorts into the grief-stricken expression I knew so well growing up. This is my real mum, not the Stepford Wife who opened the door.

‘You’re not…?’ she asks, barely audible, unable to bring herself to say the word.

‘No, Mum, I’m not,’ I reply, wondering, for a moment, what would happen if I ever did decide to have a baby. I’m sure it would rip our family apart all over again. My parents would both put pressure on me not to go through with the birth because of my heart condition, Dad would make me talk to doctors who shared his view and he’d say things like, If you die having this child, we’ll be the ones who’ll have to raise it. Remember that, Emelia! This decision doesn’t just affect you.

Mum would cry. All the time. She’d refuse to see me, she’d refuse to let Dad see me, she’d refuse to see the baby until it was all grown up and even then she’d want nothing to do with it.

Perhaps it is for the best I do not intend to have a child.

In the end, no one accepts her offer of alcohol and we all virtuously tuck into blackcurrant squash instead, smacking our lips at how tasty it is.

‘Better than wine, I think,’ my dad exclaims. ‘And far healthier… pregnant or not!’ he jokes.

Anthony and I laugh politely and Mum winces from her seat, her right hand theatrically gripping her abdomen at the passing reference to the word pregnant.

‘How’s work?’ I ask Dad, keen to change the subject.

‘Oh, you know, politics here, nursing council there, underpaid and overworked and short-staffed with no plan for the future.’

‘That doesn’t sound good.’

He rolls his eyes, pokes his fork into a roll of ham. ‘We’ll be OK. I’m retiring soon. Take the pension and get out.’

The whiskers on his cheeks ruffle as he laughs. The realities of the nursing industry somewhat took the gleam off my father’s virtuous career change and I sometimes wonder if what actually happened was a redundancy package at the garage and, because he’d been spending so much time with nurses and he lacked imagination, that’s what he decided to do afterwards.

I nod, waiting for him to ask something about my life, but nothing comes back my way and an unsettling silence descends. My parents often comment that, since doing well at school, getting a job as a journalist and moving to London, I am ‘too good’ for them. I think they feel a bit uncomfortable asking me about my work in case they don’t understand it.

Knives scrape plates. Mouths chew food. Eyes dart left and right.

‘We still adore the kitchen, Anthony. We’re in there all the time, aren’t we?’ my father gushes.

‘We are, it’s like out of the pages of one of my magazines,’ Mum adds, pointing to the sad stack of wrinkled weeklies piled high in the corner of the lounge, garish colours dulled over time. The ones previously in the kitchen have moved in here, too.

Anthony bats them away. ‘Don’t mention it, it was the least I could do.’

My parents have thanked Anthony for the kitchen about a billion times, so I know we’re in trouble when they’re relying on that again for a source of conversation.

I pull a soggy, brown clump of something from the salad, inspect it, then pick my way to the healthier looking leaves as the air stills once more. I arrange them neatly on my plate then turn my attention to the rest of the spread, eventually settling on an off-white clump of turkey, a sliver of smoked salmon, and a flaccid slice of white bread. I wish they’d just done a big pot of baked beans and endless rounds of toast, like they normally would, but I guess they’re trying to impress.

The chime of an old wind-up clock breaks the deadlock for a moment, ticking us loudly into a new hour, but the hiatus is brief and all too soon the silence resumes.

‘Lovely salmon,’ Anthony offers through the quiet – they’ll be pleased he approves; this was all for him – and they both burst into mumbled agreements.

‘Alaskan,’ my mum adds, as if she caught it this morning in fisherman’s overalls and a sweetcorn-yellow sou’wester hat, rather than the supermarket’s bargain bucket.

But the interlude is brief and all too soon the quiet resumes.

‘Could you pass the pepper?’ I ask and watch as Mum practically launches out of her chair to retrieve it for me, glad of something to do to break the atmosphere.

‘Thanks…’ I say, slowly, to put across how uncomfortable I feel.

Dad coughs gently, as if he’s about to speak, and we all look at him but he doesn’t and the table wide stand-off persists.

I can’t for the life of me work out what’s going on and I try to catch Anthony’s eye to give him a look – You still think they’re not acting weird? – but he avoids my stare, almost deliberately, his only focus on the food in front of him.

‘The dig?’ Mum asks Anthony out of the blue, only able to form a couple of words, wary of using the wrong terminology.

‘Yes,’ he replies, looking up, her face illuminating. ‘All going very well. We’ve found some real gems.’ But her smile drops when she realises that’s all she’s getting. I’ll tell you what it’s like – it’s as though my parents have been briefed to Act Normal.

We eat the rest of our meal accompanied with staccato beats of chat, then, afterwards, Dad asks Anthony to help him make coffee in the kitchen as Mum and I move to the sofas. It occurs to me it’s somewhat over the top: all Dad’s going to do is deposit four teaspoons of granules into four cups, put some milk in a jug, and pour some sugar into a bowl. It’s not that complicated, and as I take a seat in the bluebirds-reimagined-in-magnolia sofa, I arch my back away from Mum to see if I can spot what they’re up to.

‘Is everything OK?’ I ask, leaning back further, trying to get a look but failing. ‘Everything seems a little off today.’

Her eyes practically pop out of their sockets. ‘Absolutely everything’s OK!’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure! What would be the matter?’

Her reaction is hardly evidence against my theory but I put it to bed as it’s clear that whatever’s going on she doesn’t want to share. I navigate us to safer topics. I ask how her car boot sales are going, chat about Sandra and June from down the road who are, apparently, selling more homeware than clothes nowadays. She cracks her knuckles, laces her long hair behind her ears, and shifts uncomfortably in the purple skirt she’s not used to wearing – even the fleece she always wears has been eschewed – followed by an uncomfortable stretch of silence between us before Dad and Anthony return.

‘Here you are,’ Dad says, leaning towards me, handing me a coffee.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘What were you two whispering about in there?’ I ask, attempting to lighten the mood, as I add some milk and take a long sip.

My dad’s cheeks blush and Anthony clears his throat.

‘I suppose now’s a good time,’ Anthony says ominously, looking at his watch. Then, ‘Emelia, I want you to know that we all love you and that we’re all here for you.’

What?

He continues his speech and the stilted way in which it’s delivered leaves me in no doubt that it’s been painstakingly rehearsed.

‘I wanted to bring you to here today to discuss your treatment. I’m worried about you and your parents share my concerns.’

I do my best not to spew my mouthful of coffee all over my mum’s twitching face, her eyes bulbous and glued to her feet as Anthony talks on her behalf. I can’t even look at my dad.

‘You’ve stopped eating. You’re worried about the medications you’re on. You talk about fasting as though it’s helping you recover but, now that you’ve lost so much weight, we simply have to intervene. We want you to consider checking into a facility.’

I feel like a centenarian with impaired motor function and memory loss, being persuaded by their family to pack up into a home for safety’s sake.

I think about my next move carefully, aware that Anthony’s desperate for me to have an emotional reaction to this. On the one hand, checking into ‘a facility’ would get me away from him, though it would only be for the short term. He’d love it if I was hospitalised, a low maintenance invalid to fuss over in a ward bed and, knowing Anthony, he’d trick the nurses into leaving me alone with him, so he could tamper with the re-feed drips they’d have me hooked up to. I can’t let him take me away. It’s too risky. On the other hand, if I don’t go to a facility, he’ll have lost this battle and there may be worse waiting for me at home.

‘Do you agree with this?’ I ask, looking directly at each of my parents, playing for time.

‘Anthony says you’ve stopped taking your medication,’ my dad replies, solemn. ‘Your condition won’t stabilise if you’re not taking it every single day. It’s a maintenance dose, it’s not optional, Ems.’

I expect this sort of thing from Anthony, but not from them. I can’t help but feel the rage bubble, air pockets travelling to my brain as things tick into place.

‘This is an ambush,’ I croak.

Anthony squats, his knees cracking as he bends to my eyeline. ‘This is not an ambush, darling.’

‘It’s an intervention,’ Mum interrupts, proud of herself for knowing the official word.

For the next few minutes I feel nothing, though I shudder as the three of them continue to talk, their conversation flowing now their dirty secret is out. They suggest medicines and doctors and treatment plans and tests and care packages and part of me thinks my parents want me to die, would revel in the attention of it all over again. WHAT IT’S LIKE TO LOSE TWO CHILDREN: A MOTHER’S HEARTBREAKING STORY. I’ve heard the lurid tales of families sectioning their loved ones, of otherwise mentally able people being sent away by the real psychopaths, hunched together in the waiting room, warty fingers clamped round pens, signing their loved ones up for a lifetime of experimental testing. I imagine the doctor’s notes I’d get, a brutal write up scripted behind the scenes by Anthony: Acutely-paranoid patient with heart condition refuses medication, and food, believing it to be poisoned.

My heartbeat races and stalls, a sense of panic looming large as I try to focus simply on keeping my breathing even. What do I do now? I take another long sip of my coffee and, mid-gulp, I feel a twang of pain as it drips into my stomach and a thought I don’t immediately want to entertain cracks my head in two.

‘I just need a moment, sorry,’ I explain.

The coffee.

I stand up, excuse myself to six wild and worried eyes, and pretend to head to the toilet, but I don’t. I wait for a beat then, when they’re not looking, I sneak into the kitchen. I check the coffee granules, run my hands along the countertops, ruffle through letters and then, on the floor, I spot my dad’s work bag. Open. And, on top, a packet of pills: Antriptophene. I pick it up, my grip firm, determined. I recognise these. These are the pills Anthony tried to give me the morning of the excavation and I’d refused to take them. They must be part of the cocktail he’s been plying me with. I pull out the safety leaflet, running my eyes along the boring bits, searching for signs I’ve been taking this medicine against my will.

Side effects may include: night sweats, hot flushes, lucid dreaming, paranoia, schizophrenia, hallucinations, psychotic episodes, intermittent fevers, feelings of depression or anxiety especially in at-risk individuals, heart arrhythmias, fluctuations in blood pressure, fainting, nausea, skin irritation, headache, diarrhoea, vomiting, and death.

I read them over again, stunned.

Even in the face of this overwhelming evidence – that Anthony has not only managed to convince my father to poison me but has potentially enlisted him as a drug mule to source the drug he’s so keen on stuffing into my food – the full scale of my emotion fails to surface. I feel nothing, a hollow shell of myself, detached from the world I live in and the horrible people surrounding me.

The presence of these pills in my coffee means something else too. Anthony must have worked out that I’m only avoiding his food. He knew by coming here today and poisoning me anew that I’d have my guard down and he’d be successful. I worry, for a moment, that I have failed, that carting me off to a facility is his way of killing me without getting his hands dirty.

I hurry back to the lounge, trying to figure out what to do, sitting back into the sofa, the wittering of the three musketeers falling silent as I take my place.

‘Are you all right?’ Anthony asks, reaching forward and gripping the arm of the sofa in an attempt to root himself to me.

It won’t take long for the effects of the Antriptophene to kick in. I recognise the early warning signs all too well: the itch of my skin and the bloat of my stomach have already started, next will come the pain that starts small and burning but will crank up until its potent mix renders me sweat ravaged and soaked.

It’s time to take back control.

‘Anthony,’ I say. ‘I’d like to go home.’

I’m rolling the dice. Maybe it’s not too late.

Anthony shares a sideways look with my dad.

‘Darling,’ he says, in a way that tells me I have misunderstood something. ‘A team will be here soon and they’re going to take you to a safe place tonight. You’ll stay there until you’re better.’ His breath escapes his mouth and curls up into my face, fishy. ‘And when you’re well enough, you can come home.’

This isn’t phase one, this is the end phase, and I hadn’t seen it coming, not even close. I am disappointed with myself. My parents called ‘out of the blue’ – which they never, ever, do – all three of them acting weird since the moment we arrived. Mum and Dad were in their Sunday best for the intervention team, not for us. And the lunch – a sort of hurried and bizarre attempt at a last supper before they knifed me in the back and left me to rot in a hospital bed.

I turn to face my parents, my cheeks turning puce at their gross display of guardianship, as they fail to see past the mask that Anthony is hiding behind, smacking into the hurdles most parents would fly over. My so-called protectors, unable to understand this situation for what it really is.

‘I hope you’re proud of yourselves,’ I hiss at them.

My dad’s urgent intake of breath is audible and high pitched, and Anthony retracts his hand from the sofa. The three of them stare at me as though I am a lost cause, a delusional mad-woman incapable of making her own decisions, devoid of the intelligence to work out what is and isn’t good for her.

It’s not long before the room is thick with people.

‘Are you OK?’ they ask, never interested in the real answer. ‘Do you understand what’s happening today?’

‘A fucking crime,’ I reply angrily, turning them against me with my snarled lips and off-key responses.

The heat pricks louder as they fuss, burning up from the soles of my feet to the top of my skull. A woman tries to relax the iron grip I have on my knee but as soon as she removes my hand I place it back where it belongs. Diverting the pain away from the fire in my torso helps – I’d have told her if she’d asked – but everyone thinks they know better than you when you’ve been labelled crazy.

‘We’re going to move you soon, Emelia,’ the same woman says, leaning in tight towards me. I detect a strong odour on her breath and pull away.

‘Do I have a choice?’

She doesn’t answer and I scan the room for Anthony, for the distinctive line of his moustache and the high pinch of his cheekbones. I see him, my mum’s hand draped across his back, her hair falling in front of her face. They’re standing in a way that suggests she’s giving him a pep talk. You’re doing the right thing, Anthony, we stand by you in this. You are not alone. Side note: Now the kitchen’s finished I’ve been thinking about the new sofas we’d like in our lounge, perhaps a corner unit?

I feel sick, my stomach rolling in waves, threatening to break and I tear my gaze away – watching them only makes me feel worse. I stare instead at the twitchy space between the intervention woman’s eyebrows, where the lines of her forehead ebb and flow as she speaks.

‘Can I get you a drink?’

I try to answer but the medication has got to me and I find my tongue is stapled to the roof of my mouth, my lips glued shut.

‘If not, we’ll try and get you up now and have you checked in nice and early tonight.’

It’s as though everything’s happening in slow motion. I feel an arm under each of my elbows and I am pulled to standing. I wobble, brimming with renewed pain, forced to stand but horribly close to falling. They have a conversation about whether to bring me a wheelchair instead and, whilst they’re distracted, I turn to my dad.

‘Please can you bring me some things from home?’

‘OK,’ he says, moving closer.

‘I need a bag of clothes,’ I whisper, under my breath. ‘Just take anything, and some make-up from my dresser. I also need my laptop – it’s under the bed, I think.’ I make it sound low-key, so he won’t find it suspicious, but it’s imperative that he brings it without being found out. I can’t be without it and I can’t risk Anthony finding it and having it searched.

‘Right-o,’ he replies.

‘Can you go now?’ I ask. ‘While the rest of us head to this place. I want them tonight. My keys are in my bag.’

He nods as the nurses pull on me again, dragging me away.

‘It’s so hot,’ I gasp, a red rag to Anthony’s instincts and watch him salmon-leap across the room to press an ice pack wrapped in a classic-car themed tea towel to my forehead.

‘There you go,’ he says loudly, making sure everyone will remember what a doting partner he appeared to be the day he got me sectioned.

I can’t believe he turned out to be a serial killer. He seemed so nice and normal. How many women did they say he killed? More than twenty? Goodness. No, I wouldn’t have guessed that, he just didn’t seem the type.


Blog Entry

11th December, 4.00 p.m.

I am writing from the antiseptic four walls of my hospital room. I’ve been a patient at the privately owned Elizabeth Anderson Hospital for just under a week and already the regimented daily routine is ingrained in me; breakfast at eight thirty, check-ups from ten, lunch at twelve, visitors from two, dinner at six. Now I know why Anthony was visiting here the morning I tailed him: he was casing this place in preparation for my arrival, probably pre-paying them a tidy sum to keep me in for as long as possible. I put in a request for a change of location – they have another building in south London – hoping to catch Anthony off guard, but it’s been denied. And so my imprisonment goes on.

I shake my head and free myself from the thought of being trapped here forever. I look out of the window at the grey and grisly sky, then at the TV which plays pictures overhead, on mute, at the sad black-handed clock hanging on the opposite wall, an ever present reminder of how much time I’m wasting stuck here. It ticks two minutes past four as I look up, but it could have been three, or five, or seven: it makes no difference.

My surroundings are unfamiliar but not unfriendly, the ward is always busy with nurses who walk and talk at supersonic speed. The other patients are mostly elderly, as though they decided en masse to migrate here for the winter – Probably makes sense just to move in, Doris, I’ll be in and out all season otherwise. They move around the ward like giant slugs wearing oxygen masks, lugging IV drips behind them. Dodging in and out of the nonagenarians’ glistening trails are this afternoon’s visitors. You can spot them a mile off: first by their age, second by the worried looks on their faces, third from the ‘I don’t want to be here’ thin-lipped smiles.

I come face to face with my parents’ version of that very combination now as they open the door to my room: Mum’s in her favourite fleece – a lemon yellow number with a poppy on its breast pocket – and Dad’s clad in a festive jumper that features a Christmas tree strapped atop a car. They come in and Mum raises her hand in a quick wave and points her finger to her phone – glued to her right ear. She hides her worry better than most. Dad remains mute as he greets me with a hug and we both sit in respectful silence as Mum finishes her call, clenching the phone under the right side of her jaw and picking up the dead flowers from the vase next to me, emptying the wilted stems and stuffing it full of a new bunch of cut-price blooms. She nods and agrees into the mouthpiece and affects a cutesy tone peppered with girlish giggles as she speaks. I can tell she’s talking to Anthony. I watch her with straight lips, wondering if I should pull the emergency cord and have them both sent out, then struck off my visitors’ list.

I have not forgiven them for what they have done to me. I don’t know if I ever will.

My dad leans in and confirms what I already know. ‘She’s on the phone to Anthony.’ He whispers with accentuated diction as though he thinks I’m hard of hearing as well as hard of reality.

Mum’s agreements turn excitable.

‘That’s a brilliant idea, Anthony’ she says, all aflutter.

His name sends a crack of electricity down each of my vertebrae and I lose my patience – they’ve come to visit me in hospital, but he is still the focus.

I cross my arms. ‘Mum, if you’re just going to talk on your phone, can you go outside and do it?’

She covers the mouthpiece. ‘Just finishing up.’

I roll my eyes and turn my head away from them both to communicate my dissatisfaction.

‘OK, I’ll let you go. OK yes. Bye then. Bye now. Bye then.’

You hang up, no, you hang up!

‘What did he want?’ I ask.

‘He’s, umm…’ she mumbles, clearly lying, tucking a clutch of lank hair behind her ear. ‘He said he would come by tomorrow to visit.’

I shudder at the thought. I’ve been quite adept at dodging Anthony’s visits so far by pretending to be asleep, the past few have consisted of him holding my hand for varying lengths of time as I lie wide awake with my eyes shut.

She pauses for a moment and my mind clouds over as the true reality of the situation sinks in. She changes the tone of her voice as she picks up on my sadness but interprets it incorrectly.

‘Listen, don’t be too hard on him. You can’t expect him to come every day.’

‘I don’t.’

Frissons of tension tremble between us.

I keep talking. ‘You were wrong to side with him.’ I say it almost to myself, aware my words carry no weight with them anyway. ‘He’s made a mistake putting me in here, you know that, don’t you?’

‘A man like Anthony doesn’t make mistakes,’ my mum replies frostily.

Dad pats my arm, squeezes Mum’s shoulder, linking us together with his woolly jumper. ‘Listen, you two, let’s not fight. Ems, all you should be concentrating on is getting better. I know it won’t be long before the happy, healthy girl we all know and love is back.’

How wrong you are.

My heart pumps cold blood round my body as I think about what to do next.

‘You know,’ Mum says. ‘Anthony’s buying us a new car for Christmas this year.’

My stomach turns anew.

‘It’s brilliant, Ems. A hot hatch I probably shouldn’t be driving at my age, but who cares! The lad in the dealership was dumbstruck when we went to sign the papers.’

I look away slowly, my sarcastic expression letting them know how disappointed I am that they have been so easily bought and, with nothing else to say, we sit in silence, the colours from the television screen lighting up our faces.

We hear the rap on the window at the same time and our heads snap towards the sound in unison. A doctor mouths through the pane. ‘Is now a good time?’

‘Sure,’ I mouth back, waving her in.

‘You must be Mr and Mrs Thompson,’ she says as she strides into the room, hand outstretched.

‘It’s a pleasure,’ they reply, standing up, suddenly jittery.

‘I’ll cut right to the chase,’ the doctor says. ‘Emelia, your results came back today.’

I sit up a little taller.

‘You’re running higher than average levels on a couple of tumour markers which warrant further investigation. They’re probably nothing to worry about but we’ll run more tests to confirm.’

I hadn’t been expecting that. My blood pumps harder.

‘What’s a tumour marker?’

She shifts her weight and holds her clipboard to her chest. ‘They’re preliminary signs for various cancers but, like I said, I wouldn’t worry too much. We’ll test again and keep an eye on how they develop.’ She takes a breath. ‘And…’

My feet turn cold at the foot of the bed.

‘We ran a number of exploratory blood tests for you. You’re also slightly anaemic, deficient in a number of key vitamins and minerals, and we found higher than average heavy metals in your blood: arsenic, mercury, lead, cadmium. Do you eat a lot of rice? Fish? Live in an old house that might have been treated with lead-based paint?’

I struggle to answer and gravitate towards her first question, trying to take things a step at a time. ‘Not really, no.’

Whatever Anthony’s been giving me is contaminated with heavy metals. I think about lead poisoning, about ancient mariners who went crazy, then bled from the inside out thanks to their contaminated cargo.

‘We’ll keep monitoring you, then we’ll take another blood test to see where your levels are at in a few days’ time. If it’s something to do with your environment then they should return to normal whilst you’re here.’

‘And my mental health assessment?’ I ask.

‘I have the report here but the psychiatrist didn’t make any specific recommendations except to re-test you when the heavy metals have cleared from your system. They could have been contributing to you not acting or feeling quite like yourself.’

I shoot a look at my parents. White. Two blind mice who’d been trying to play with a cat. They’d been expecting the doctor to tell me I was crazy, to talk to me like I was an idiot, to confirm the delusion and paranoia that Anthony has been waxing lyrical about. Mum’s words ring in my ears. A man like Anthony doesn’t make mistakes.

No, he doesn’t. Which is exactly why I’m lying here with a barrage of physical ailments he was the sole architect in creating.


Blog Entry

12th December, 3.10 p.m.

I hear a knock at the glass-windowed door. It’s Mishti, armed with a bouquet. She’s wearing a cream jumper which I notice features a few bright spots of pollen. Her face is agitated, distracted, staring at me through the smeary glass partition, marked with handprints and faceprints from where children have shoved their noses up against it to get a good look at me. After a gentle knock, she slides inside and takes a seat, her dark hair billowing behind her before falling in place. She wears a collection of canary-yellow and fuchsia-pink jewels and they sparkle at me from ears, chest, wrists and fingers. I watch her, numb, as a doctor whizzes by, looping a stethoscope round her neck as she rushes off to deal with a nearby crisis.

I’m embarrassed to see her.

‘Hi,’ she calls quietly, as though I’m so ill I’m sensitive to sound. ‘I brought you these, where shall I…’

She looks round and quickly gathers from the single vase already occupied with Mum’s flowers that she’s misjudged her gift. ‘Sorry, I should have thought, should have brought a vase from home or something.’

‘Don’t be silly, they’re beautiful, thank you.’

She pulls up a seat next to me.

‘How have you been?’

I look away from her, not sure how to proceed. I feel out of it today, dreamy, distant.

‘Emelia?’ Mishti asks and I’m aware by the way she says it that she’s repeating herself. I watch her raise her hand, two fingers and a thumb pointing up, the others bent.

‘Anyone home?’ she asks, waving her hand back and forth in front of my eyeline.

‘Sorry,’ I say, gathering myself. ‘I think I’m on some strong medication.’

Mishti’s face twitches with sorrow. ‘What’s the latest?’

‘My blood is contaminated with heavy metals,’ I reply. ‘And I have high tumour levels.’

‘Tumours?’ Mishti repeats, audible worry in her voice. The far-off voices of the busy ward act as background music, filling the gap in our conversation as Mishti tries to work out what else to say. ‘What are they going to do about it?’

‘Tests. Then more tests. Then even more tests.’ I roll my eyes.

Her face stretches in sympathy and I appreciate her concern, I really do. She grabs my arm, the feel of her skin on mine electrifying and I turn back, holding her in my gaze. She’s looking at me funny, her eyes watery, lips a-quiver and I suppose I should get used to this, the You’re brave but I’m so glad this isn’t happening to me look. I’ve only seen it once and I’m already tired of it.

‘How are things with Anthony?’ she asks, changing the subject.

I don’t know what to say in response. She was so rational and level headed in the restaurant when we last spoke – pointing out that most people don’t follow their husbands from pillar to post just because they’ve been overly attentive. But she doesn’t understand.

‘Much better,’ I say, though the moisture that pools in my eyes betrays me. ‘How’s Eva? I miss her.’

‘Still a beautiful handful,’ she replies, turning the conversation to how things are at home. Skating over the topic of Damien, we talk for a while about mundane events and I’m surprised by how much I’ve missed these chats. When something serious happens the weather doesn’t matter any more, but it should – the sun we’re having at the moment really is remarkable.

On her way out Mishti turns. ‘If there’s anything I can do, no matter how big or small, you must let me know.’

‘Thank you,’ I reply.

Her kind eyes smile as she makes to leave.

I rise from my bed as Mishti disappears and watch through a gap in the blind as she pulls on her coat and goes to the reception desk to check out. My heart sinks when I see who’s on duty. Not her, I think.

‘How’s she doing?’ the receptionist asks Mishti softly, but I can’t hear their conversation properly from my room so I twitch open the door and step outside, clutching my stomach, disappearing round the corner so I’m hidden from view. ‘She was in quite a bad way when she arrived, we’re so glad she’s making progress.’

I channel the receptionist, my mind doing overtime, trying to reach for some as yet untapped psychic power to encourage her to stop this conversation.

‘What actually happened that morning?’ Mishti asks, leaning closer.

‘It’s funny, Emelia had a psychotic episode the day before she was admitted here. I think she’d been following her husband, Anthony, and he’d led her to the hospital.’

Mishti murmurs with recognition.

I’d told her this story through a different lens.

‘When she turned up here, she was convinced she was filming some sort of documentary series…’ The receptionist pauses. ‘I think, on some level, she’d known she was coming here and was preparing herself for that with a kind of cover story that she could live with.’

I can’t listen to any more and pad back into my room, pulling the covers tight to my neck. A jumbo roar growls in the distance and I watch as a mighty double-decker plane jets past my window, its vapour trail stopping and starting, flying through turbulent air. I imagine passengers gripping armrests as the craft throws them about in their seats, slight panic on faces, nervous laughter, silent prayers.

My phone springs to life on the bedside table, vibrating so incessantly on the wooden surface it resembles an insect scuttling round in noisy, nonsensical circles. I wrap my hand round it, muting the sound, and take a quick glance at the text message on the display. My blood runs cold.

You still have time, Emelia. Run.


Blog Entry

13th December, 9 a.m.

The doctor’s lips are straight as she trots through the results of my MRI scan, her placid expression unmoved. Apparently, they’ve identified ‘several’ growths that warrant further investigation. I hit her with a barrage of questions. Am I going to die? Can’t you just take whatever these are out of me right now? Why not? Why wait? She’s trained for this. She’s seen a thousand other people just like me. She knows what to do, how to handle it; her razor-sharp fringe is as no-nonsense as she is. I work myself up to my most important question, the strings at the back of my gown twisting together as I shift position in my bed.

‘Am I going to die?’

She looks down at her notes, then clasps her hands together and meets my worried eyes. ‘I can’t give you any kind of prognosis yet, not until we get the results from the biopsies, but if these growths we’ve found are cancerous then we may need to perform surgery. I don’t want us getting ahead of ourselves, they could well be nothing and, anyway, surgery would depend on a whole host of factors.’

My body clams up, cold sweats coat my hands and feet as the reality of that sentence sinks in.

‘How likely is it that it’s cancer?’ My voice is tiny, terrified, this new state of affairs hitting me from nowhere. Cancer? How is that even possible?

‘Again, I can’t give you an answer on that – not until we have the results.’

She shoots me a smile but I think I can sense pity behind it. This is bad, and she knows it, she’s just not telling me.

‘Can I ask one last thing?’ I say to the doctor, hurried, as she’s wrapping up to leave.

‘Sure.’

‘Are you able to keep this information between us? I just need some time to figure out what to say to my parents and my husband. I’d rather process this alone for a while. Is that OK?’

‘Of course, however you want to deal with this is your choice, but I should say – your husband has been a great support to you while you’ve been in here.’

‘He has?’

A horrible cloud forms apace in my mind, an ominous shade of doubt, my life re-told in a different light – Anthony, my doting husband, killing me with kindness and nothing else.

She takes a seat on the side of my bed, the mattress sinking with her weight. ‘You’re going through a difficult time. I see lots of patients who take out their uncertainties on those closest to them. Perhaps consider your relationship in a different light, given where we are today. Reflect on the possibility that your mind has been playing tricks on you and that Anthony has only ever been trying to help.’

Part of me wants to believe her, wants to sink into her version of events but at the moment I’m questioning everything, I spot the unmistakeable outline of my husband’s shoulders, hovering. I wonder how long he’s been standing there, waiting for the doctor to say the words he planted in her mouth with a few carefully scripted visits.

My wife, doctor, she’s scared of me. I don’t know what to do.

Don’t worry, Mr Lyon, I’ll talk to her, make her see sense.

*

I wake to an unsettling sight: Anthony standing tall in the doorway, his full-moon glasses covering his eyes, skin waxy and sun starved, his knuckles red, moustache dry and wiry. He stares at me, blinks, but, rather than come in, hangs back in the doorway, watching. He clears his throat.

‘You’re so peaceful when you’re asleep,’ he says, his words a scaly slither of half-truths.

I sense a burning heat in the palm of my hands and realise I’m gripping the railings of the bed tight. I release them as he strides in.

‘I heard the news,’ he says, his voice reverberating round the four walls of my cell.

I pull away. ‘How?’

‘It doesn’t matter how, what matters is what we do next.’

‘Does it?’ I look for someone in the artificial light behind the windows of my room, scanning it for a uniform or a voice to let me know someone’s out there and I’m not alone with him.

‘That’s why I want to give us something to look forward to. Here,’ he says, placing something on the bedside table. ‘Two tickets to Mykonos for New Year. I don’t want you to think you’re going to be holed up in here. You’re going to be on the beach, darling.’

I feel queasy as I stare at the tickets, his name printed bold across the front, shouts of another looming crisis slithering in from outside my room – there have been emergencies all day today.

‘I won’t be out,’ I remind him.

‘I won’t accept that for an answer, Emelia. I want you to put your mind to it. Get better for this trip, I know you can do it.’

I try to navigate the meaning behind his words but fail. I turn to him, slowly, the lymph nodes on my neck aching and sore as I force them to move. I learnt this week that they’re an incredible network of nodules that run the length and breadth of your body, eliminating infection and disease, like the blood’s ultimate filter. I asked the doctor if it was a good thing that mine were puffed up and sore, clearly working overtime in their bid to clear my body of its ills, and she’d shrugged, lied, said it was merely a sign my body was fighting something.

‘What will we do when we get there?’ I ask.

‘Let’s see,’ he says, his voice suddenly soporific, the rise and fall of his breathing hypnotic, beguiling. ‘I thought we’d fly into Athens first for the Acropolis and the Parthenon, then catch an evening flight to the island. When we get there, we can relax in the outdoor spa at the hotel, ride horses on the beach – there are a lot of beaches – or we could visit the monasteries, explore the town, eat our weight’s worth in souvlaki…’ I find myself hypnotised by the way his hands are moving, imagining the bones crunching together as he squeezes them yellow and I drift off, dreaming of it, imagining an alternative version of events where my husband isn’t trying to kill me and I’m the one in the wrong.


Blog Entry

18th December, 9 a.m.

Today marks five days since the biopsy results and the day I’ll find out what fate has befallen me. I woke up at three o’clock this morning, again at just after four thirty, and for a final time at five past five. I forced myself out of bed at five fifteen, reaching my limit with the vivid nightmare I’d been dozing in and out of in which I was a guest at my own funeral. That I’d risen above myself in a white nightdress, cut at the seams, translucent, caterwauling that I hadn’t listened, that I hadn’t got away fast enough. You’re running out of time. Run, Emelia.

I tried to watch TV, but I was just staring at the screen, my brain a block of nothingness, jolted back into the present by the end credits, with no idea at all what had happened during the past sixty minutes. I tried reading, but I ended up starting the same page ten times in a row as the more I read, the more difficult I found it to focus, or care, about the drama before me. I had a shower, pulled on some clean clothes, brushed my hair and painted my nails. Navy, to match the blue diamonds printed across my hospital gown. After that, I waited, picking at a scab on my elbow until it bled, for someone to tell me the consultant was ready for me. I’d have to go to her office this time, she was too important to come to me.

My phone sat by my side. 100 per cent charged. Waiting, ready.

At eleven thirty, it rung for the first time: Mum and Dad, frantic.

‘Emelia, we just wanted to check in. Is there any news yet?’

‘Not yet,’ I panted, frustrated with them for pretending to care. ‘Like I said, I’ll call you when I know.’

I hung up angrily and returned the phone to its spot. When my parents had found out about my biopsy results, they’d been halfway in Dad’s new hatchback ready to leave for the hospital, but I’d insisted that the consultant had wanted to see me alone. It was a lie, but I couldn’t bear to be with anyone.

At 12.56 p.m., a nurse knocked on my door and my hand flew from the bloody patch on my elbow to the railing on the bed, gripping it tight. This was it.

‘You look nice,’ she said, and, I’m not entirely sure why, but it made me uncomfortably aware of the way I’d dressed up for today, as if it was inappropriate somehow: my hair unusually clean, looped in a plait that followed the twist of my neck, pooled at my shoulder, then snaked down to my collarbone.

‘Nice day, isn’t it?’ she said – clearly ‘nice’ was her go-to adjective – and she squinted into the sun, putting a hand to her forehead, creating a shadowy veranda for her eyes. I hadn’t noticed and I didn’t answer but a thought popped: maybe it was a good omen.

She stared, beady eyes judging my silence, weighing up how to handle my situation.

‘Are you waiting for anyone?’ I could tell she was the controlling type, struggling to understand why I’d want to do this by myself, filing me away in her ‘abnormal’ pigeon hole when I replied that I wanted to do this alone.

‘The consultant will be ready in about ten minutes,’ she said through thin lips, her fake, feathery lashes beating like wings. ‘I’ll take you down to her room now.’

I gripped the rail a little tighter as I moved to get up, the skin on my hands a patchwork of red and yellow, a blood stain smeared from my elbow to the edge of my robe.


Blog Entry

18th December, 4.27 p.m.

I am typing through great, grief-like sobs. My skin is tight and tuna-purple, desperate tears suffocate my eyes and thick tarred stains line my cheeks. It’s bright and blue outside, which I don’t understand, it’s been dark and overcast for weeks now and today, of all days, shouldn’t be sunny. It should be black. Bitumen black. Coal black. Black hole black. As it is, a robin is chirping at the window, basking in the sun’s fire. Oblivious.

I’m not sure how to write what I’m about to write.

I kept it together until I made it back to my room, ignoring the consultant’s offer of a chaperone. I distracted myself first by counting steps: thirteen from the consultant’s room to the lift, fifty down the hall, four to get past the boy in the wheelchair with see-through skin, a further twenty-two to make it out through the double doors. But I lost track on the way up to my room as the sting in my stomach had swollen and the world around me turned into an alternate universe playing on rewind and fast forward all at once. My body stepped forward, but my brain travelled back into that room. ‘You’re not in this alone.’

Yes, I am.

I was jostled out of the way as impatient visitors pushed past the invisible me, now rooted to the spot. I heard the beep of the lift doors, warning me they were about to close. Get in the lift, Emelia. Springing into action, elbows wide, I forced my way on just as the doors had shut on my bones. Ow. Eyes rolled, a newspaper fluttered, somebody furiously crossed their arms. I heard the sigh and cringed for the spectacle I’d made of myself.

The elevator screamed as I travelled up and down without purpose, not ready to go back yet and be alone with my thoughts, different faces bobbing in and out, some ill, some well, playing a bleak version of musical statues around me. I didn’t look at my reflection, instead I stared at my feet and pretended I was someone else: I am not here, this is not me, I am someone else. I am someone well. The sight of a chemotherapy patient and I might have lost it. But I didn’t, I kept it together, offered a neutral greeting to the ward receptionist as I shuffled back to my room, metal door handle against my skin, cool, then silence.

Then it hit me.

My body caved in and I collapsed awkwardly onto my hands and knees, retching and gasping for breath, every part of me overcome. Every inch of me consumed with insatiable, visceral pain. At some point a nurse came in and calmed me down with a hit of sedatives.

*

The robin on the windowsill stares at me as I cry, his head cocked at forty-five degrees, as though he’s trying to work me out. I’m almost embarrassed at how upset I am, actually; so many people going through this manage to be brave, strong, courageous… but I’m like something out of an over the top theatre scene in which the director’s only comment to the actress is, More! We don’t want a dry eye in the house!

But I can’t help it. Because today was D-day: diagnosis day. My worst fears realised. The dawning of the fact that Anthony would, at last, get his wish.

I’ll attempt to paint the picture of the moment my world crumbled.

*

‘It’s bad news, I’m afraid.’

My eyes blur a little. The steady pendulum tick of the clock on the wall beats me into the next second. The doctor’s words hang heavy in the air.

‘It’s cancer.’

I look up at the clock and memorise the time: 3.03 p.m. I’m not sure why, but it feels like something I should remember, as if the next thing I’ll do is run home and pen a newspaper announcement: At 3.03 p.m. on the eighteenth of December, my baby tumour was born. A Sagittarius! Five pounds exactly. Baby doing well. Father over the moon. Mother has a year. Max. It occurs to me the time, all odd numbered and angular, is fittingly prickly for the occasion.

White noise plays between my ears as she speaks but, from somewhere beyond the static, the voices in my head scream at me to tell her: It’s Anthony. He made my body so weak that I contracted cancer. This isn’t an accident or bad luck. This is murder. I swallow the shrieks that are desperate to escape, dying to let rip, right in the doctor’s face because I know she won’t believe me if I say them out loud. Not yet, anyway.

The backs of my legs stick to the vinyl fabric on the hospital chair as I shift my weight forward and I’m still staring at the clock – 15:03:33 – when the uncharacteristically insistent winter sun breaks out from the clouds, a sliver of light emerging on the far right of the room’s frosty glass walls. The doctor doesn’t notice the ash-white rays, her head deep in my notes, her solemn, sombre tones falling on deaf ears. The sun, which should be dying this time of year, gathers in strength and speed and the shaft of light grows, its reflections bouncing energetically from pane to pane as more and more of the cloud gives way. I blink into the light. Soon it will shine over the entire hospital building, then snake its way through the skyscrapers of the busy city and over the green expanse of Regent’s Park towards Anthony’s apartment. I think about it, think how if I peel my legs up from this very chair and turn left, walk to the end of the corridor, past the four double doors of the Princess Anne wing and peer out through the window, I’d just about spot it in the distance.

The doctor speaks again and pulls me back to the present.

‘Treatment plan… six months to a year…’

Her fingers are interlaced and unmoving on top of her desk. Her pupils sit below a sharp fringe and bore into mine. I try to listen but I can’t, it’s too difficult, so I tear my gaze from hers and look into my lap instead. My hands are speckled and red from the sanitiser I shouldn’t have used, the nails on my fingertips painted a perfect navy blue for no reason whatsoever. What is the point of nail polish? What is the point of anything?

‘Do you have any questions?’

Her voice is raised and it occurs to me that maybe she’s repeating herself.

‘No, I…’

‘In that case, you can talk to our counsellor, or you can go and be with your family to process all of this. Either way, I’d urge you to speak to somebody, Emelia. In the meantime, I’ve put together this information. It explains what happens next. Give it a read when you’re ready and if you have any questions just give me a call. All right?’

In that moment, I really want her to hug me, to grip my shoulders tight and tell me everything’s going to be OK.

My lonely skin aches for it.

Because the worst part of today won’t be the diagnosis, but Anthony’s reaction to it, I can already picture the smile he won’t try very hard to suppress, the corners of his hard lips flickering as I speak, happy creases erupting from the edges of his eyes and across his brow.

Merry Christmas, Emelia. I’ve been planning this gift for a while, poisoning your food and weakening your immune system to the point that you had nothing left to fight with when the tumours started to spread. It’s not possible to give someone cancer, so they say, but my present to you this year would beg to differ. I’m so pleased that you like it, darling. It’s terminal, yes. Only the best for my darling wife.

*

Thank you, my dear followers, for all your lovely messages and wishes since my diagnosis. It has been a very difficult time but the doctors are staying positive so I must do the same. E x x x

*

I toss and turn in my hospital bed, my mind thick with turmoil and terror as I slip further from health, taking huge strides backwards in my attempts to get better, my latest diagnosis settling in. As the ward turns dark, I feel a presence fog my room and I hear the warning, the word – Run – and know I have to follow it.

In the quiet of the night, my bare feet cold on the lino floor, I tell the receptionist on duty that I am going for a walk. She arches an over-plucked eyebrow and tells me to be back in five minutes, but she knows this ward is secure and that I can’t get out without assistance, or a keycard, so she’s not especially worried as I traipse away.

I trace the corridors, passing private rooms and communal wards full of women with far-off expressions and haunted eyes and wonder how many others were forced and frog marched here against their will. I wonder how many others have cancer. I take a seat in the visitor’s waiting room and bring the bright light of my mobile phone to my face, tracing back to the message on my phone.

Run.

This word, this spectre that has followed me, has been unrelenting, and I let myself get caught up in the distraction, it saves me from thinking about today at least, and anything is better than that.

Run. Run. Run.

A thought swims quick, then bobs to the surface of my consciousness. Why don’t you call the number? My fingers swipe through the display and land on the person’s details – unblocked – hesitating for a moment before pressing the call button beneath. I shake the receiver up to my ear, silent for now, waiting for it to connect, a series of dial-up noises following and then, crystal clear, a connection.

As I call the number, bare feet pressed into the floor, my long fringe flopping over my eyes, a sound down the hallway diverts my focus. Another phone is ringing, quiet, and it beckons me closer. Ringing, as I stand from my seat, pale legs shaking beneath my gown. Ringing, as I trace down the dark corridor to a section of private rooms I haven’t visited before. Ringing, louder, as the lights illuminate one after the other overhead, guiding my way. Ringing, loudest, as I turn to an open door at the end. I cancel the call on my phone and the ringing in here dies too. Convinced this must be a coincidence, I call again, dialling my harasser once more, my breath catching as it happens again and the ringing in here begins anew – chirping from the bedside table of a woman lying still, asleep in this bed.

My breath is light, fast, as I pace into her room, the door ajar. She is ghostly, skeleton thin, her veins close to the surface of her translucent skin, and her heart visibly beats beneath the covers, working hard to sustain her fragile frame. I look closer at her face for the answers I need but I don’t find them. I turn away, looking round for more evidence of who this person is when I spot something unusual on the window: an open box of chocolates, the same as Anthony presented that night with Heather. The air conditioning fires overhead, startling me, pumping waves of cold air into the claustrophobic space and I shiver. Who are you? I want to ask, reaching out for her phone with greedy hands, when I hear a crack from her bed and she begins to stir, her tired mouth groaning with the effort of waking up. I do not push it any further, I do not want to be caught in here, spying on someone, so I move from her bedside and hurry out into the dark corridor once more, lights turning on again as I emerge and an alarm is activated, calling a doctor to her room. She’s a high dependence patient – they all are down this end of the ward – and I glance back at the name on the doorway as I scuttle away, losing my breath, and nearly my balance, as it comes into focus.

Holly Madison

*

I walk back from the main ward to my room, the intensity of the emergency gathering pace behind me. I glance at the name label that marks it as mine: Emelia Thompson-Lyon. What I wouldn’t do to scrub his name from mine, I think, as I lift a finger to the plastic and scrape my fingernail across it. A thin white line appears after my second attempt and winks at me, our little secret, as I dip under the doorframe and into the room.

As I fall asleep that night, my mind is full of her, of the invisible girl I’d assumed Anthony had killed but, as far as the evidence suggests, lives. Did he want both Holly and me in the same hospital so it’s easier to visit his dying girls? How many others here are his? Does anyone else know? Outside, sirens glow red and a full emergency is declared on the ward. I hear shoes scuff the floor and shouts of alarm. Holly, I hear someone shout, and I know then that the emergency must be for her, that the panic outside and Anthony’s increasingly frequent visits have been because of her worsening state. I force my head to turn towards the glass of the door and, just as I’m opening my eyes I see her – blackened eyes and thick bruises smudged into her skin, her mouth wide, lips crusted, lungs out of air. I just know, as she’s wheeled past my door, that she is dead.

Anthony’s omnipotent presence in the ward looms large: he wants the same for me. All this time I ignored her, didn’t consider who was behind the warnings, didn’t investigate the notes then, when she could no longer deliver them in person, her texts. Her death is my final clue. She was waiting for me to find her so she could die.

I steel myself, again, because I know what I have to do now. I have to fight back. Plan B.

For Holly now too, and the others, not just for me.


Part 3


Blog Entry

21st December, 11.05 a.m.

The flat is covered in Christmas: green tinsel sags over picture frames like spiny caterpillars, candles fill the air with pine scented fog, and an artificial tree is choked with white lights in the hallway. I feel my dad grip my shoulder. ‘I wonder where he is?’

Twenty-four hours ago, I had to tell them the three words no parent ever deserves to hear from their child: I have cancer.

They’d regressed to the mum and dad I’d seen in the days after my sibling died in hospital. They’d retreated into themselves, had journeyed through grief cycles of blame, anger and sadness and, finally, I’d let them visit, let them take me home. With my parents in tow, I was discharged from hospital shortly afterwards. The heavy metals had disappeared from my system, I had a treatment plan and, now that I had some people to support me and the doctors knew what they were dealing with – aggressive tumours spanning the length of my torso, tucked in the crevices between my organs, attached limpet-link to my lymphatic system – there was no reason to keep me in. I would start chemo to shrink and burn them out, then surgery, if necessary.

We’d agreed we’d tell Anthony together, my parents chatting productively and pro-actively in the car about it on the way over, but we’re back now and…

He’s not here.


Blog Entry

21st December, 6.22 p.m.

My parents have just left, though I tried to get rid of them sooner. Mum had sat for hours wrapped in Dad’s arms on the sofa in the lounge. He’d rubbed her shoulders as though she were the invalid, as if he was more frightened about losing her than losing me. He probably was. The look in her eyes told me she was already half gone. They’d shoved their togetherness in my face, so overtly emotional, hugging and crying, holding on to one another as though their lives depended on it, like teenagers at the end of an alcohol fuelled party, while I’d flitted and floated from room to room, listless.

Flicking on my bedroom light, I’d paused, my gaze on our bed. It had been meticulously dressed, almost eerily so, the scatter cushions had been plumped, a cashmere throw pulled taut across the foot. Anthony’s precise, certainly, but is he—

I’d cut off my train of thought, setting down my hospital bag, wandering in, scanning the surfaces. I’d held open the wardrobe door, touched my clothes within, skated across the bookshelf, checking the spines were all in order, not sure exactly what I was looking for.

In the bathroom, I’d coupled my toothbrush with its holder and thrown away an empty tube of toothpaste from the side. In my peripheral vision, that’s when I’d noticed it: the hair. A clump of brown strands trickling incriminatingly over the lip. Were they mine? I’d looked closer. Someone had been here. Someone else. As I’d stepped back, I’d noticed the bathroom cabinet under the basin was open too, shampoos and conditioners rearranged, strange fingertips pressing prints onto my things.

From the hallway I’d heard my parents call out, they wanted to get home, keen to beat the traffic back to Kent.

‘Ems,’ my dad had said, briefly letting up from comforting Mum, his tone high pitched as he’d gulped to swallow the lump in his throat. ‘You’re going to beat this, OK?’

He’d held me in his sad stare for a moment, then broken away, his attention back on Mum as she’d gasped by his side.

‘I just can’t believe this is happening.’ She’d covered her bewildered face with her hands, probably already weighing up which magazine to call first. ‘Our family has had nothing but bad luck. It’s like we’re cursed.’

I close the door behind them now and grab my laptop so I can write. You, my followers, are the only people who keep me going. You are my support system. I turn to you when things get tough, not my parents, not my husband. You. So, thank you, again, for being here. For reading. I will keep writing, I promise. E x x x


Blog Entry

21st December, 7.20 p.m.

Anthony appears in the evening and I’m sitting in the lounge, lights off, the blue of the night colouring the room, picking at the loose flakes of skin that peel in strips if I catch them right. The silver moon is bright beyond, my eyes full of it.

His shoes pace the wooden floor in the hallway, trace to the kitchen, stop, start, then head to the lounge in search of me. I can tell, when he finds me, that he already knows.

‘Darling,’ he sighs. ‘Come here. Why didn’t you call me?’

He twists my body into a reluctant embrace and cradles my head behind his hand. He kisses the nape of my neck and squeezes my waist. He holds me tight, like that, my face rubbing against the rough collar of his T-shirt, for a number of suffocating minutes.

‘I caught up with the doctor,’ he mumbles in the dark. ‘And I want you to know I’ll be here for you until, well, until whatever happens.’

Until I’m dead.

I go to speak but he shushes me and carries on. ‘You don’t need to worry, Emelia.’

The fire crackles in the corner, a word blazing between the flames. Run. But a new plan is forming in the gaps between.

It’s not about running any more, it’s about fighting.

My husband, sniffling and weak on the outside, has fooled everyone. He killed his exes and made it look like suicide, starved Holly Madison until she died, poisoned me until my body contracted cancer, and he’s done all this without raising so much as an eyebrow.

Time for it to stop.

Time for Anthony Lyon to get a taste of his own medicine.


Blog Entry

22nd December, 1.05 p.m.

The smell is musty, ratty, when I open the door to my studio. Anthony isn’t nearly as concerned with my comings and goings now that I am destined to die. I haven’t been here for a while and the damp – kept temporarily at bay by the re-paint just before I moved in – is back with a vengeance. I become reacquainted with the sad vinyl countertops, the saggy airbed, covered by a stained duvet on top, the patchy lino floors, the mouldy-edged bathroom, growing colonies round the rose patterned tiles. If I’d had any sense I would have kept the heating on, but, apparently, I don’t, so I hadn’t.

I pick up what I need, a selection of the items I’d bought when I first moved here – syringes, battery acid, rodenticide, painkillers – and head back to Anthony’s flat.

Once there, I open the fridge door, the light illuminating my face, a blast of cold against my thin body. I take a long look at its contents then, eventually, I pick up the first item.


Blog Entry

22nd December, 1.55 p.m.

I can’t get hold of Mishti but I’m anxious and nervous and I just need to get out of this place, so I decide to call in on her like people used to do in the olden days. If she’s not there I’ll try again later.

Mishti’s apartment is on the ground floor and an elaborate wreath hangs from the door handle. I have to hold it to one side to get to it, its thorny decorations tugging my skin as I knock.

‘Emelia,’ she says, answering the door, surprised to see me. ‘I wasn’t expecting you. Is everything OK?’

She doesn’t stand aside to let me in and I worry I’ve made the wrong decision. She doesn’t want to see me, our friendship isn’t ready for this yet, she’s going to turn me away, say this isn’t a good time.

I look at her and don’t say anything aloud, but with my eyes I tell her how I feel: No, I’m not OK. I desperately, desperately, need a friend, and you’re the only one I have. She relents.

‘Where are my manners! Come in, come in, you must be freezing,’ she says busily, loudly, opening the door wide. ‘It’s so good to see you out of hospital.’

Her central heating hits me at the same time as the black and white marbled floor in the entranceway, the heavy chandelier overhead, the gold-framed artworks on white walls beyond, an emerald grandfather clock chiming for a new hour.

‘Wow, this place is amazing.’ I exhale, stepping inside, slipping off my shoes, taking it all in. Orchids on windowsills, designer luggage in the corner, impressionist artwork on the walls.

No matter how rich you are, there are always people who have more.

She surprises me by touching my arm rather than enveloping me in a hug. ‘I’ve been so worried about you, Emelia, how are you feeling?’

She is distant, icy, her eyes as cold as the sapphires in her ears. ‘Let me just grab Eva’s stuff, we can go out for coffee, if you like?’

‘If it’s OK I’d rather stay here,’ I reply, downtrodden. ‘I don’t want to be in public.’

Her face clouds and I wonder if she knows already. I wouldn’t put it past Mum to have put out some macabre public broadcast on my behalf. I spot a collection of family photographs on a console table in the hallway but am surprised that none of them feature Damien and it occurs to me I have no idea what he looks like. I’d always imagined him like the actor by the same name: the burns-easily-in-the-sun type, a shock of strawberry blonde hair atop his pale head, freckles dotted like confetti across his face; tall, blue eyes, handsome.

‘Is Damien home?’ I ask.

‘No, of course not, I can’t remember the last time he was…’ She trails off, clearly things are still bad between them. ‘What was it you wanted to tell me, anyway?’ Mishti asks nervously, poking my gloves onto what look like designated glove holders in the coat cupboard. Good lord.

‘Is there somewhere we can sit?’ I venture.

She looks nervous, reluctant to make this into a coffee morning, but picking up on the tone of my voice, directs me through to the lounge. The room is very formal: two enormous Chesterfield sofas luxuriate at one end, sitting regally atop a beautiful Persian rug, a winter spiced candle burning over the fireplace.

We sit down, side by side. This is something else you don’t anticipate when you’re diagnosed with something awful: You have to tell people because it’s so major but, you really don’t want to have to go through it as well as everything else. This is, what, my second time of going through the motions and I already feel almost detached from the story, like an actress reading lines, a robot carrying out the same automated task.

‘The scans came back. It’s not great news, I’m afraid.’

Her eyes glaze as the horror of my diagnosis hits and she stretches her arms out towards me, pulling me tight, holding me close. We sit on her beautiful sofa, cuddling like sisters, and this simple act of forgiveness, of our friendship finding itself again slots into place. I squeeze her tight, not wanting to let go.


Blog Entry

23rd December, 12.35 p.m.

‘Let’s do something fun,’ he’d said an hour ago. ‘Take our minds off everything. We could put up some more decorations? The attempt I made in the hallway was, admittedly, somewhat pitiful… but in my defence it’s no fun decorating alone.’

Now we stand, Anthony chuckling, his arm tight to my waist, marvelling at the job we’ve done in transforming the lounge to a winter wonderland. The room, once refined, is an explosion of cheap, glittery accessories in red, green and gold. Fairy lights sweep the cornicing, a wreath peppered with pine cones and orange peel balances across the fireplace. A giant fir tree fills the space with the unmistakeable smell of Christmas and light-up reindeer and Father Christmas sculptures sit in front of the fire, presiding over it all. The flames glow in the corner, a couple of stockings embellished with our initials hanging from the mantel.

‘It’s perfect!’ Anthony proclaims by my side. ‘Santa’s Grotto eat your heart out.’

I look up at him quizzically. He’s always hated Christmas decorations so I’m glad that I’ve forced him to do this for me, making him trust me, earning my way back into his life, giving him what he wants.

He meets my stare, pointedly waiting for me to agree with him, so I do, then feel his arm respond as it loops tighter round my waist. Happy families.

‘I don’t suppose I can tempt you with a little eggnog, can I?’ he asks, breaking apart from me at last, and my heart flutters.

Revenge is a dish best served warm.

‘No thanks,’ I reply.

I circle round the room once he’s left – the decorations, the Christmas smells, the pine needles, the presents under the tree, the two lonely stockings hanging over the fireplace. I imagine the scene in a few years’ time if I don’t succeed. My stocking won’t hang here any more, replaced with another set of initials, and slowly, year-on-year, more will follow. Mine replaced with the name of Anthony’s new wife, then mini replicas to follow for their babies, then toys for toddlers, infants, teenagers, adults, grandkids.

I shake out a small, angry cry. All I seem to do is cry nowadays; I’m so tired of it. I try to hold myself together, refusing to let yet another perfectly acceptable day be lost to my situation. I need to focus, I’ve wasted so much time being unhappy, accepting my predicament rather than taking control.

There are a lot of things I could do to Anthony to make him pay for what he has done to me: I could release his real name on this blog, the day-by-day account of what happened between us made public. But would it be enough? It’s not exactly an eye for an eye, is it?

Before I can muse for too long, Anthony and his festive jumper bound back into the room. He’s holding a plate of mince pies and a mug of eggnog.

‘None for me,’ I repeat as he holds the plate out, forcing a grin.

He retracts it, then looks up, spotting my bloodshot eyes and puffy cheeks. It’s always so obvious when I’ve been crying.

‘Are you OK?’ he asks. ‘I thought you might find Christmas difficult this year. I’m sorry, darling.’

He droops an arm round my shoulder, squeezes it, then goes to retrieve a mince pie, his lips wrapping round the pastry.

Revenge, revenge, revenge.

Then, on the mantelpiece, his phone sounds a series of electric arpeggios. I notice it’s a custom ringtone. Usually his phone jigs around on vibrate when someone is calling or texting but it never sings. Our eyes meet as the melody dies and we have a silent conversation in the milliseconds that follow:

Me: Who’s that?

Him: No one.

Me: If it’s no one then why won’t you say? Why do they have a special ‘sound’?

Him: Because it’s no one, it’s not a big deal. And it’s not a special sound, it’s regular, it’s what I have for everyone.

Me: Not for me.

‘Ah! Apparently, I have been mis-sold insurance!’ he proclaims, clutching his phone in his hand, his eyes sliding to the middle distance behind me, refusing to meet mine, his teeth chewing deep on the mincemeat, his tongue staining brown.

I stare at him.

He’s lying to me.

‘What’s up?’ he asks, putting on a mask.

Something’s changed.

‘You never mentioned what you were doing whilst I was in hospital, Anthony, I’ve been dying to know.’

His eyes shoot sideways. ‘Oh,’ he begins, fiddling with a cable to fill the room with garish Christmas music. ‘The site’s been busy; that was a good distraction.’

Lies, lies, lies.

I notice his eggnog, untouched, a film forming at the surface, sallow and pasty in colour.

He sighs, deep, and raises his hand to his brow, looking again at his phone. He feigns exasperation, tiredness, exhaustion.

‘Listen, Emelia. That was the office…’ he says, holding his phone in his hand. My eyes flick to it.

I cut him off, razor-sharp. ‘I thought it was insurance.’

‘Right,’ he says, backtracking. ‘But the office texted just now.’

Where was their ringtone, Anthony? I thought you had the same for everyone?

‘I need to go in.’ He pauses, looking at me, his face coated with a sorrow he doesn’t feel. ‘Why don’t you stay with your parents tonight?’

‘Why?’ I reply, gathering a strength I thought I’d lost.

‘It might be better for us both. I don’t want you to be alone and if I’m back late, you know, darling, I’ll spend the whole time worrying. Why don’t you just give them a call?’

I stand on the spot, waiting for the new situation I’m in to make sense.

He doesn’t want me here any more.

Is it because I’m already dying, because it’s too late for me now? Because he’s already won the game I didn’t realise we were playing until it was too late?

I watch him gather his things, then I fly into the kitchen, retrieving a smoothie I made earlier. ‘Avocado, kale and honey, your favourite,’ I say, delivering it with a reluctant kiss.

‘Thanks,’ he says, accepting it. ‘Take care of yourself and say hi to your parents for me.’

He knows I can’t ‘take care’; he knows I can’t escape what he has done to me.

‘Sure,’ I say. A plan percolating. ‘I’ll head to my parents’ this afternoon.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow – Christmas Eve?’ he asks, then kisses me, wet, on the cheek. He moves to leave, the door closing behind him.

His phone pings again on his way out – flirty, floaty, feminine, and so the realisation hits.

He’s cheating on me.

Now that I have cancer and am destined to die he is losing interest, willing to stick around for the demise but already planning who to target next. I am no longer a challenge, no longer enough to meet his macabre fascinations.

When he’s gone, I perform a series of actions. I grab my coat, my wallet, and a pair of dark sunglasses then on second thoughts, remove them, considering they’ll actually draw more attention to me than less – and head out to the shop on the corner. Once there, lost in the smell of sawdust, I flit past industrial strength pesticide, planks of wood and nail guns, then, finding what I need, I pick up two cameras designed for home security. They’re small, white, discreet, and I can sync them up to my laptop. I read the back: In-built Motion Detector, Anti-Theft, Voice-to-Intruder Deterrent, Easy-activate. I pay for my things with cash, then head home.

In the bedroom, I look round, assessing my options. The ceiling is too obvious, as is the top of the door, headboard, mirror, wardrobe or fire. I opt for the bookshelf. I hollow out a journal I’ve never written in and cut a circle in the spine. I wriggle the camera in place and make sure the power supply is concealed behind the rest of the books. The next I secrete in the hallway, obscured by hats and scarves on the coat stand, positioned near the back, amongst the unused garments we don’t wear any more but can’t justify throwing away.

I sync up the devices to my laptop then, satisfied with their positioning, pack a bag and head over to my studio.

The air outside cracks the skin on my lips, crusting with blood as I gnaw at them on the short walk to my new flat and, though I’m walking no more than a few hundred feet, the houses on my end of the street are worth fifty times less than those on the side I used to live. From princess to pauper in less than a year.

I groan when I get back to my dusty abode, knock the rickety radiator spool onto full and slump down on my air bed realising, when my bones hit the ground, that it’s completely deflated since I was last here. I unearth the pump that arrived with it and pour the rest of my energy, powered by my plan, into resurrecting it. When it’s done, the heating cranking up, I put a pot of baked beans to warm on the hob, then prop my pillow against the green painted wall, cover my legs with the duvet and open my laptop.

My view into Anthony’s world comes alive thanks to the cameras I’ve installed. The camera in the bedroom has stayed in place, but my window to Anthony’s hallway has dipped a little and now captures a pointless high-angle view of the top of the wall and the ceiling.

I curse. It’s far too late to go back.

*

I am stirred in the dead of the night by the ping of my phone, a blue light illuminating the darkness. Motion Detected by Camera 1.

I race to open my laptop and peer into the flat I used to live in via the camera I’ve left there.

The front door closes behind him. He’s home late – two a.m. late – and I turn the volume up to full on my computer. My first thought is to wonder if he’s being robbed, but those fears are quickly allayed when I hear Anthony’s voice, then hers, tinny through the ether.

‘Not tonight. I can’t tonight. I have to get back.’

I rip the covers from my body, stunned. I was right. My eyes spin like saucers, my blood rushes with betrayal.

I bring the laptop close to my face, its artificial light creeping into the fine lines round my eyes, my lips, my forehead. I hear hushed whispers and try to turn the volume up, a repeated thud protesting with every hit, telling me I’ve already reached the computer’s maximum.

‘Hello?’ Anthony calls from the doorway, and they both snigger. He’s checking I’m not there, that I fulfilled his request to go to my parents.

He chuckles when I don’t reply, thinking I’ve obeyed him. Even though he cannot hear me, I can see.

A spy in my own home.

Then, he fires the lights on in the hall and I press my hand to my heart, steady my breath, blink my eyes closed, slow, then open, ready to see who she is.

But the camera in the hall, as suspected, isn’t great. It picks up the top of her head but I can’t see her face properly, just the corners of her features and the roots of her hair, reflecting the light from the overhead spots.

They’re speaking, though, and I listen in, filling in the gaps the camera can’t hear.

‘I can’t do this any more. Emelia is back from hospital; she doesn’t deserve this.’ It’s his voice, agitated.

Then hers, disappearing, snaking away from the receiver. ‘What? Why? Let’s at least talk about this. Sit down.’

I want to be able to recognise her voice, to be able to place it immediately, but it’s too quiet and the inflections on her words are lost through the wires and the air between us. She comes back into range, following him through to the lounge, her volume rising then dying, crackling down the line, still indeterminable. I berate myself for only buying two cameras.

‘I’m worried about you, baby. Emelia’s got this hold over you. It’s scary. Why don’t you stand up to her? You’ve done so much, too much, and she’s so ungrateful.’

I sit glued to the screen, watching them, this woman in my house. I can hear Anthony’s footsteps as they crash into the kitchen, finding alcohol. Moments later, the top of his head bobs through the hallway and turns into the lounge. Faintly, I hear them kissing. I hear him moan. Then her.

‘Yes,’ she tells him.

I have a flurry of sudden realisations – that this isn’t the first time he’s done this, that this woman is his new victim and that I, Emelia, have succeeded in making Anthony Lyon fall out of love with me.

Is this what winning feels like?

The old me would be proud; the new me is anything but.

I should have seen him coming, I should have realised his perversion would only ever end in my death.

Now there is only revenge, justice, his life for mine.

‘Stop,’ she says, her voice slithering through the hallway, picked up by my hidden camera and I imagine, on the other side of my laptop screen and into the lounge beyond, that he’s looking at her, confused. His arms wrapped round her hourglass figure, his hands running the lengths of her perfumed hair.

He replies, ‘Stop? What do you mean “stop”? We’ve hardly even started.’

If I’m lucky he’ll bring her through to the bedroom and I’ll have a front row seat to what happens next. Tucked into the spine of an old diary, I’ll watch Anthony poison his new girl, listen to them have sex, fall asleep – him conscious, her comatose, then watch them wake up in the morning intertwined, my mechanical eye just visible if only they looked a little more closely.

I’ll watch her wake, a little groggy – too much to drink, she’ll reason – then slip into the white Oxford Anthony was wearing last night, perky nipples poking through, meandering through to the kitchen to make coffee.

She’ll cup it in both hands, Anthony joining her, and they’ll sit at the kitchen island, admiring the antique dining table Anthony and I chose together at a flea market when we were happy. She’ll sip it, then say, I love your place, not knowing how much of me still lives there, too.

I hear shuffling and giggling as he bundles her out of the front door and I sigh, irritated that I didn’t get a better glimpse of our late night visitor. I slide back into the confines of my air bed but leave my laptop on, the electric-blue light of the screen playing me an image a short while later of Anthony doing the same. He picks up the covers of the bed we used to share and tucks himself in. He flicks through his phone for a few minutes, then gives in to the darkness, his phone resting on his chest, and falls asleep. I watch him through the camera writhing through the night, in pain, throwing up brown chunks into the bedsheets, and consider that he, the great Anthony Lyon, has had a little too much to drink too. How prophetic.

Eventually, show over, I fall asleep too. I dream about his lips slithering with vomit and, though we’re apart, I’ve never felt more connected.


Blog Entry

24th December, 7.35 a.m.

I am not sure why I have come back here, to his flat. Some sick perversion, a need for self-destruction, for justice, for a confrontation… Honestly, I don’t know. I will end it tonight, once and for all, and then I will never come back here.

Anthony’s at work. I slipped in just after he left and am lying in his bed now, the smell of him stuck to the sheets: rum, cigars, women’s perfume. Perhaps it’s no surprise then that this bed feels unfamiliar. Different. Dirty. I suppose it’s because I know another woman has been lying in it.

The affair I didn’t see coming.

I think about the nights she will have spent here while I’d been in hospital, the sweat that will have run off her skin into these very covers; my adulterous husband and his unsuspecting lover screaming in equal ecstasy. I hear their noises now, building in guttural crescendos, her back arched, fingernails ripping through our cotton bedsheet as she holds on, fistfuls of her soft hair in his hands, her lips between his teeth. Passion.

All for her and none for me.

My eyes adjust to the brightening light as the morning draws in. Our slippers sit side by side next to the door, putting on an admirable display of unity. His are dark grey and sculpted; mine are giant, white and fluffy. Opposites that once attracted. A pair of his jeans hang eerily neatly from a hanger on the back of the door.

Maybe she put them there, like that.

I write this entry, the tap-tap-tap of the keyboard the only sound in the flat, and consider my situation. I close my eyes and cast my mind back as I consider their love story, letting my imagination run wild as I sink into the thought of Anthony falling in love with someone else.

She is obscured by the front door as Anthony holds it ajar, her glittery fingernails the only part of her visible as she wraps them round the frame to let herself in. The yellow glow of the hall light outlines her silhouette as she moves to close it behind her, a little ripple of wind sneaking in at the last moment and whipping against his cheeks. She’s wearing a barely-there silky wrap dress, her hair freshly tonged into precise curls, her lips a small distance apart. She slinks towards him, her fingers tracing patterns down her thighs.

‘What do you think of my new dress?’ she asks, then presses herself against him, her warm chest on his. This isn’t what he likes, so he holds her, pushes her backwards, against the wall, holds her fragile neck in his hand. She thinks it’s a joke. She plays along, covered in vanilla perfume and not a lot else.

‘Is something wrong?’ she asks, when he doesn’t let go.

‘I can’t do this, I’m sorry,’ he replies.

His hands drop to his sides and her fingers search for his.

‘What? Why? What’s happened?’

His mistress is oblivious. She doesn’t know his poison, so she can’t administer the antidote.

‘I’m worried about you,’ she says with puppy-dog eyes. ‘Emelia doesn’t deserve you.’

Her thick tresses drip down her neck, her back, almost all the way to the curve of her hips. Her chest shudders as she breathes. In and out. In and out.

‘I want to do the right thing,’ he starts, staring just south of her collarbone. ‘And the right thing is to stand by Emelia. She’s not well. She needs me.’

‘You think you should be with someone just out of duty?’

Her hand snakes onto his leg, her hair falls forward, her dress dips down at the front. She moves him through to the lounge then climbs on top of him as if the conversation is the exact opposite of the one they’re actually having. She grips his chin and, just when he thinks she’s going to kiss him, she slaps him. Hard.

‘What the—’ he exclaims, the after-sting running laps around his head. No woman has ever stood up to him like this.

‘You’re a pussy,’ she snarls. She tightens the grip her thighs have round his body, kissing him, pushing herself deeper onto his lap, straddling him to the point of suffocation, her flimsy dress riding high, one of her heeled sandals sliding from her foot to the floor.

‘Take these,’ he mumbles into her mouth, a wicked smile playing on her lips as two blue pills part her lips, his fingers wet with her saliva. She swallows.

‘That’s more like it,’ she muffles back, her soundwaves reverberating down his throat. She kisses him harder and then, seconds later, she’s limp. Her body a ragdoll.

‘Yes,’ he says, moving his hands up under the delicate fabric of her dress, yanking down the sides of her underwear. He isn’t strong enough to stop himself. Powerless to this power over him.

He’d caught this woman’s eye a while ago. He’d fancied her from the very first moment they met, but he hadn’t considered it would ever actually happen.

She’d knocked on their door one night. Model-hot. Cute bunches of iridescent hair flopping around each of her ears, cow-like eyes above plump lips, arms squeezing her breasts together, a God’s honest crucifix (yes, really) dangling down between them. This woman, in all her doe-eyed glory, had come to him, and she was standing on his doorstep now with a bandage over her knee, her calf stained rusty-red from a recent accident.

‘Sorry about this,’ she’d beamed, radiating body heat and helplessness.

‘I just wondered if you had some antiseptic?’

He’d let her in and she’d walked to their lounge window, entranced by it.

‘What an incredible view,’ she’d said and he’d thought the same: enjoying the one down her top.

She’d smudged blood across the apple of her cheek. If he pulled her close she’d smell like antiseptic gel and chamomile lotion and at that moment he’d thought, I’m going to do this.

‘You have a little something,’ he’d said as he’d licked his finger, then touched the skin of her cheek. The precursor to all great love affairs.

Emelia never stood a chance after that. Her demise would have to be fast-tracked now there was a new girl he was dying to kill.


Blog Entry

24th December, 4.09 p.m.

Anthony appears at the kitchen doorway, his moon-white face fading to lily-white skin and I wonder, just for a second, if we’re going to talk about last night. About the woman he brought back.

He’s texting as he passes through the threshold, then he spots me. He turns, watery eyes wide, and smiles.

‘You’re back,’ he says, croaky voiced, as if he wasn’t expecting me, still feeling the effects of last night’s indulgence. ‘Merry Christmas Eve.’

He leans in to kiss me – something metallic on his breath – almost as normal, almost as though his lips hadn’t been on another woman last night. I search the lines in his face for the answers I know I’ll never get. Why me, Anthony, what did I do to deserve this?

‘You too,’ I reply, hunching my shoulders, cupping my hands under opposite elbows, hugging myself, in need of the comfort. It has been such a long time since someone has touched me without an agenda. Mum’s long hair had stuck to my cheek as she’d hugged me goodbye the other day, wispy and split, just like her. Anthony’s kiss like an unwanted tattoo on my cheek now, an outward impression of love, nothing more.

‘You OK?’ he asks, moving towards me, grabbing my shoulders briefly, leaning in. ‘Cat got your tongue, darling?’

Something has changed in him. The affected softness I am so used to is missing and I stand, shaking, the sudden force and release of his grip knocking me off-centre.

‘I was…’ I begin to say, tasting his stale breath as it beats against my face. ‘I can’t go away with you,’ I manage, finally.

He sighs. My hands are still tight to my elbows, my mind tying itself in knots as I try to work out what’s about to happen. I watch him pull a wine glass from the cupboard then bend to the rack beneath, taking his time to select a bottle. I don’t know why but I imagine the base of it, heavy, making contact with the side of my head.

‘And why’s that?’ he asks, eyes narrowing, weaselly, furtive.

I am not sure why I have come back here. To him. To this. A word – run – flits through my head. I’m not thinking straight, I can’t bear to be with him, or my parents, but I’m not sure how to be alone, either. A horribly weak part of me wants him to draw me close, to wrap me up and take me to bed. At this point I wouldn’t even care if he stuffed me full of pills that I’d never wake up from. I am going to die anyway – what’s the difference?

He takes a long pause as he narrows his bloodshot eyes and pops the cork, the sound like a muffled starter pistol, warning of worse to come. His question causes something in me to crack and I pound through to the hallway. I feel his footsteps thud as they follow me through.

I pull the camera from its hiding place – this one was useless anyway – and hold it high.

‘I didn’t see who she was,’ I begin. ‘And I don’t want to know.’

I let the camera drop to the floor, its glass eye smashing into the wood, a barrier between us.

‘Ah,’ he replies, his focus on the jagged shards on the floor. ‘Are there any other devices in my house that I don’t know about, darling?’ His words are like steel, unwavering and unapologetic.

‘No,’ I lie. ‘This is it. And, to answer your question, I won’t be able to go away with you on account of your infidelity.’

A heavy cloud of silence fogs between us.

‘The tickets,’ he says slowly, ‘were a motivator, darling. I didn’t really expect you to be well enough to go.’

I raise my eyebrows, allowing him to elaborate.

‘I leave tonight,’ he says.

‘What?’

Again, I am outmanoeuvred. Caught off guard.

‘My flight’s tonight.’

My mind splits, half of it elated – he’s going without me, I finally have the freedom I want – half of it thick with defeat – he’s won, he doesn’t care any more, it’s over, I’m over.

‘I have cancer,’ I mouth, in shock. Christmas alone, with only my tumours for company.

He doesn’t say anything in response, and silence licks at our lips.

‘I know,’ he replies. ‘And I have a ticket to Greece,’ he adds. ‘I was going to tell you it was work, or whatever, but now that you know, I guess… Well, it’s better like this, in the long run.’

We stand opposite one another, a new line drawn in our toxic relationship.

‘Are you going with her?’ I ask, meek, quiet, embarrassed.

He holds me in his stare for a moment, weighing something up. ‘No,’ he replies, after a while.

I notice a thick blob of brown liquid pooling at the bottom of his nose but ignore it, his brow creasing in confusion as he dabs it away with the back of his hand.

‘I’ll be gone when you get back,’ I say, finally.

‘Fine,’ he agrees.

My stomach drops, no longer an organ but thick with heavy, stone-like growths that force it to plummet to the floor. I clutch it, and then follows pain, stabbing.

I turn, fast, and then – I run. Free from him. Finally.


Blog Entry

25th December, 11.15 a.m.

I stand at the lounge window of my studio-flat watching the sleet battering the pane, my phone in one hand, a dirty stick of Christmas chocolate in the other. My jeans are baggy, the denim bunched and gathered round my waist where I’ve hiked them up and wrapped them over to keep them in place. I am a skin shedder, serpent-like.

I’m not moving a muscle, except for my eyes, which dart across the grey vista below, expertly tracking a woman on the street. She’s been caught out in the rain, light hair soaked to dark, a pile of papers above her head, the bottoms of her jeans wet through.

I’ve been making a habit of this since Anthony left for Greece. Staring. And, yes, I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m looking for her. For any woman peeking up at his flat with a wry smile. I’m not entirely sure why I’m so caught up in this mission. Now that I have what I want I should be able to move on, but I can’t. I want to warn her, to tell her the truth.

I thought I saw her earlier. I’d tracked a woman in a red coat from a distance. There’d been something about the way she moved, the way she walked, no, the way she strutted, all the way to Anthony’s flat. She’d been looking up at the block, walking so close I’d heard her heeled boots strike the pavement beneath, and then, she’d buzzed. Did she think he was there? Hadn’t he told her he’d gone away?

I’d sized her up, my heart thudding in my ears, until she’d turned round and looked right up at me, across from her, in my studio. She was lined. Middle aged. No, it wasn’t her. I’d looked away.

*

I venture outside. The streets aren’t as busy as usual today, but still feature their regular collection of detritus: blue and green wheelie bins in orderly lines, rows of neatly parked cars up and down the surrounding roads, and dark, dead leaves that meander down the pavements with each passing gust of winter. I trace the oak trees and silver-birch lined paths of Regent’s Park, my legs pumping, my hair flapping in the wind, strands flying incessantly across my face, cold hands stuffed into coat pockets, the sounds of birds high up in the trees floating across the dying landscape, their tranquillity at odds with my inner ferocity. Then my phone bleats at my side, pulling me from my daydream, to let me know it’s low on battery. That’s when I realise – glumly – that my charger is still at Anthony’s flat.

Lucky, then, that I have kept my key.

*

I push the front door wide. The place smells different now that I am not welcome here and it hurts to be reminded of that as I hurry through to the bedroom, my feet bouncing along the plush carpet. Anthony told me he’d chosen this soft and fluffy flooring so I would feel as though I were walking on clouds when I went to bed. Because you’re an angel, darling. I think he’d said.

I will be soon, Anthony, I will be soon.

I become aware of my reflection in the full length mirror to my right. The body within it is not one I recognise. Nor is the face. My hair is knotted and frayed, a patch of dark frizz in the centre, the skin hollowed underneath my cheekbones but bunched together in a thin, fatless roll under my chin. My lips are pale and thin, my eyebrows unkempt and furrowed. I wail soundlessly, a croak, a wordless cry that would morph into a howl if I let it. But I don’t. I tear my gaze away and I’m confronted by the Emelia he loves in a picture-perfect photograph in the mud-trench on the heath, beaming at the camera, her happy eyes so full of life, her perfect nails pulling his hand round her waist. I gasp, then take it in my palms. If only I could go back. Escape. Run.

I decide to write a note, to warn the woman who’s staying here, in my place, now that I am not. RUN, I write, in block capitals, pushing it beneath the bed, hoping I will scare her enough to make her listen, to make her think twice about him.

I am overcome with nausea and rush towards the window, fling it open, cold air on bare skin, a sting on my cheeks, noises from the outside let in. I breathe the evening air in and out, my breath forming smoky clouds, then close the window, the cold breeze dying as it thuds shut, the room quiet again.

I turn, drop the picture to the floor, its sharp edge cracking into the fragile bones of my feet, sending shockwaves of pain up my shins. I howl, then bend down and pick it up, not hesitating as I fling it into the perfect wall opposite. I enjoy the way the frame crunches into the plaster, the sound the glass makes as it shatters then falls silently to the carpet below.

I race through to the kitchen, determined to ruin him, and rip open every box, every tin, every packet, every carton, until the room is a patchwork of colour, an expression of modernist art – Woman Scorned – and then, satisfied with the mess I have left him to clean, I raise my index finger and scrawl a word into a puddle of tomato soup laced with God knows what on the kitchen island.

Murderer.


Blog Entry

29th December, 10.50 a.m.

I’m on my way to my first support group meeting. Mishti suggested I might want to attend a session and I’ve taken her up on the idea – out of curiosity rather than anything else.

I walk into the foyer of the building, my breath still visible as the door swings shut behind me. No money wasted on heating in here. It’s the kind of catch-all community centre that houses a whole festival of clubs: cancer support groups on Mondays, Quaker meetings Tuesdays, kids play zone on Wednesdays and Thursdays, exam hall every other Friday, alternating with judo. I pull my coat tight to my body and leave my scarf and hat in place due to the lack of central heating. It occurs to me that this group can go pretty much under the radar in the winter on account of all the covered heads. In the summer you’d spot our shiny topped and skinny group a mile off. I skim read a poster on my way through to the main room. You may find your loved one… helpless or hopelessness, oversleeping, a bleak outlook… exhibits loss of interest in daily activities…

It’s a poster for depression in cancer patients. It really annoys me that these things are listed as a watch-out for sufferers’ families, as if it’s normal to be full of joie de vivre when you find out your life has been aggressively shortened. Surely it’s weirder to be happy? Surely that’s the sign of mental impairment?

I pull wide the door to the meeting room. It smells of a church hall, wooden and musty, and I quickly scan the faces of the other members before taking an empty seat in the circle.

Mishti stumbles in a little late, a thick scarf wrapped in giant loops round her neck, her healthy glow at odds with the sallow complexions of the rest of the group. She squeezes my hand as she takes a seat next to me. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she whispers.

‘Welcome!’ booms a young man with translucent skin. ‘Now that we’re all here let’s get started with new faces.’ I run my eyes along the network of very visible light-blue veins that trace his neck and fan out over his bald head. I settle into my seat and nod at him, trying to hide the fear in my eyes. I’m not going to end up looking like that, am I? First, he introduces himself as the head of the group, a five year testicular cancer survivor who set this whole thing up to get cancer patients out of their bedrooms and talking to each other. Then he turns to me.

‘Right,’ I say, stealing a glance at the door, weighing up the embarrassment of leaving before this whole thing begins, wondering if I could ask where the loos are and just run out, but Mishti senses my reluctance, and shoots me an encouraging look. The leader smiles wide and I wonder if he should welcome new members with such an enthusiastic grin. I’m certainly not happy to be here.

I stand up. ‘My name’s Emelia Thompson.’ I hesitate over saying the word Lyon, but only for a moment. I perform an awkward wave, very low, like I’m waving to the floor. I manage a half-smile.

‘We like to do name, age, diagnosis and favourite animal next,’ the group leader says, laughing. ‘You know, just for a bit of fun.’

I blink at him, ‘OK. Well, I’m thirty-five years old. Multiple tumours in my stomach, gall bladder, lungs, womb.’ I watch his eyes widen. ‘And my favourite animal’s a… dog, I guess.’

‘Oh, I love dogs, Emelia, good choice,’ says the man who, I’ve decided, would be better suited for running a bustling youth group. His tone’s entirely wrong for people who are dying.

‘Breed?’ asks a different man, one from the main group. I turn to look at him. He has a butt-shaped chin and piggy eyes. The expression on his face tells me my response is going to be really important.

‘Spaniel,’ I say, after a while.

‘I like pugs,’ he replies, and crosses his thick arms over his chest.

‘Cool, Matt, pugs, yeah, thanks for that,’ concludes the group leader. ‘So, most of you know me already, I’m Nick, I run the support group here, I’m thirty-five too—’ he winks at me ‘—and, as you know, I’m a five-year testicular cancer survivor. Like Lance Armstrong when he was a legend.’

A woman opposite me with a birdlike face and blue cardigan crosses her legs and appears to widen her eyes slightly at Nick’s introduction. I smile at her and we catch each other’s eye across the hall.

Next, we whip round the rest of the introductions, liver, brain, bone, blood, breast, and I contemplate if it would be possible, between us, to form a Frankenstein’s monster of diseased body parts. The pattern of the meeting is fairly straightforward: one person talks about the awful week they’ve had, their cancer’s back, bigger and badder than ever, but they’re still going to fight. The group murmurs its support. Living up to its name. The next person is doing OK, four years’ remission. The group murmurs its congratulations.

It annoys me that, even amongst this group of people, they talk about this disease as a fight. I struggle to see how ‘fighting’ has any bearing on what our cancer is going to do. Winning or losing against cancer doesn’t make you any stronger or weaker, you’re just here for the ride, and, if you get off safely it really won’t have a lot to do with you, but all the factors around you that you often can’t control: your DNA, how advanced the cancer is, how quickly you caught it and started treatment, how well your body reacts to chemo, how much sugar you eat, how regularly your partner is poisoning you with heavy metals and the list goes on… and on. But, I guess you have to say something to keep positive, so, when it comes to my turn to share I tell them that I intend to fight my cancer to the bitter end, that cancer didn’t know what it was letting itself in for when it chose me.

I notice the birdlike woman opposite me sits next to a cylindrical steel tank, a run of tubes snaking from its head, up under her top, splitting beneath her neck, then disappearing into both her nostrils. She stands to speak.

‘My name is Lucy. I have lung cancer but I’ve never smoked a cigarette in my life, which is why this is particularly cruel.’

She takes a few quick breaths between her words, every sentence a struggle. Now this is a fight.

‘My daughter turns three next week. I hope to be well enough to make it to her birthday party.’

Her eyes fly back in her head and she takes a series of noisy breaths as she composes herself. ‘Thank you.’

I have an urgent desire to leap across the room and hug her, but I don’t. I have to do what everyone else does, so, I murmur my support and smile sympathetically.

‘You’ll make it, Lucy,’ says Nick, based on absolutely no evidence whatsoever.

*

The session, once I get into it, flies by. Tips are exchanged, hope given, praise received, small victories celebrated, losses of previous group members mourned, a few tears shed, and, before I know it we’re all holding hands, promising to meet again, wishing each other a successful week. Lucy, breathing heavily through her oxygen tubes, walks over to Mishti and me as we’re getting ready to leave. She sits down and encourages us to do the same. When we’re sitting, she points at a clump of our fellow sufferers who’ve descended on the snacks table, devouring them like gannets. Those in active chemo don’t have much of an appetite, so it’s only those who are recovering – those who’ve proven themselves the fittest – who are wrangling with biscuit wrappers, carving out thick slices of chocolate cake, popping open bottles of lemonade and Coke, fizz filling the air.

She takes a deep breath. ‘Lucy,’ she says, introducing herself, holding her hand – thin as paper – out for me to shake.

‘Emelia,’ I reply. ‘This is my friend Mishti.’

‘Aren’t you hot in that coat?’ asks Lucy and Mishti blushes. She’s clearly kept it on as a security blanket. I don’t think she’s found today particularly enjoyable but she did it for me, and for that I’m so thankful.

‘We found your story really moving,’ I say to Lucy, changing the subject.

She smiles, then narrows her eyes. ‘You didn’t share much about your own,’ she observes, her breath heavy. ‘Tell me.’

‘I was diagnosed recently, multiple tumours, and, yeah…’ I stop for a moment. ‘It’s been a really difficult Christmas. I start chemo in the new year and um…’

Lucy waits for me to elaborate.

‘My partner left me on Christmas Eve.’

Her face stretches in sympathy for me and she instinctively reaches for my hand. ‘I’m sorry.’

Mishti bows her head in the background, not wanting to interfere.

I continue talking. ‘This is a good distraction, though, new people, a change of environment. Something, and I know this sounds weird, to look forward to each week.’

She nods, understanding what I mean.

‘You should help us with the auction we’re putting together,’ she says, pausing for air. ‘Anything you have to go towards it would be much appreciated. Everything you raise will go to a charity of your choice.’ She breathes again, hard. ‘I support lung cancer initiatives, but you might decide differently.’ Another pause. ‘You should think about it and let me know.’

‘I love auctions,’ I say back. ‘I’d be delighted to help.’

*

Mishti and I leave, deep in discussion about whether it’s been an overall uplifting or depressing experience.

‘Uplifting,’ I say to her, our feet walking in sync, this whole horrible ordeal bringing us closer than ever. ‘Thanks to being shown the strength of the human spirit… but ultimately depressing because I’m not convinced the human spirit counts for much in the fight against cancer.’

She reaches for my arm, loops her hand through it and squeezes. ‘It does, Ems, it really does. You need to muster all the spirit you can find. Do the auction that Lucy was talking about, get involved in any and everything you can. Fight this full on, no mercy. I believe in you. You can beat the odds. You’re amazing, Emelia. You can do anything you set your mind to, don’t forget that.’


Blog Entry

1st January, 9.03 a.m.

Pull yourself together, girl. That’s what Dad would say to me now as I stand in the street waiting for the taxi to arrive to take me to hospital. Today is my first day of chemotherapy and I am facing it alone. I’d considered inviting my parents, but decided I couldn’t bear the thought of them sitting next to me, twitching incessantly, Mum calling the whole thing unbearable, poisonous, hating the way the IV drip, drip, dripped, slowly, stickily, like a liquid sand-timer counting down my life expectancy. She’d collapse, predictably, when it all got too much, and my dad would usher her to A&E, leaving me to face it by myself anyway. I’d thought about asking Mishti, but I don’t want to frighten her. She is a good friend but she didn’t ask for this, for me.

I say it to myself again, quietly Pull yourself together, with a little pause between each word for added emphasis.

The taxi arrives, a slightly battered Prius with a few added extras: a pungent apple-scented air freshener and mini dreamcatcher swinging from the rear view mirror, a paper sign sellotaped to the chairs in front with a list of rules. No nail cutting, no hair brushing, no food of ANY kind, no racism, no dirty feet, no alcohol…

I check my phone. A couple of messages from my parents glare back.

Did you and Anthony have a good Xmas?

What pressies did you get?

All unanswered, all unopened, all irrelevant.

I’m brought back to the car as the driver asks me to confirm that I want to go to the Royal Marsden.

‘Yes, that’s right.’ I say back. My heart is beating rapidly against my chest, my palms are sticky, my right foot bobbing up and down like a manic wind-up toy. I sit in a state of anxious silence as the driver accelerates towards the traffic jam in front of us, then slams on the brakes at the last minute, launching me into the triangular embrace of my seat belt. I always wonder why some professional drivers struggle with a gentle glide to the lights, like every journey is a police chase, or an F1 circuit. I recover from the emergency stop and the engine idles whilst we sit in the traffic, fumes from the cars ahead creeping in through the driver’s open window. I’ll add lung cancer to the list before we get to the hospital at this rate.

*

The driver pulls into the visitor’s entrance and says thank you a few too many times as he puts two and two together with my terrified face, and where we are. I want to hug him. I want to ask him to come with me. Pull. Yourself. Together. Girl. You can do this.

I can almost hear the heartrate monitors bleating as I take my first steps through the doors. There’s antiseptic in the air and colourful signs on the walls. Keep breathing, I tell myself.

I’m led through to a communal bay. I’m told number ten has been assigned to me.

‘Is anyone with you today?’ asks the receptionist.

‘Just me,’ I reply, as bravely as I can.

She isn’t expecting that answer. She’d been ready to tell me where the extra chairs were, I’d seen them walking in, all piled up in the corner. She looks at the empty visitor seat in bay number ten.

‘Not to worry, I’ll just get this out of your way, someone else might need it.’

Right. A little harsh, I think. What about the stack behind us? Then it dawns on me: maybe she thinks she’s doing me a favour. Her cheeks concertina as she smiles, carefully slotting the chair back into place, sparing me the pain of being reminded of my own loneliness.

*

A nurse is swirling around me now, explaining what will happen next: blood tests, IVs, PICC lines. She’s talking to me patronisingly, as though I’m a young girl whose mummy and daddy haven’t done a very good job of preparing her for today. By the way, I have no intention of getting a PICC line fitted; I’ve read horror stories about them (a tube is squeezed into your vein, up and around your shoulder, then poked into position near your heart: it’s fitted while you’re fully awake). I tell her and she fondles my arm in faux-understanding, like the witch in Hansel and Gretel, freezing fingers rubbing against my innocent skin – only good little girls get sweets and good little girls get PICC lines.

‘I don’t want it,’ I say, a little too certainly for her liking.

‘Very well, have it your way.’ She hooks me up to an IV, baring her overlapping front teeth as she smiles whilst plunging the needle deep into my vein. I don’t flinch when she does it; won’t give her the satisfaction. She has no idea how well practised I am in this field.

I steal a glance at the top of the IV line, the big bag of fluid hanging above my head. Drip, drip, drip.

There’s a woman opposite me, sitting in bay five’s visitor chair, twisting spectacular rings round bony, big-knuckled fingers. She has purple-streaked eyes and baggy, wrinkled cheeks. In fact, as I shift my focus from chair to chair, I can’t help but notice how everyone in here is old: lined, saggy faces one after the next, all of them exhausted and hopeless. Just like my previous stint in hospital. The visitors are more eager than on the regular ward, though. You can tell they’re desperate, clinging to what little hope their relative has left. I watch as one lady thrusts a pickled onion sandwich – I know because I can smell it – toward her ailing husband’s half-open mouth. ‘Your favourite, Cliff. Come on. Keep your strength up.’

She’s being told off now by the snaggletooth nurse, ‘Sorry, love, no food allowed in here,’ and I watch the woman sniff indignantly, then relent, packing the soggy white triangles back into her cloudy Tupperware.

As I sit, drugs pumping round my bloodstream, I decide I want to do something to help people like me who find themselves in this Godforsaken place without support. I wouldn’t wish this experience on my worst enemy, I wouldn’t even wish it on Anthony. When I get back, I will set up a donations platform for Cancer Research and start dreaming up some horrendous fundraising challenges to get things going. Perhaps I could put the money towards chaperones for people who, for whatever reason, turn up at chemotherapy by themselves. The thought gives me hope that something positive may come out of this.

In the end.

‘How long have you been here?’ the nurse asks suddenly, startling me. I’ve dozed off, amazingly, although I feel a little groggy.

‘Err,’ I croak, my mouth dry. ‘I don’t know, why?’

The nurse disappears, her crocs squeaky on the lino flooring as she goes. She reappears with a bewildered colleague with a lopsided fringe, leaves, then returns once more with a doctor holding a clipboard. It transpires they’ve neglected to hook me up to any anti-sickness drugs. I’m bombarded with questions: Do I feel nauseous? How nauseous? One to ten? Ten being the worst, remember. Without really listening to my answer, the doctor rams a syringe driver into my arm. It hurts. A lot. I look down at the intersection of veins and arteries and ligaments and tendons in my wrist, the scar Anthony gave me in the same location opening back up. A burning sensation follows, long and deep, as though the fluid is pumping directly into my muscles rather than joining gently with the flow of blood in my veins. A rush of heat overwhelms me.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t do this any more, I’ll come back tomorrow, I literally can’t. Get it out of me, get it…’ I paw at the needle, a tidal wave of wooziness crashing over me at the same time.

‘Assistance!’ I hear someone shout.

My neck loses its strength and I faint forwards as I try to stand up to get out of here. I collapse down to the floor and nightmares of the drugs burning my insides, liquefying them to mush, fill those seconds of darkness. Then my vision returns, as though I’m peeping through a post box, dozens of pairs of pupils focused on me. My entire body is shaking, someone has me under the armpits, coaxing me to standing.

‘First timers, eh!’ I hear a man say, and everyone laughs.

‘You’ll get used to it, love,’ calls a purple-haired woman from the next chair along.

I sit back in the chair. The doctor asks if I’m OK.

I’m not.

I feel really sick and the sound of the toxic medicine drip-drip-dripping through the twists of plastic tubing and into my diseased body, mixing with my blood, makes me feel even worse. Blood, blood, blood. Red streaks of it painted in hasty strokes along my forearm, blue oceans of it racing underneath my skin. Blood, blood, blood.

‘I need t—’

I vomit, suddenly, mostly into the bucket the nurse had put in my lap without me realising, but also a little over her arm. She looks sideways, probably thinks I’m getting even. Maybe I am.

I get up and walk towards the bathroom as though my legs are on backwards, jerking my enormous chemo drip alongside me, leaning into it as though it’s a walking stick. The irony of my likeness to the room of pensioners next door not lost on me. I cup my hands together, turned yellow in their bid to send blood to my vital organs, blood, blood, blood, and thrust them under the cold tap. I suffocate my face with water. I open my fetid, vomit-caked mouth and rinse it out, then raise my head from the sink. My ears fill with a high pitched whistle then close up. My pupils turn to pinheads. I feel my heartbeat rush to my brain and, as I hit the ground, I hear myself cry for help.
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1st January, 6 p.m.

I’m not sure how many hours later it is that I’m finally let out of that place. One of the receptionists kindly orders me a taxi to take me home and it’s not long before I’m approaching the grey streets of north London again. I ask the driver to let me out a little early, the motion of the car had been making me queasy, and I navigate the rest of the journey on foot.

I look up at Anthony’s lounge window as I turn onto the park. The sight staring back at me turns me cold; for a moment I think I see someone up there, watching me through the dark, gaping pane. The vision stops me mid-step and I squint to get a better view, but I soon realise the reflection is just the sway of the nearby sycamore tree.

But I want to find out for sure. I divert my path and head for his flat, his key in my hand.

I take the strenuous flight of stairs up to what used to be my front door and I’m conscious of the sound of my footsteps striking the stone, the chorus of my ascent bouncing off the white walls. Honey, I’m home! I check every room when I get inside, I even check the cupboards, as if it’s rational to think he’s hiding in one of them. It’s not long until the search reaches its inevitable conclusion: he’s not back from Greece yet. Thank God.

I decide to take a shower; the chemo feels as though it’s still sticking to me. I turn the chrome handle and undress while the frosted glass fogs and the bathroom steams; so much nicer than the dilapidated green-tinged plastic bathroom in my studio. I rifle through the scents and smells that sit under the sink cabinet: cocoa butter, shea, tea-tree, black vanilla musk. Black vanilla musk. That one’s not Anthony’s, or an old one of mine. I take it in a vice grip and flick the lid, about a third used, and breathe it in. Her, her, her. My stomach spasms and I freeze in my crouched position, looking, I imagine, a lot like Gollum, hunched naked over something that holds a mysterious power over me. I keep it in my hand and pull the shower door wide open, the heat hitting my face first, then the running water as it splashes and soaks me. I swirl a large dollop of black vanilla into my palm. Has she moved in? What will I find next, a toothbrush in the pot on the side? Her dying body in my bed? I imagine the three of us sleeping side by side, befuddled bedfellows, three pairs of eyes staring at the ceiling in the dark wondering what to say.

I lather the shampoo into the lengths of my hair, scratching my scalp as I clean, her presence surrounding me. I turn over the bottle and inspect the ingredients. Paraben-free, sulfate-free, vegan, organic. Expensive. I pour another fat dollop into my hand and rub a new lather into my scalp, then I rinse it out, running my fingers through my hair.

Slap.

I look down. A sloppy, thick, clump of my hair has fallen to the shower floor. I stare at it for a moment. Of course it’s not a complete surprise, I’d been warned this might happen down the line but, well, I suppose I just hadn’t expected it so soon. I thought I’d have time to style my look from shoulder-length curls to long bob, to short bob, to pixie, to nothing. Or to a head of someone else’s hair, perhaps. I switch off the shower, scared to go on, and wring out my rotting hair between my hands. As I pull them away, hundreds of thick, long, strands attach themselves to my skin as though I’ve stuck my palms in honey and traced them along a hairdresser’s dirty floor. I move feverishly, pulling great fistfuls of wet hair from my hands, daring it to break free, seeing how much wants to come loose. Go on, do your worst. I look down at the tiles that have turned black: great, muddy piles of hair strewn across them. I sink to the floor and pull handfuls of adhesive strands from the tiles to the bin. It’s not long until it is full. A bedraggled wet cat, curled up in a heap on top of discarded toilet roll tubes and empty packets of toothpaste, snarls back.

I glare at it as I move to standing.

The bathroom mirrors are steamed up, so I can’t see how bad my reflection is but, judging by the cat in the bin, it’s bad.

I make a decision.

I unfurl Anthony’s razor from the bathroom cabinet and plug it in, daring myself to do it, to buzz my hair into oblivion: jarhead style. My hands and feet are white, blood rushing to my central organs as my body initiates survival mode. Not that it’s very good at that.

I think about Anthony, about his reaction if I do shave my head. I think about how, the night before our wedding, he’d told me to wear my hair down because he didn’t think it suited me in a ponytail.

How about bald?

I take a lock between my fingers and run them steadily down it, from scalp to end, psyching myself up. I take a deep breath and hold it so my lungs are at full capacity against my rib cage then I fire up the razor, vibrating obediently into action, its ripples pulsating up my arm, the steady, monotone buzz helping me focus.

First, I shave off the lock between my fingers, the sound of my hair splitting against the tiny blades filling my head. I run my fingers across the fuzzy, frayed ends: soft. I let out my breath in a gust. That wasn’t so hard, was it? I hold the dead clump between my fingers and bring it in front of my face so I can look at it properly. I stifle a laugh at how stupid it is that society cares so much about hair: this wet clump of cells is revolting.

I allow my anger at everything that’s happened fire me up and attack the rest of my mop in huge, great, chunks, slicing the strands ferociously with the razor, watching them fall to the floor in a torrid waterfall. Air hits the back of my neck and my head suddenly feels strangely weightless, as though I’ve pumped it full of helium. I don’t hesitate this time as I carve a perfect line from the centre of my forehead, all the way down to my neck. A reverse Mohican. I carry on with the rest, shaving perfect lines as though I’m mowing a lawn. When did I become this person? This crazed woman with a diseased body and a bald head?

At some point I realise I’m crying. The hair in the sink is wet and my hands are shaking. In the time it’s taken to go from shampoo-advert-worthy mane to bald eagle, the mirror has returned to normal. I stare at the brown orbs looking back at me, at the woman in the glass with the naked head, the woman whose skull you’ll see first when you look at her face, the woman you’ll stare at as you walk down the street, trying to figure out if the bald look is cancer, or fashion.

I grab a handful of toilet roll and rub my eyes, wiping away the signs of insecurity, washing away all traces of weakness. I get changed, then trudge slowly to the door, opening it. The light from the hallway illuminates my face and head. A halo of light glowing around my hard edges, because that’s all I am now: skin and bone and blood.

*

I want to start today’s post by expressing my genuine, heartfelt thanks to everyone who has offered to help with the auction arranged by Lucy. I’ve set up a donations platform via PayPal on my page and I really appreciate any money raised, or offers of things for the auction – I haven’t even decided what to donate myself yet!

I’m sure all the lovely people at Cancer Research, who I’m raising money for, will be over the moon too. It will make a world of difference to the work that they do and, hopefully, writing about all of this will raise awareness so fewer people will have to go through what I’m going through now. Thank you all so much.

E x x x
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8th January, 9 p.m.

Clutching a steaming plate of beans on white toast – slightly singed, just how I like it – I prop myself in front of my laptop, floating on my bed-of-air, and watch Anthony move about the bedroom I used to sleep in not so long ago. He’s shaking his head, getting out his phone, about to make a call, I think. I turn the volume on my computer to loud so I can hear him.

In the days since my voluntary evacuation from Anthony’s life, I’ve found it hard to let go. I think it has to do with the fact that I cannot move on, that there is nothing, particularly, for me to look forward to, no other ‘life’ I’m going to live after this. And it’s all because of him. Now that he’s achieved what he set out to do, I am worthless. Catch, kill, cull. That’s Anthony’s motto.

‘Hi,’ he says curtly into the mouthpiece, then laughs.

I watch through the camera as he runs a hand through his hair, rubbing the whiskers of his moustache, adjusting the sit of his glasses across the bridge of his nose. He looks a little pale considering he’s been away and I hope to myself that he’s been sick, that a good dose of winter flu struck him down so he couldn’t enjoy it.

It’s clear from these adjustments that the voice down the line has answered. Anthony’s shoulders shudder with appreciation – apparently something’s very funny. Anthony doesn’t laugh very often. I find my own lips curling as I watch him.

‘Absolutely!’ he exclaims. ‘Fucking nightmare, to be honest. She’s lost it this time, well and truly. Kitchen was a bomb site.’

A short pause.

‘Oh, I know, I should call the police, have them check it out but it’s just so tragic, isn’t it? It’s so sad.’

I twitch under my sheets, orange sauce dripping from my lip. I try to shake his words off – I don’t care what he thinks, he’s in the wrong, not me – but my face falls as Anthony’s beams, illuminated by the backlight.

‘Something like that, yes.’

Words I can’t hear follow.

‘Well, Christmas was something of a test run, see if we can make it work.’

Then half a conversation I find myself filling the gaps for.

‘It’s going to be a big adjustment.’

I watch as he puts his hand in the small of his back and stretches out, sighing.

‘No, I don’t know, she’ll get bored eventually.’

*

I wake up in the dark, sometime past three, my stomach curled and twisted tight, my neck tense and sore from clenching through the night. I roll to my side and swipe my finger across the trackpad to turn on my computer. I see through the screen that Anthony’s awake too, the fierce glow of his bedside light beside him, his long fingers flicking the pages of a book. He sits to one side – the left – which is funny, I think, because I am not on the right any more. I sigh. He is a creature of habit, certainly. But he lies on the left because it’s what he knows, not because of some distant hope that I’ll go back.

I sweep away a collection of dust, spat out by the vent in the middle of the opposite wall, wafting towards my airbed. It leaves a grey stain in the curve of my palm as I bat it away and a tiny, scuttling beetle emerges from the dirt. I jump, then sit up straight, rod-like, but the force of my movement leaves me dizzy and my stomach lurches, my throat descending with it. I gag. I retch. I stagger to the bathroom and spray vomit into the toilet. I remember the nights Anthony would stay with me, his hands rubbing against my back, his palms gripped round my hair, pulled tight to a ponytail, waiting for me to finish.
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10th January, 12.45 p.m.

Today marked my second round of chemotherapy. It was miserable – my body had had an immediate reaction to the drugs. Turns out your blood, much like an elephant, never forgets, so, despite the anti-nausea medication, I had a horrific time of things. Again. In fact, I don’t remember much about the chemo itself, I spent most of it passed out over a toilet bowl. At least I have support group to look forward to later today; I told Mishti she doesn’t need to come, this is something I need to do by myself.
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10th January, 2 p.m.

I’m sitting with Lucy, waiting for the session to begin. We’re both a little early.

‘I’m sure she doesn’t mean to intentionally hurt my feelings, obviously—’ pause for breath ‘—but we’re all counting on each other so much—’ pause for breath ‘—that it’s just unfair—’ pause for breath ‘—because I went to her bake sale, she raised five hundred pounds, it went in The Courier along with a picture of her and her rainbow cake—’ pause for breath ‘—and she hasn’t even bothered to give me a piece for the auction I’m organising.’ Cancer support groups, though moral and worthy and brilliant in so many ways are not, it seems, free from mean girls. ‘There’s a lot of pressure on me for it to go well.’

‘Have you talked to her?’ I ask. Lucy’s nice enough – gossipy, yes – but a useful confidante in navigating the rest of the support group, in finding out who’s in and who’s out, who turns up to your fundraising events and who doesn’t.

‘Well, I’m not sure if she’d have the time.’

Annette, the subject of Lucy’s wrath, is standing at the table, lipstick stains on a plastic tumbler filled with lemonade.

‘So interested in herself, Miss La-di-da over there.’ I zone out of Lucy’s rant, and observe Annette, chuckling while a bag of crisps splits from top to tail as Nick – group leader – over-zealously cracks them open.

‘But anyway, have you got something for me? Perhaps from your history days – you must have some interesting artefacts?’

I look at her, thoughts percolating. ‘I do,’ I say, thinking of the treasures in Anthony’s glass cabinets, of the wonders he’s amassed over the years. And then of something in particular that, at this moment, I realise is perfect.

‘I have a necklace, actually. It’s very special. Anthony gave it to me. It’s worth tens of thousands of pounds, I have no idea where he got it, though, I think from a collector in Rome.’

From the bottom of a dig site in Kent. Illegally.

Lucy’s lips suck inwards for a moment, as though she’s savouring my offering.

‘That would be wonderful, Emelia. A rare antique, wow, that would really get the community talking.’

The pain in my abdomen flares, weak, a firework that deploys but fails to reach its full potential. I imagine the necklace, Anthony’s necklace, picture how it used to hang round my neck, its thick diamond sparkling. It would steal the show, I mean, really.

I show Lucy a picture on my phone.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ she puffs, drawing close, eyes aglow.

Revenge, revenge, revenge. I want to raise the roof with this offering, get his name out there – loud and clear – have him answer for what he’s done.

Auction night can’t come soon enough.
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15th January, 10.45 a.m.

I roll into the day, but my head pounds, hard, starting somewhere deep in the coils of my brain then raging down my neck, my spine, through the bones in my legs right down to the floor, anchoring me. Occasionally I’ll cough, like a cat ejecting a hairball, and blood will spew out, modern art on my palms. My lungs are giving up, succumbing, on fire, and I can barely breathe through the pain.

It’s been five days since my latest round of chemotherapy and I’ve spent all of it holed up in my studio watching Anthony live his life increasingly from the confines of his home. He is thinning, his hair is greyer and his muscles lithe. I’m not the only one fading.

Lucy’s left a voicemail on my phone and I bat my fingers across the keypad lazily to listen.

‘Emelia,’ she pants, in her tell-tale stilted style. ‘Haven’t heard from you—’ pause ‘—if you could let me know about the necklace—’ pause ‘—you’re planning to auction, I have the paper interested—’ pause ‘—they’re going to come along with some big shots from the auction houses—’ pause ‘—don’t let me down, OK?’

The thought shocks me awake and I realise, then, that I have completely neglected my fundraising duties.

I have a check-up at the hospital in a couple of hours, but that’s just enough time to head to Anthony’s. He owes me this. He owes me more than this. Besides, the necklace is mine; he gave it to me, it’s not right that he still has it.

*

I slip my key into the lock of Anthony’s front door and hesitate for a moment before turning it, relieved to find it still works. I pad through to the lounge, knowing that Anthony’s sleeping in the bedroom – I’d checked the cameras on my way over. He used to rise early, but recently his mornings have started later and later.

I creep, an intruder in my own home, and head for the glass cabinets. I find the key located, as it always was, behind the central tapestry on the wall, and manipulate the lock to open. I tease the necklace from its position, clutching the cool metal in my palms, then dip my top low and drop it into my bra. It’s safest close to my chest. As I go to leave, tiptoeing on my way out, I hear a noise from his bedroom, a groan, a feeble mumble and I pause, frozen, my heart quickening.

‘Hello?’ his voice cracks from behind the door. Is he too sick to get up? Good. Karma’s a bitch, Anthony. I race quickly to the front door.

*

I haul myself to the hospital for a check-up and they inspect me as if I were at the vet’s. A lumbering animal of a woman, decaying flesh laid bare for them to poke and prod and experiment with. They push instruments into my ears, lights in my eyes, thwack mini-hammers against my joints, wrap slimy, gloved hands round my neck, feeling for my glands, then down to my groin, checking for lumps.

‘Let me know if this is painful,’ they say as they press down on my stomach, my breath momentarily taken from me, unable to speak, unable to scream, as bright-white flashes explode gunpowder-like in front of my eyes.

‘Stop,’ I wheeze, protesting like an injured animal, and they turn me onto my side, tears sticking to my face.
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17th January, 7.30 p.m.

Only a splattering of vacant seats are still available at tonight’s long awaited auction as I let myself in through the community centre’s front door. I’m here thirty minutes early and there’s already a buzz about the place. It’s been transformed from dreary all-purpose venue with the help of circular linen-topped, candle-lit tables complete with smart cast-iron seats, cotton cushions on each. Fairy lights hang in semi-circles from the ceiling and a makeshift stage has been erected at the front.

This is my first evening out for a while and I’m giddy with it. A wig, brunette – slightly scratchy – is perched on top of my head, my lips coloured maroon, my cheeks blushed princess pink. My wrists smell like juniper berries and, on the outside at least, I look the part.

Lucy appears by my side, puts an elderflower soda in my hand and grips my forearm excitedly.

‘The paper want to grab a few words with you before we start!’ she squeaks, pulling me towards a man in a crumpled shirt and tie, eager to absorb my story word for word.

*

The auction begins to a muted audience, polite chatter over cocktails coming to a close as the compere begins apace.

I sit back, listening as the opening bids fly in, but nothing grabs my interest. I remind myself that all the money raised tonight goes to fantastic causes, so – though I don’t have much of my own, I at least want to look like I care – so I raise my hand for a few items, coming perilously close to closing on a weekend in Tuscany, which I’d never be able to use, or afford, and try to hide my relief when I’m outbid at the last gasp.

I nurse a second glass of soda as Lucy, all aflutter by my side, interrupts our conversation to bid on an item that’s stalling to ‘keep momentum going’. So far, her good intentions have won her a sailing lesson in Weymouth harbour and an hour in a flotation tank in London – neither of which she’ll ever be able to use.

Time ticks by and the auction nears its close, the penultimate lot closing. This means one slightly terrifying thing: I’m up next and, as the room reaches its maximum capacity, every seat occupied, overflow guests standing at the back, I hear my name.

‘To introduce this item properly – the real jewel of tonight – Emelia Thompson!’

Applause begins as I rise from my seat, going to flick my fringe from my eyes just as I remember my wig doesn’t have one. I blush, then hurry, making my way to the raised platform at the front, my heart racing, nervous energy twitching through me, a sort of pre-show adrenaline I’ve never felt before coursing from limb to limb. I didn’t think I’d feel so nervous. I’m handed the microphone by the orange-faced compère and the applause dies down just as I turn to thank him, my sudden backward movement causing a kick of feedback, sending hands over ears and groans from the hearing-aid wearers in the crowd.

‘Sorry!’ I shout, too loud, my voice reverberating round the four walls, echoing. I try to steady myself, look at the rows of faces, no bright lights to drown out their features, straight lips and bored eyes staring right at me. A girl with translucent skin in the front row, teeth bared, who, in my paranoid state has a weird resemblance to Holly, encourages me to continue. I shake her out of my head, look away.

‘Hi, everyone,’ I say at last, hands shaking. I clench the microphone tight so as not to give myself away. Why am I so nervous? Is it because I know this item will get Anthony into trouble?

‘This piece,’ I announce to the quiet room, wishing there was music, or something, anything, to lighten the atmosphere, ‘was something my err, husband…’ I pause, he is technically still my husband, I suppose. ‘Something my husband gave to me, and, though I never knew where exactly it came from, part of its allure was in that mystery.’

I cough, wipe the sweat from my brow.

‘He actually proposed to me with this piece and, knowing that I wanted to auction it tonight, I’ve done some research into its origins. So, this is an authentic Roman artefact, uncovered from the pit of the Mithras Cult, a truly remarkable and rare piece of history.’ I pause, inhale, flutter, sealing his fate. ‘My husband worked at the site, in fact, so I know it must have come from this area, and I want to auction this today because, as the old saying goes, you can’t take your money – or treasure, in this case – with you, so it may as well go to a good cause. I had it independently valued and it’s worth in the region of fifty thousand pounds.’

The crowd stirs, eyes shifting right and left, interest building.

‘All of the funds raised will go directly to Cancer Research in a hope that cures can be found and lives can be saved.’

‘I’ll give you five hundred pounds for it,’ a gruff voice from the back of the room says, the crowd erupting in laughter at the rock bottom bid for such a special piece. That was a joke, right? I blush all the same.

‘Hoooold your horses,’ the auctioneer calls, running towards me from the back of the stage and taking the microphone. ‘I’m starting the bidding at five thousand pounds,’ he says, winking at me then smiling, inviting me to leave the stage now my sales pitch is over. As I descend, glad my moment in the spotlight is done, I hear the first bids come in.

‘Eight thousand pounds,’ says a woman with white hair curled tight on top of her head.

‘Ten thousand pounds,’ calls another.

‘Twenty thousand pounds on the phone at the back!’

When I reach Lucy she smiles, her teeth gleaming. ‘You’re amazing, Emelia. Thank you so much.’

The necklace eventually sells over the phone to a non-present bidder for nearly sixty grand. Magnificent. I smile, pleased with myself for bringing the house down. But things can definitely get better. I want Anthony to pay the price. I want him caught. A thief, abusing his position to steal treasure that doesn’t belong to him. What else has he taken? In some cultures they’d amputate his hands for it.

Revenge revenge revenge.


Blog Entry

20th January, 12.09 p.m.

I navigate my way through Notting Hill’s bustling Portobello Market. It is one of those strangely warm winter days and it feels almost blasphemous to this sacred time of year to be walking round in a light jacket and jeans, wondering if I should put some SPF on my face. The market stalls are all themed – food, clothes, tat – and I shuffle in and out of large groups of people crowding from stall to stall. Looking round I see couples, families, best friends, sisters, siblings, colleagues and I feel for a moment as though I’m the only person on my own. I shrink my head into my shoulders, desperate not to draw attention to myself and the way I look.

I’ve been trying to find a present for Lucy, to thank her for the wonderful auction and all the money we raised on the night. My own donations platform is close to ten thousand pounds – a truly life changing sum. I’ve looked in bookstores; at bracelets, necklaces; have witnessed time pass on multiple watch faces in multiple jewellers. But nothing has been quite right. What do you buy for someone who’s dying?

What would I want?

I turn the corner away from the worst of the crowds and start the walk home. Grey clouds roll overhead, covering the sun, and a gust of wind brushes against my arms.

That’s when I see her, just as I look up to dodge a pushchair in front of me.

A beautiful necklace hangs heavily round her neck. Its diamond floods my eyes, the recognition, the realisation that she must have been the phone bidder becoming clear. And then I look closer, as she turns to the side, her belly extended, round, curved, expectant.

And a man, behind her, coming into view.

Something alien grabs at my throat and an other worldly sound flies out of me. I extend an arm to steady myself, my nails scratching against stone as they try to find some grip. I sense somebody nearby rushing towards me, but there’s nothing they can do to dim the earthquake shaking me apart, a seemingly endless chain of tremors that make me certain this moment is what’s going to kill me, not the cancer, after all. I blink rapidly, trying to make her disappear, but I’ve read that the body shuts down when pain gets too much to bear and, sure enough, I lose my legs beneath me and fall to the ground. She’s protected from my screams by a pane of glass, unaware of her impact on me, turning the necklace in her hand. He was the bidder. And she told him about the auction, because she knew all about the support group. She was the one who convinced me to go in the first place.

I hear someone talking to me whilst I lie on the dirty ground, my head in a stranger’s lap. There’s nothing I can do now. The only solution is to stop living. You often hear about the courage of cancer patients, and I agree, we have to show so much resilience every day just to get up and keep going, but what I can see before me now would take the courage of fifty of us to overcome. I’ve experienced pain that many will never know in a lifetime, have been told everything was fine, then, weeks later, that I have months, not years, left to live; I have been prodded, poked and probed in the name of treatment, but never before in this journey have I felt so close to the end.

It’s Mishti. Pregnant. Anthony is by her side, his arm gripping her waist, protective, loving, her hand wrapped underneath the gentle curve of her stomach. It was her, all along, my best friend, my only friend. No wonder she didn’t believe me, no wonder she visited me in hospital as much as Anthony did, they were probably there together.

He’s going to kill her baby.

I black out, unsure what will happen next, my mind telling me to get up and go home, my heart cut into new quarters as I stagger along the pavements. Severed. Failing.

*

Back at my studio, hazy shapes spin in front of my eyes and I wake, flustered, crust gluing the lids together, dried and hard. I try to pull them open but they refuse and I stumble, blind, the twitchy back and forth of my pupils all I can see. Red shapes move before me and I feel along the walls, up and down for the entrance, then along the surfaces, the glass housing my toothbrush toppling as I knock it over. I reach for the tap, twisting, plug the sink, let it fill, then soak my face in it, teasing the gunge from my lashes, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

You’re OK, I say to myself, even though I know I’m anything but. I’m weak. I shuffle around the bathroom, my joints clicking like a pendulum tick as I walk, swollen yet brittle.

*

I have spent the past twenty-four hours re-living the moment I saw Mishti’s bump in a continuous PTSD-style loop. I feel broken, more than ever, and when I look at myself in the greasy, over-sink mirror I am struck by my deteriorating appearance. My eyes worry me the most; so watery, white and wide – as though they’re made of glass – and I’m preoccupied with the thought that maybe they are, because how else could I have missed all the things that had been right in front of them?

I spent yesterday evening with my laptop on my knees, blue light illuminating my glassy eyes, searching through Mishti’s social media accounts. The first thing that had struck me as odd was that I could only see a handful of her pictures and a splattering of personal information on Facebook. I was sure when we’d first connected her profile had been fairly active. I decided to dig a little deeper and, to find out for sure whether I was on a blocked list, I created a fake profile: Alice Pollard, a sensible mum with mousy hair and freckles who claimed to have kids at the same nursery as Eva. I lifted Alice’s photo from a website offering architectural services in South Carolina. The real name that belonged to that face was Kaycee, but Mishti would remember a name like Kaycee, so I had to reinvent her. She looked a lot more like an Alice than a Kaycee, anyway. So, last night, Alice had sent Mishti a friend request and at some point today Mishti, ever the optimist, had accepted, and now, sitting on the toilet lid in my dusty bathroom, I have both the pleasure and the pain of scrolling through Mishti’s full profile in all of its unabridged glory.

I’d been right: Emelia is only privy to about five per cent of what Mishti posts, yet unverified Alice has been given the green light for everything. She should really be more careful.

I scroll and skim over the online life Mishti hid from me and, though I want to save her and her baby from Anthony, I cannot help but be floored by her betrayal. She and Anthony are thick as thieves. They went to a play together the other day – which Mishti gave four stars – had sipped mulled wine in the interval, then posed for a photo together that Mishti had posted for their online audiences to enjoy. Fourteen likes. In fact, as I look further down I notice she posts lots of photos of them together: at yoga (twenty-two likes), out for dinner (ten), out on wintry walks with her buggy and baby (nine).

As I travel back in time, I unearth a number of coy statuses that make bruising references to Anthony:

Love is complicated.

What’s wrong? Everything OK hun? Thirty likes.

Is it wrong to follow your heart even though your head is telling you no?

Follow your heart! Everything OK hun? Thirty-five likes.

Mykonos tomorrow! Sun here I come!

Have a great time! Who you heading away with hun? Fifty likes.

I can see her typing these sentences, her flawless face tilted to one side, chin rested in her palm.

A conversation I’d had with Anthony plays loud in my memory: ‘Are you going away with her?’

‘No.’

Another lie.

A rush of hot jealousy streaks through me as I flick through her profile pictures. She is prettier than me, no doubt about it. I am balding and pale and diseased. My veins are blue and bulbous and snake down the backs of my hands like fat tubes. No matter how much I eat, it seems impossible to add weight to my skin-and-bone frame and all I’ve achieved so far is a flat roll under my chin and another round my saggy middle. She, on the other hand, is toned, her skin is flawless, her hair is long and dark and beautiful. To put it simply, she is healthy, and glowing, life is literally growing inside this woman in the same place where my body is starting to die.

I stare at her face, struggling to shake off the HD images rushing to my mind’s eye of what their baby might look like: dark brown hair, coppery skin tone, long eyelashes, plump little lips, chubby cheeks… I grip my abdomen, my reproductive organs shrieking in pain.

Though I do not love Anthony, I loved Mishti, and her betrayal feels like the final straw.


Blog Entry

22nd January, 7 p.m.

Mum keeps telling me to ‘pull myself together’ as if there are bits of me left to pull back together. When she says it, each word harsh and scolding, I can see right through her. She still thinks my relationship is salvageable, or rather, she hopes my relationship is still salvageable, because she can’t bear the thought of her house going unrenovated. He only just started! A kitchen, a car, sure, but what about the rest?

‘I’m just disappointed, Emelia, that you pushed him away. All your talk of poison and paranoia. You did this, not him, but there’s still a chance you can save it.’

So, yes. I am back at home. I came back yesterday, wretched. I couldn’t stand to be in my studio any more, anywhere else was better, so I caught the train and went through the motions in front of mum and dad’s wide eyes. Anthony and I have broken up. He was cheating on me, he went away for Christmas and left me to go to my first chemo and support sessions alone – Mum, stop interrupting me, I didn’t call you because I wasn’t ready to tell you. I wasn’t ready for you to come with me instead. Anyway, I recently found out he’s cheating with my best friend and now I am broken and completely incapable of looking after myself, let alone ‘pulling myself together’, in fact, the more you tell me to do so the more of me seems to fall apart.

I feel like the one-eyed teddy bear bursting at its ancient seams that sits forlornly in my childhood bedroom.

My parents had forced me into the car this morning and driven me in frosty silence to my check-up. Mum had brought the doctor an assortment of muffins – which the doctor would later decline – and had been trying to inject some positivity into our waiting room stint when, mercifully, I was called through before she could convince me that emailing Anthony’s mother was a good idea. You never know, there could be something she can do to stop this! I have grown tired of her attempts to revive me and Anthony. Doesn’t she see that I do not care any more? That I have absolutely nothing to live for? Do not resuscitate, Mother. I thought I had made that clear, but perhaps I need to tattoo it across my forehead for you to understand. There is nothing left for me to do but die alone. And I’d like it to happen quickly.

The check-up hadn’t gone to plan. The chemo isn’t working. They need to up my dose apparently, and you know what the worst part is? I don’t even care. The doctor told me my cancer was particularly aggressive. I didn’t even react, my thoughts only of Nick and his support group. ‘You can beat this, Emelia, use all your strength to fight it, you’re a survivor.’ I’d rolled my eyes. Bullshit. Anthony would be happy it’s progressing quickly. He always gets what he wants.

I’d told my parents the news in the car on the way home. Mum, predictably, pronounced it ‘unbearable’, then obsessed over the fact the doctor hadn’t accepted her store-bought muffins. ‘What did she think, that they were laced with arsenic or something? Do I look like a psychopath to you Emelia? Well, do I?’

Not everyone who poisons food looks like a psychopath.

She’d ranted and raved about political correctness and health and safety, proclaiming once and for all that she hated hospitals, hated these check-ups and appointments, hated modern medicine and the promises it made but couldn’t deliver. She just couldn’t do it any more, apparently.

You and me both.

Dad had tried to calm the atmosphere between us when we’d arrived home but his judgement is impaired when it comes to Mum. He’s a big believer in the archaic ‘happy wife, happy life’ mantra and, as such, he’s heavily biased in these types of discussions. We’d argued in a lopsided triangle in the kitchen, then Mum had stormed out and Dad had said. ‘Don’t be so hard on your mother, Emelia. She cares very deeply about you, she’s just hyper-emotional at the moment.’

‘Right, excuse me while I go and apologise for my terminal illness getting in the way of her desire to always be the victim…’

‘Oh, Emelia, you always twist my words into something they’re not! You’re impossible to reason with!’

I’ve decided I cannot stay another night in their house. Just as I cannot stay another night in my own.

So, with nothing left to live for, I steal what cash I can find and walk the hour and a half along the dark country roads to the train station. My brain is busy with thoughts of what’s next now I truly have no one and not long left to live.

*

I want you to know that all the money I’ve raised will go directly to Cancer Research and, though it’s too late for me, it’s comforting that together we may help to make a small difference to someone else.

E x x x


Blog Entry

31st January, 11.58 p.m.

I have never felt more alive than during these last few frantic and chaotic hours. It is as though I have finally discovered how to live in technicolour and that, up until now, I’d only ever experienced a bleak, black and white, existence.

This morning when I woke up, I realised I’d finally reached rock bottom and, for the first time, I realised what that meant. Rock bottom, it turns out, is bliss. Rock bottom, it turns out, spells nothing but freedom, because when you really, truly, have nothing left to live for, then, finally, you can escape. Then and only then can you know your freedom. Once I realised this I started living in a hyper-mode in which each second counts and everything is magnified, everything is extreme, everything is real and everything is brilliant and bright and meaningful.

I have made a plan for today. I am about to leave to carry it out.

It is dark grey and stormy outside so the trees will look dead and their faces will grimace in pain along the empty banks of the river as I walk towards the bridge. I will listen to it gushing past, crying, wailing. I will take it all in as I approach the spot.

My stomach will tense and relax as though I’m wringing it out. I will have to tell myself that I will not vomit now that I am here, but then I’ll take one step forward and it will fire from me, spraying over my trainers and the bricks of the pavement below. It will just be bile and water because I have not eaten since I left my parents’ house. My muscles will start to fit and my eyes will strain. Part of me will try to convince myself to turn back, another part will say, One more step, that’s all it will take – that’s all.

I will do the calculations in my head, weigh up the chances of survival against death. Hitting the water should kill me, I’ll remind myself. I will look pale and exhausted and my arms will shake wildly as they grip the cold barrier behind, my heart beating double time as I take my final breath. I must remember not to hold it. I need to drown if I am not killed instantly.

Next, there will be a moment of delay. I will remember the time Anthony and I sailed down the Thames on a cruise for one of his networking parties. We floated along under a brilliant blue sky and the tops of my shoulders had blushed in the sun. I will have to force myself to forget that. I will change the memory now. Suddenly, I am gripping on to the side of the boat, clinging to it with both hands as Anthony towers over me. His face is calm at first then, when I don’t jump, angry. His expression tightens and he’s determined to prise my hands from the railing, wanting me to fall into the water, to be sucked under the boat’s propeller, my hair chopped in its blades, my body parts cut up then eaten by the tiny fish below, the parts of me that don’t float coming to rest in the scratchy sand on the rocky bottom beneath.

I will start to slip when I realise there is no other way.

I will search my brain for any hope that’s left and find it wanting.

I will take one last breath, then another, and then I will do it.

Then I will jump.


Part 4


New Thread



Subject: Emelia Thompson Suicide Attempt

What was with that last post? I keep commenting but I’m not getting any replies. Should we do something? Tell the police? Sounds like she’s really in trouble. Like she might do something awful.

Let her die. Who gives a fuck.

Blocked. Only real followers of Emelia to reply. Have some respect.

No, we should, she might not have done it yet. There might still be time.

She did it in the middle of the night. She was hoping no one would be online, that everyone would be asleep and wouldn’t care that her life was about to end.

I’ve called the police. They said lots of other people have called too. They said they get more and more of these calls nowadays. People love writing public suicide notes. Does anyone know anything about Emelia that might help the police?

This is a mess. How are we ever going to find her? She specifically wrote her blog without real names! Shall we go to the papers?

I have a friend at the Evening Times. I’ll call.

I’ve contacted the Royal Marsden to ask if there’s anyone who could be Emelia receiving treatment there. Don’t worry, gang, we’ll find her!

She’s been through so much already. I hope we’re not too late.


1



The truth is never black and white.

You cannot say that what he did was right and what she did was wrong. There will always be reasons, caveats, motivations, justifications. Always. For example, a murderer is never a murderer by chance: they are made that way, young brains violated and sculpted into those of a killer; so wronged by others that they seek retribution; those struggling to survive so acutely that their survival eclipses all morality.

Let’s put this in perspective, shall we, before you turn against me. I did not kill anyone. Nobody died except an online character, a persona that never really existed.

All I did was tell a lie.

I never had cancer.

See, that wasn’t so hard to admit.

And don’t think I didn’t have my reasons. If you stay with me – despicable though I’m certain you find me now – you’ll realise why.

The truth is never black and white. And neither was my lie.


2

Newcastle

I lace my trainers, deft fingers looping bows, pulling them tight, this ritual well-rehearsed and oft-performed. Something you don’t know about me is that I love to run, I always have, I hope that I always will. I find that it clears my mind, focuses my thoughts, clarifies situations that previously seemed impossible to decode.

I move out into the wind, my gait strong as I strike the cobbled streets on the outskirts of Newcastle, a quiet morning punctuated with the occasional shriek from an over-tired child. My pace is stable, steady. My limbs are thin, svelte, though they could be thinner. I calm my mind, block out those thoughts, just the breeze cooling my skin. I up the pace, my blood rushing with adrenaline and endorphins, dopamine wriggling into the dark corners of my mind, the places I don’t like to visit very often, the side of me that makes me capable of writing and lying about cancers I never had. I pound my feet, faster, into the tarmac, running from it, from the karma that will inevitably hit when I am struck down by the disease in a few years myself: the Universe exacting her own satisfying brand of justice.

If you think I don’t feel guilty about what I have done you are wrong.

I settle into a rhythm, the early strains and pains dissipating, my brain flooding now with that familiar feeling of tunnel focus, recanting where I am, replaying it all, making sense of how I got here.

I’d always assumed it would be the cancer that would kill Emelia. I had it all planned out: Emelia, Anthony’s long suffering wife with the world’s worst luck, decaying in a hospice, would fall for the doctor treating her.

She would find out days from the end that the baby wasn’t Anthony’s after all, that Mishti had lied to him and that now, after everything he’d already put Emelia through, he wanted to reconcile.

They would reunite on Emelia’s last day on earth and she would finally have her say. She’d tell him she knew about everything he’d done – the poison, the truth about his exes, the cheating, the baby, everything – and he’d be led away in handcuffs by the police, but not before she could tell him she was planning to marry the doctor: the real love of her life.

‘She,’ she’d tell Anthony’s shocked face, ‘is remarkable.’

The doctor and Emelia would tie the knot that day, then, four hours later she would pass away. The doctor would write the final entry of Emelia’s blog, professing her love for Emelia, undying though she is dead.

I turn away from the grey of the city and find a new rhythm in the fields that sit just beyond its urban landscape, grass whisking against my ankles. I think back to the moment when everything changed. Now that you know the cancer isn’t real you’re probably assuming that nothing was. That isn’t the case, not really. Trust me – if you still can.

Let me tell you about me.

My name is Holly Madison. I was Anthony’s girlfriend for a year, six months of which I spent in hospital trying to recover from what he did to me. At this point, I should probably remind you that Anthony isn’t his real name, like I said at the beginning of Emelia’s blog, I changed most people’s names for the sake of anonymity – I didn’t want to get caught. Anthony’s real name is Adam. Mishti’s real name is Mishita. Emelia, though, Emelia is real.

Growing up, I suffered with eating disorders. Anorexia, mainly, a desire to control what went in my body when everything else was falling apart. My parents were always on the move, my sister and I forced to live with random relatives for long stretches of time, or in professional care. I went to more schools than I can remember, could never forge any lasting friendships – there was no point, we’d always move. The anorexia started when I hit puberty and my family didn’t notice, or didn’t want to notice, until I was in my late teens. I fainted in a biology lesson in front of a group of faces I didn’t know, the teacher called an ambulance and, once I was in the care system, they didn’t let me go.

I met Adam at a self-help group when I was twenty-nine. On the ward, where I’d spent most of my twenties, a lot of the girls would die, so counselling sessions were regular and non-negotiable. Adam was there mourning the loss of his ex-girlfriend. He’d told the group she’d taken her own life, that the girl before her had done the same. Initially, I’d felt terrible for him, but I should have known better. Looking back, those types of places were probably familiar hunting grounds. The grief I thought he was going through brought us close, my disease brought us closer, and I moved in with him after a few short months of dating. My condition improved, for a little while, while we were happy, and we’d talk about getting married, but it wasn’t to be. I worked out pretty quickly that Adam was poisoning my food. I stopped eating and Adam acted fast to have me sectioned, then sent back to the hospital he’d plucked me from. He didn’t know I was onto him: he only wanted me to recover so he could make me sick again. Once I’d worked that out, I forced myself to become so ill that the doctors had no choice but to tell Adam it was unlikely I’d ever get better. The gamble paid off, and he began to grow distant. As soon he knew he wouldn’t be able to care for me again, he cast me aside, ignored all correspondence from the hospital, and began a love affair with a new victim. It was perfect: it gave me a window of opportunity to act. I stopped refusing the help of the hospital staff, I reached my goal weight and I was discharged. Adam was none the wiser. He was in Egypt, midway through convincing Emelia she was the love of his life. It was lucky, really, that he never went back to ask what had become of me because if he had, I’m sure one of the nurses would have breached data protection to tell him that my new address was a small studio apartment a stone’s throw away from where we used to live together. A dingy, ramshackle place, with one redeeming feature: a big front window with a picture-perfect view into his living room.

Those early days were exhilarating, the thrill of meeting the new me, of finding out all about her – Emelia Thompson, the journalist with a life limiting heart defect. I started off watching her from Regent’s Park in the spot Adam and I used to sit in then, when that wasn’t enough any more, I used the key I still had – Adam never changed the locks, didn’t assume I was alive to take one – and snuck into my old flat when they were out. I’d read her diaries, listen to her messages, lie in her bed, use her shower, her towels, eat her food.

I’d read that they’d met on a dig site – she was a historian like him – and he’d proposed with a gigantic necklace taken illegally from the dig. And, though we were different, there were so many similarities. I’d read all about their first date at Casa Maria – where Adam and I had our first date, too – I’d read about the awful rehearsal dinner Emelia had endured. Her recollections reminded me of my own experiences of meeting Adam’s college friends, the derision from Heather, jokes at my expense. I started to feel for her, more and more, started to connect, our lives beginning to blur.

I knew what would happen in the end, because though I was chronicling Emelia’s life in the blog, I was writing about my own too, in a way. He was going to kill her and, as I got to know Emelia, the more I feared what was still to come. I left notes for her at first, I just wanted to warn her, you know?

By the time they got married I was desperate. I turned up that day – I’m not sure what I was thinking – full of urgency. Adam looked like he’d seen a ghost – I suppose he had – and the anger in his face, the way he’d gripped my neck so tightly had sent me back into hiding. I couldn’t risk him coming after me, he’d kill me if he ever saw me again.

I kept my distance, I was careful, then, after a while, I started following her. I couldn’t help myself. I changed my appearance as much as possible. Emelia and I looked very similar so I dyed my hair blonde, chopped it so it was spiky, and I stopped wearing make-up. At first I just followed her to yoga, she never realised I was in that class with her and Mishita. Then to the brunch place they loved, where I’d mimic Emelia’s exact order from across the restaurant.

From the outside, they seemed broadly happy, and yet, she was losing weight – I could see it. She was failing and faltering just as I had, her clothes hanging loose, our lives running in this unnerving parallel as she spent more time at home and less time doing what she loved. I upped the ante. I took a big risk and spent a day in their apartment, while Adam was at work and Emelia was with her parents, hooking up their place with cameras and microphones so I could hear what was going on, so I could use what I found as evidence. I pored over the diaries I found under her bed. He’s poisoning everything, my entire world, she’d write, and I knew I had to do more. I remembered what happened to me when I’d tried to leave Adam, when I’d fought against his plans to send me back to hospital – there’d been a short struggle and I’d hit my head on the console table on my way out of the flat and, though it was a blur, I know he’d pulled me back into the bedroom like a corpse and left me to sleep on the floor overnight.

I sent the autopsies of Adam’s ex-girlfriends to Emelia – they were public records – and planted a seed I knew she couldn’t ignore. At this point, she stopped writing her diaries – I think she was too ill – so I had to fill in the gaps from what I could make out on the camera. Heather would turn up at their house and I’d remember what happened when it was me in that apartment, in that world, rather than Emelia.

Later, everything crumbled, Emelia was taken to the Elizabeth Anderson hospital and I found out that she had cancer. My old room, in which I’d lain dying a few months ago, was just a few corridors away. In the blog, Emelia sees Holly die, or at least she thinks she does, which was important because I did die on that ward. Every moment since I left has been dedicated to becoming Emelia, to trying to help her, to save her.

So you can see, can’t you, why it is not correct to say that I lied, that I am not her, because I am.

When she was discharged, I joined the same support meetings she went to – I infiltrated the group as a woman called Annette in a bushy wig and court shoes. I attended the auction as a cancer victim with a bald head and thin lips. I followed her to chemo so she wouldn’t be alone, and so I could write about it.

One night, from the studio I’ve called home ever since I left hospital, I watched Adam bring Mishita into the flat whilst Emelia was recovering at her parents’ house following a gruelling bout of radiotherapy. I watched him cheat, I watched them have sex, I watched them laugh over a split condom that ended up in her pregnancy. I knew Mishita was Emelia’s friend, I’d followed their entire relationship, I read about the secrets they’d shared in her diary. I couldn’t believe the betrayal. I took a photo with the cameras I’d installed and left it for Emelia in the flat. She deserved to know.

I watched her world collapse on-screen, watched her pack her things and leave. I thought she’d come back but she never did. There was no grand exit, no huge explosion, just a fizzling out – as if she’d never been there at all. Just as I’d been erased, so had she. I felt angry, so I made up my own version of events of what happened that day, followed Adam and Mishita shopping, then went to the flat and tipped it upside down, scrawled ‘murderer’ in greasy script across his kitchen island. Emelia deserved for someone to be angry on her behalf, he couldn’t just get away with cheating on her like that.

When she was gone and Mishita began to replace her in the cameras, I felt bereft. This woman who I’d spent so much time studying, had vanished. Part of me wished I hadn’t told her about Mishita. I started to fill in the gaps more and more. I lived as Emelia, then. What would she be thinking? What would she do next? I imagined she’d want justice, revenge, to have Anthony pay for the things he had done to her and to those before. I wrote an entry in which she killed him, poisoned him, and he died, but Emelia wasn’t really like that so I deleted it. Instead, I decided, I would sneak into his flat and get him back for what he did to me. I laced his food with Antriptophene. It was poetic.

But with Emelia gone I knew the blog had to end. It wasn’t right that the story was continuing without her being part of it and, to me at least, it had felt as though she’d died. I wrote her suicide. She’d escaped from Adam, there was no reason for me to interfere any more, and I did not care what happened to Mishita. Plus, there was one other reason why I wrote her end this way. I hoped it would spark a response. Adam can’t keep getting away with this.

I want him to be unmasked for who he really is. I want him to pay. I want the authorities to re-open the investigations into his ex-girlfriend’s death, I want him to be charged for his attempted murder of me, and for what he did to Emelia. I want him to go to jail for a really long time.

I know that Emelia won’t mind when she finds out. Despite the fact that she replaced me, we are sisters, bound together by the same despicable, evil, monstrous man.

And because her story is public, the internet will find him. He will be caught.

I stare out across the countryside and wonder how long it will take. I hope Emelia will be happy, in the end, that I have given her this gift. Her mother certainly will be. Her story’s about to hit national news, and not just in the weeklies she regularly rants about her tragic life to.

I make my way back to the hotel I’m staying in for the time being and make a decision. Tonight, I want to celebrate. Tonight, I just want to be myself.
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Holly

I wake up in a strange place and for one brief and blissful moment I do not care where I am, who I am, or how I came to be here. Then I hear an unfamiliar voice, a man’s, and the moment passes.

I open my eyes.

It is clear I have spent the night on these crusty sheets. I lie underneath a patterned ceiling and am surrounded by puce coloured walls, a faint odour of cigarette smoke clinging to my hair. The man’s voice sounds out again. At first I think he is Adam, that the sound of him through my laptop has woken me up, but as my eyes fall on him I remember that I have left that life behind. That I no longer live in the sad studio with a screen into a life that isn’t mine.

A dressing gown hangs off his bony shoulders and he is hunched over a cigarette, trying to light it. A pair of dark jeans and a faded blue T-shirt hang over the back of a chair in the corner of the room. An alarm clock with a devil-red display glares behind an empty water glass on a beat up bedside table. Five a.m.

The room begins to feel more familiar. I remember coming back here last night.

The man in the corner takes a staggered intake of breath as he sucks in a lungful of cigarette smoke. Those things will give you cancer, I think. I squint my eyes in the dark and take his body in, illuminated only by the burning glow of its stub.

He’s flabby round the middle but thin on top; his hair is dark, flecked with grey. His fingers are wrapped round that toxic stick, eyes closed in relief.

I swallow the groan I want to let out.

I close my eyes again and rack my brains. What had I told him about myself last night? Who had I been?

Sometimes I forget, you see.

He swings round in the near dark and I see that he is naked beneath his dressing gown. His chest hair is sparse, his stomach descends into a single roll of blubber around his hips and his penis is dark brown and weathered, hidden beneath a tangle of barbed-wire hairs.

I should be ashamed of myself.

I am ashamed of myself, of what I’ve done, of lying to thousands of people online about a story that wasn’t mine. I suppose that is why I am here. To try and forget.

I lie as still as I can and summon the memories of last night. I remember we’d been at a bar, the kind that young people avoid, somewhere in central Newcastle. I’d been celebrating – happy, loud, squawky, not myself at all. I’d been wasted, maybe worse than wasted. We’d staggered back here, my body leant against his, determination across his face. I recall flashes of the patterns on the ceiling, but I don’t remember having sex with him. As I try to relive it, to imagine that body on top of me, my memory blanks.

On the floor are ripped black jeans and a fake leather jacket. Mine.

‘Want some?’ he says, thick Geordie, noticing that I’m awake. He holds out the white and tan tube towards me. ‘A doctor would probably tell me it’s a problem that I can’t sleep for more than six hours without needing a break.’

I look at him, try to hide my contempt.

‘Doctors don’t know everything,’ I say. Then: ‘I need the loo.’

I fold back the covers in one fluid movement, sending air waves across the room, fanning the flame of my would-be lover’s cigarette. I am in my underwear and I feel overly aware of myself as I sit here like this, in an unfamiliar bed, under this stranger’s gaze. I take a moment to allow my head to stop spinning before I try to stand up. I shuffle my backpack with my feet under the mound of clothes before me, then I bend down to pick up the whole pile when his attention is diverted. I slip out of the bedroom and into the bathroom in a series of quick, embarrassed steps.

The bathroom is revolting and unclean. There is mould around the bath and thick patches of black on the ceiling. It’s worse than my studio in London, which is saying something. The sink is stained with toothpaste and the toilet is covered in splashes of sticky yellow resin. I fling down the lid. Sit. I pull out my phone, a notification loud across my screen.

Have you seen Emelia Thompson? Police concerned for welfare of missing blogger following online suicide plan.

My heart thunders as a giant photograph of Emelia’s face lights up the screen beneath. Though I’d used fake names for Adam (Anthony) and Mishita (Mishti) I hadn’t for her. Not Emelia. Why not? Fuck. What have I done? I thought they’d go after Adam, not pool all their resources into finding Emelia. She’s dead, she committed suicide – leave her alone! I use the toilet with my eyes shut and my fingers pinched over my nose. I dress at supersonic speed. I wrap my bag round my shoulders. I don’t pull on the flush. I want to leave quietly.

I open the bathroom door and pad out across the landing. The floor groans beneath me and the dank, dark hallway seems to close in as I continue towards the exit. I pull at the simple lock on the front door, twist it back, but it doesn’t budge. Fuck. I look further down: a deadbolt. The metal howls reluctantly against itself as I unlock it. There’s one at the top too. I stand on my tiptoes, slide it, but it’s rusty, it’s noisy. Double fuck. Was he trying to lock me in here? I hear footsteps. Then his voice.

‘Emelia?’ he calls, addressing me. Her name sends shivers down my spine. Clearly, I’m struggling to let go of my doppelganger.

I hurl the door open as he races down the corridor, the smell of his smoke-stained breath reaching me first. ‘Where are you going?’

His hand thumps against the doorframe, blocking my exit.

Isn’t it obvious, dickhead?

I take a step towards him. It is then I get a glimmer of memory: his hands round my neck, his tongue in my mouth, his trousers round his ankles.

‘What is this? You’re just gonna disappear? Without saying goodbye?’

I look right at him. His eyes are sleepy. His face is jaundiced. Deep grooves line the space between his lips and his nose.

I don’t answer, instead I pull the door against him with all my might and he is forced to take a step backwards, opening a space for me to disappear through.

‘Emelia, wait,’ he calls as I hurry out into the morning haze and noisy birdsong.

‘My name’s not Emelia,’ I shout behind me.

Then I turn the corner and disappear.

I have to run.
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Liverpool

I am lying low at a grubby hostel in central Liverpool, a glimpse of the river Mersey visible out of the window at the end of the room, covered with metal blinds that clang like an off-key dreamcatcher with the slightest breeze.

I am trying not to draw attention to myself, though my southern accent isn’t helping.

I flick through a fresh round of alerts on my new pay-as-you-go phone – I’ve been on high alert since Emelia’s story started making the national news agenda. I sit on the synthetic fibres of my bottom bunk scrolling through the headlines, the mattress springs above me creaking as my bunkmate stirs in hers. Part of me is fearful – this story isn’t mine to control any more, it belongs to the public. Another part of me is elated. Finally – what happened to Emelia is going to be heard and there’s a chance Adam is going to face justice.

CONCERNS FOR MISSING BLOGGER MOUNT AS SEARCH ENTERS ITS FIFTH DAY WITHOUT A BREAKTHROUGH

ON TONIGHT’S PROGRAMME WE’LL BE INVESTIGATING THE SURGE IN SOCIAL MEDIA SUICIDE NOTES FOLLOWING THE DISAPPEARANCE OF EMELIA THOMPSON AND THE PROBLEMS THESE TYPES OF CASES POSE FOR POLICE

AN ARMY OF FELLOW CANCER SUFFERERS JOIN THE FRAY AS THE SEARCH FOR EMELIA THOMPSON GOES VIRAL #FINDEMELIA

I search the hashtag on twitter and read the most recent comments:

There is no record of a woman committing suicide off any London bridge in the last week that would fit Emelia’s description.

She’s lying!

She can’t just disappear – we have to find her. We have to give her the benefit of the doubt! What if she’s in trouble?

I flinch at the sound of the woman in the bunk above me spinning in her sheets. I angle my phone downwards in case she’s somehow able to look at what I’m doing. What if someone asks me about the case? What if I’m somehow linked to it? What would I do? No, really, what would I do? This isn’t a joke, like, I really cannot be recognised. I would be lynched. I flick through a few more tweets, my heart racing.

Let’s start a petition!

We need to find Anthony – if we find Anthony we’ll find Emelia.

She will have left some clues about him. He won’t be too hard to find.

She’s lying!

She deserved to die. I hope she jumped. Fucking bitch.

Emelia is following me wherever I go, her story in every newspaper. Everyone’s desperate to find her, but no one’s talking about arresting Adam. I begin to realise that killing the fictional Emelia had been the wrong decision; it has created far too much noise. I’d, naïvely perhaps, dreamt up a scenario in which my followers would simply accept Emelia’s story as being over, would understand that even if she hadn’t jumped, that she just didn’t want to write any more, that it was her way of poetically ending the blog and that they’d instead go after Anthony – Adam – have him pay, and that would be that. If Emelia wanted to tell her side of it in the future then so be it, but I’d given her a chance to stay anonymous by killing her character.

It’s becoming clear that I miscalculated the reaction. A planned suicide is not an acceptable ending for the hungry gannets online. No, they want to follow Emelia to the bitter end, work out if she’s been telling the truth. They want to pluck the last of the meat from her bones, inspect her death certificate with eagle eyes, then her coffin. Turns out her followers feel they somehow own part of her, that they deserve to know if she really jumped or not. Especially those who sent money.

I mean, I was prepared for there to be some interest in what had become of Emelia. I just hadn’t expected it to focus so intently on her rather than him – and I hadn’t accounted for how quickly and keenly the media would latch onto her story. They are obsessed with finding her. It’s flattering, in a way, and kind of amazing how much everyone cares about Emelia, about where she is and if she’s OK. It almost makes me feel jealous. It almost makes me feel bad about stealing from them but, having said that, I really did, I really do, need the money.

Up until now, I’ve been living on the savings I’d withdrawn from a bank account that Adam set up for me when we were together. He’d put gross amounts of cash in it every month – hundreds, sometimes even thousands of pounds – to fund a lifestyle I could never enjoy. It was deliberate, an added torture, he enjoyed tempting me with the luxury I could have, dangling the means before my eyes but rendering me completely incapable of enjoying them. When I worked out he was trying to kill me, I started withdrawing that money in cash, I kept it hidden in old Tupperwares under the sink, inside books, dotted round my hospital room. I used a chunk of it to pay the rent on my studio but, before I knew it, I was running out of cash. I could have got a job, but my followers were getting in touch every day asking if there was a way they could help Emelia’s cause. My cause. So, I decided to give them what they wanted. First, I went to the flat, as I often did, to get what I needed to set up a bank account in Emelia’s name. It couldn’t be my name, for obvious reasons. I’d taken copies of two forms of ID, I’d filled in the online forms, sent off proof of address and details of previous addresses that I knew about from her diaries, had opted for electronic bank statements so she wouldn’t twig anything was amiss with the morning mail and, once that was done, I was able to open a donations platform linked to Emelia’s new account. I intercepted the postwoman the morning her card was delivered. It was perfect.

And I didn’t take all of it. Emelia herself got the money for the necklace, that wasn’t anything to do with me, that was really her. I just took what was sent directly to my site – not much – only about ten thousand pounds.
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Emelia

Do you ever get the feeling you’re being followed?

That creeping awareness that a shadow is moving in. Closer. Nearly there. About to grab you.

I have it all the time at the moment, since Adam and I broke up and I’ve been forced back in with my parents.

I carry on, walking to the shop, my bald head making me shiver with the gusts of wind that whip the branches surrounding me in a frightening dance. A middle aged woman eyeballs my head as I pass and I push my chin deeper into my coat. I wish I’d brought a hat with me, not just for the warmth, but so I could hide.

Why does everyone keep looking at me like that? Don’t they have any compassion?

Towards the end of the street, just before the shop, a group of teenage girls hang in a conspiratorial clump, shrieking. I duck my head, not wanting to meet their eyes, but one of them calls.

‘Wait, lady!’

I spin, from the shock mainly, thick make-up staring back at me, cheap perfume wafting on the wind.

‘You’re that woman, aren’t you? The one everyone’s looking for?’ Her eyes straighten as she adjusts her focus, analysing my features.

‘That’s her!’ cries a girl with split ends from over-straightened hair.

‘Emelia, right?’ says another, big front teeth, small lips.

‘Can I have a photo?’

That’s when I start to run, my chest wheezing almost immediately. How do they know who I am?
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Holly

I pull my running leggings up over my ankles and slide them onto my tired legs, pulling them up to my waist. I throw on a navy blue jumper and force my increasingly matted hair into a messy bun.

I check Facebook before I head out, swiping through my updates with an impatient thumb. Mum and Dad, retired teachers who’ve relocated to the Sydney coast, beam at me from across the world with sun kissed smiles; my older sister and her fiancé grinning at me with jubilant smiles following a half marathon they ran this morning totally by accident! Thirteen miles isn’t so bad when you’re running with your best friend. I almost puke. I put my phone away, zip it tight in my pocket. Checking in with my distant family always makes me feel nauseous.

I think that I’ll run through the park this morning. First though, I must pass through inner city Liverpool and it’s then, when I’m jogging past a crumbling bar, screens alight in every corner, that I see him.

Anthony. Adam.

He is surrounded by a throng of media outside our former north London flat. He is holding a piece of paper between elegant hands and, even though he’s one of the most self-assured men I’ve ever met, I think I can see the edge of the paper shaking slightly in his grip, betraying his bluster. He is about to give a statement. I have no doubt that it will be about Emelia. The noose I have made for him swings into view. He won’t take kindly to being suspected of foul play, his secrets laid bare; he’ll come out swinging. I dive inside, into the stench of beer and bodies to listen to him speak.

He looks smaller on screen and in two dimensions he is less statuesque than I’d described in the blog. Even so, his dark eyes speak to me and my heart twinges and flutters in my chest as I connect with his face through the ether.

‘Hello, everyone,’ he begins, looking at the camera with steel eyes.

Something about him doesn’t appear quite right and, as I squint to try and figure it out, I notice he’s shaved off his facial hair and is wearing a light blue T-shirt and dark-wash jeans. Usually, he’s in an over-starched Oxford polo and chinos, his moustache thick and curled. I think immediately that he’s been styled to look like a ‘normal’ version of himself. My mind races. Has he hired someone to cultivate his image? To PR him through this? Has he been media trained? Is he trying to snake his way out of justice already?

‘Hey, are you watching this?’ asks a woman’s voice from behind me. I’m about to turn and flee, terrified she’s addressing me with her question, when another female voice answers.

‘Yeah, quite the scandal it’s turning out to be. Do you think she’s alive?’

That’s the question on everyone’s lips, not, Anthony tried to kill her, is he guilty? but Where’s Emelia?

It baffles me.

Anthony – Adam – clears his throat as he prepares to give his statement and the women behind me fall silent.

‘In the last few days it has emerged that I have been portrayed as the unwitting villain of my former girlfriend’s secret blog. But Emelia has been less than honest with you, and today I’d like to give a brief statement.’

Relief washes over me when he says Emelia’s name – at least he doesn’t suspect it’s me behind it yet, he thinks it’s Emelia. I did such a good job of bringing her world to life.

He looks up from his paper and death stares the media before him. His brow is slightly clammy and damp patches have appeared under each of his armpits. The women behind me exchange their initial reactions.

‘He’s not quite what I imagined.’

‘Yeah, I thought he’d look different, taller.’

‘He does look creepy, though. Like he’s trying too hard to be normal.’

Anthony bends his head to the bunch of microphones thrusting towards him like a bouquet of grey flowers.

‘My name is Adam Long. I can confirm I was married to a woman called Emelia Thompson for about a year.’ He lifts his head momentarily. ‘To describe her blogs as the deranged ramblings of a pathological liar would be an understatement.’ He pauses to gauge the reaction to the first of his bombshells. He seems pleased with the excited chatter and murmurs of anticipation that follow.

‘To be honest, I do not recognise the woman I lived with, married, in these entries. It’s like I knew a completely different person. I had nothing to do with her so-called suicide and the police have my full support in getting to the bottom of this mess. In the blog she admits that she tried to poison me. I’ve released my medical records to the press so you can see for yourself – high levels of rodenticide found in my blood. I didn’t realise she was doing this until this week and I can only surmise that her impaired mental state caused her to act so viciously.’

‘Did she have cancer?’

Anthony shifts his weight. ‘Yes.’ He coughs. ‘I wish her the best with her treatment.’

He looks back down at his notes, down at the false scribbles and earth shattering truths that denigrate his relationship with Emelia, that paint her as suffering some sort of psychosis.

‘Do you think Emelia is still alive?’ calls a journalist.

‘Of that I have no doubt,’ he replies.

Camera shutters fire and I shake under the table. Poor Emelia. I wonder if she knows that everyone’s looking for her yet. I should have changed her name in the blog too. I don’t know why I didn’t. At least it would have slowed them down. They’ll have tracked the donations platform back to the bank account I made for her by now. It’s a shame that the noose I made for Adam so perfectly fits Emelia’s neck, too.

Adam continues. ‘I’d like to take this opportunity to address the accusations that I was trying to make Emelia sick, that I stopped her from getting treatment, and that I intentionally made her ill. Emelia is a very troubled woman and I believe she was resentful of my health. All I did was look after her the best I could—’

‘Didn’t you cheat on her with her best friend?’ shouts a different journalist, one nearer the back.

Anthony stutters then, tries to remember his training.

‘Mishita and I are in a relationship, yes.’

The chatter fires up again. You can’t pick and choose what you want to be true, Adam. The media want it in black and white. Either you lied, or Emelia did.

‘But,’ he continues, soldiering on, ‘I haven’t done anything illegal and, though I regret cheating on my wife, it’s hardly the crime of the century.’ I sense that he’s going off script given the twitching face of the woman behind him, clearly someone he’s paying to help get him out of this.

‘You’d think I’d killed her given the hate I’m having to withstand online and in person. My family are getting death threats!’

He pauses for a moment and takes a deep breath. ‘As I said, Emelia is a liar, and she has woven a wicked web in which you are all currently caught.’

He looks straight down the camera, right at me.

‘I will of course assist the police investigation into her whereabouts in any way I can. Until then, I’d like to ask the media to respect my privacy, and my family’s, at this time. Thank you.’

His jaw tightens as he finishes his announcement and cameras flash as questions are thrown at him. Why should we trust you? Why did you cheat on Emelia? Why didn’t you just end it? She has cancer! How could you do that? Is she alive? Did you kill her? What about the other women before her? Are they still alive?

A woman with dark hair snakes her arm round his shoulders and ushers him back inside so he doesn’t take the bait. I spot Mishita and baby Eva in the hallway beyond and, lightning quick, a thought occurs to me. Eva is Adam’s daughter. There’s something in the curl of her hair and the look in her eyes that tells me. He’s been sleeping with Mishita for at least his and Emelia’s entire relationship, if not before, if not during mine. Did Damien find out? Is that why he left? Always travelling, never at home.

The women behind me fire up their conversation again.

‘Do you believe him?’

‘He looks furious, doesn’t he?’

‘I think that he killed her. He doesn’t give a shit about her, like, she has cancer and he’s come out firing. He was cheating on her, he had a motive to get rid of her. He didn’t even deny it. She wasn’t lying about that.’

My smile returns as I realise his words haven’t stuck, that this press conference has done him more harm than good.

‘Have you read the blog?’

‘Not all of it… I’m dying to now, though– open it up, won’t you?’

They squeal in delight as they delve into the pages of Emelia’s life. My phone shakes in my pocket and I look down as a new notification appears on my screen:

ANTHONY LYON UNMASKED: ADAM LONG, HUSBAND OF MISSING BLOGGER EMELIA THOMPSON BREAKS HIS SILENCE TO GIVE A DETAILED STATEMENT. WHO DO YOU BELIEVE?


7

Emelia

I don’t bother with the shopping. I race back to my parents’ house, legs burning, lungs on fire, ignoring my dad’s questions as I slam the front door shut, heart beating out of my chest. What’s wrong? Did you get the milk? Had they run out? What’s the rush?

I grab my computer and I type in my name.

Emelia Thompson.

Google responds immediately, and my face is fired back at me along with dozens of news articles, a press conference that Adam’s just given about me to do with some blog about my life that I haven’t written, that I’ve never seen before. I read that I have accused him of poisoning me, of giving me cancer. I think about the diaries I wrote, the vague comments I made about him ‘poisoning the world against me’. But I didn’t mean it literally: he just wanted to isolate me, wanted me for himself. He was controlling and cowardly, he used my weakness in ill health to find his strength. But he never tried to poison me. Who’s doing this? Could my diaries have been made public, somehow? Misconstrued? Who would do that?

My breath shudders and my head spins as I flick through the headlines, my fingers tracing double-quick over the keypad as I try to catch up with what is being said about me, about what I am supposed to have done. I dig into the blog in my name – oh my God – this person knows everything.

It’s Adam. He’s behind it. He must be. Though I can’t work out why.

I read the final entry. A suicide note. My death. I skim the comments beneath.

Hand yourself in. No one believes you’re dead.

I believe her – she was always so honest. Let her rest in peace.

We need to find her, though. We need her body.

If she’s not dead she can’t run forever.

What about him? Anthony? He’s the one who should be being questioned here!

Emelia Thompson has been found! A photograph, look at her, trying to hide her face! Trying to run!
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Holly

I board the next train to the coast and already I start to feel better as it pulls out of the station and my journey away from Liverpool begins. I feel best when I’m on the run. That’s what I do: run. It’s what I’ve always done.

I pick up a discarded newspaper from a nearby seat and open it to read the latest developments in my case. It is something I should have seen coming: Cancer Research have released a statement to say they haven’t received any donations from Emelia’s blog. The plot thickens, the journalist writes, then goes on to accuse Emelia of fraud, suggesting to the public that she may never have been ill in the first place, that she’d fooled everyone with her diagnosis, including Adam.

I close the paper, unable to read any more. This is all such a mess and my neck aches with the weight of it all. I watch the rain start to fall outside. I just want Adam to pay – I don’t want to drag Emelia through the dirt in the process. I think back to their wedding day, to the look on her face when I’d barged in, making it clear she wanted nothing to do with me. If she finds out the lengths I’ve gone to, how obsessed I became, she will wish me dead. She will never forgive me.

Huge droplets smack against the windows of the carriages as we gain speed, attaching like limpets then losing their grip and streaking across the glass, covering it in their glistening trails. In the distance, the bright lights of the station diminish and, as the darkness grows, I close my eyes.

I should have given some money to Cancer Research, I think, as I drift off. Keeping it all for myself had been a big mistake. A terrible oversight.

Eventually, I arrive at the final stop, Blackpool, and I shiver and shake as I walk through the cold and driving rain to a crummy guest house with brown windows and flaky paintwork on the seafront.

I stand before it now, almost embarrassed to walk through the door. There is a short flight of stairs up to it and a stained – once white – picket fence separating it from the main road. There is a patch of gravel and empty plant pots either side of the entrance, a bay window with sticky black tape over one of the smashed panes.

I open the front door and walk into the musty hallway. An oval mirror before me reveals that the wind has whipped my wig into an unkempt mess and that the rain has soaked my clothes to see-through. I tear my eyes away from my sorry reflection and look down the hallway. A door is open at the end and from behind it come the smells and sounds of a busy restaurant. A reception desk sits opposite. I move towards it and follow instructions to ring the bell if no one is on duty. For a while nothing happens, then an elderly woman appears. She is frumpy, a moth-bitten cardigan hanging off her shoulders and she looks annoyed with me for following the instructions to ring the bell.

‘Have you booked?’ she asks abruptly in a harsh accent.

‘No,’ I say, wiping away the incessant drip of rainwater that’s running enthusiastically down my nose.

She makes an exasperated noise and clunks a book on top of the desk. I look around stealthily as she flicks the pages, licking her index finger noisily in between each, using her spit to grip the next sheet along. Inside this place isn’t much better than out; the wallpaper is torn up and marked in various places and the carpet is faded in a perfect line down the middle where scores of patrons have dragged their suitcases along it.

‘You’re lucky. I have a room. Twenty pounds for the night,’ she says, her eyes fixed on me through a pair of spectacles attached to a chain. I imagine their usual resting position is atop her ample bosom.

I hand over the cash.

‘Name?’ she asks.

I hesitate.

‘ID?’

‘I don’t have any on me, sorry.’

She huffs and shrugs her shoulders, goes through the dilemma in her head, then, with twenty quid in her hand already, decides she doesn’t care that much and hands me a key to room six. I head up the stairs, past the four bedrooms on the first floor and up a further flight of stairs to the second.

I open the door. The room is cramped and oddly shaped but not unpleasant. There is a window at the far end with a view of the sea, a nice touch, and a lamp in the corner that picks out the outline of a double bed, a table, an armchair and a wardrobe. I lock the door behind me, put my bag down and sit at the foot of the bed looking out at the grey sea swirling beyond. I wonder if I should kill myself like fake Emelia did. I contemplate that it would be a poetic thing to do. It would certainly change the narrative, then the media would say, ‘Troubled blogger slips through the UK’s mental health safety net,’ or: ‘Online witch hunt sends blogger to the death she had prophesied.’

I look out at the raging sea water from the window and imagine myself walking out in it, try to envisage what it would feel like to wade out there fully-clothed, the smell and taste of saltwater, the icy feel of the waves slapping against my cheeks as I stand up to my neck in it, trying to keep my head above the water.

I switch on the box in the corner of the room, flicking through the channels, my heart skipping a beat as his face appears. Adam. Then hers. Emelia.

I shuffle forwards. This is my worst nightmare; they’ve worked out I’m behind it and now she’s on a show alongside him.

She can’t have forgiven him, surely.

I crawl closer to their faces, my eyes on stilts as I stare, unblinking.

Adam speaks first, sitting on the bright blue sofa of a fluffy daytime television show trying to convince the presenters, and the public, of his innocence. He has lost some weight and his cheeks are sharper and more angular than usual, his navy shirt hanging loose from his shoulders.

He speaks, his voice wobbling.

‘The allegations that Emelia made against me are abhorrent. She was, and is, so dear to me.’

He’s changing tack, I see, coming out swinging against a dying girl who people thought he was trying to kill wasn’t the right call. I wonder if he’d fired his lawyer. I stare into his sad face. Not so smug now you’ve been caught, are you?

‘You know, I’m glad I have the opportunity to speak to her today, to ask her why she wanted to frame me for something I didn’t do, to ask her why she resorted to poisoning me with rat-killer. I keep thinking, was she really that unhappy? Was I really that cruel? Maybe I was.’

The female presenter with bush baby eyes cuts in and sits on the edge of her seat. ‘Emelia, do you want to reply?’

Emelia hasn’t looked up at the camera yet, or at him, but she does now, raising her voice, finding her strength.

‘I want to start by saying that I did not write this blog and, though I know that’s hard to believe given the detail that’s in it, I want to try and put things right.’ She takes a deep breath, she’s thinner, I wonder how long she has left. ‘What people are saying about me is cruel and twisted and confusing. I have cancer, lots of people are accusing me of lying about that, but it’s true. I raised money for Cancer Research, I have the bank statements to prove that I sent them the funds as soon as I received them. I don’t know anything about the donations that were sent to the blog. This is the only bank account I have – and the police are digging into it now, but because the donations were sent via an American payment provider it’s taking a long time to get the information we need.’ She pauses. ‘I also want to make it clear, from my perspective, that I didn’t believe Adam was ever poisoning me. I don’t believe he planted things in my food to make me sick. I was ill long before we met and, though he wasn’t the model husband – far from it – he didn’t do that.’

He wasn’t poisoning her?

‘The only thing I can recall is that I kept diaries where I’d write things about Adam poisoning my mind, I’d find evidence that other women had been in our house and he’d make me think I was going crazy – I think whoever wrote the blog had read my diary and wanted to make something big out of a couple of offhand comments about the more difficult days in our relationship.’

I got it wrong?

‘Who wrote the blog, then, Emelia, if you didn’t?’ asks the presenter.

‘I think he did it,’ Emelia replies, stone cold.

Adam looks stunned. She is such a fighter. I’ve always loved Emelia. It should never have been me behind the blog – she would have done it so much better.

‘I didn’t write a single word of that blog, Emelia, you know that. What would I have to gain from incriminating myself? It’s preposterous!’

‘You did it because you’re in debt. Because your parents have cut you off from their trust fund. It’s the only reason why you’re with Mishita – for her money.’

Emelia hands the presenter a wedge of bills, all with final notice warnings at the top.

The female presenter leans back, wild eyed.

‘I – I, err, I don’t think this is what we should be focusing on here,’ Adam stutters, trying to swerve the gunfire.

Emelia sighs from her seat then gets up. ‘You loved me, but you were in debt, and you had to plan a life for when I’d no longer be around. It makes so much sense now that I know. I hope Mishita is prepared for the truth. She’s just a bank balance to you, nothing more, and so were those people online, the ones you tricked by pretending to be me.’

His hands pulse in his lap. He’s scared.

Emelia stands up, her pale skin bright in the studio lights.

‘You know, I’m not sitting here any longer, with him. He’s already ruined my life enough. Let him have his fame if that’s what he wants. You make me sick,’ she says furiously, then leaves.

‘Quite the allegation,’ the female presenter says after a long beat of silence, barely able to contain her excitement, her eyes looking Adam up and down. ‘She’s accusing you of fraud, Adam, of being behind this deception the entire time, how do you respond to that?’

He looks at the floor and grabs a tissue from the pack on the studio table.

‘You’ll be hearing from my lawyers,’ he whimpers, then leaves.
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Holly

I sit, arms wrapped round knees, glued to the updates on the TV. I haven’t let housekeeping staff inside my room since I checked in and the towels in the bathroom are growing musty, the air damp. Facebook tells me my parents are setting off to the Great Barrier Reef today for a two-week vacation. You’d think they were gap year kids the way they’re living out their retirement. If only they knew how chaotic things were for their daughter on the other side of the world. Not that I’d want them to fly back to help me. I’ve always looked after myself, I don’t need anyone else.

I turn my attention back to the TV set – adverts over, a lurid daytime show I’ve become rather too fond of broadcasts the latest developments in Emelia’s case.

The first thing I see is her face, then the over-drawn eyebrows of the female presenter.

‘Emelia Thompson has been sensationally arrested this morning at her parents’ home for a number of charges brought by her ex-husband, Adam Long.’

My heart thuds. Arrested?

‘We have a few updates on the case, thanks to sources close to the investigation speaking up.’

‘The first is theft. As she openly admitted, Emelia stole an artefact from Adam’s work collection – a Roman necklace that she went on to auction without his consent, or indeed, the collector’s. It was simply not hers to sell. Adam maintains that he never knew about the necklace, and certainly didn’t propose to Emelia with it.’

Liar.

‘The second charge is defamation of character. The third is fraud. Cancer Research have released a statement to say that, though the money from the auction came to them, all the funds raised via Emelia’s blog are unaccounted for. The police have traced the donations platform to a bank account in her name and that’s enough to arrest her.’

I struggle to believe what I’m hearing, and my mind runs laps as I try to figure out what to do next. Shit. She’s going to go to jail because of what I have done to her. I fume at the TV.

‘Despite these explosive claims, Adam’s detractors remain steadfast: Why is he not being investigated for the claims Emelia made in the blog? And, though that’s an interesting angle, Emelia’s arrest this morning tells us that the police have enough evidence to charge her and not enough evidence to charge him. There’s more to her story than she’s letting on.’

I hug my legs tighter to my chest as I gape, increasingly concerned, at the rolling footage of Emelia being led into police custody. Her head is shiny and her make-up unkempt. She looks like she hasn’t had a shower since all this started and guilt consumes me, crawls up my back and squeezes round my conscience. What have I done to her?

I watch, transfixed, as her head jerks upwards and she pleads to the cameras.

‘Help me.’

Her voice cracks and she stumbles to the floor. Two policemen catch her, then lead her roughly inside the concrete building behind.

My mind races as I think about what the police will ask her. I imagine her sitting, dumbfounded, elbows resting on a small metal table, a cup of black coffee beside her, a burly officer shouting across the table.

You were wrong about Adam. He didn’t set up this blog, you did. Of course you did. You pretended to raise money for Cancer Research, but the truth is you kept the majority for yourself. You lied for attention, for money, and to make yourself feel better. Your illness is not an excuse.

A knock at the door jolts me back to the present and I panic, flinging myself from my position on the floor to the bathroom. The rat-a-tat-tat sounds again and I twist the chrome lock shut, breath coming fast, furious images of police crashing through the door playing fast in my imagination.

‘Housekeeping.’

Oh, thank God.

‘No, not this morning, thank you!’ I shout, tense, listening for the roll a trolley being pushed away. I wonder how much longer I have here before the staff start getting suspicious.

Everything is running away from me, I am completely out of control, I have ruined Emelia even though all I wanted was to save her. I just need something, anything, to help slow things down.

How am I ever going to fix this?
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Holly

The ticker at the bottom of the screen changes and I lean forward to get a better look.

BREAKING: MOTHER OF DISGRACED BLOGGER TO GIVE PRESS CONFERENCE FOLLOWING ARREST.

The screen shoots back to the studio and a female news presenter with neat blonde hair and smart burgundy blazer announces Emelia’s mother is due in front of the world’s cameras. My breath catches in my throat.

The next thing I see is a room full of reporters and cameras. I pause the picture to take it all in: white paper blinds pulled shut over the windows, a blue patterned carpet, the London police logo on a screen behind a white table decorated with microphones, two chairs tucked in behind. That is where she will sit, on one of those plastic topped seats. Like a schoolchild. There is a certain buzz in the room – this is no ordinary press conference, and this is no ordinary story – and the journalists are lively, talkative.

The news anchor speaks again and a blown-up picture of Emelia’s face – less flattering than the ones they usually show – shines like an out-of-date mirror from the screen in front of me. I pause the image again, stare at it. Her face is thin and sunken, hairless grooves replacing the lines where her eyebrows should be.

‘This press conference, though much anticipated, is unlikely to shed any further light on the motives behind Emelia Thompson’s blog, but it is an important development nevertheless. We are yet to hear from her family and, at the moment, it’s unclear whether they’re standing by their daughter or seeking to distance themselves from the story altogether.’

Cameras fire and flash and time slows as I watch Emelia’s mother walk into the crowded press room with her head held high. She is clad in a lemon yellow skirt suit and wears a thick coat of plum coloured lipstick.

Her father follows a step behind, his eyes glued to his feet, walking in a grey suit that doesn’t fit him. He looks as though he’s been hung out in the rain and something about the way he holds himself today makes him look so old. A wave of self-loathing takes hold of me. So much for thinking I was doing the right thing by telling her story, seeking justice; I can’t believe it’s come to this.

Her mother bends down to the microphone before her.

‘My husband and I want to make a short statement this morning,’ she begins, as though addressing a school assembly.

‘Firstly, we want to thank the public for their support.’ They are deliberately distancing themselves from the police. They must be on her side. ‘And to make a plea today for anyone who has more information about Adam Long to come forward with it as soon as possible. Our daughter was not behind this blog, though a lot of her life has been documented in it. These aren’t her words, we know her, this isn’t how she speaks. If anyone, anyone at all, has anything they need to share, please make it known.’

Her hands shake slightly, but the rest of her is stock still. By Emelia’s mother’s standards, she’s surprisingly stoic.

‘At this difficult time, we won’t be taking any questions. As you can imagine, it was hard enough to deal with our daughter’s cancer diagnosis, then to hear she was accused of being behind this blog, then arrested. It’s been a lot.’

Emelia’s dad’s eyes are glassy, and I can’t keep my gaze off him as her mother speaks for them both, addressing the press as though she’s acting a scene in a crime drama. It’s different to what you’d usually hear: We just want our daughter back. Help us – we want her home.

‘Thank you for listening to our statement today.’

She looks at her hands. ‘That’s all we have to say.’

Flashes strobe the room and I watch her exhale, a weight lifting from her shoulders. I sit back against the divan base of the double bed in the room and try to steady my breath. I am running out of time to save her.

I scramble from my position on the floor, decision made. I cannot just let Emelia rot in a cell somewhere. If she’s going down then I want to go down with her. I dial 999. Is that what you’re supposed to do in this kind of scenario?

‘What’s your emergency?’ the operator asks.

‘I have information about the Emelia Thompson case that I want to share.’

‘Hold please.’

I click my fingers by my side as I’m transferred, probably to some lowly junior who’s going to screen my call, make sure I’m not mental, that I’m not faking it.

‘Hello?’ a man’s voice asks on the other end of the line.

‘Hi, I’m Holly Madison. I’m an ex-partner of Adam Long’s and I want to come out publicly against him in support of Emelia Thompson. He poisoned me, he tried to kill me. She’s not lying. She shouldn’t be in prison right now – she’s done nothing wrong.’

Stunned silence at the end of the line, then a click, probably homing in on my location.

‘Holly?’ he asks. ‘Can you come down to the station to give this report in person?’

‘Yes,’ I reply, as he gives me the address.

I know that if I don’t, they will find me anyway and, besides, I am ready to help.

I am the only one who can save her.
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Holly

Skyscrapers roll into view through the train carriage windows and the blue sky of London invites me in and welcomes me back.

The city is sticky, the tube crowded as I board, and my head is forced beneath the underarm of a fellow passenger, clutching the railing too high for me to reach. I flit up the escalator and out onto the familiar pavements that line the way to the police station.

A few minutes later it comes into view: the station where I watched Emelia get arrested a few days ago. I look up at the enormous glass windows and imagine her cell beyond, cramped, a cardboard-thin mattress on the bed, a spoiled toilet in the corner. Poor Emelia. I charge for the front door, emboldened, and check in with the receptionist.

‘I’m Holly Madison,’ I announce, grandiosely, as though I’m expecting some sort of fanfare to accompany my arrival.

The receptionist looks at me. ‘Right,’ she says. ‘And who’s that?’

I don’t know how to respond and she stares for a while, dead faced.

‘Sit over there,’ she says finally.

I take a seat, plastic, pick at my cuticles nervously and shoot feverish glances at every officer who appears. And then, one does, and I am turned to stone as I see Adam approach alongside.

I stand quickly and push my body up against the wall, shivers snaking down my spine, fear looming large overhead. This isn’t right. I keep my eyes focused intently on him. I haven’t seen him in person for so long. He’s wearing a black polo neck which morphs into the dark of his stubble. It’s grown since I saw him on TV, bushier now. He folds his forearms across his waist and smiles knowingly at me.

My hand scrapes against the rough brick as I go to steady myself. I turn to leave. Why is he here?

I take a deep breath, cold. Ready, now, I think, to go forever. I’m sorry, Emelia, I cannot do this if he’s here.

As I get up, the sounds of the station loom larger than life and the world turns black around me. I get the unshakeable feeling that I am in danger. But, before I have a chance to run, out of nowhere, officers descend: hands grip tight round my wrists, pressure builds on the back of my neck, and my body bends as it’s wrestled to the floor. My ears ring in deafening high pitch, drowning out the noise of the commotion surrounding me. I close my eyes and try to escape from this indignity, but I can’t ignore the new hands that twist and constrict round my body, under my shoulders now, pulling me up.

This was a trap.

My chest moves as though someone’s pumping air into me and, as my breath quickens, my body turns limp. The officers either side of me grab me once more, forcing me to stand straight, holding me in place and, at that moment, through the uniforms, the limbs, and the armour, I see Emelia. Her dress blows in the breeze, her pristine white skin glowing against the greyness that surrounds her. She squints at me and peers through the glass to take a good look.

The complete calm of her expression tells me she must have known all along.

All of this was a show to sniff me out: the TV appearance, the arrest, the press conference. Everything.

She knew I would save her. She knew exactly what I would do, kept one step ahead, ensured her survival ahead of my own.

And, you know, I don’t even blame her.

I would have done the same if I were her. Sometimes I think that I am.


One Year Later



Four o’clock.

In the communal garden behind my new home, families have gathered in the winter sunshine. Playing, laughing. This time of year the garden is sparse, the trees are bare and the lawn is brown. But still they come and still they play, taking turns to slide down the faded red helter-skelter, swinging from tree ropes and jumping from climbing frame to floor. Children don’t have a care in the world; it’s why I like coming here.

Behind me, the playground gate squeaks open and I turn to see a man and his small child enter the park hand in hand. We make eye contact for a moment and he gives me a look, a nod, then a sideways smile. He draws closer, just a few paces away, and I’m about to say hello when his head recoils into his neck and he catapults a thick hunk of saliva onto my trainers.

‘Fuck off back to where you came from. We don’t want you here,’ he snarls. ‘Sick bitch.’ My face falls.

This is how my life is now, since my public unmasking, following my crucifixion-by-media. Even though Adam is going on trial for the ex-girlfriends who died in his care, what I have done has eclipsed his coverage. It wasn’t enough for me to say that I’d learnt my lesson. It wasn’t enough for me to explain that I only did what I did because I wanted Adam to pay for what he’d done. It wasn’t acceptable that I’d impersonated Emelia, an innocent woman. It wasn’t OK that I didn’t pay the money I raised via my blog to Cancer Research. But what irritated the media the most was that I wasn’t held accountable enough, by their standards at least, by the justice system. I spent a morning in court at which I was handed a two-year sentence, suspended, and a promise to complete thirty-five rehabilitation days. I also wear an electronic tag and obey a curfew, but I do not have anything – no home, no money – so they could not pursue me for the donations money and they could not order me to pay a fine. I avoided jail time based on a number of factors – first-time offence, early guilty plea, remorse, sorrow, white skin.

As a result, my public trial has been unrelenting and unforgiving and no matter where I go in this country I cannot seem to escape from myself. I’ve had windows smashed, front doors covered in obscene graffiti, my post stolen. I’ve endured numerous break-ins, back-to-back friendship failures, not to mention relationships. If I could afford to run away, I would.

I wonder how long my life will be like this for, for how long I’ll have to live in the shadows and avoid the light.

My eyes sting as I hold back the sadness and walk away from the shrieks of laughter in the park. My favourite part of the day done. My phone vibrates in my hand and I get ready to face another barrage of abuse.

‘Hi, is this Holly?’ The voice on the other end of the phone is BBC-posh and feminine.

‘Speaking,’ I croak.

‘I’m a producer at The Evening News show.’

I recoil. ‘No, I’m not speaking to anyone—’

‘It’s OK, please, Holly, this is off the record. I’m not recording this and no one will know we’ve spoken if you don’t want them to.’

‘How did you get this number?’

‘I can’t tell you that,’ the lady says. ‘But listen, please hear me out. I want to make you an offer. You’ve received a lot of negative press coverage throughout the past year. I was wondering if you were interested in putting across your side of the story in your words? You haven’t done that yet. Atoning for your sins and coming out with a public apology would go a long way towards redeeming you. And, if that’s not enough, it would also come with a fifty-thousand-pound paycheque.’

I stop walking, clench my free hand at the amount she’s offering. Freedom.

‘It would be an hour of your time. That’s it.’

I can see the way out and I’m tempted. I want to take it, to trust her.

‘When would it be?’

‘As soon as you could make it… We’d pay for your expenses and everything, of course, on top of your fee.’

I latch only onto the hope she is offering me.

‘All right,’ I say. ‘I’ll do it.’

*

I am sitting in front of bright white lights in a hot studio wearing a black shirt and blue denim jeans. I have been loaned a pair of heels that the producers wanted me to wear. Their in-house glam squad have done my hair and make-up. I do not look like myself. I look more doll than human, but I didn’t say anything to the team because I don’t want to be accused of seeming ungrateful. The people in that room were already judging me enough as it was.

I shuffle on my seat, full of nervous energy, and I’m introduced to the woman who will interview me. She smiles and shakes my hand before we start.

‘What do you want me to call you?’ she whispers from her chair as someone counts down from ten.

I stutter. Her question throws me off – is she suggesting that I would answer to Emelia? The opening credits play, my face scrunched in confusion, thrown by her remark. I imagine what the scathing voiceover might be saying about me as I sit here shaking.

Holly Madison, the woman behind the worst fraud of the year, is sitting like a psychopathic robot in our interview studio, hands folded across her lap, eyes glazed and faux-fearful. But what will she have to say for herself one year on? What has she learnt from her deception? And has she apologised for the people she hurt? The lives she ruined?

The lights go up and my interviewer’s face turns steely as she speaks to camera. Her make-up is perfect and her hair sits in a loose bob finishing just under her strong jaw line.

‘Joining me today is infamous blogger, Holly Madison, AKA Emelia Thompson. Holly stole Emelia’s true life story – a battle against cancer and lifelong cardiac problems – and used it to dupe followers out of thousands of pounds. She tricked the world into believing her fight by posting pictures of Emelia in chemo wards without her knowledge, and even went as far as pretending to commit suicide to escape detection. So, here she is, to tell her side of the story. Welcome, Holly.’

‘Hi,’ I reply nervously.

I spot my reflection in a screen that’s playing the interview in the studio behind. My hair is scraped back from my face and I smile gently but, lit up on the screen, it looks almost clown-like. I realise then why I have been styled like this, with the intention of amplifying every expression, every nod, smile, eye-roll and eyebrow raise. I think how much Adam would hate my hair like this. I wonder if he’s watching.

‘Do you promise to tell the truth today, Holly?’

I shuffle uneasily and lean forward in my chair.

‘Yes, of course,’ I reply. And then I do something stupid. I laugh. A nervous chuckle. It is a natural instinct, a badly trained need to convince people that I’m a loveable person, that I’m not who they say I am, that I’m nice despite what I have done. So, there it is, reflected at me on the screen, no stopping it, the flash of my teeth above the headline of the story:

Fake cancer blogger comes clean.

A big, stupid smile. Like I’m proud of myself. As though I think what I’ve done is funny.

‘We know you have an interesting relationship with the truth, Holly,’ she says, eyebrow raised. ‘So that’s why I wanted to ask you that at the start of our chat.’

‘Right.’

‘Do you know the difference between telling the truth and telling a lie?’

‘Well, the truth is a fact and lies are, well, the opposite—’

She cuts over me. ‘Are you prepared to sign a legally binding form that states you are telling the truth today?’

‘If that’s what you want me to do.’

She moves on, not interested in the form, just doing it to scare me. I realise too late that the promise of a nice, sympathetic interview had been a lie. This woman is a shark.

‘Emelia Thompson was a successful character, wasn’t she? A likeable woman with a plight far more serious than your own. You managed to elicit sympathy for her from your legions of followers online over the course of several months. They trusted your story and wanted to help. Do you agree?’

I mumble an agreement.

‘What’s that, Holly. Is that a yes?’

I hold up my hands and try to take control.

‘Can you just stop for a second and slow down? I want to start from the beginning. You are starting at the end and it doesn’t make sense. People won’t realise what happened to me, why the blog came to be in the first place, why I did what I did.’

‘OK, Holly, the floor is yours… tell us.’ She parts her hands and waits.

‘Emelia Thompson and I, cancer diagnosis aside, are the same person. Everything that happened to Emelia, happened to me and, can I just say, I was open about Emelia not being my real name on the blog. Everyone’s angry about that but I said it, plain and simple, in the About Me section. I know it was her real name, and I feel bad about that, but everyone knew it wasn’t mine.’

The interviewer looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind and I realise that I probably shouldn’t have argued that point. Pick your battles, I say to myself.

‘Anyway, that doesn’t really matter. For months, I was trapped in a loveless and controlling relationship with Adam Long and, during that time, Adam isolated me, cut me off from my friends, my family… He poisoned me and had me sectioned.’

‘He says you were mentally ill.’

‘Well, I’m not.’

‘We have pictures, Holly, of you at his wedding day. You turned up in a white dress all cut and bleeding.’

She hands me some images of a woman I don’t recognise but who I know is me.

‘I was there to warn Emelia. I wanted her to know what he was capable of.’

‘Emelia herself says you terrorised their relationship for months, that you left threatening notes, followed her, broke into their home. She didn’t think you were trying to help her, but that you were waging a campaign to get Adam back. Each time they changed the locks, you found a way to get back in.’

‘Like I said, I wanted to warn her. That was my only intention and I’m sorry I scared Emelia. I was desperate.’

The interviewer guffaws.

‘Adam tells his side of the story differently, too.’ She turns to the camera. ‘Let’s reiterate: Adam Long is awaiting trial to decide whether he had any involvement in the suicides of his ex-partners.’

‘Adam killed those girls.’

The presenter looks at me askew, then continues. ‘But he says his unfortunate track-record is only because he’s drawn to helping people. He says he’s dedicated his life to it. And, you know, his story somewhat checks out: he’s donated huge sums to charities across the world, and was his own mother’s full-time carer growing up. He says his exes have only died in his care because they were sick to begin with. Nothing more and nothing less.’

I bite my tongue.

‘In fact,’ the presenter says, her tone shifting, about to drop a bomb. ‘Adam believes you broke into his house – using the key you’d kept against his knowledge – and poisoned Emelia’s food. He believes you are the real villain of this blog, that you played the parts of Adam and Emelia. He says you couldn’t handle the break-up, so you created a web of deceit that would see him punished for crimes you committed.’

‘What happened to Emelia, happened to me, is he suggesting I poisoned us both?’

‘Yes, that’s exactly what Adam’s alleging. And, you know, correlation doesn’t equal causation, Holly, you must realise that. You didn’t really know what was going on in their lives. You keep saying “what happened to Emelia, happened to me” but you just imprinted your own experiences onto her. You never actually spoke to Emelia, did you?’

‘No, but,’ I stutter, trying to claw this back, ‘I suffered at his hands, and I know that she did too.’

‘You don’t know that, Holly, and Emelia herself wants nothing to do with you – she says she’s been through enough.’

I sit still. I’ve done so much for Emelia, I tried to save her life, and this is how she repays me.

‘You were jealous of her, weren’t you? You’ve known the power of illness your whole life; that’s what started your eating disorder. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d spent your life dedicated to fooling people into believing you’re sick.’

I have nothing to say.

‘It just so happened that Emelia had a double set of ailments you were particularly jealous of: a heart defect and cancer. No wonder you couldn’t resist.’

‘I–’ ‘Do you believe the donations you received were legitimate?’

I shake my head, worried now. I imagine the ticker at the bottom of the screen changing with his allegation quoted as fact. Holly Madison accused of poisoning Emelia Thompson.

‘Why should I believe you?’

‘I just wanted to help Emelia. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.’

‘You’re lying, Holly.’ She shifts, leans closer. ‘Stop crying wolf, stop making yourself out to be the victim. You were seduced by the sympathy you got from your followers from your previous lies and that’s why you did what you did. Is that why you can’t stop lying?’

‘I’m not,’ I say, tears lapping at my eyes.

‘It’s been suggested you are suffering from Munchausen by Internet. Do you think you are?’

‘No.’

‘Do you accept that you are a pathological liar?’

‘No.’

She throws to a new subject, knocking me off balance, turning this experience into a house of horrors rollercoaster, never knowing when her next screaming accusation will jump out from the shadows.

‘What do you say to people who are really suffering with cancer? Do you realise what a disservice you have done to them? You have taken away their credibility. Now they will be trolled and questioned online; they will not be able to garner the support that you have been able to enjoy because people won’t trust them any more.’

She’s got my back up. She hasn’t kept her side of the bargain to give me the chance to ‘atone’ and when I’m angry I can’t help but act on impulse.

‘Well, I don’t think that’s such a bad thing. I was able to lie about who I was and get away with it. People should be aware of who they’re talking to on the internet.’

‘So it’s their fault for believing you?’ she interrupts, going for the jugular. ‘Unbelievable,’ she gasps, shaking her head. ‘That you would blame the people who gave you so much…’

I realise then that I’ve been too bold, that I needed to play this differently, but no one is in my corner and it’s difficult not to come out swinging when you’re being attacked from all angles. I understand why Emelia has stayed away.

‘You got everything from these people: support, attention, an income.’

She lets those words settle in, lets my silence incriminate me further.

‘Where’s the money?’ she barks. ‘Cancer Research haven’t seen any of it from your platform. None.’

‘I plan to send what I can to them in the future…’

‘Have you spent all the money? All ten thousand pounds gone, just like that?’

‘I spent it on rent, on food.’

The presenter rolls her eyes.

‘Will you wire your fee from this interview to the charity tonight?’

I hesitate. I wanted that money to buy my freedom, to get me out of here.

‘In fact, why wait for tonight? Let’s do it now, live.’

‘I need to make sure you actually pay me for this interview. I can’t give you what I—’

‘What do you say to Pauline Reece?’ she snaps. ‘Who is actually suffering from cancer and whose blog is now being inundated with hate mail.’

‘I understand that’s not nice. I get hate mail too and it’s horrible—’

‘Well, the difference is that you probably deserve it.’ She stares at me with dead eyes devoid of sympathy. She hates me.

‘Trolls are not my fault. You might think a lot of things are my fault, but trolls are not one of them, and listen, I just want to say this. My blog wasn’t all bad, my blog helped people too. And what’s wrong with adapted truth? People take comfort from so-called reality TV shows all the time and they aren’t real either. What’s the harm in a lie if it helps other people? It wasn’t all bad.’

‘You’re defending your lies now? You’re defending what you did?’

‘No, I’m just trying to give the other side. Everything you’re saying is so negative.’

‘You obviously thought you could get away with it. It’s clear you haven’t learnt anything.’

I stutter and I want to say more. I want to tell her that I have learnt from what I did, but she cuts me off and wraps up the interview before I have a chance to redeem myself. Someone removes my microphone and the presenter turns to the main camera and begins her outro.

‘For many, Emelia Thompson’s story was so convincing, and so tragic, that they parted with their hard-earned cash to support her. But she was exposed as someone else altogether: Holly Madison, a jealous ex of Emelia’s partner, Adam. Holly is a liar and a fraud and, as this interview has shown, it seems her preoccupation with invention is far from over. Will we ever know the truth about this woman? Will we ever know what drove her to commit such a blatant deceit? Is the rise of fake news to blame? Does anyone believe her story about being poisoned by Adam Long? Was she the one behind it all along? I suppose we may never know the answers. The only person who knows for sure is Holly, and, as she’s proven today, she simply can’t be trusted.’

Hot tears rush to my eyes but I try to cover them from the people in the studio.

‘On tomorrow night’s episode we will ask legal experts how far the law can go in prosecuting Holly for her deception. Should laws for committing crimes online be extended in the wake of this scandal? Join us at the same time tomorrow night to find out.’

The lights in the studio dim and the show’s theme tune plays, an off-air sign illuminating overhead.

‘Thanks,’ the interviewer says, then pulls her microphone from her top and walks off.

I sit back in the chair, utterly exhausted, sprayed with bullets, my credibility in tatters.


Five Years Later



Warm summer air surrounds me as I lie on a balcony in the sunny, picturesque village I’ve moved to in northern France. The sun drenches me in its rays, the cool breeze a welcome relief.

You could say I’ve run away from my problems and I suppose that would be true, but no matter how far I travel from England the nightmare of what happened there still follows me.

First off, I paid everyone back. I sent the money I received from The Evening News show to Cancer Research and reimbursed the people who’d sent donations. But, unsurprisingly perhaps, the media stopped writing about me when I started doing the right thing.

After it was all over, I moved to France, to a village called Matignon. No one knew who I was, no one cared, and I have been free to start again. I live on a windy, cobbled street amongst other houses exactly like mine, built from granite with little blue balconies out front. There is a supermarket at the end of the road and a beach a short drive away. It would all be so perfect – it really would – if it weren’t so boring.

Truth be told, I’ve been thinking a lot about Emelia the past week. In real life she has passed away. It happened not long after the media storm and temporarily fired the whole story up again. Everyone had blamed me, of course, for hastening her demise. What no one pointed out was that Emelia died on Adam’s wedding day. He’d convinced Mishita to marry him, they’d stayed together for a couple of years – just long enough to make the divorce proceedings worth his while – and he’d taken her to the cleaners in court. He had money again, enough to keep him going until his parents died and he inherited the lot, probably.

He was evil. Even though he was found not-guilty for the murders of his ex-girlfriends I knew the truth. I’m sure if we’d ever had a chance to speak, Emelia would have admitted it too.

I often wonder what would have happened to her if I’d kept writing, if I’d continued Emelia’s story even though the ‘real’ her had left my life. What would have happened if she hadn’t jumped?

You know, I think she would have fought. I think she would have beaten the cancer. I think she would have married someone in the end, someone beautiful and compassionate, that they might even have had a baby together. And then, just when everything was perfect, then maybe, just maybe, the cancer would have come back.

I pull my laptop towards me. I feel like writing again.

My name is Emmeline. I am thirty-six years old and I have a degenerative disease with no known cure. I am a single mother to two young boys who will be orphaned within two years if a breakthrough in my treatment isn’t made. If you’d like to follow my story, learn more about my rare condition, or donate, the information is in the About Me section. Thank you for reading, I really appreciate your support. E x x x


About Munchausen by Internet

Munchausen by Internet is a relatively new phenomenon. It is described on Wikipedia as: A pattern of behaviour akin to Munchausen’s syndrome, a psychiatric disorder, wherein those affected feign disease, illness, or psychological trauma to draw attention, sympathy, or reassurance for themselves. In Munchausen by Internet, users seek attention by feigning illnesses in online venues.

Reports of Munchausen by Internet first appeared in the 1990s due to the relative newness of internet communications, the pattern of behaviour identified in 1998 by psychiatrist Marc Feldman, who created the term Munchausen by Internet in the year 2000.


Notable cases of Munchausen by Internet

Debbie Swenson

Forty year old housewife Debbie pretended to be nineteen year old Kaycee Nicole online, a desperately ill woman battling leukaemia. In 2001, two years after the blog started, Kaycee ‘died’ of an aneurysm, shocking her readers and causing them intense grief. Soon, the truth was uncovered by a group of the blog’s followers who found the real Kaycee, a perfectly healthy American basketball player. After repeated questioning, Swenson admitted her fraud.

*

Belle Gibson

Annabelle ‘Belle’ Gibson is an Australian blogger and alternative health advocate who fraudulently claimed to have donated significant income to charities and of having forgone conventional cancer treatments to effectively self-manage multiple cancers through her diet and lifestyle choices. After making an estimated one million dollars in sales from an app and cookbook off the back of her successful blog, Belle’s claims were called into question. Belle admitted that repeated claims she donated more than $300,000 to charity were ‘over-estimated’. In an interview with Australian TV show 60 Minutes, she claimed to have been duped into believing she had multiple cancers by a man who came to her house with electronic machines, paddles and lights and diagnosed her using so-called German technology. She claimed to have believed she had cancer. This contradicted an interview she gave an Australian women’s magazine three months before the 60 Minutes interview in which she admitted to fabricating her cancers entirely.

*

Limeybean

Limeybean was the online moniker of an eighteen-year-old Londoner living with a rare form of tuberculosis, a disease that had killed both her father and twin brother. The con started in 2005 and Limeybean posted regular updates on her treatment and progress on LiveJournal. Limeybean’s deception is often referred to as one of the most far reaching and notorious fakes. When Limeybean succumbed to her illness, her death was announced on her friend’s Myspace page. The outpouring of grief was unprecedented, however, not long afterwards a medical student on the site exposed the fraud.

Limeybean returned from the dead and gave this statement in defence of her actions:

‘All apologies. So we’re clear, I had never intended for things to go this way. I had not meant to “die” from the beginning, but I wanted an escape and it gave me one should I ever want to leave. I’ve always had a problem when it comes to telling the truth on the internet, to be honest. After realising the effect my bravery in my illness had on people, I then used it as a vehicle to try and get some of the idiot emo kids on LJ (LiveJournal) to buck up and realise they don’t really have it all that bad… the lie was worth something, wasn’t it? How bad is a lie if it helps?’

*

It is worth bearing in mind that these fabrications are often a manifestation of mental illness. Marc Feldman, the psychiatrist who coined the term Munchausen by Internet notes that in the vast majority of cases it’s women who come up with these ‘scams’, that they tend to be white, in their late teens to early thirties… and suffer from other mental illnesses. One theory as to why women are the main perpetrators of this kind of deception and crime is, according to Feldman, because, ‘Men tend to act out in overtly criminal ways and end up in prisons but, when women act out, it tends to be within systems. It also seems that women feel freer to use social media, and get their needs met through that avenue instead of being overly sociopathic.’

At present, Munchausen by Internet is not a formally recognised condition by the medical community, which means that hardly any of those people suffering are able to get help. Their behaviour is seen as voluntary and many who are ‘caught’ will simply start new blogs under new pseudonyms, just like Holly in this story.
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