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Part One


Summer










Chapter One


Emma


Thirty minutes is the same as 1,800 seconds, or 1,800,000 milliseconds. I know this because I collect random facts the way other people collect shoes, or Christmas tree decorations. Thirty minutes is more than enough time for everything to go horribly wrong. Or for things to get even worse. It’s only half past ten and I’ve already got a mental list of things I definitely shouldn’t have done this morning, including sleeping through my phone alarm, taking a taxi instead of the metro to the Gare du Nord – the road was blocked by a protest, so I had to get out and walk – stopping to buy postcards, and wearing my Mary Janes instead of my trainers. I love them to bits, and they looked right for the event I was coerced into attending yesterday evening, but they are definitely not designed for running in.


My trenchcoat was another mistake: far too heavy for the suddenly warm weather: the thirty-first of May is still officially spring. Meteorological summer doesn’t start until tomorrow. Astronomical summer, three weeks after that. I was going for elegant and Parisian when I got dressed. What I’ve ended up with – as far as I can tell from my reflection in the shop window I’ve just sprinted past – is sweaty and demented. The scuffed, overstuffed suitcase skittering along behind me definitely doesn’t help.


What if I’ve somehow managed to drop my ticket since the last time I checked it was in my bag? What if there’s not enough time left for me to get through passport control? What if I can’t find the right carriage? What if—


Shut up, Emma. The catastrophising stresses me out. Then I feel bad for getting stressed out. Shut up. It isn’t helpful. As if I don’t know that already.


If only I’d said no to my super-persuasive best friend and housemate, Daisy.


‘Please, please do this one thing for me, Ems. It’s the last favour, I promise!’


‘Yeah, I’ve heard that before.’


‘But where’s the down side? All you have to do is go there and enjoy yourself. And just show up to this one teeny, tiny event on Thursday evening. And tell them you’re my assistant. And take some photos, using my good camera. And spend maximum ten minutes taking texture shots when the exhibition opens to the public on the Friday. Otherwise, it’s basically a free mini-break in Paris, the City of Love.’


The way she said it, it sounded like ‘lurve’.


‘But I’m not your assistant, Daisy! You don’t have an assistant. And I don’t want to spend three hours taking photos of . . .’ I consulted the email she was showing me on her phone. ‘‘. . . Paris and the Printing Press: a Celebration.’’ ‘I mean, seriously? Why did you even apply for this job?’


‘It’s a long story, okay? But pleeeease, Ems! If I don’t take the make-up gig in Bath, I may never get another chance. This could be a really big thing for me. And I can’t blow off the photo gig because it’s sponsored by the biggest-selling newspaper in France, and you never want to piss off the media.’


I remember groaning at this point.


‘I really can’t, Daisy. I’ve got an important meeting with the editor first thing on Monday morning about the next ghostwriting project, and I have to prepare. Besides, it’s too short notice. It’s not what I was planning to do. There’s no time for me to get organised or book restaurants or anything. No time to figure out a schedule.’


‘It’s Paris – you don’t need a schedule! And you’ll be back by Friday afternoon; you’ll have the whole weekend to work. I reckon it will be good for you to do something spur-of-the-moment. Maybe it will give you inspiration. Or maybe you’ll meet someone. After all, it’s been nine months since you finally dumped that awful, self-obsessed Simon.’


‘I don’t want to meet someone. I’m focusing on my career right now.’


‘But this is about my career, Ems. I can’t afford to turn down this job, so I can’t go away next week. But you could. Everything’s paid for: the travel, the hotel. There’s even a meal allowance for the day of the event. When else will you get to explore Paris basically for free? Come on, Ems. Please. For me.’


It went on like that for a while. For long enough.


Finally, in the distance I spot the front of the Gare du Nord, all pale stone and statues. I speed up, slaloming around slower pedestrians. Shove my way through a meandering American tour group. Scatter a crowd of teenagers on a school trip, even though there’s only half an hour left for me to get on the Eurostar back to London. Even though I know – I just know – that I’m never going to make it on time.


Daisy messaged me this morning.


 


You’ve not posted any pictures. Hoping this means you met a hot French guy at the printing press thing and have been otherwise entertained!


 


Her Instagram is already full of photos and selfies from the event she was working at this weekend. Hashtag dreamlife. Hashtag smashingit. Hashtag bestjobever. What if I took a selfie right now? An honest one? Hashtag anxious. Hashtag hotmess. Hashtag nofuckingclue. I won’t, because no one wants some stranger’s disappointing reality cluttering up their social media feed, but the thought makes me smile slightly even as I strain to make out the time on the clock that sits in the centre of the station’s towering façade.


I’m going to miss my train.


This is what comes of taking risks.


Kieran


Thirty minutes is no time at all. Barely enough time to make and enjoy a decent cappuccino. And yet, thirty minutes in Paris this morning has just changed my life. I took a risk, and it paid off. I knew it would. Still, I close my eyes, tilt my face up to the unexpected spring sunshine and grin.


I’d taken a huge risk in the first place, of course. Contacting René Arnaud, superstar chef-owner of La Reine de la Nuit, telling him I was the best chef in the Lille metropolitan area and inviting him to the restaurant where I work . . . He said I was arrogant. But he did come. And he liked my cooking enough to allow me to work in his kitchen for three days. He liked the results of that enough to invite me back this morning for a final test. I went in expecting to be asked to make something complicated – some dish so utterly French that it would be bound to trip up a half-Québécois, half-Irish immigrant who learnt to cook on the fly rather than at a fancy Parisian culinary school. Instead, he told me to surprise him. So, I took a chance. I made him an omelette. One of those dishes where you can showcase your incompetence in plenty of ways: rubbery texture, too much filling, unbalanced seasoning, etc., etc. Perfection, on the other hand, doesn’t draw attention to itself. Monsieur Arnaud ate the omelette, and drank the wine I’d paired it with, in silence. Then he glanced up at me.


‘Hand your notice in to your employer. I’ll expect you here by the end of next month.’ He shook my hand. ‘We can deal with your contract at that point.’


No mention of the salary: we both knew I’d take the job whatever he offered. La Reine lost its Michelin star a year ago, Arnaud is hungry to get it back, and he didn’t need me to tell him that I’d do anything to be part of that success story. Barely thirty minutes after I’d walked into La Reine, I was headed back to the Gare du Nord, stopping briefly at one of the bouquinistes along the Seine to buy a few more second-hand cookery books by way of celebration.


I check the clock above the station entrance; there’s only a few minutes until my train back to Roubaix. I don’t want to miss it. I want my new life to start as soon as possible. But I also want to fix this moment in my memory. Trying to get a better look at the statues ranged along the station façade, I step backwards—


Emma


Nearly there. I push myself to run even faster, glancing up at the clock above the entrance to the station—


The force of the impact sends me reeling – I’ve run smack into someone. He drops the stack of books he’s carrying. Swears and grabs my shoulders as I start to fall.


‘Steady! Are you okay?’


The tall stranger is looking down at me with concern.


All I can do is stare back up at him. I seem to have lost the power of speech. And movement. Deep brown eyes, framed with long, dark lashes. A slight curl in the shock of golden-brown hair. A boyish, uncertain, lopsided smile. I drink the stranger in, and my insides start fizzing.


‘Madame – ça va?’ he asks.


‘Er – oui. I mean, yes. I mean . . .’ I blink at him. ‘Mademoiselle. Not madame.’ It seems very important, suddenly, that he knows I’m not married. He’s still gripping my upper arms, but it doesn’t make me anxious, or affronted. Instead, I’m imagining how his strong hands might feel against my bare skin. A hot blush rises up my neck and floods my cheeks. ‘Oh – my – my train . . .’


The words seem to snap him out of a spell. He lets go of me just as my precariously balanced suitcase tips over. We both reach down for it, and as our fingers brush something jolts through me, an electric shock of desire and recognition and – and rightness.


Did he feel it too?


He’s staring at me as if he might have done. Our gazes are locked. I can’t look away.


‘Um . . .’ he mutters, ‘um – train – I mean – sorry.’ He starts to scrabble for his scattered books, but his eyes are still fixed on me, and now he’s blushing too. ‘Damn. Hold on.’ From somewhere he produces a pen and a scrap of paper and writes on it before thrusting it into my hand. ‘Call me.’ The stranger dashes into the station, but before he’s swallowed by the shadows he turns once more. ‘Please! It might be fate!’


I take a quick look at the paper – Kieran, and a mobile number – and clutch it tight in my fist. The escalator to the Eurostar check-in is just ahead. I move forward automatically, my focus on the piece of paper and the instant his fingers brushed against mine.


Nonsense, of course. I don’t believe in fate. Stuff just happens, and most of it is bad.


So why is every fibre of my being screaming that he might be The One?


Get a grip, Emma. You can’t actually call a complete stranger you literally ran into.


Can I?


Kieran


What just happened?


I ask the question over and over until I’m on the train and in my seat.


What just happened? Did she feel it too? That sudden, breathtaking moment of connection. That sense of haven’t I met you somewhere before? The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Even though I’m sitting down, my pulse is still racing.


Green eyes. Wide green eyes, the colour of mint, and ebony-dark hair. That’s all I remember. But I know I’ll never forget her face.


Panic rises in my throat. I should have written down my surname too. The panic increases when I notice the corner of a paper bag sticking out from between my stack of books.


Postcards. Postcards I didn’t buy. Postcards she must have dropped.


I half-rise from my seat, seized by the impulse to run after her, as the train jerks into motion.


Stay calm. She’s got your number.


It’s a new number, but I definitely wrote it down correctly.


I did, didn’t I?


Fuck.










Chapter Two


Emma


Unlike Paris, London has apparently decided not to bother with the whole ‘change of seasons’ thing this year. Although it’s now almost the middle of June, the sky outside is grey and disapproving and a cold wind is rattling the window panes aggressively. Daisy and I even talked about turning the heating on last night. We didn’t, obviously – the cost! the planet! – but we both agreed it might as well still be March. I tilt my head, scrutinising the coffee table in front of me: it still looks streaky. I spray on some more polish and give it another vigorous rub. Mrs Farrell, whose house I’m currently cleaning, has an eagle eye for dust. Not that I’m complaining. Cleaning other people’s houses one and a half days a week pretty much doubles my income, and means I can afford to live in London – just – and put away the princely sum of £50 a month for emergencies, and still have the very occasional nice thing.


I glance at my phone as I start dusting the mantelpiece and the knick-knacks crowded on to the mahogany surface. Forty-five minutes left. I run through the rest of the day in my head: bus home, Lidl – Daisy’s given me a list, and we’ve run out of bread; put some washing on while Daisy cooks – curry, given what she’s asked me to buy. And then . . .


Should I call him?


Yes.


No.


Yes.


Maybe?


‘Argh!’ My outburst disturbs the cat that’s dozing on the sofa; it lifts its head and glares at me. It’s been ten days since he gave me his number. The stranger. Kieran. The man who probably accidentally ran off with my postcards. I still can’t decide what to do about it. About him. But I can’t stop thinking about him, either. Imagining all the details about him that I don’t know, which is basically everything.


The cat miaows and looks at me expectantly.


Which is pretty much the way Daisy is going to look at me the moment I get in.


 


The bus is packed. Once I’ve squeezed on, I’m crammed between a man who badly needs a shower and a woman – definitely old enough to know better – watching TikTok videos on her phone with the volume turned up full. I spend the first part of the journey planning ways to silence the noise. Stamp on the phone? Throw it out of the window? Stuff it down the smelly man’s sweatpants? Luckily for my sanity she gets out at Kilburn and I snag a seat. Leaning my head against the rain-streaked window, I try to imagine myself back in Paris, reliving the day I spent sightseeing. In my mind’s eye I retrace my steps, repeating the route I’d plotted out for myself like a mantra. The Eiffel Tower, the Champ de Mars, the Hôtel des Invalides, the Jardin des Tuileries, the Louvre, the Sainte-Chapelle, Notre-Dame, Shakespeare & Co., the Panthéon, the Jardin du Luxembourg. I’d walked until my feet hurt through beautiful parks and along elegant boulevards and had taken in the outsides of one stunning building after another. It was all a long way from the number 31 bus on a damp Monday evening.


The supermarket’s not too busy. I pick up one of the little wheely baskets and wander through the relatively peaceful aisles, debating with myself.


There’s no point in calling him. He probably lives in France.


But he might not live in France. You were in Paris, but you don’t live in France. He might live in London.


That’s even worse. If he lives in London, and he’s a psycho, he’ll be able to find you.


Why is he suddenly a psycho? He didn’t look like a psycho. He looked like a dreamboat.


I give a loud, gushy sigh. The woman standing next to me in front of the frozen peas gives me an odd look.


Dreamboat? What is this, a 1960s sitcom? Of course he doesn’t look like a psycho. They never do. Ooh, those chocolate cookies are massively reduced!


Can we focus? We don’t need more biscuits. What if I get a burner phone? Then he won’t have my real number, and if he is a psycho I can just throw the phone away.


A burner phone? That’s a bit much. Besides, if he turns out not to be a psycho, then you’ll have to explain to him at some point that he doesn’t have your actual number. Though of course he might be using a burner phone too.


Why would he use a burner phone? That’s not very honest.


Maybe he’s engaged. Maybe he’s married. Maybe he’s the head of an international dark web organisation that—


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, will you shut up!’ The guy ahead of me in the queue spins around. He looks upset. ‘Sorry – not you – I’m, um . . .’ I gesture to my left ear, hoping he’ll think I’m on a call, and that he won’t notice that I’ve not got any earbuds in.


When it’s my turn, I canvass the opinion of the checkout person.


‘This guy I bumped into at a train station gave me his number. Do you think I should call him?’


She looks surprised at the question, which is fair enough. ‘Er, dunno. Is he hot?’


‘Yeah. Definitely. I think so. Thought so. I mean, we only spent two minutes together, if that, and—’


‘Well, if you liked the look of him . . . That’ll be £46.50, please.’


£46.50? I only bought a few things. I pay, and she turns – with something like relief – to the next customer.


Daisy and I have been renting a tiny, two-bedroom Victorian terrace house on the western edge of London for the last two and a half years. Our landlord owns five houses around here. He’s a nice enough guy – at least he’s a human rather than an offshore property fund – but his general attitude to maintenance can be summed up as ‘if it’s broke, don’t fix it – unless legally obliged to’. As a result, our house has seen better decades, let alone better days. Even the woodworm have given up on the rotting wooden window frames as a bad job. As for the interiors, they’re incoherent enough to induce a headache in anyone who wanders in unprepared. The décor veers wildly from 1980s florals through aggressively bland magnolia to rag-rolled feature walls and lurid polyester carpets. The furniture is a mix of Swedish flat-pack and undateable, moth-eaten things that can only have been picked up from probate house clearance sales. But at least it’s home.


Daisy’s making some tea in the little galley kitchen; she grabs the shopping bags as soon as I walk in and dumps them on the water-stained wooden work surface. ‘Thank God, I’m starving. How was your day?’


‘Peaceful enough. I had a nice chat with Mrs Singh about the operation she’s having next week, and Mrs Farrell was out. What about you?’


‘Frantic, as per. Spent all day planning a TikTok campaign for my mum’s friend’s daughter’s hairdressing salon. I wouldn’t mind, but she keeps asking for a bigger discount on account of having apparently babysat me one time, when I was five.’ Daisy huffs. ‘I need to get out of the social media gig. It’s brutal.’


Daisy’s career is one long series of gigs. Currently, as well as organising social media campaigns, she’s also an event photographer – hence the job in Paris – and a make-up artist. She had to give up doing magic at children’s parties because her tricks – highlights of her act included fake-guillotining a rabbit and pretending to chop her own arm off – literally reduced her small clients to tears.


She finishes unpacking and shoves the last couple of things into the dated oak-veneered cupboards before returning to the now empty shopping bags.


‘Hold on – where’s the bread?’


‘Huh?’


‘Bread. We’ve run out. You said you’d get some. And why do we have yet another packet of chocolate biscuits?’


I peer into the bags. Shake them, as if the bread might somehow magically appear. It does not.


‘Oh, hell. Sorry. I’ll get some tomorrow. I guess I got distracted.’


‘Distracted?’ Daisy narrows her eyes and shakes her head. ‘Oh, I see what’s happened, Emma Carol Christmas.’


My full name. Now I know I’m in trouble.


Daisy points at me. ‘You need to bloody well call him. Or not. Just make a decision.’ She says the last line louder, for emphasis.


‘But it’s so hard . . .’


She tsks at me. ‘It’s really not. Did he look normal enough to have a second conversation with? That’s the only decision to be made, and it’s not that difficult. And you don’t need to go round asking everyone’s opinion as a delaying tactic.’


I open a bag of salt and vinegar crisps and shove a handful into my mouth. ‘I do not ask everyone’s opinion!’


‘Yes, you do.’ She starts counting off on her fingers. ‘Me. Your editor. The women you clean for. Susie.’ Daisy waves her hand, indicating our neighbour who lives next door. ‘Mel from the corner shop. Even the plumber who came to fix the tap.’ Her gaze grows even more suspicious. ‘You asked someone in Lidl, didn’t you? Another customer. Own up.’


Ha, she guessed wrong.


‘No,’ I say, drawing myself up and trying to look righteously offended. ‘I did not ask another customer.’


‘You asked someone though, I bet.’ Daisy huffs and gets out the huge and ancient Le Creuset casserole dish she inherited from her mum. ‘Seriously, Ems. Just call him, for crying out loud. Or throw the piece of paper in the recycling and have done with it.’


She’s right. I know she’s right. I go and fetch the sheet of paper from my bag where I’ve been keeping it, folded up in my purse, and return to the kitchen. My hand hovers over the wicker basket jammed with magazines, empty milk bottles, junk mail and cardboard. But I can’t quite bring myself to drop his phone number on top. Instead, I groan and snatch my phone from the counter. ‘Fine. I’ll phone him.’


‘Great.’ Daisy gives me a thumbs-up. ‘Just be chill. And keep it short.’


‘Chill. Short. Right.’ I can feel my breath quickening. I key the number in before I can change my mind and press dial. It rings. And rings. And goes to voicemail.


‘Hey, this is Kieran. Sorry to miss your call, but I’ll get back to you.’


I’d forgotten how sexy his voice is. His accent kicks my heartbeat up another notch.


‘Voicemail!’ I mouth at Daisy as the automated voice tells me to leave a message after the tone. Panic rises in my chest. I could just finish the call, but he’ll still see the number. The tone ends.


Silence.


‘Er . . . um . . . this is Emma. Hi, Kieran!’ My voice has gone weirdly high-pitched. ‘Um, you don’t know me. I mean . . . we bumped into each other at the station, the other day. In Paris. You’ve probably forgotten, ’cos I know it’s been a while, but, um, I couldn’t decide, and then . . .’


Daisy is making frantic hand signs for me to wrap it up.


‘Um, anyway, you gave me your number. And you asked me to call you. So, this is me. Calling you. Um—’


The dial tone cuts me off. I put my phone in my pocket and press the heels of my hands to my eyes.


‘What just happened?’ Daisy demands. ‘I thought we’d agreed you would keep it short. And chill.’ Her voice is disbelieving. ‘That, Emma, was the opposite of chill.’


‘I know, I know! It was – it was—’


‘Cringe,’ Daisy supplies.


‘So cringe.’ I move my hands to my burning cheeks. ‘He’s going to think I’m crazy.’


After a moment, she shrugs.


‘Look at it this way: if he never calls you back, at least you don’t have to fret about it any more. You can pretend it never happened.’


‘He’s never going to call me back,’ I assert.


But I want him to, I realise. Hearing his voice again took me instantly back to that moment when our fingers touched. I close my eyes and try to recapture the thrill that shot through me.


The harsh buzz of my phone vibrating against the countertop makes me jump. Daisy snatches up the paper and compares the number.


‘It’s him,’ she breathes.


‘Uh-uh.’ I shake my head and back away. ‘I can’t talk to him. I’m just going to ramble again, and—’


My flatmate thrusts the phone towards me. ‘Answer it. Or I will.’


She’s serious. I slide my thumb across the screen and swallow hard.


‘Er, hello?’










Chapter Three


Kieran


Her breath hitches slightly just before she speaks.


‘Hello?’


‘Emma – it’s Kieran. Kieran Landry. Otherwise known as train station guy, I expect.’ Why did I say that? ‘Not that I make a habit of hanging out at train stations giving my number to beautiful women,’ I add quickly. I take a deep breath – I can feel I’m on the brink of rambling – as Marianne, our chef de garde-manger, sticks her head into the break room and raises her eyebrows enquiringly. C’est elle, I mouth, and point to the phone. ‘I’m so delighted you called.’


‘Really?’ Emma asks. She sounds surprised.


‘Of course. There’s no way I would have forgotten you, even if I hadn’t accidentally ended up with your postcards.’


‘Ah, I guessed you might have them.’


‘Yeah, I’m sorry. They must have got mixed up with my books.’


‘Don’t worry. It was my fault for barging into you. I only bought them because I didn’t actually have time to see much of Paris and, well, you know, why does anyone buy postcards?’


Marianne has returned, bringing with her François, the pastry chef. Great, an audience. I decide I need to steer the conversation away from the postcards.


‘Every day, I’ve been wondering whether you’d phone,’ I say. ‘I normally ignore calls from unknown numbers, but I’ve answered every single one in the past ten days; you’d be amazed how many people want to offer me an amazing broadband deal. Honestly, I’ve been driving all of my colleagues here bananas, talking about you.’


‘C’est vrai,’ François yells out. ‘He has!’


I give him the finger and make a shoo go away motion with my free hand. Both of them completely ignore me. Unfortunately for me, the restaurant is closed on a Monday, and we’re only here working out the menu for the next week; there are no waiters with orders demanding my colleagues’ attention.


‘I’m sorry I couldn’t pick up when you first called, by the way.’


‘Was that someone speaking French?’ she asks. ‘Do you live in Paris?’


‘I will do, soon. I’m moving there at the end of the month.’ The words make my stomach swoop. Excitement about what’s next, but sadness, too, creeping in around the edges. Especially when I look at Marianne and François. ‘At the moment I live in Roubaix. It’s in northern France, just inside the border with Belgium. What about you?’


‘London,’ she replies. ‘White City, to be precise. Famous for the BBC Television Centre as was, and Wormwood Scrubs. That’s a prison.’ A pause. ‘There’s also a large hospital nearby. And Westfield, of course. That’s a shopping centre. Like, a huge shopping centre. With a cinema, and lots of great shops and loads of restaurants, and—’


I hear someone interrupting her in the background, and Emma breaks off.


‘Sorry,’ she says after a moment. ‘I don’t actually work for the Westfield publicity department.’


‘No need to apologise. And I know Westfield. I worked in London for a bit.’


‘What kind of work?’


‘Restaurants. I’m a chef. I spent some time in a couple of French restaurants in London, learning the craft, as it were.’


‘Oh, that’s amazing. I’d love to be able to cook.’


‘What about you? What’s your day-to-day?’


‘Um, I’m a writer.’ There’s a slight rising inflection at the end of her voice, as if she’s uncertain.


‘Wow, impressive!’


‘Oh, I’m not published. Well, I am, but not as myself. I’m a ghostwriter, at the moment. I’m working on the whole six-figure book deal thing, but so far . . .’ She laughs nervously.


‘I’m sure you’ll get there. It’s good to have a dream. That’s why I’m moving to Paris, actually.’ I grin, still delighted by every memory associated with that morning. ‘When we bumped into each other, I’d just landed my dream job in a restaurant there. Everything’s falling into place, and I know it’s going to be completely—’ I choke back the word brilliant, suddenly hearing how it might sound when Emma’s literally just told me that she hasn’t made it as a writer yet. Marianne covers her face with her hand, and she’s right. ‘Sorry. That came out wrong – I’m not really a huge show-off who’s massively up himself, honest. It’s just that it’s a big thing for me, and—’


‘And you’re excited, and you don’t want it to go wrong,’ Emma says. Her voice sounds warm, as if she’s smiling. I close my eyes and I can see her as she was that day at the station, gazing up at me, eyes wide, a tentative smile playing on her lips. ‘I understand,’ she adds.


‘Yeah.’ I smile too. ‘You’re exactly right.’


There’s a beat, and we both start talking at once.


‘So what else—’


‘What kind of—’


Cue more nervous laughter on both sides.


‘Please,’ I say, ‘after you.’


‘Okay . . . so, I was just going to ask what else I should know about you. You know, like, if we’d met through online dating I’d have already checked out your profile.’


That makes me laugh again, properly this time.


‘I guess that’s true. Well . . .’ I try to recall the various dating profiles I’ve added – and usually, after a few weeks, deleted. ‘I’m single – that’s important to know. Half French-Canadian, half Irish, and I was brought up in Cork. I’m thirty-two. My favourite TV show is MasterChef and my favourite book is Perfume, by Patrick Süskind – I prefer reading or fun, episodic TV shows to those long-drawn-out dramas where you either have to watch eight episodes in one go or try to keep five impossibly complicated plotlines separate in your head.’ What else? For a moment, my mind is terrifyingly blank. What the hell have I done with my life, other than cook? ‘I collect old film posters. I’ve an older brother and my parents are both alive. And if I’m comfort-eating, it has to be velouté de châtaignes. That’s creamy chestnut soup to the rest of us.’


Marianne is covering her face in embarrassment, again, and François is biting his lip, trying to keep from laughing out loud, while holding up a piece of paper on which he’s scrawled BORING!!!


I panic.


‘Oh, and in my spare time, if I ever get any, I like to free-climb.’ The words just pop out as if my brain has given up and my mouth is out of control. ‘And parkour. I love parkour.’


I hate parkour. I tried it once for about five minutes and nearly killed myself. And I’ve never free-climbed in my life. I’ve never done any sort of climbing, free or otherwise. I’m scared of heights, for one thing. Oh, God, please don’t let her be some sort of world-class climbing athlete who can clamber up sheer rock armed with nothing but a paperclip and a small nail file.


‘What about you, Emma?’


‘Me? Well – sorry, hold on a moment.’


I guess she’s trying to cover the phone with her hand, but she’s not doing a great job of it. Though her voice is muffled, I can still hear her: No, I’m not going to say that! Don’t be ridiculous!


‘Sorry about that,’ she says to me. ‘What can I tell you? Um, I’m single too. Born and raised in London. Um.’ Emma pauses. ‘My mum died a few years ago, so I’ve no parents and no siblings, but, you know, it’s okay.’ She pauses again. I don’t offer her any sympathy; I’m guessing from the bright and brittle tone of her voice that she doesn’t want any, at least not from me. ‘I’m twenty-nine,’ she continues, ‘and I live with my housemate, Daisy, who’s also my best friend. My favourite TV show is Bridgerton, my favourite book . . . I’ve too many to list. Comfort food . . . My comfort food is chocolate. I love chocolate. Sometimes I go for a run. And if I’ve got any other spare time, um, I mostly like to do jigsaws. That sounds very boring, doesn’t it? Especially compared to free-climbing.’


There’s a defiant note in her voice, and I wish again that I hadn’t mentioned the bloody free-climbing.


‘Not at all – it sounds grand. Jigsaws can be very . . . meditative.’


François and Marianne leave, though not before Marianne has tapped her watch. She’s right. Pierre, the restaurant owner, will be here soon, wanting to check the week’s menu, and he’ll definitely be looking for any excuse to give me a hard time. He wasn’t exactly happy when I handed in my notice.


‘Listen, I know this whole thing is a bit crazy – or at the very least, impulsive – but you seem . . . really nice.’ I close my eyes in horror as my lagging brain catches up with my mouth. Nice? What am I, a thirteen-year-old boy? I was raised in the land of Joyce and Yeats and all I can come up with is ‘really nice’?


Luckily for me, Emma laughs. ‘You do too.’


I sigh.


‘So, there’s just the small matter of the English Channel between us. How’s your swimming?’


‘Good enough for a swimming pool, but not much more, sadly.’


‘That’s too bad. Mine’s no better, if I’m honest. Of course, if this were a film, one of us would definitely be an Olympic swimmer. Scorning the cold to find the one they glimpsed across a crowded room, slathered with grease, using the stars to navigate international shipping lanes . . .’


‘And battling sharks, of course,’ she adds. ‘Films are always better with sharks. Most films, anyway. Not period drama, I suppose, and maybe not sci-fi, but you know, lots of films. Some films.’ I hear her mutter something under her breath. ‘Sorry. I’m just a bit of a fan when it comes to sharks. Did you know that the basking shark that lives around the UK can filter up to 450 tonnes of water an hour?’


‘No, I didn’t know that.’ Sharks? Whatever – I’ve a feeling she’s worth it. ‘But I think you’re on to something though. Pride and Prejudice and Sharks. 2001, a Space Shark Odyssey. Genius.’


Marianne appears in the doorway and points – even more pointedly – at her watch. I decide to go for broke.


‘Look, I’ve to go, I’m afraid – I’m actually at work, but can we maybe chat at the weekend? Or maybe even a Zoom call, or a FaceTime, or something like that.’ I hesitate, then add, ‘I’d really like to see you again, Emma, even if it is only on a screen.’


She doesn’t reply.


‘What do you think?’ I prompt. ‘Of course, if you’d rather not, I—’


‘No – I mean, yes. We can have a video call. That would be lovely.’


I grin.


‘Brilliant. Would Sunday be good for you? 11 a.m. your time? And I’ll call you.’


‘11 a.m. Sounds good.’


‘And about the postcards – I can send them back to you.’


‘Oh, don’t worry. It was great to talk to you, Kieran.’


‘You too. Take care now.’


‘And you. Bye.’ She ends the call.


I stare at my phone for a moment, still grinning like an eejit, then add her name and number to my contacts.


Emma.


I don’t need to write down any of the details she shared with me. I know I’ll remember them.


I can only pray that she’ll forget about the free-climbing.










Chapter Four


Emma


Daisy stalks back into the living room, where I’d gone to escape the running commentary she was offering while I’d been in the kitchen. I should have guessed she’d just listen from behind the door.


‘Sharks?’ She throws up her hands, her face a grimace of disbelief. ‘Fun facts about sharks?’ Her voice pitches even higher.


‘I know, I know!’ I grab one of the sofa cushions and hide behind it, though there isn’t a cushion in the world big enough to smother my embarrassment. The sofa – ancient, sagging, and covered in an alarmingly psychedelic floral fabric – creaks as Daisy throws herself down next to me. She pushes the cushion down.


‘On the other hand, he asked to talk again, right?’


I nod. ‘We’re going to FaceTime on Sunday. Maybe he’s really into sharks.’


Daisy grins. ‘He’s really into you, more like. What does he sound like?’


‘As cute as I remember. He grew up in Cork, hence the Irish accent.’


‘Mmm,’ Daisy murmurs appreciatively. ‘Love an Irish accent.’


‘Me too, as you know.’ Daisy and I had first become friends in Year 10, bonding over our obsession with the TV show Being Human, and in particular with Aidan Turner’s tortured-yet-sexy vampire.


‘What else?’ Daisy swings her legs up so we’re facing each other.


‘What about dinner?’


‘It’s simmering, so there’s no excuse. Tell me everything.’


I relay all the information Kieran volunteered about himself. Daisy props her chin on her hand and frowns thoughtfully.


‘Sounds promising. French and Irish is automatically off-the-scale hot. Can you imagine? You’re in bed, and he tells you how gorgeous you are and what he wants to do to you in Irish-accented English, and then tells you all over again in French.’


We both stare into space, momentarily stunned by the image Daisy’s conjured.


‘However,’ she continues, ‘professional chefs have to work really antisocial hours. Maybe there’d be no time for linguistically fulfilling sex.’


‘But you would get a lot of delicious food,’ I counter.


‘Possibly, possibly. Though all the delicious food might make you so fat he goes off you.’


‘Hey, what about some body positivity here? He might have fallen for my scintillating personality.’


Daisy looks sceptical, which is fair enough. He can hardly have found out much about my personality in the two minutes we spent staring at each other at the Gare du Nord. But it wasn’t just physical. At least, not for me. There was something else there. Some inexplicable connection. I feel the ghost of his hands on my arms again and shiver.


‘What about that book he mentioned?’ Daisy asks, jerking me back to the present. ‘Any clues there?’


I pull a face. ‘I read it once. Arresting, though not really my cup of tea. Ten-second summary: it’s about a guy who has no smell himself, who becomes a parfumier and goes round killing virgins to capture their scent. As far as I remember. An outsider who tries but ultimately fails to find his place in humanity.’


Daisy is pulling a face too. ‘Murdering virgins? Why would this Kieran pick that as his favourite book? That’s giving me psycho vibes.’


‘Just because he enjoyed the book, that doesn’t mean he wants to emulate or even likes the protagonist. Anyway,’ I add, lamely, ‘Kieran seems really nice.’


‘Well don’t just go giving him our address yet,’ Daisy counters. ‘All that rock-climbing will have given him strong arms. Great for sweeping you off your feet but also probably very useful for crushing you to death.’


‘You have a dark and twisted mind, Daisy Takahashi.’


I throw the cushion at her as she laughs, jumps off the sofa and whisks out of the room. Two seconds later, she’s back.


‘One more thing: do not text him or message him or contact him in any way before Sunday. Got it?’ She points a warning finger at me.


‘But what if he messages me?’


‘Ignore it. Unless it’s a message to confirm the FaceTime, in which case you reply with something quick like Sure and a thumbs-up emoji. No waffling, no kisses, no suggestion that you’re looking forward to it, and definitely no sharks.’


‘No sharks,’ I repeat.


‘There’s no need to go full-on ice queen, but you want him to think that he’s keener than you.’ The finger wags again.


‘But what if he messages about something else? Like, he just asks how my week is going?’


Daisy considers this possibility.


‘Then you give a one-word reply. Great. And a smiley face emoji. But not too big a smile.’ Daisy is as deeply attached to emojis, memes and gifs as she was when we were teenagers. ‘But I don’t think he will message you,’ she adds. ‘If your description is accurate, he’s sexy AF. He knows he’s own worth. Make sure you don’t forget yours.’


 


I spend Tuesday morning cleaning another house and Tuesday afternoon trying, and failing, to make some progress on one of the many stalled writing projects tucked away on my laptop. Number of messages from Kieran: zero. It’s still zero by Wednesday mid-morning, when I walk into my local coffee shop, Café Olay. I suspect Ron, owner of the shop and self-declared super-barista, was aiming for either Café Olé or Café au Lait, but I’ve never dared ask him. I’m here for a Zoom meeting with Lauren. She’s the editor who works for the celebrity I ghostwrite for, and one of the founders of Anchor & Hope, a boutique publishing company that shot to prominence on the back of the same celebrity’s massive sales. Fortunately, before I can torture myself too much – why hasn’t Kieran texted me? WHY? – James hurries over to the booth I’ve nabbed at the back of the café. One of my fellow ghostwriters and another west London local, he dumps his bag on the table and grabs both my hands.


‘Emma, my fabulous friend, you are never going to guess what’s just happened. Go on, guess!’ He’s bouncing up and down with so much excited energy that I can’t help laughing.


‘I will guess,’ I reply, ‘but coffee first. It’s your turn, remember?’


James groans and sprints to the counter. Luckily for him there’s no queue, and Ron has already started on our usual order. By the time I’ve booted up my laptop and clicked on the Zoom link for our editorial meeting, James is back. He sits next to me and pushes a skinny cappuccino in my direction.


‘Thanks.’ I take a sip, and feel my shoulders relax. ‘Okay. So, I’m guessing that—’


‘I finished my crime novel and I asked Lauren if she knew anyone who might be interested and she said to send it to her! And not even just the first three chapters, the whole manuscript!’ James rushes the words out.


‘Lauren? Are you sure that was a good idea? I didn’t think A&H did crime. Wouldn’t it have been better to—’


‘But if Lauren likes it, I can bypass the whole agent thing. And she’s so senior she can definitely get it through acquisitions!’ He flings his arms around me and hugs me, almost sending the coffees flying. ‘This could be it: no more ghostwriting! My crime novel might actually get published! And then it might get picked up by Netflix and turned into a show that’s such a huge hit that me and Petros can retire to somewhere hot!’ His face is a picture of bliss. In his head, the coffee shop has disappeared and he’s already on the beach, holding a drink with an umbrella in it. ‘Tell me you’re happy for me.’


I hug him back tightly. ‘Of course I’m happy for you, James.’ And I am. Really happy. So happy that I want to rip out the tiny bit of me that suddenly feels sick with envy, that feels a wash of relief when my laptop chimes, closing down the conversation.


Mia pops up on my screen. James and I squish closer and wave at her.


‘Hey, Mia, how’s Cambridge today?’ James asks.


‘Flat and full of tourists, as per,’ Mia replies. ‘How are you, my co-ghostwriters? Loins girded? Protective charms at the ready? I’ve wiped down my screen with holy water, just to be on the safe side.’


Our meetings usually start like this, with Mia insisting that Paige Adams Pereira, the reality TV superstar in whose name we churn out three erotic novels a year, must be a witch. Or in league with the devil. Or the Mafia. What else, she argues, can explain the planet-wide success of someone so devoid of any discernible talent?


‘Be careful what you wish for, Mia,’ James counters. ‘If someone manages to teach Paige how to use AI we’ll be toast. She’ll probably get rid of us by waving her wand and—’


Lauren pops up on the call.


‘—and sprinkling some of her inimitable magic over our manuscripts. That’s what makes them fly off the shelves.’ James sighs wistfully. ‘Paige is one of a kind. Oh, hey, Lauren.’


‘Nice save,’ I murmur.


‘Morning, everyone.’ Lauren’s dressed in her usual black, with her blonde hair swept up. Maybe it’s her red lipstick and red-rimmed reading glasses, but she looks so much more vibrant than the rest of us, as if the screen can barely contain her. I can see why James decided to send her his completed manuscript. Still, it feels like a risk. Paige is Lauren’s meal ticket, and it’s a relationship she won’t risk. ‘Paige will be here in a few minutes,’ Lauren continues, ‘so let’s make sure we’re ready. Mia?’


‘I’m nearly done with the copy-edits for Prince of Pain and Pleasure,’ Mia replies. None of us giggles; we’re mostly immune to Paige’s title choices by now. ‘I should be able to send them to you by next Monday.’


Lauren nods. ‘Great. And what about the summary for Paige and the question-and-answer sheet for events?’


Mia glances at her notes. ‘I’ll need another week for those.’


‘No longer than that, okay?’ Lauren looks away briefly, making a note. ‘Paige has an interview lined up on the twelfth of next month. James?’


‘The second draft of Daydreams of a Busty Biologist is nearly ready. I reckon three more weeks to finish the structural edits. It’s shaping up well.’


Lauren peers over her glasses at James, but all she says is, ‘I hope so.’


Then it’s my turn.


‘Emma, the sales of Dare to Be Dirty aren’t as great as we’d hoped.’


I’ve been prepared for this, and my defence is ready.


‘To be fair, I did say the concept was too literal. To set the entire thing in the servants’ quarters of a stately home . . . there was no glamour. If she’d only allowed me to tweak the idea a little—’


Lauren cuts me off.


‘You know how this works, Emma. Paige has the concept; you just bring it to fruition. As she says, it’s the sex that sells. The setting is window-dressing. You need to really lean hard into the sex for the next title.’


Mia titters, earning herself a glare from Lauren.


‘And cut the social commentary.’


‘It was only a couple of sentences on the terrible working conditions,’ I protest. ‘The characters had to have something else to talk about other than the footman’s enormous—’


‘Listen, the rights of man – and woman – are important, but they don’t turn anyone on.’ Lauren sighs. ‘No one is having fun times with a vibrator and the complete works of Karl Marx.’ She pauses. ‘At least, not the same people who are queuing up for the latest Paige Adams Pereira, so—’ Her expression changes to one of dismay. ‘Fuck, she’s early.’


The screen rearranges itself to accommodate Paige’s face.


‘Hey, guys!’ she trills. ‘How’s my top team, my wonder wordsmiths?’


We all beam and answer cheerily, and I wonder if James and Mia loathe themselves as much as I do at that moment.


Lauren takes charge and brings Paige up to date on the next two books, Prince of Pain and Pleasure and Daydreams of a Busty Biologist. Paige seems pleased, and Mia and James look relieved. Paige turns her focus to me.


‘So, Emma, babes, are you ready for the next book? It’s going to blow your sexy socks off.’


‘Absolutely.’ I nod enthusiastically. ‘Ready to get down to it.’


‘Great. I know you tried really hard with Dare to Be Dirty, but it definitely needed more glamour. So, what I’m thinking is . . .’ She closes her eyes. ‘An orchestra. On tour. All those young, nubile musicians, away from home, controlled by a dark and brooding but incredibly hot conductor. And they’re stuck with each other for months at a time in some exotic, erotic five-star resort . . .’


Nubile? And as for staying in five-star resorts . . . Daisy has a cousin who’s a violinist in an orchestra – a great guy, but definitely not someone you’d describe as nubile – and he thinks he’s hit the jackpot if he lands up at a Premier Inn.


Gazing at me again, Paige smiles and winks.


‘I want to go big with this one, Emma. Orgytastic orchestral manoeuvres in the dark. Sex on the Steinway. Sex in the Steinway. All those phallic woodwind instruments. And string instruments.’ Her eyes light up. ‘Oooh, let’s tie someone up with harp strings. And then beat them on the bottom with a pair of drumsticks.’ Paige’s voice deepens. ‘I want to go dark. Dark and sexy and horny and – ooh—’ she giggles ‘—horny! French horns.’ She winks again. ‘Pun definitely intended. I’ll send you the plot summary later today, hun. Okay?’
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