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Twelve weeks until script submission
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Chapter 1




‘That’s the last time I wear one of these,’ I said, throwing the coral-coloured sari on the floor and changing into a pair of tight black trousers and a forest-green silk blouse. 

‘Much better,’ I said as I felt the cool fabric against my skin.

‘Emma, you’re impossible sometimes. Here,’ said Katie, picking up the sari from the floor.

I shook my head and put on my jacket. Now I finally felt like myself again. Rebecca, my publisher, had yet again manipulated me into wearing Indian clothes at the evening book signing event.  Against my better judgment, I had agreed, and now I was really annoyed with myself for not protesting more.

The event had undeniably been a huge success, but that was hopefully due more to my book than to what I was wearing. The queue for the signing table had stretched far out into the street, and my readership was growing by the month. The bookshop had  even hired two security guards to police the crowd. Rebecca had said that the event would take an hour, but in fact it had taken three times that, as I hadn’t wanted to leave before everyone had  had  a chance to ask for an autograph or have a selfie taken with me. Katie had been my patient companion. After the signing, we had taken a taxi to a fantastic sandwich bar in Covent Garden. While the taxi was waiting for us, we had run in and bought a couple of baguettes,  which we’d eaten on the way to my flat.

‘What should I do with this?’ Katie said, holding out the sari.

I pulled the brush through my long black hair and attached it with clips at the sides.

‘Take it home or give it to someone who wants it. It’s not going back in my wardrobe.’

‘But it’s so beautiful,’ said Katie, looking puzzled.‘Hey, could I borrow it? Nathan’s  invited me out to dinner in Mayfair in a few weeks and it would be perfect.’

‘Of course you can borrow it, but only if you promise not to return it,’ I said, picking up a few dresses from the bed and pushing them unceremoniously into the wardrobe.

Before surrendering and putting on the sari tonight, I had tried on countless outfits, hopeful that this time I could get away with wearing what I wanted, for a change.. But Rebecca, who had entered my bedroom via a video link, had said no to every garment I tried, so I had finally given up and put on the sari.

‘Are you sure?’ Katie said, gently stroking the delicate fabric.

‘Well, it’s not made of porcelain,’ I laughed, and with some difficulty closed the overstuffed wardrobe.

I had more saris than I could count.  My grandparents came from India, and loved buying me  Indian clothes, jewellery or knick-knacks. I would thank them and  accept them politely, then hide everything away as soon as they left.

The only Indian jewellery I wore was the bracelet they gave me when I released my debut book. A lone charm in the shape of a zinnia flower hung on the link, as a reminder of the title of my first novel. In fact, I felt as British as the royal family, so the bracelet was enough of a reminder of my Indian heritage. But Katie, whose family came from Ireland, was overly fond of all things Indian.

‘I promise you’ll get it back,’ said Katie, hanging the sari over her arm.

‘No backsies, you know that. And you’re very welcome,’  I said and went out into the kitchen.

Admittedly, it was because of my ancestry that I was a successful author. My research trip to India had been a great experience, but constantly playing up to everyone’s stereotypes of what an Indian person should look like was no fun at all.. But I couldn’t complain. My debut book, Rain in the Zinnia Valley, had given me the break that most writers could only dream of. I knew I should be more grateful.

‘Coffee?’ I asked.

Katie sat down on one of the chairs around the kitchen island and nodded.

I didn’t really have time to see friends; the signing night had already taken up more time than I had allocated. But on the other hand, if I went home now, I’d have to sit down and write my sequel. Something I really didn’t want to do. Even though it was exactly what both Ravi and Katie expected of me. Not to mention Rebecca. I shuddered as I thought of her scowl. The one she wore all too often when we met. Especially when I asked for more writing time. She had already pushed my deadline back twice, and at the last meeting, she’d made it loud and clear that enough was enough. The script would be delivered on time.

Rebecca was one of those brilliant publishers that everyone wanted, but no one could work with without going mad. Her conscientiousness  and ability to push her writers to the limit was widely recognised in the UK writing world. Yet her behaviour tonight had been egregious: , she had shouted at the bookshop staff more than once and was not happy that the evening had dragged on.

So far, she hadn’t grasped how badly my writing was going and I was grateful for that. There were only twelve weeks to go before the manuscript was due and I hadn’t written a single line. For months, I had been struggling with the script and getting nowhere. The only thing I had written was my chapter synopsis, which by now was both meticulous and highly polished.

I rinsed some fresh strawberries and put them on a plate.

‘How are you doing at work?’ I asked Katie, setting out both strawberries and coffee for her.

Katie had recently started working as an assistant to my agent Ravi at the Elton & Oakes literary agency, where all us Writing Sisters were based.

‘I love it,’ she said.‘It’s crazy when you think about it. A short while ago I was mad at Ravi, now he’s both my boss and my closest colleague.’

If Rebecca was the publisher everyone wanted, Ravi was the agent every author craved. He expected a lot from the writers he had in his stable. However, he didn’t demand more than he knew we could deliver. Three of us Writing Sisters had had him as an agent for a while, and recently, to everyone’s delight, he had taken on Katie as well. Although the road there had been long and hard for her. Ravi had long known that Katie had what it took to succeed.  But he hadn’t thought her first manuscript was up to scratch. He had conveyed this a little too harshly and almost crushed her desire to write forever. But then, in a fit of anger, Katie had finished the most amazing book I’ve ever read, and been accepted at Elton & Oakes. At the same time, she had been offered a permanent position as Ravi’s assistant. Part of her contract was that she would get a few hours each week to work on her own novel.

‘And how are you doing, Emma?’

‘What do you mean?’

I wasn’t stupid, I knew exactly what she meant. But it was a sensitive subject, to say the least. Apparently Katie thought so too, because she cleared her throat and drank some coffee before continuing.

‘With the sequel,  of course. Have you got as far as you thought you would?’ she said, trying to act innocent.

‘Stop it, Katie. You know I’m not going to tell you anything about it. We’re friends, and I want it to stay that way.’

‘You can’t keep playing the friend card,’ she said, looking at me with her intense green eyes.‘It’s not fair.’

‘Yes, it is. When you’re with me, you can’t be both my best friend and my agent’s assistant. I need to keep my work life and my private life separate.’

I pursed my lips and tried to look angry. I meant what I’d just said. The Writing Sisters meant more to me than anything else, but Katie had to choose.

‘You’re right,’ she sighed.

I nodded and ran my hand over the white marble worktop that adorned the kitchen island.

‘And just to put your mind at rest, I can tell you that the writing is going really well,’ I lied.‘Who knows, I might even finish the script when we go to the Lake District.’

Katie looked up and put a strawberry in her mouth. I knew I shouldn’t lie to her, but it was hard not to. In a few weeks, I was going to join her and Nathan up in the Lake District for one of their writing retreats. Then the words would probably come. I hoped so, anyway.








  
  
Ten weeks until script submission











  
  
Chapter 2




I walked briskly through London, folding up the collar of my navy blue coat. Today the weather was as miserable as only a British summer can be. 

The cold hardly helped with the feelings of unease I had about the upcoming meeting, which I had already postponed a couple of times. There were ten weeks to go before the first draft  was due and it didn’t look very promising.

Today I was going to Elton & Oakes for a so-called ‘tune-up meeting’ with Ravi and Katie. I didn’t have to bring my  manuscript with me, but I knew I was expected  to talk about the plot. Meetings like this were to let them know if their writer wasn’t on schedule and might need more time or support. In my case, they were a waste of time.

For the past two weeks, I hadn’t even tried to write. Instead, I’d been running to more release parties and signings than I could count. Which in itself only resulted in even more anxiety. In the eyes of everyone else, I was the perfect author writing the perfect debut book. No one had any idea how much I was struggling behind the scenes.

When I comprehended that attending book launches didn’t help, I’d simply procrastinated, trying in vain  to distract myself with other things. So I’d watched the first seven seasons of a TV thriller series. And then one more. Gone shopping, when I didn’t really need to buy anything. When restlessness tore at me the most, I had baked. I went from being someone who had never baked so much as a  Victoria sponge cake to someone who could produce  cakes and pastries worthy of a professional chef. But there were still eighty thousand words missing from my script.

I folded down the collar of my coat before entering the swinging doors of the agency. The noise of Fleet Street stopped as soon as I entered. I glanced longingly at the traffic chaos and the people moving around outside. Being in the thick of it was the best thing I knew. Even when the rain poured down and sunshine was a distant memory. But inside the beautiful mosaic-clad reception, , life was too quiet. In the silence that reigned here, Ravi could see right through me.

Inside, I nodded towards a couple of people hurrying past. They nodded back and vanished into the crowd, perhaps in search of London’s next bestseller (they never stopped looking).

When the lift door opened on the fourth floor, I almost walked straight into Katie.

‘Oops,’ she laughed and lightly grabbed my arm.

She was wearing  a beautiful green dress, and looked happy and confident It was as if she had come alive since getting the job at the agency. Then there was the fact that she and Nathan had officially become a couple. And they were more in love than ever.

‘I was just coming to look for you,’ she said, linking arms with me.

I felt myself stiffen at her touch.

‘We’ve got  time for a coffee in the kitchen before the meeting,’ she said, swinging me into a luxurious kitchenette.‘I’m sure you need to dry out after being out in the elements. I don’t understand how this can be called summer.’

She laughed out loud, her eyes sparkling.

‘What would you like? Espresso, cappuccino or caffe latte?’

‘I ... I don’t know.’

I wriggled out of her grasp, hoping she wouldn’t take offence.

‘Hey, what’s up?’

‘Everything is great. I’m just ... you know ... thinking about my story,’ I lied.‘You know, the characters keep talking to me and won’t leave me alone.’

‘That’s not unusual,’ said Katie.‘Why don’t you pop along to the conference room and wait for Ravi? I’ll be right back.’

She opened a well-stocked refrigerator and turned her back to me. With heavy steps I walked towards the conference room. Then it was as if something snapped inside me.

I was tired of hiding my writer’s block. Then and there, I decided that it was time for me to confess everything. Tell them how bad the situation really was. With renewed confidence, I straightened my back and opened the glass doors. Once inside, I strode resolutely to the oval wooden table, hung my coat on a hanger and sat down.

It wasn’t long before I saw Katie’s red hair through the glass. 

‘Just bringing some refreshments,’ she said, coming in and setting down a well-stocked tray of drinks, fruit and chocolate in the centre of the table.

She sat down next to me and was about to pat me on the shoulder before she seemed to reconsider.

Instead, she rested her hand on her lap and nodded towards the tray.

‘Take what you want.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, and grabbed a couple of chocolates.

They were just what I needed to give me the courage to tell Ravi and Katie the truth. Now my problem would be their headache. Maybe they could negotiate more time with Rebecca?

Ravi stepped through the glass doors. He tugged at his yellow polo neck and threw a folder of papers down on the table. I opened my mouth to take charge, but Katie beat me to it.

‘So it was that bad?’ she said, opening a soft drink can and handing it to him.

Ravi accepted it without a word.‘I think I need some of those chocolates too,’ he muttered.

‘Here,’ I said, handing him the dish.

He grunted in response and greedily stuffed three chocolates in at once.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ I mimed to Katie.

She pulled her hair up and tied it into a big knot at the back of her neck. Then she leaned towards me.

‘You don’t have to whisper,’ Ravi sighed, running his hand over his unshaven chin.‘Just let me collect myself for a moment and I’ll tell you.’

He emptied the soda can in one go. Only then did I notice that his yellow polo neck had two stains on it and that his eyes were red-rimmed.

‘I’m sorry you have to see me like this,’ he said, taking another chocolate.‘It’s a bit... a bit hectic at the agency at the moment.’

My brain was doing its best to process what I was seeing and hearing. I didn’t feel nearly as morose anymore, so I clasped my hands in my lap and waited for him to tell me more.

‘Charles Elton and I are trying to save the agency before it all goes to hell.’

‘What?’ I said.

‘Well, there’s no point in sugar-coating it,’ said Ravi.‘The lawsuit will go public later today so I might as well tell you now. Because one of our writers has put the whole agency in jeopardy.’

The room fell silent. All that could be heard was the creaking of the ventilation behind me.

‘I ... I don’t understand,’ I said, feeling my stomach clench.

‘That bloody idiot covered something up, and it’s something that could bring us all down,’ said Ravi, tugging at some papers in front of him.

‘Who did what?’

My voice was more like a whisper than my usual confident tone.

‘Believe it or not, the writer in question was supposed to submit their next script, and promised us that it was all sorted. But they were lying. And by the time we found out,  we had signed deals in thirty-two countries plus sold the film rights here in the UK. The writer had been stringing us along, lying to all of us for months. It was insane! Every time we asked how things were going, they said everything was fine. You can only guess what happened when we noticed there was no manuscript!’

I dug my nails into my thigh and did my best not to reveal my reaction. I was frantically trying to think of something to say. Ravi looked at me and I was sure he was about to find me out, but then he looked down and kept talking.

‘Publishers around the world have of course demanded that the author pay back the advances immediately, but the idiot has already pocketed the money, which means we have to pay up. We’re talking about millions of euros. Our lawyers are working day and night to get us out of paying. It must of course be the author’s responsibility, not ours.’

‘Wow,’ was all I could get out.

‘You can say that again,’ Ravi sighed.‘I’ve been working round the clock on this. That’s why Katie is so busy; she’s taken on practically all my regular tasks. She’s also had to postpone her own book release for at least six months. So that’s the situation here at Elton & Oakes. Our stress levels hit the roof a long time ago.’

How could I have missed this? Katie not being able to release her book as planned was serious. I hadn’t even registered that she was stressed. After all, she’d come with me to the signing and been supportive. And I hadn’t noticed a single trace of tension.

Now Katie was looking at me, and I was suddenly racked by guilt. I felt like the worst friend ever for not picking up on these signals. Little black dots danced in front of my eyes and it was a wonder I didn’t faint when I thought about how similar I was to that awful writer. But then I pulled myself together. My revelation would have to wait. I exhaled heavily and released the grip of my nails on my thigh, feeling the sting in my skin.

‘I know we said we’d discuss your script today,’ said Ravi with renewed vigour.‘But I have to leave soon for another meeting and take Katie with me. There’s no time for a proper debriefing. Is that okay with you? I understand if you’re disappointed.’

‘No, no, it’s absolutely fine,’ I said much louder than I had intended.

Ravi raised an eyebrow and I felt Katie grinning at me.

‘I mean, I’ll be fine. I have my synopsis and my schedule and I’ll keep writing,’ I said, feeling my cheeks heat up.

Ravi nodded. Despite my unnatural tone of voice, he didn’t seem to see through my lie.

‘Sorry you came here for nothing. But I wanted you to hear about the agency’s problems from me instead of through the grapevine,’ he said, running his hand over his forehead.

‘It’s okay,’ I assured him.

‘Just one last thing,’ said Ravi.‘Rebecca asked if I had read some of your rough draft. I lied and said I had, and that it all looks wonderful. I’m right, aren’t I?’

I glanced at Katie. That she would have to postpone her release was one of the worst things that could happen. She had waited the longest of us four Writing Sisters for her breakthrough. All thoughts of putting my cards on the table disappeared the moment I saw Katie’s tear-filled eyes. I didn’t want to be the one to push her release back further. I tucked the confession away. I just had to roll up my sleeves and finish the novel. I had ten weeks to do it. It was doable. I blinked once, feeling the weight of time pressing on my shoulders. This had to be done, no matter what it took.

‘Of course, it’s all going brilliantly. The story almost ... almost writes itself. There’s not much left to do before the first draft is ready.’








  
  
Chapter 3




‘Why haven’t you said anything?’ I hissed as soon as I saw Katie. 

We were sitting in our favourite pub, The Bunch of Grapes, having one of our regular Wednesday meetings. Me, Jade and Amanda had already been there for over half an hour, analysing Katie’s situation. Now she was looking at me with wide eyes. I could tell she was stressed. I shouldn’t have snapped at her, but the worry and frustration brought out the worst in me.

After the meeting at the agency earlier in the week, Katie and Ravi had rushed off. I had been left standing in the conference room, feeling the lie growing in my mouth so much that I had considered running after them and confessing. But I hadn’t dared to do that; instead I’d wandered home and spent days staring at the blank document on my computer. Now, seeing  Katie for the first time since the meeting, I couldn’t control my temper.

‘Emma, you have to understand that I wasn’t allowed to say anything’, she said, taking off her jacket.‘Here’s your sari, by the way. Thanks for the loan.’

She handed me a bag and I shook my head.

‘I don’t want it back, don’t you remember?’ I crossed my arms.

‘Stop it, Emma,’ she said, putting the bag next to me.‘It’s far  too nice to give away, and I’ve already got something even more valuable.’

Katie held out her left hand, and on her ring finger shone a large engagement ring.

Jade squealed so loudly I almost wanted to cover my ears, but before I knew it, the Writing Sisters had caught both me and Katie in a big group hug.

‘You got engaged? It’s about time,’ said Amanda.

‘Yes, Nathan proposed at dinner in Mayfair last night and of course I said yes,’ Katie said, smiling.

‘Congratulations,’ I said, wriggling out of the group hug.

I sat back down on the sofa and stared at the bag of sari.

‘We need to celebrate with an extra round!’ Amanda said.

She moved to make room for Katie on the crescent-shaped sofa we were sitting on.

*

After we’d toasted and Jade and Amanda had extracted every detail of the engagement dinner from Katie, we slipped back into the problem at the agency. I pressed my lips together, knowing that at the moment I was neither the excited Writing Sister who was cheering loudest about Katie’s engagement, nor the honest fr. When it came to the engagement, I was overjoyed, but I found it hard to show my joy when everything else was bringing my mood down. I wasn’t really interested in talking about Elton & Oakes either, but what could I do when the others kept turning everything upside down? I sighed as quietly as I could and fingered my half empty glass.

‘I heard rumours about the lawsuit when I was in the agency, but I didn’t want to pressure you,’ Jade said.

‘Me too,’ said Amanda.

What? Was I the only one who hadn’t got the memo?

‘Sorry,’ Katie whispered, looking so unhappy that I couldn’t help but try to swallow my exasperation.

I wished we could go back to giggling about Katie’s engagement and planning her wedding.But I couldn’t help feeling guilty that Katie’s book release had been postponed, and that I hadn’t come clean about my script.

If Katie had told me about the agency’s problems, I might have tried harder with my writing. On the other hand, I felt like I had already tried everything to get the story out of my head and into the computer. I guess the problem was that there wasn’t anything in my head in the first place.

‘How are you really feeling, Emma?’ Jade asked, putting her arm around me.

I stiffened at the attention and the physical touch. Jade must have noticed because she discreetly removed her arm from me, but continued to smile softly.

‘Fine,’ I replied, stretching.‘It’s Katie I feel sorry for. Not me.’

I tried to sound confident, but I knew it was only a matter of time before they caught me in a lie.

‘Sure,’ Jade said, turning to Katie.‘It’s terrible, what’s happened to the agency. The worst part is that your release has been moved back.’

‘I know,’ Katie said and started crying.‘It feels like I’ve waited forever to get published, and now this…’

‘There, there,’ Amanda said, taking Katie’s hand.‘I promise we’ll arrange the best launch party  for you when this whole mess is over.’

‘Thank you,’ Katie said, looking at us.‘I couldn’t have done it without you, and I’m sorry I didn’t say anything earlier. Ravi gagged me. I wasn’t allowed to talk about it until the lawsuit became official. At least now you know why I’ve been working so hard lately.’

‘I can edit the book for you, if you like,’ Amanda said, patting the back of Katie’s hand.‘If you don’t mind me throwing in a little murder or two, of course.’

Amanda smiled her usual crooked smile and raised her eyebrows. Usually it was a sight that made me laugh, today I was just annoyed. I didn’t want to put Katie in this position. I didn’t want this problem to exist. And the  Writing Sisters’ attempts to sort out the situation were just making things worse.

‘It might  be a bit weird, then,’ said Katie, laughing.‘But thanks for the offer. I appreciate it.’

‘I can help too,’ said Jade.‘I’ve got some really good ideas on how we can heat up the love story. A sex scene on top of the photocopier might be something, right?’

Now all three were laughing, and I forced myself to smile as naturally as I could.

‘Remember the pact we made at Emma’s release party?’ Amanda said and her eyes sparkled.

‘What pact?’ Katie asked.

‘That we should write Ravi into our next books,’ Jade squealed, and I flinched.

I definitely remembered this. Their silly pact about Ravi. I rolled my eyes and then caught myself, hoping no one had seen me. Sometimes my friends were too ridiculous even for me, although that was exactly what I liked about them too.

‘That’s right,’ Katie sighed happily and hugged Amanda.

I pulled away a little, preferring to avoid any more of their hugging.

‘How’s that been going for you?’ Amanda asked Jade.

‘It didn’t work out so well for me.’ Jade laughed.‘Undressing Ravi turned out not to be my thing. So I guess you could say I went back on my word.’

Everyone but me laughed out loud again.

‘What about you, Emma? You’re unusually quiet tonight,’ Amanda pointed out in her usual straightforward manner.‘Perhaps you could help edit Katie’s novel too? And take the opportunity to set the whole story in India. Wouldn’t that be something? Then you can write Ravi in too.’

‘You leave Emma alone. She’s not allowed to write anything else before she submits her manuscript.’ said Katie.

‘Mm,’ I said, pretending that everything was fine.

Usually I was happy to keep a low profile and take charge of our dates, but tonight I didn’t really know what to make of myself. Me and my terrible lie.

‘Katie, what about the writers’ retreat? You can’t go away now, I suppose?’ Jade asked.

‘To be honest, I don’t know. Nathan says he can manage the trip to the Lake District on his own. But then the idea falls apart. The whole idea is that I’ll be the course leader too.’

‘Can’t someone else step in?’ Amanda asked.

‘Yes, we’re looking at finding a substitute.’

‘You’re not coming?’ I exclaimed in surprise. 

The trip was planned for next week and to my writing-weary brain, the change of scenery had been my lifeline. Though without Katie, it didn’t sound very appealing. Jade and Amanda hadn’t booked a place this time and I didn’t know if I could handle hanging out with eight unknown writers for days. They’d probably ask loads of questions about my non-existent sequel, or try to be overly sociable. The only reason I still hadn’t canceled my place was a faint hope that the trip would open the floodgates, allowing my story to gush out.

‘I don’t know,’ said Katie.‘I hope so. Actually, I might as well work remotely.’

‘I hope so, because you promised,’ I whined.

‘You’re going anyway, right, Emma?’ Amanda said.‘Think how luxurious it will be. Sitting in a big villa and writing your final scenes, while Nathan cooks some of his divinely delicious food. It’ll be like a spa break. I can’t think of anything better.’

I gave my best fake smile, while feeling my whole body protesting against the lie. If I went, it would hardly be a relaxing trip. On the contrary, I would have to write day and night.
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Chapter 4




Outside the window, trees, houses and sheep whizzed by in a blur. I unbuttoned the top buttons of my coat, adjusted my seatbelt and tried to relax and let go of all my stress. 

At the last minute, Katie had decided to organise the writing retreat after all. What’s more, two late cancellations meant that Amanda and Jade would also be going. So I should have been happy, but all I could feel was my heart racing. I closed my eyes for a while and tried to think positive thoughts.

We were all crammed into a minibus driven by Jade. Katie had been hunched over her laptop since we left London. I sat at the back with Nathan and a girl who called herself Lucy –the Writer. In the centre of the bus was Amanda with two other writers from London, Ben and Jacob. Two more authors would join us in Keswick.

When I realised that I hadn’t managed to force a single happy thought, I opened my eyes again and looked at Lucy. To avoid talking to her during the journey, I had plugged in my headphones. She was busy chatting to Nathan and I took my chance. I quickly opened my laptop and clicked on my document. Then I stared at it, mesmerised, for a long time. I had nine weeks to fill the blank document with at least eighty thousand words.

Somewhere on the computer was also my chapter synopsis, the one I had shown to both Rebecca and Ravi early in the process. They had loved it and hadn’t wanted to change anything. I was happy about that, because I had planned the novel down to the last detail. When and where the dramatic twists and turns would come, how the characters would develop and which sidetracks would be used. Everything according to the manual. I knew how many words I needed to write every day in order to finish. I knew everything. And yet I knew nothing. All I felt now was annoyance that the synopsis was so perfect when the story itself didn’t even exist.









