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B. E. Jones is a former journalist and police press officer, now a novelist and book obsessive. She was born in a small village in the valleys of South Wales, north of Cardiff and started her journalism career with Trinity Mirror newspapers before becoming a broadcast journalist with BBC Wales Today.

She has worked on all aspects of crime reporting (as well as community news and features), producing stories and content for newspapers and live TV. Most recently she worked as a press officer for South Wales Police, dealing with the media and participating in criminal investigations, security operations and emergency planning. Perhaps unsurprisingly she channels these experiences of true crime, and her insight into the murkier side of human nature, into her dark, psychological thrillers set in and around South Wales.
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In the Store

‘Do you believe that sins committed in a previous life can come back to haunt you in the next?’ asked Cora. We were huddled deep in the soft toy department surrounded by the glassy, unblinking eyes of a hundred mute and furry witnesses, their beady, button eyes staring and relentless. As soft wet snow fell outside, I stared at her too.

Not for the first time I noticed the tears, never far from her eyes these days, were broadcasting a warning of potential embarrassment. She was going to make a scene.

I glanced around to see if anyone had heard. Not the question, but the broken quaver in her voice, one step away from hysteria among the bright-eyed, oblivious children.

I was unsure how to answer, or whether to answer at all. Was I actually expected to? Cora’s eyes were almost as glassy and fixed as those of the animal menagerie surrounding us, listening intently, waiting for my words of ultimate wisdom. I always have an answer.

I suspected, by that time, she was taking too much of something. Drugs, I mean, prescription tranquilisers or anti-depressants probably, open to use and abuse. Though it might have been the wine and everything else she’d drunk that afternoon. I was afraid of what she might do if I answered yes, as I was beginning to think it might be true. Maybe we are all paying for our sins all the time. How else could the last year be explained? How else could five people have wound themselves up so tightly in their own web of dependency, the connections sticky with unspecified longing and undefined regret?

What might she do if I said, ‘Yes, of course we pay, Cora. There’s no getting away from that, even if it takes more than one lifetime’?

I wondered if she’d shriek like a banshee and, arms bundled with the toys she was clutching for comfort, a desperate, childish, pitiable comfort, dash forward, hurling herself out over the glass and chrome balcony into oblivion.

The last I’d see of my friend would be her top-heavy body sheathed in an over-tight raincoat, gliding out over the shoppers below in a rain of traditional teddy bears. Her stripy scarf would trail into the wind behind her, a fluttering herald of impending impact, her polyester mackintosh inflating into a green, gauzy and all-too-insubstantial parachute.

She would hit the ground with a sickening thump, of course; a small spray of blood soiling other people’s Saturday coats and clutched dollies, as the head beneath her blue bobble cap exploded like a tangerine dropped by sticky supermarket fingers, wetness on the tiles...

I would screech, ‘Oh, Cora, noooo!’ clumsy with slow-mo surprise, move into action a second too late, fingers catching just the thread of a hem, a strand of hair. There would be enough witnesses to see that she had brought it on herself. Embraced it – the end. What could I possibly have had to do with it?

Then I would slump into the arms of distressed passers-by, suddenly so sympathetic, but storing up the horror-phrases in their mouths to taste fully later, to season their usually humdrum, predictable lives as horrified families made them cups of tea. That’s why, for one scalpel-sharp, incisive moment I almost did say yes. ‘Yes Cora, we deserve everything we get.’

I wanted it by then. I wanted it all to be over. And it would mean I wouldn’t have to go through with the plan. My plan, such as it was. Weak as it was. Uninspired, dull and unimaginative as it was.

The truth of it hit me like a shot of adrenaline right to the heart. There was the thought at the front of my brain and the knowledge deep inside my chest.

Oh fuck, I have to kill my best friend.

It was four days to Christmas, December 21st – a year, two months and three days after Jenny.


In the Snapshot

Cora was plain. There was no denying it. I would not say it to her face, of course. I had lied once or twice when she’d asked if she was pretty. There’s nothing wrong with that. I didn’t feel bad for lying, or even for thinking it. It was true. She was ordinary, average at best.

But sometimes, when we were painfully young, when we were students, Cora did have a certain exuberance that passed for a temporary prettiness. It was an attractiveness born from the bloom of fresh skin and the unchallenged belief that the world is yours to open up at will, unpeel when ripe, suck out the juice, discarding the husk. And she did have a fantastic figure, let’s not forget that.

Neatly formed, with big, surprised brown eyes, pale brown cropped hair, and a magnificent bosom basking in a low-cut top, she could have been Winona Ryder’s plainer sister, in a Primark T-shirt and Reebok trainers.

I remember her that night – that seemingly ordinary but oh-so-important night – how she looked almost pretty in the photograph, taken long before the party at Charlie’s. Long before the man with the curry, just before the dancing on the pavement, years before anyone died. Back in those nights of cheap wine and long, deep laughter that caught my breath tight in the top of my chest, and held it there, until I felt I was suffocating in a dark and dizzying forgetfulness.

Cora and I had already drunk nearly a bottle of wine before the boys arrived. It was our reward for religiously cleaning the student house, putting up the chains of paper rings and sweeping the magazines and mail under the sofa. Our mothers would have been proud of our housekeeping for once.

It was Cora’s 20th birthday and she was wearing that shiny little tangerine coloured party dress in an attempt to upstage me. Nothing Cora wore ever looked quite right. I had done my bit to dissuade her by suggesting that perhaps it was a bit dressy, maybe? A bit tight? A difficult colour to pull off? But it was Cora’s middle-class notion of sexy and funky. And she had saved up for a month for this very dress, eating little but tuna on microwaved spuds, bowls of Kellogg’s Frosties and the odd KitKat for many weeks to afford it.

Somehow we were still too inexperienced to know how to put on make-up properly. But looking back at the photo of that night I think we had never looked so young, so radiant, so all-knowing – so much like friends.

In the six-by-four snap that catches us and holds us right there, Cora is beaming, her arm draped around my shoulder, leaning into me, chest out, shoulders back. I am angled slightly away from the lens, big blue eyes lowered through the blonde bob, looking up into the aperture for whoever was holding the camera. A pose I saw in some magazine, or too much Martini.

The result is devastating in its promise. The best of friends against a wallpaper background of exploding purple flowers and a poster of Tom Cruise in Cocktail.

Not sisters, for one girl is tall and blonde and dressed in a loose, flowered, cotton dress, mostly white with red and black, skimming the ankle, buttoned to the breast bone, bare-legged with low-heeled sandals, no jewellery. Almost on trend for the times.

The other is shorter, darker, squeezed into a tube of metallic orange fabric, a dainty gold chain dangling between deliberate cleavage, a heart-shaped ring on one finger. Tights too pale, white court shoes at sober odds with the outfit, heels not quite high enough, managing to make the whole outfit look a bit mumsy.

Look, just off-centre, and a hand clutching a ridiculously large vibrator has sneaked into the bottom of the shot, where it sits glistening moistly. A few feet in men’s shoes and the birthday-bought board game version of Star Trek: The Next Generation are in the other corner of the frame. I can hear the background guffaw even now.

Stevie was desperately trying to hold the camera still, making sure there was no glare off the poster and we all were in the middle of the frame. Composition is important, proportion, balance. He wouldn’t want to spoil it. After all, this would be the archive of our youth, one to show the children. Without the plastic cock, of course. Just-so Stevie.

This image, frozen out of time, is how I remember us now – not the reality but the shot, courtesy of the occasion, a little stage management, some spontaneity.

That night.

The boys arrived at 7.30 sharp, except Mike who was still upstairs in the unreliable shower. He and Cora had probably shared it a few minutes before. I’d heard giggling and whispering, the sliding and sucking of foam and water. They often did that.

Laden with booze, Stevie and Tim parked themselves on the low and lumpy sofa, cans of lager fizzing open.

Stevie, impeccable at 20, pale blue shirt so well-ironed it is obscene against our haphazard and generally crumpled living room, sandy hair already thinning a little, but distinguished. He looked older than his years, was larger than first impressions suggested, and far more ruthless, as it turned out.

Then Tim, loony Tim, tripping over the pile of junk mail in the hall. I have no idea what happened to him. Loud and gangly, he had borrowed trousers from Stevie, which were somehow too long (though they were both roughly the same height and build), so they pooled clownishly around his ankles.

Tim had brought the vibrator, naturally. But he had put it inside a food mixer box he’d found somewhere in order to make a weak joke. Cora tore the paper eagerly from the sides.

‘Something for when you and Mike move in together, eh?’ he mocks.

She knows he is on the wind-up: it is what he lives for. The air he breathes and his sole source of sustenance, except for a steady stream of Brains SA, or ‘Skull Attack’, Cardiff’s most patriotic and potent beer. A tirade of ‘You live in the bloody 1940s, mate! He can cook his own dinner unless he wants to live with his mother the rest of his life’, might still be required though, just to show that we wouldn’t be going in for any of that gender-stereotyping, sexist, doormat, pre-feminist nonsense.

But Cora did cook for Mike then, on his every visit from Swansea, when he could be pried away from 19th-century novels, or kicking lumps out of rival football teams. I often watched in awe as she created elaborate pies and stews, toads in holes and plump sponge puddings for him. Sometimes, she’d let me help by passing her the ingredients or beating eggs. She even made bread for Mike once or twice, her efforts evoking the warm and musty memory of after-school tea-times, one weekend visit in three for a day and a half. They were old school sweethearts. Long distance love maintained by mail, real, pre-email, letters through the post, and regular reunions ending with dirty dishes.

Then, with a flourish we see the birthday box open, hold our breath, expecting the unexpected – the tasteless, the vulgar. Traditional Tim. Cora’s hand dips inside drawing out the stomach-churning, anatomically-correct reproduction of an enormous cock. Horror and disbelief dawn across her face. This was pushing it, even for Tim. We weren’t that kind of girl. We’d never seen anything like that then. It was years before Anne Summers opened more than its discrete doors on the high street, before magazines and TV showed such things. Or were we just not looking?

It was the 90s, not the 60s, for God’s sake. Yet Cora’s eyes grow wider, a shudder of revulsion sweeping outwards like a sound burst. Cora, plunging orange party dress notwithstanding, was the kind of girl who reserved the words ‘shit’ and ‘hell’ for special cursing occasions.

For three seconds we all hold our breath. What will she say? Will the occasion warrant a strenuous curse? More than shit or hell, even? Then the expected fury melts into frenzied laughter.

‘Oh my God! You pervert,’ she gurgles in exaggerated disgust. Then we all erupt into laughter because we know it’s alright. This is Mike’s cue, standing in the doorway now, swathed from the waist in a threadbare blue towel, skin still steaming, hair unruly as unmown grass, to join the laughter.

‘For fuck’s sake, Tim. What is wrong with you mate? That’s the last time you come over here for dinner.’ Blushes and smiles are blooming on his face, rosy, pink with wet heat.

Dark hair.

Tim reaches forward, grabbing the vibrator, popping it into his mouth in extravagant fellatio before Stevie lands an empty beer can on his head, a clean shot from across the room.

We cheer, wrestling ensues, Stevie allowing Tim to throw him to the floor, then simulating all manner of depravity with his new toy. We girls heckle and gasp, all the time a little shocked yet feeling daring and appreciative and grown-up – we all know our parts. We are a willing audience.

Mike winks at Cora from the door, standing safely clear, can in one hand, opening it before him and rolling his eyes heavenward.

Cora surveys the carnage, smiling indulgently. My boys, I see her think. I watch her smile.

Less than an hour later we are on our way to the Student Union and I’m stumbling and clinging to Stevie beneath a crown of soft stars. Mike has livened up with lagers and music and is cartwheeling erratically, along the gutter’s edge, singing Blur’s ‘Country House’ or ‘Charmless Man’. Always Blur, never Oasis. And we all join in. Sides were quickly chosen, for that battle at least.

Tim is trailing behind, already wasted.

Then we cross the street. This is the moment. The moment everything started to change, the moment we all changed a little, though of course, we didn’t know it then.

Mike is upright and flushed, boogieing deliberately towards Cora and me, a streetlight serenade with imaginary microphone. Grabbing my hand, he beckons me on with a comically suggestive leer, exaggerated mincing steps so there can be no mistake – a performance, a joke, a parody is about to occur. Be sure to set the scene and then steal it. It was his style. I hold my breath, waiting. He takes my hand.

For one brilliant moment I pirouette from his fingertips, round and round, breathing and gasping, skirt swirling almost indecently, black white red, black white red. We must create our own electromagnetic energy because my hair seems to stand on end and stray chip wrappers are caught whirling in our vortex. I imagine sparks flying out around us and laugh with the sheer joy of movement. The boys whoop. The dark-flooded street fades out. In that one second our fate is decided.

Disorientated with drink, I stumble so he has to catch me, sandal strap twisting, spin failing. The pavement is approaching with great speed, but with a grace that belies six foot two of drunken, gangling enthusiasm, Mike’s arm is around my waist, strong and firm. Drawing out of the spiral, we straighten but I am too heavy, the momentum too strong. He loses balance and we tumble, locked together across the bonnet of a nearby sports car, low and sleek and red, breaking our fall, hands still locked above our heads. There is not an inch between our bodies and my breath is caught somewhere below my lungs, much lower.

He is heavy. Our eyes are all we can see. But we feel the eyes upon us.

‘Jesus, Mike,’ I say at last. ‘Are you trying to kill me?’

He says nothing. We rest for one beat only, then in a single fluid movement he pulls me back to my feet, singing. Without stopping, he spins away. Nothing important has happened. No one has noticed anything.

Stevie runs a fussy hand over the bonnet of the car, checking for a dent. Cora shakes her head indulgently, nothing but smiles, as if Mike is a small child.

‘He’s all arms and legs,’ she says slipping her arm through mine, ‘God I love him,’ she adds, laughing as he trips over the kerb.

And we shuffle onwards and upwards, steps and railings into The Union.

We shimmy to the bar before dancing on and on and on.

In the toilets later I am buzzing with light and rhythm while Cora, perspiration-soaked and flat-haired, leans uncertainly over the sink, as if on the verge of being sick.

‘He is such a great guy,’ she repeats, ‘a great guy.’

She is wearing the gold chain with a fat little heart that he gave her for her birthday. In two days’ time it will be their third anniversary.

I know he is taking her for a tasteful, soft-lit romantic meal tomorrow, though she does not know it yet. He has saved his beer money and booked a table, asking me anxiously if she will like it, wanting my approval. I gave it. And God knows she had dropped endless hints about the tasteful little Italian place across town with the candles in glass globes and the imitation frescos and balls of garlic bread. And he is nothing if not attentive and thoughtful.

And not just for birthdays.

I used to hear them sometimes, at night, when they thought I was asleep, through the thin, peeling magnolia coloured walls, when they were trying to be quiet. And in the afternoons when they thought I was watching TV, covers rustling, mattress protesting and Cora gasping just like that, oh just like that, almost sobbing on the other side. I would lie there not so much listening as failing not to listen, curious and amused and sometimes lonely. And I’d turn up the TV
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