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Chapter One


Central Park is a world of activity all year, but never more so than in the summertime. There are people everywhere: going to the zoo, jogging, doing tai chi, eating ice-creams, visiting one of the outdoor theatres, relaxing on the grass, kissing on the grass, boating, kissing while boating… Why do people get so horny in the summer?


I’d been counting on it being a great place to get some inspiration. I was fed up with staring at the four walls of my sweatbox of an apartment, going out of my tiny mind because of the editorial letter my publisher sent me that morning, attached to a very brief cover email:


Noelle


Hope you’re well. Please find attached my edit letter.


Yours, Patti


It hadn’t boded well from the off. Patti was usually way chattier than that.


I had been expecting a brutal critique though. I wasn’t happy with the book when I sent it off to her two weeks ago. And there’s a difference between knowing it’s rough around the edges and needs development – which is how it always feels – and feeling in my gut that something was missing.


I’d dived straight into the letter because I don’t believe in delaying inevitable pain; best to get it over with. It was five pages long. Not too bad but…I’d scrolled down and saw what the headings were. Everything. Every integral component of a novel needed drastic work. Particularly the conclusion of the love story.


So, here I was, sitting on a bench opposite the Alice in Wonderland statue staring at all the passers-by trying to smile rather than squint as the sun laser-beamed off its bronze surface while they took their photos. I had my latest sparkly notebook in front of me, ready for the epiphany to fix everything and…nothing. Just nothing.


Honestly, it was like I’d never written a book before. It was driving me crazy.


‘Christ on a cracker.’ I jumped as my phone pinged, interrupting my reverie.


Daisy: Are you going to be here soon? I’m
soooo bored. Dad and Uncle Joe are talking
about how wrong CSI is. Again.


Shoot. My little sister Daisy. I checked the time. I was supposed to leave ten minutes ago to meet my family at the parking-lot-cum-outdoor-theatre where my twin brothers, Alfie and Teddy, were performing the final show of the semester for their college theatre class. They were going to be the main players in a gender flipped version of A Streetcar Named Desire – Stella and Blanche respectively – and I was looking forward to it. They were both great actors. They ought to be since they’d started their careers in kindergarten impersonating each other, driving us and their teachers mad.


I scooped my belongings into my tote and left the park, trying to jog along the sidewalk to catch the subway across town. My progress was hampered both by the fact I’d not fastened my sandal tightly enough and by all of the people milling around in the heat like confused cattle. The train was typically hellish in the heat too, but it was running on time and I didn’t have far to go thankfully.


The entire ride I watched all the couples, wondering what their deal was. How did they get together? Why did it work?


I mean, I understood the basics of human biology – it was something like eighty per cent the right pheromones to suit their genetic code, but I couldn’t write a satisfying finale to my series with the heroine choosing her partner because she’d noticed he smelt right.


Could I?


How I was supposed to replicate that kind of relationship in my book when my own love life had sputtered to a halt. The last serious relationship I’d had (and I use the word “serious” in its loosest form), was a year ago. Since then I’d been trawling the depths of internet dating and not got past a second date with anyone.


‘Noelle,’ my mom called over the top of people’s heads as soon as she spotted me through the wire mesh, just outside the entrance to the parking lot. She waved her arm violently, knocking my eldest brother Tim – I have a lot of brothers – in the head. Her voice was accustomed to being pitched above the din of over half a dozen kids squabbling at home, so it carried like a football announcer across to me. ‘Over here, honey. I left your ticket on the door.’


“The door” was a grumpy-looking teenager with a book of raffle tickets at the barrier. The place wasn’t exactly sold out.


My family took up the entire back row on one side of the bleachers, which had been brought in. Mom, Dad, Tim and his girlfriend Delia, Sam – another brother – Daisy, my brother-in-law Quinn who must’ve been roped in because my eldest sister Lucy was staying at home with the baby, my aunt and uncle and my parents’ neighbour. It was a full house. Wherever we went, we went in force. It was like mobilising an army for every extracurricular activity.


‘Here she is finally,’ Uncle Joe cried. ‘Better late than never as always, eh Noelle?’


‘Better never than late when it comes to you, Uncle Joe,’ I quipped in response and flicked the brim of his baseball cap as I did the awkward side shuffle past them all to the space they’d left me between Daisy and Tim. I heard him laughing as I sat down.


‘We’ve just been staring at concrete anyhow,’ Daisy told me under her breath, referring to the asphalt stage with its bare-boned props of broken wooden crates and bald tyres. She wasn’t great at sitting down at the best of times. Daisy was always most comfortable when she was active but being parked here in the sunshine was especially painful for her.


‘Where’s your sun hat?’ I asked.


‘Oh, don’t start fussing.’ She tutted. ‘I left it in my kit bag, is all.’


‘She can use some of yours, can’t she?’ Tim commented, trying to rearrange his shoulder around my, admittedly, rather large white hat. I made no apologies. When you’re red-headed, you don’t sit out in the sun for two hours without protection unless you want to end up with skin the colour and texture of a red M&M.


‘Sure, I’ll share.’ I put my arm along the back of her, so the brim of my hat covered her. She rolled her eyes but leaned into my shoulder for a cuddle.


‘What have you been up to anyway, Noelle?’ Tim asked. ‘You look all in. Everything going okay with the book?’


‘Sure. Living the dream as always. Must just be the heat. So hard to sleep when it’s this hot.’ I plastered a grin on my face and fanned myself with the programme. My parents – my whole family really, now most of us were adults – worried about my career. I’d given up being a midwife four years ago to write full time when my first two novels sold well, and I was offered the six-book contract.


If I ever gave them any indication that things were not peachy, wonderful and amazing, they instantly started checking up on me, trying to find out if my medical insurance had lapsed and reassuring me that there was always a bed for me at home. I was so lucky to have them all – but also, having a minimum of nine immediate family members trying to look after me because they were worried I was going to starve, alone in my apartment, for the sake of my art, didn’t bolster my confidence. I wished they had a little more faith in me and my chosen career. Particularly when my faith in myself was wobbly.


My series was all about this private detective who travelled around solving mysteries in cosy, small-town communities – and, of course, there was a love interest, who’d been dangling in one of those yummy will-they-won’t-they relationships. Only now, at the end of the series, I had to say whether they would, or they wouldn’t… As well as come up with a satisfying mystery that was not completely separate from the character development.


I’d managed to write myself into a romantic subplot corner and I had no clue how to get out of it.


My heroine, Charmaine, was capable and self-sufficient, smart and able to make friends (and a few enemies) everywhere she went. Kit – her love interest – had been there, helping out, basically being endlessly competent and making heart eyes at her because she was amazing. What possible reason could there be for her to give in and settle down with him when she was so cynical about love after her parents’ bitter divorce? I’d written her strong and independent and I’d be damned if I was going to change that, so…I was stuck.


My cell phone pinged in my bag and my sister nudged me. ‘Someone’s messaged you.’


‘Yeah, I got it.’ I pulled it out and saw a text message from my friend Kaylee.


When I sent out the SOS to my core team of writing buddies, Kaylee immediately told me not to worry about trying to plan the changes yet. That I should just let my editor’s comments percolate in my brain for a day and go out with her this evening for drinks. It was amazing how often a writer’s solution to something involved alcohol, cake, caffeine or all three. But I knew that it was sensible advice (the space, rather than the drinking). I’d said the same thing to other writers myself more than once. It was June 14th and my editor was due on vacation in three weeks. Ideally, I needed to get the revised manuscript to her by then, so she could read it while she was supposed to be relaxing.


Three weeks was such a short amount of time for such a massive overhaul. I had to use every minute I could spare, and I knew Kaylee’d understand that…


‘Well, aren’t you gonna answer it?’ Daisy nudged me again. Teenagers are so twitchy about technology. She was thirteen and had only just been allowed social media, but when she wasn’t running around a track or hitting softballs, she was fielding hundreds of notifications on her cell.


‘Not yet.’


‘Oh, I get it.’ She nodded knowingly. ‘Who are you ghosting? Did you go on a date with a creep and now you have to shake him off?’


Mom’s head swivelled in my direction like a hawk sighting a mouse at a hundred yards, her blue eyes wide. ‘Do I need to speak to your father? He can send someone around if you’re being harassed.’


‘No.’ I leaned forward to look down the row, knowing Dad would already be listening in, picking up the tone of Mom’s voice. ‘No. I’m not being harassed, no police presence required,’ I told him and his raised eyebrows.


‘Why have you turned your ringer off now if you’re not trying to ignore someone?’ Daisy asked after watching me switch my cell to silent and put it away again.


‘We’re about to watch a play; that’s just good theatre etiquette.’


‘Yeah, yeah, what did the guy do this time, Noelle?’ Tim chipped in, with a teasing grin. ‘Order your dinner for you? Put the jelly on before the peanut butter? Which interview question did he fail?’


‘I wish I’d never told you about that.’ I scowled at him. After the first couple of months of internet dating, I’d devised a list of questions I needed guys to answer before I even agreed to going on a date with them. Pretty obvious stuff. What was the point of meeting up if I knew our politics were completely incompatible or they never wanted kids, or they thought that writing wasn’t a real job? Made sense to me but Tim had taken every opportunity to wind me up about being picky and high maintenance, ever since.


What was worse, the list of questions didn’t even help. Sure, I went on fewer dates, but they were equally pointless because the men I did meet up with had either lied their socks off, been strategically dishonest or I had zero chemistry with them.


I was sick of it. And sick of being the butt of my family’s dating jokes. Lucy had found her soulmate, Quinn, in high school; Tim and Delia had been together since college and for some (sexist) reason, my brothers’ love lives were never of much interest; and Daisy was too young, so I got the full brunt of it. They even had labels for the types of men I apparently went for, with equally disastrous results. Was it a Type A failure or a Type B?


Mom shook her head a little and relaxed again, now she was convinced there was no threat to one of her children to worry about. ‘I don’t understand online dating. Whatever happened to just letting fate take a hand? What’s the rush?’


I made a vague sound. In principle I agreed with Mom. I knew I wasn’t old. I knew that even if I didn’t meet someone for another decade it needn’t mean my hopes of starting a family of my own were scuppered. Mom had fallen pregnant with Daisy when she was thirty-seven and I’d delivered many a baby to healthy, happy new mothers in their forties.


But.


My record for meeting good people through a dating app was so dire, I’d chosen to delete them all. My prospects of finding that needle-in-a-haystack person the old-fashioned way was even harder. I hadn’t been on a date in months.


‘You know what you should try,’ Tim announced, no doubt about to lay some classic mansplaining on me. I loved him but as the eldest brother he had this way of thinking he knew best, even though Lucy and I were older than him. ‘Blind dating.’


‘I know a guy. Is he allowed to bring his guide dog?’ Uncle Joe joked, always eager to wind someone up. He meant no harm, it was just his way, but I was feeling too crabby from my bad editing news, and bad dating memories, and the heat, so I didn’t even bother to retort. Choosing to put this show on in a parking lot was a nice, gritty touch but my God it was baking hot. I’d arrived at around 5.30pm and now I had to be about seventy years older.


‘All right, Joe, enough. Noelle will find her guy soon enough,’ Mom said. ‘Now, sweetheart, have you got Brigid’s christening in your diary?’


‘Of course. August 18th.’ I’d had it in the diary since she was two weeks old. I was going to be godmother, but I appreciated that Mom’s change of subject was to help me out.


‘And you’re coming to my softball jamboree next Sunday?’ Daisy asked.


‘Definitely.’


‘And the week after that we’re having a barbecue. To celebrate the end of school,’ Mom added.


I nodded, suppressing a sigh. I wanted to do all those things with them. But there were so many things to go to and do when it came to my family. It was like an exponential growth of obligation. As soon as I attended one event, I got invited to three more. Every moment I wasn’t doing something to fix my book made me panic. And if dating was a mess that I was just going to have to leave to serendipity, then my writing career was all I had. I couldn’t lose my grip on that.


Maybe it was a good idea to meet up for drinks with Kaylee. If I ever made it out of this car park and I hadn’t been fried into a walking piece of bacon, some alcohol and a sense of perspective were definitely in order.


‘Leaving so soon, Sir Stephen?’


I looked up from shutting down my laptop to see my new boss, Georgina, staring straight at me from the doorway to her office. She arched one fine black eyebrow at me in a way I’d grown used to over the first fortnight of my secondment to the New York office.


Georgina often communicated with her eyebrows. Dependent on the accompanying expression, the movement of her left eyebrow could mean anything along a sliding scale from ‘I’m not here to listen to your BS’ to ‘this could be entertaining’. The small curl at the corner of her mouth as she lifted her ever-present coffee cup up for a sip made me gamble that she was feeling more playful than peevish.


I gave her an easy smile as I continued packing up, closing and sliding my laptop into its case. ‘Duty calls I’m afraid.’


‘Is that so?’ Her heels clicked across the lacquered floor with ominous precision as she approached – she was in no hurry, presumably because she could tell I was. She leaned her hip against my desk and put her Starbucks down so close to me, it meant she had to lean forward and the collar of her dark blue blouse gaped open. My eyes remained glued to her face. ‘And what due-ty could possibly outweigh your responsibilities here?’ She did an exaggerated impression of my English accent.


‘Embarking on a quest, fulfilling my destiny, possibly wooing a fair maiden or two. The usual for us Knights of the Realm.’ It wasn’t a stellar attempt at a witty comeback but the best I could come up with when my boss was encroaching on my personal space and I wanted to leave the office at a reasonable hour for once.


Since I arrived in the US, I’d worked twelve-hour days – at a minimum – including weekends. It’s not unusual in trading, and that applied doubly when taking over a senior broker’s accounts while they went on extended paternity leave for the summer. I expected it and would continue to put in every hour required, but today I had to locate a man I’d not seen since I was three years old. In other words, my father. In more accurate words, a stranger. But I could hardly tell my new boss that.


‘I can just picture you astride a mare.’ Georgina bit her lip and her brown eyes danced over my face.


The visual image – which I think was the opposite of what she was trying to conjure up – made me want to laugh. Swallowing over it, I plucked her empty cup from my desk and wheeled my chair away to pop it in one of the recycling bins at the end of the bank of workstations.


My new boss wanted to screw with me. Of that I was sure…I just didn’t know the precise nature of the screwing she intended. An actual, genuine physical encounter – or the metaphorical kind that would see me in trouble with HR if I acted on any of her flirtatious behaviour.


‘Do you think you’ll be able to make time in your busy schedule for drinks with the team later?’ She crossed her legs towards me as I stood up and rolled my chair back to tuck it under my desk, keeping it as a barrier between us.


‘I should think so.’ I’d probably be in need of a stiff drink, and it was better to be in company than sitting on my own in my apartment, dwelling on whatever the outcome of finding my father was.


‘Excellent. Get Patrick to send you the details of the bar we’re heading to. I look forward to seeing you later.’ She swiped a non-existent bit of lint off my shoulder as she walked back to her office.


Patrick, the trader I was taking over from shortly, raised his head over the partition between his desk and mine, his receding hair disarrayed from how often he’d run his hands through it. ‘Are you sure you want to come to the bar later?’


‘Of course. It’s a good opportunity to get to know everyone away from the office.’


‘Some people might want to know you a bit better than others.’ He tipped his head subtly towards Georgina’s office.


I made no comment. Was he really concerned for me or simply didn’t want me courting any favouritism with his boss while he was gone?


Patrick gave the impression of being a decent sort. He was often distracted and needed nudging when it came to some aspects of the handover, but I assumed he was edgy about the imminent arrival of his twins. He spent a lot of time on the phone to his wife and seemed to steer clear of the office politics, but I had to be careful not to tread on his toes or give him any ammunition to use against me. If he felt threatened by my performance in his role, it was entirely possible his good nature would evaporate. I’d seen it happen more than once.


He sighed and shook his head. ‘On your own head, be it. I’ll send you a pin with the address. We should all be there at about 8pm.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Let me know if you want to make an excuse.’


‘I’ll see you there.’ I grabbed my suit jacket and laptop case and bee-lined for the lifts. A couple of the traders looked up to wish me a good weekend, but most were occupied on the phone, or studying the markets on their screens at close of play.


The lift doors closed, and I wiped my hand quickly down my face, fastening my gaze on my shiny black shoes. Despite working on the eighteenth floor of the high-rise building, the height didn’t bother me throughout the day on the whole. I had a solid floor beneath my feet and my desk was far enough away from the windows that it was nothing but a pleasant panoramic view of the New York skyline.


But the lifts had glass walls and when they began moving it took a lot of willpower not to start freaking out, as we dropped through the floors, over and over at what felt like a gathering speed. As more people got on at each floor, I found it easier to breathe, despite the crush and when we finally reached the ground floor, I was able to cut through the crowd and exit the lobby with my heart rate virtually back to normal.


The heat hit me from all directions as I stepped onto Wall Street, a wave in the face like I’d opened a sauna door. It bounced off all the windows and white stone to lance down on my head and shoulders.


People had told me it would be hot in New York in the summer, but dictators had nothing on this kind of oppression. I’d considered taking up religion just so I could thank God for the air conditioning in the office and my apartment when I first arrived. I took a shallow breath of dry air and walked briskly towards the subway.


I might’ve considered jumping in a yellow cab to avoid the suffocation of the underground but who knew how long I’d be captive in the back should the driver decide to take me the longest route while the meter ticked on and on. I didn’t want to make small talk either.


I was nervous. I was not a nervous person. Fear of heights aside, it was not an emotion I felt with any frequency. I found things exciting; I found things a challenge. If there was a lot resting on something, a person’s opinion or a desired outcome that needed to be met, I got a buzz. It’s why I was good at my job. Without wanting to sound too much like a Martin Scorsese film, it was all about calculated risks, knowing when to jump in, knowing when to pull out – it was gambling with other people’s money and heads rolled if you got it wrong, but I loved it.


But tracking down a long-lost relative was not something I loved even though I had no reason to feel nervous. What did I care if my biological father slammed the door in my face? I didn’t need him and never had. I wasn’t a teenager trying to figure out ‘who I was’ or a kid, missing out on playing football with a father figure. David, my stepfather, had more than fulfilled that role for me while he was alive.


No. I was only doing this because my mum had left my biological father an oddly specific sum of money in her will. When the solicitor had read it, we’d had no clue where to find him. No one had heard anything from or about him since he left. Or so we believed. Then, when we’d been clearing out the family house ready to sell it, I found a large Jiffy bag with his name and address on it – here in New York – sealed up in the corner of the top shelf of Mum’s wardrobe.


I didn’t know how old the envelope was. The writing on it was faded but the slashing black ink of my mum’s handwriting was sharp enough to stab me through the chest. I can’t explain why finding things like that hurt so much – whether it was because it was unexpected or unfamiliar – but it was like discovering a new piece of her, a part of her coming to life again, and therefore I had to experience losing her all over again too…


The point was, it was the only clue we had, so I told the rest of the family I’d take care of it. He was my wastrel of a father after all, not my brother Nick’s and nothing whatsoever to do with my nan, who was David’s mother. The summer-long business trip to New York had already been floated in my direction at work, so I took them up on it and put it to the back of my mind throughout the beginning of the year, much the same way the envelope was tucked at the back of my mum’s wardrobe.


But now the envelope was in my laptop case, resting safely under my arm as I threaded my way through the crowds. Wall Street was packed with tourists, taking photographs and sitting on the benches or the steps outside the buildings and generally getting underfoot of the workers who were in a hurry. This part of New York was a lot like the square mile in London; with the stately, historic architecture mixed alongside the glass skyscrapers. But it was bigger. Everything was on a larger scale here. More columns, more flags hanging slack in the stilted air, more windows stretching up, high, high overhead despite the relatively narrow roads. I didn’t like looking up for too long; it made me dizzy.


I trotted down the steps into the Broad Street subway. It was a toss-up whether I’d have become more dehydrated by walking for half an hour to Little Italy or spending half that time on the subway deep in the bowels of the earth, breathing in everyone else’s sweat and carbon dioxide. At least the subway cars were more spacious than the older tubes back in London, even if it was just as busy.


It was only three stops to Canal Street and I came out in a neighbourhood with a completely different atmosphere to that of the financial district. I’d hardly seen anything of New York other than my apartment near the Brooklyn Bridge, my office, and a couple of bars that I’d been to with my new work colleagues. I followed the directions from my phone, deeper into streets with smaller red-bricked buildings, fire escapes zigzagging up the sides of them. There were market stores on every corner and dozens of Italian restaurants, their striped awnings pulled out over small tables and chairs crammed onto the pavement. The smell of tomato sauce and basil drifted out, but my stomach was a knot and my mouth dry from more than lack of water.


I had little more than a reconstructed idea of what my father looked like from a couple of photos my mum reluctantly showed me as a child – one of which was back at my Airbnb apartment – alongside the faint memory of his motorbike and the smell of petrol. I could have walked past him countless times and never even realised.


I found Baxter Street quickly; a short road in comparison to other streets that went on for eight blocks or more. There were trees along one side and shops with a polished look that spoke of recent renovation. Every so often there was a gap for an entrance to the apartments above the shops and I checked each one over and over but couldn’t find the correct building or number to match the address on my envelope. The heat was travelling up through the leather soles of my shoes and sweat beaded on the back of my neck. I squinted up at the signs and the numbers, wishing I’d brought my sunglasses as the sun glared back at me from metal signage.


Finally, I stopped outside a small entrance to a parking lot, which I presumed was where the apartment building should have been.


So, either the apartments were gone, replaced by the parking lot – or my father had lied when he left a forwarding address with my mum. I knew which one I thought was most likely, but it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that he wasn’t here.


And I didn’t know where to start looking for him.






Chapter Two


I didn’t stand on the street staring at the parking lot entrance for long. When the skin on my forehead began to tighten under the relentless sun, I knew it was time to move. I was only half certain of where I was going to return to my apartment, but I still moved swiftly, striding through the streets, keeping an eye out for the blue signs pointing me in the right direction for my neighbourhood and little else. Somehow, I made it back without being mown down by a taxi.


Inside it was cool and the instant temperature change made me aware of the throbbing at my temples. I placed my jacket and laptop case on the sofa and went into the kitchen for some water. After I finished a whole glass, I slammed it down on the kitchen island and gripped the edge of the counter.


How dare that man inconvenience me by not being there. I needed to do this for my mum. It was something that she had obviously wanted, some niggle she’d needed crossed off a list. She hadn’t gotten around to it – her time abruptly and cruelly cut short – and now that responsibility was mine. I had to do this for her, and I would.


I took a deep breath and filled up my glass again, allowing the calm and the quiet of my apartment to wash over me. There weren’t a great number of rooms, but they were a good size. The living room and kitchen were separated by an island. My bedroom was on a mezzanine floor with a generous en-suite and it gave the living room extra height. I could have survived without the spiral staircase, which was stylish but made me dizzy when I was at the top, and the Juliet balcony facing the East River, which was never going to get any real use, but it was light and airy.


The digital clock on the cooker showed me I had plenty of time to eat and have a shower before I left for drinks at the bar. Just as well – I needed to get my game face back on before I spent time with my new work colleagues.


I didn’t intend to spend twenty minutes under the lukewarm stream of water, but that’s what ended up happening. My brain wandered off down paths I didn’t want it to go, wondering things I had been adamant for a long time were none of my concern. Like what my father had been doing these past thirty years that had meant he never felt the urge to get in contact and find me? Why did my mum have that address for him? When had he moved to New York? Before that building was even there I supposed.


I grabbed the mint shower gel off the shelf and scrubbed the afternoon sweat off, leaving my skin tingling and my mind clearer.


None of that stuff mattered. All that mattered was where the man was now. And how I was going to find out. Social media was probably the easiest place to start. Most people were on it, even if it was just an account they’d set up years ago and then allowed to lie dormant like mine did. I didn’t have the time to post witty remarks or photos of what I was having for breakfast and I doubted the world was a worse place for their absence.


Wrapping a towel around my waist I went to check what food I had left in the fridge. Not much. I’d have to do some grocery shopping tomorrow morning. I peeled a banana and picked up my phone to check the details for the bar.


Wonderful. A rooftop bar on Fifth Avenue. Of course it was. Everyone was obsessed with being up in the air. No matter, I’d work around it, I always did – and a couple of drinks would help take the edge off. Of everything.


First thing tomorrow I’d log on and look for him in the virtual world, since finding him in the real world had been a failure.


When I left, the lanes were packed full of cars moving in and out of the city on Friday night but my Uber driver assured me taking FDR Drive and winding our way along the island up to the Upper East Side, beside the river, was the quickest option. The water was a deep indigo expanse, dotted with shimmering lights, and the dark giants of the bridges stretched up beside the roads as we drove under viaducts and alongside the piers.


The city was always alive but in the heat of the day there was a grudging kind of bustle, a stubbornness to get through with the business of the nine-to-five, which permeated the heavy air. Now the sun was setting, taking a break from beating down on everyone, the liveliness, the edge of excitement, was returning.


I had wondered at my firm wanting to have drinks so far away from the financial district…until I arrived. Fifth Avenue was everything I’d ever pictured about New York. The classy old architecture, the views of the Empire State Building and the Met, the lush expanse of Central Park. The hotel where the bar was belonged in a classic film my nan would watch, all sophisticated glamour and old money. After navigating the labyrinth of the lobby on the ground floor, I found the right lift to take me up to the bar.


I stepped out into a dark wooden interior, varnish gleaming softly in the ambient lighting, and a breeze. Through the foliage of numerous potted ferns and brown leather seating areas, liberally peppered with cushions printed with Chinese Dragons, I could make out the perimeter walls to the terrace. They were not tall. A wave of dizziness threatened me, and my pulse beat hard in my throat.


I walked slowly, parallel to the bar, seeking a gap to slide into and order a drink, whilst also scanning for familiar faces. I’d already spotted a large group of my work colleagues seated on a corner sofa at the far end of the roof, but at that moment, a million pounds in cash waiting wrapped up for me with the keys to a Lamborghini on top wouldn’t have enticed me over. I kept scanning and walking and then – jackpot – I recognised Logan, an analyst, waiting for his turn at the bar.


‘Evening,’ I said, turning away from the views and focusing on him, the solidity of the glossy bar, the rows of glittering bottles behind it. I willed myself to ignore the exposed feeling at my back, the sensation that the floor was going to crumble away like something in a computer game and send me plummeting downwards…


‘You made it. We were wondering where you’d gotten to.’ He held up his hand, elbow resting on the bar in a pseudo arm-wrestling stance, his overworked bicep bulging in his shirtsleeves. I obliged and clapped my hand into his as a greeting. He tried to squeeze my bones to mush for a few seconds, but I kept smiling and waiting for his need to feel dominant to pass. I was glad he’d not noticed how clammy my palm was.


‘The night is young yet,’ I said as he released my hand.


‘Sure, but with the strength of these cocktails? It doesn’t take long for most of the guys to hit the deck, y’know?’


‘Perfect. Do they serve food here?’ A solitary banana was not an adequate dinner and if I ordered food it gave me an excuse to wait around at the bar longer.


‘Just snacks. You worried you’ll need to soak up the alcohol or you’ll make a fool of yourself.’ He nudged me in the chest with one of his massive guns again and I wondered how much he’d had to drink already. Perhaps I hadn’t exactly hit the jackpot finding him at the bar. More like a lucky-dip school fete prize. A moment of excitement followed by inevitable disappointment.


‘I didn’t have a chance to grab dinner.’


‘Oh yeah, what’ve you been up to?’


‘Just errands.’


‘You been wearing your pinny and getting your feather duster out eh?’ He laughed uproariously at his own joke.


A familiar sense of annoyance with myself gripped me at having to hang around him because of my fear of heights. I wished I could just get over it. I knew that simply because I was high up, it didn’t mean I was going to fall and end up in agony, my brains smeared across the pavement…


Thankfully, the bartender came over with his order and rescued me from having to respond to Logan. I took the opportunity to ask for a menu and by the time I’d received it and he’d taken a big swig of his drink and was ready to move on with the conversation.


‘That looks promising.’


‘Sorry, what does?’ I flicked a quick glance at him, then returned to scanning the menu. My stomach was on the edge of nausea, but I knew it would settle down once I got used to the safe zones in the bar.


‘Hot ladies at eleven o’clock.’ He’d spun on his bar stool. ‘Take a look.’


I obliged him, despite the feeling of grim inevitably building again. Perhaps I would’ve been better off taking Patrick’s offer and staying at home if the only person I was going to get to know better on this night out was an obnoxious caveman.


A tall woman with short curly black hair was taking a seat at a bar-height table tucked in beneath a low slanted skylight. Her companion was facing away from me, just the cascade of her red hair and a pleasingly rounded bottom visible as she bent over, fiddling with the buckle on one of her high-heeled sandals. The glass of the window continued right down to the skirting board as a backdrop behind them. I took a shallow breath and made an ambiguous noise to Logan, turning away from the reminder of how high up we were.


‘Hey, what say you stick with me and be my wingman tonight? I could teach you a few things about American women.’


‘Is that so?’ I raised my eyebrow at him, my patience – exacerbated by my frayed nerves – was beginning to wear thin.


‘Sure. I’ve heard all about you. Popular with the chicks back in London, aren’t you? But women over here are different. More confident. You’ll need more than a pretty face and some genteel manners – they’re after a real man.’


I schooled my features to hide my concern about the reputation that had followed me across the pond. Who had been talking about me and what had they been saying?


Admittedly, I’d never had problems attracting women, and I liked to date – but I wasn’t the only man who showed no interest in settling down.


Maybe now I was in my thirties it was becoming more noticeable that I never held down a relationship for long. It was a decision I’d made when I was young enough that an aversion to commitment seemed normal, I suppose. And it would have been fair to say that I’d indulged in a quick succession of flings after Mum died.


I hadn’t intended to do it – I certainly wasn’t out on the pull all the time – but there had been a comfort in slipping into the rhythm of it when I met someone with a similar desire for the simplicity of flirting, dating, and sex. They were comfortable interactions, exciting enough to divert, casual enough not to get into any heavy conversation. Myself, Nick and my nan had all picked a poison to try and survive those first few harrowing months of grief and then had to claw ourselves back out of it again. I supposed if a reputation as a ladies’ man was the extent of the damage I’d caused it wasn’t so bad; it could have been worse.


‘Some might argue that a “real man” is a toxic and out-dated concept,’ I countered.


He laughed. ‘Yeah, some people are snowflakes. Listen, why don’t we make this interesting? You and me, we’ll each try our best moves on them and see who wins.’


‘Wins?’


‘Secures a date – or something more exciting,’ he elaborated, as though I was questioning the rules of the game and not the fact that he was suggesting we play it at all, like a pair of randy students instead of the grown men we were. Supposedly. ‘Unless you’re worried that you’ll lose…or that you’ll upset the boss lady.’


‘Upset Georgina?’ I shook my head. ‘I’m sure she won’t be interested.’


‘You know she’s got her eye on you,’ he said slyly, swigging his drink and smacking his lips. ‘The question is, are you gonna play it safe and keep in her good books, or take up my challenge?’


‘I tell you what. I’ll order myself a drink and some food while you go try your luck and then, if you have no success, I’ll take a turn at embarrassing myself in front of your American women too. That should keep everyone happy.’


‘Oh, now that’s fighting talk.’ He grinned, too white teeth flashing in an orange-hued tan. ‘You’re on.’


‘This is fine, right, Noelle?’ Kaylee said as she wiggled her tiny bottom around getting comfortable on the bar stool.


‘Yeah, I guess it’s okay.’ I finished adjusting the buckle on my sandal – they were driving me crazy today – and hopped up on the seat opposite her.


‘I guess? Lady, you got some high standards if you think this bar is only “okay”.’ She shook her head and unhooked her purse, sliding it next to the tea light in the tiny lantern in the centre of the table.


‘It’s gorgeous. But it’s disappointing when you can’t get a seat outside because it’s full of…’ I circled my finger like a magic wand, searching for the word.


‘Yuppies?’


‘Yuppies?’ I laughed. ‘Have you been watching those old British sitcoms again?’


‘They’re research.’


‘There are a multitude of things we both call research, which we know are not research.’


‘You make a fair point. I’m going to grab us two of their most outrageous cocktails and then you are gonna spill it.’


‘Sound like a waste of good alcohol.’


‘You know I don’t mean the cocktail – I’m talking about your edit letter. You’re gonna get it all off your chest. I’m here to be your negative talk trash receptacle, okay?’


‘Doesn’t sound like a good night out for you.’


‘I’ll be getting very drunk in a swanky bar; don’t you worry about me.’ She crossed over to the bar and I turned my attention to the window. I didn’t really mind all the “yuppies” – I had nothing against them in particular, it just set me on edge feeling underdressed and having to count the nickels and dimes on my night out when everyone else in the bar was splashing their cash to impress each other.


The sunset was a last bright flare of orange and pink, rising up to a purple sky behind the buildings. I let my shoulders drop, listening to the murmur of conversation in the background, the low music, barely audible beneath the voices. I was willing to bet Kaylee was right. This was just what I needed. To shake off the terrible, brain-clawing panic and get some distance. This place was a million miles from my poky, overheated apartment and Kaylee was great for this kind of crisis. She reminded me of my friend Beth, who ran a hotel with her mom in England. Optimistic without being annoying. Inclined to look for a solution but not in a way that made you feel like an idiot. The perfect antidote to my occasional bursts of cynicism.


‘Two of their Grasshoppers with a twist to start.’ Kaylee set a tall rounded glass in front of me. The liquid was spearmint green and there was a candy cane sticking out the top of it.


‘Do I want to know what’s in this?’


‘Probably not. Drink up then and tell me what’s going on. I’ve got this horrible feeling there’s a nightmare jock at the bar who’s gonna come over soon.’


‘Oh Lord, no. What makes you think that?’


‘He wanted to pay for our drinks.’


‘You didn’t let him?’ I paused before taking a sip of the creamy cocktail.


‘Of course not! It was tempting though, ’cause if we have more than two, one of us is going to have to sell a kidney.’ She pulled out the little candy cane to suck on the end of it. ‘Right. Tell me, tell me.’


‘Well,’ I took a deep breath, ‘it’s all rubbish. Everything needs work. I basically need to start again from scratch, I’ve got less than a month to do it and I don’t know where to start.’


‘You’re catastrophising.’


‘Oh, without a doubt. It’s one of my natural talents.’


‘What’s the main issue? There has to be something that’s skewing the whole plot or sending the characters in the wrong direction. What doesn’t feel right to you?’


I nodded, spinning my glass slowly. ‘It’s the love story. It stinks, Kay. I don’t know how to do it. And…’


‘And what?’


‘Patti thinks I made the guy in the last book too appealing. Poor, dependable Kit just seems boring now.’


‘Oooh, you mean that sexy womaniser you had as a suspect? I remember him.’ She tapped her lips with the candy cane, a far-off look in her eyes. ‘He was gooood.’


Handsome-as-sin men were good in fiction, especially when you could engineer embarrassing fates for them. I’d spent far too much of my youth pining after the best-looking boys in school, waiting for them to notice chubby, freckly, bookish me and when one finally did, nothing good came of it. I’d learnt my lesson about men who’d been disproportionately gifted in the looks department – they were generally lacking in the morals department as a result. I limited my contact with handsome men to admiring from afar these days. I hadn’t been out with a Type A, as my family would refer to them, for many a moon.


I shrugged. ‘He was fun to write.’


‘I’ll bet.’ She bit her tongue gently and then gave me a grin full of mischief. ‘Why don’t you bring him back?’


‘How is that gonna help me get Kit and Charmaine to their happy-ever-after?’ I shook my head and took a big swallow of the cocktail. The richness of the cream made the blast of mint sneak up on me. It was like having my brain blow-dried. ‘I can’t switch her love interest to James. That would be a really disappointing turn of events for the readers who are actually following my series and rooting for Kitmaine.’


‘I know. I’m not suggesting that. But maybe the rival would help up the tension? Perhaps then Kit can put in a bit more effort, show her that he’s not what she thinks. Like, err…Sandy in Grease.’


‘He should put on some black stretchy pants, smoke some cigarettes and perm his hair?’


She giggled. ‘Metaphorically speaking, yeah.’


‘I guess it’s an idea,’ I said grudgingly. ‘I’m really not sure I want to reintroduce James though. Or maybe I just don’t want to redo anything. Maybe I don’t want to be a writer anymore. It’s too hard.’ She outright laughed at me when I said that, which was fair because there was no way I could ever be anything but a writer. ‘Where do I start, Kay? Help me, please,’ I whimpered and rested my chin on my hand.


‘You need a hero, little lady?’ a male voice drawled near my shoulder. I slanted my eyes to the side and sighed.


‘Wow. That didn’t take long,’ I muttered.


‘For God to answer your prayer and send me?’ A stocky man with cropped hair, sun-bleached at the tips, took up the space between me and Kaylee. I’d learnt enough from my dad about reading people to be able to tell immediately from his dominant body language and over-groomed appearance that this man was the nightmare jock Kaylee had been talking about. If misogyny wasn’t his middle name, narcissism probably would be.


‘For two women enjoying a night out to have it interrupted by a man,’ I corrected him.


‘You didn’t sound like you were enjoying it.’


‘And yet, I was still having more fun than now.’


‘Well ain’t you sassy.’ He looked down at me and puffed out his chest. ‘Or should I say nasty.’


I widened my eyes and looked at Kaylee, imploring her to intervene before I stabbed him with my candy cane.


‘Look, we’re not interested in anyone joining us, okay? I’m sure any other time you’d be great company,’ she blatantly lied, ‘but we came here to have a quiet chat about some work issues. That’s it.’


‘So, you’re saying that on another night, you might like to hook up?’ All his attention was on her now and I felt bad for putting her in the firing line. This was the problem with letting men like him down softly. This was also the problem with relying on fate to manoeuvre you into the path of the man of your dreams; you had to find your way past all the chauvinists first.


I tapped him on the shoulder to get his attention back again. ‘We’re saying: no thanks, leave us alone.’


‘I wasn’t talking to you.’ He turned to me so abruptly I recoiled and would’ve toppled off my stool but for a firm, warm hand pressing into the middle of my back. Just long enough to for me to regain my balance but not long enough for me to pull away in horror at some perv touching me. It wasn’t pervy, just helpful, and said hand immediately moved from preventing my fall to blocking the gaze of the rabid jock by resting on the table in front of me. My defender was clad in a pale blue shirt, only the back of his dark head and a sliver of jaw visible from the way he was standing in front of me.


‘Logan, let’s leave these women to their drinks. My food’s arrived and I haven’t said hello to anyone else from work yet.’ His accent was British, his voice smoother than Manuka honey and…familiar.


I craned my head around on an angle like a demented owl, trying to see his face. It couldn’t be…


Logan set his jaw. ‘I was getting somewhere with—’


‘No. You really weren’t.’ Mystery British Guy interrupted Logan and clapped him on the shoulder in a way that loaned good nature to the contradiction. Here was someone who knew how to manage people. He was the taller of the two and although not beefy, he held himself so straight, so poised, he radiated confidence, but I could sense tension there too – and no wonder as he was challenging his meat-headed friend in front of us. If they were friends… They struck me as an odd couple to be out on the prowl with each other.


Logan shrugged him off but moved away to the bar in a sulk, without another word to us. Mystery British Guy watched him go and threw a brief glance and an apology in our direction as he started to move away. ‘Sorry about my colleague’s behaviour. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening.’ Clearly, we’d taken up too much of his time already.
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