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For anyone who’s ever been told they’re not good enough
(you are)
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Prologue

FADE IN
INT: GIL’S COFFEE HOUSE, EAST DULWICH – SUNDAY, DECEMBER 2, UNGODLY HOUR (10 A.M.)

EVIE SUMMERS – late twenties, freckled, red curls down to her shoulders, a bright yellow 1950s-style tea dress, Doc Martens – stands in front of the counter, tapping her foot, clearly full of nervous energy.

The barista was taking his time with my order, and I silently thanked his dedication to the art of a well-squeezed orange. I glanced at his ‘Hello! My name is’ badge. Xan. One of those names that announces the next generation is here, and they craft organic juice like it’s a meditative experience. As the queue grew longer behind me, my orange juice was achieving Zen.

For once, though, I didn’t mind holding anyone else up – today I needed Xan to take his sweet time so I could gear myself up for what I was about to do.

‘Want me to add in a little something extra to make it special?’

Only if it’s vodka, Xan. ‘What did you have in mind?’

‘The magic ingredient – perfect for hangovers.’ Xan unfurled his fingers, revealing an egg. I waved at him to stick it in the blender – it wasn’t like I was planning to drink it.

By now, my hands were shaking, which would certainly help make what I was about to do look like an accident. I took a few deep breaths. You can do this, Evie Summers, I told myself sternly.

Though, if I was going to do this properly, I had to come away with the poor guy’s name, and, if it went really well, his number.

I checked my phone while Xan blended and saw the JEMS group chat was active.

Jeremy: is she doing it? Evie, Evie, Evie. Are you doing it? TELL ME YOU ARE DOING IT

Sarah: Mar, have you sorted out the table centres yet?

Jeremy: Sarah, you want the BRIDEZILLA chat thread. This one is for more important things

Maria: GUYS. Evie, are you sure you want to do this? I mean, god, I hope you do it, but are you sure?

‘Ta-da!’ Xan said, brandishing my juice. My heart convulsed. It was time.

Evie: I’m going in

Even this early on a Sunday, the Southeast London café was packed. Ahead of me lay an obstacle course. Crisply dressed teenagers straight out of tube ads for online fashion sites everyone is too old for. Laptop users pretending they hadn’t already finished the coffee they were still nursing. Yummy Mummies with perfect, doll-like kids. And him – Ramones Guy.

I’d chosen him as my mark from the table where I’d perched earlier with my laptop so that I could see everyone who entered the café. He’d sat near the big Christmas tree. Late twenties, cute, bearded, wearing a Ramones T-shirt under a checked shirt, and more student than adult (i.e., just my type).

He’d arrived on his own, he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, he didn’t have any children – basically, he’d achieved the bare-minimum requirements for a potential love interest. Lucky him.

Though, if I were being honest, he didn’t just tick some boxes – I genuinely found him attractive, which was making me even more nervous. Because these days, my approach to finding someone I liked was to imagine the life we might have together and then never speak to them. Not what I was about to do.

I emerged from the cluster of tables a few steps away from my target. He was leaning over his book – How Not to Grow Up! by Richard Herring – which gave me pause. Is that something my love interest would read? But I couldn’t afford to be choosy, so I started to close the gap between us.

Three more steps.

Two.

One.

I was right by him. He was even cuter close up.

Now or never.

I held the juice out as I approached, heart simultaneously in my throat and rapping so hard against my ribs it felt like it was trying to escape.

Come on, come on, NOW!

Ramones Guy laughed at something he’d just read … and I walked straight past him.

Damn it. I couldn’t do it. But I also couldn’t back out.

Because, just maybe, I was about to meet the man of my dreams. We’d lock eyes and, in that instant, we’d both know we were about to start the rest of our lives together, just like in a film. Though right now, holding an orange juice with an egg in it, I felt as far from the silver screen as it was possible to get.

I’d been walking as slowly as possible, but now I was back at my table. I’d sat at the communal one, and in my absence a man and his daughter had joined me. Him: mid-thirties, neat, dark hair, reading the Sunday paper, with the look of someone with IT in his job title. Her: cute, slightly wonky pigtails, red-rimmed glasses, about seven years old. Her legs were swinging as she read her book. I had a vague feeling I’d seen them in here before.

I got out my phone as I hovered by my laptop.

Evie: I couldn’t do it. Why did I think I could? And isn’t it your responsibility as my friends to stop me from doing something that’s clearly bonkers?

Sarah: you can do whatever you put your mind to. Though, yes, it is absolutely bonkers

Jeremy: Evie, don’t you dare back out now. Go get your Hugh Grant

Maria: you can do this, Evie! Take a deep breath and try again. We believe in you!

Jeremy: do it for love! At least, do it for us

For the most part, my best friends were sane, intelligent people, and it made me feel better to be reminded that even they had encouraged me to do this.

Besides, they were right. I could do it. Or, rather, I had to.

I’d delayed long enough. In that brief pause before I turned back, the man at my table looked up at me, as if wondering about my behaviour. I tried to seem like I’d simply forgotten something and needed to go back for it. Which people do all the time, thank you very much.

This time I took a shorter route, which meant squeezing past the cabal of perfectly turned-out mothers.

Two neatly dressed, wide-eyed children were blocking my path, one white-blonde, the other with straight dark hair, both looking like they’d answered a casting call for ‘children that could haunt your nightmares.’

‘Sorry, I just need to get past. Thanks. So if you could …’ My drink dribbled down my wrist and I hastily straightened the glass before any more escaped. Imagine a Notting Hill where, instead of spilling his drink on Julia Roberts, Hugh Grant simply flattened his empty cup against her chest.

‘Please move,’ I pleaded quietly. They smiled. ‘Please?’ I said, a little louder, flicking my gaze toward Ramones Guy to check that he hadn’t left.

One of the mothers – blonde, wearing ironic high-waisted ‘mom’ jeans and box-fresh trainers – leaned away from her conversation with her friend with the gleaming ponytail to appraise me. ‘Is everything OK?’

My cheeks immediately started to burn. ‘Everything is fine! Sorry. I just need to get past.’

People at nearby tables were starting to look up.

Ponytail shook her head. ‘Our children make their own decisions. Vendetta, Justice, what do you want to do?’

Good Lord. The children looked at me and then held hands.

The curse of having red hair, pale skin, and freckles is that your body turns traitor at the slightest provocation. I knew without looking that my chest and neck would be covered in red blotches. ‘You’re like a carrot! Look, Mummy, she’s a carrot!’ the girl – Justice? – exclaimed.

The boy’s face crumpled as he wailed, ‘Does she have a rash? Is she contagious?’

‘Clever word, Detty. No, the lady is just a little bit embarrassed!’

‘I’m scared,’ Justice said.

Now all five mothers were looking at me and I forced a smile, wishing I had the courage to tell them they were raising their children to one day become other children’s traumatic high-school experiences.

Instead, face and chest still glowing, I swivelled to edge around their table. The mothers all watched me struggle past, while Justice, Vendetta, and the other Children of the Café (I assumed their names were Regret, Huge Mistake, and Grave Error) burst into high giggles.

Ramones Guy was back in my line of sight. This time I was definitely going to do it. I’d walk straight toward him, eyes on my phone as if I wasn’t paying attention, and ‘accidentally’ bump into him. Then we’d have a really cute ‘how we met’ story. A meet-cute.

Of course, the thing about not looking where you’re going is that knocking into someone is fairly inevitable. You just can’t always choose who.

The next five seconds happened in excruciatingly slow motion.

Five. I kept my eyes on my screen, held my glass high, and picked up speed.

Four. At the last possible moment, I looked up.

Three. My smile was shy; his eyes were filled with horror.

Two. Because he had just been joined by his tiny granny, whom he was now clutching protectively to his chest.

One. I smacked into him, compressing her between our two bodies as the orange juice left the glass.

Everything came back into sharp focus. I pulled away, heart hammering, and was relieved to discover they were both dry. His sweet old granny was safe.

‘I am so sorry. Are you both all right?’

‘No thanks to you, you clumsy cow,’ Granny said. Ramones Guy glared. I sighed. Something told me the two of us were not meant to be.

I was about to offer more help, but unfortunately, what goes up must come down. And the sudden outraged screams told me exactly where.

‘Justice! Are you OK? Speak to Mummy!’

Oh, no. I turned around, still holding the empty glass.

Little Justice’s white-blonde hair was now a bright orange as her mother frantically wiped at the sodden strands, her pointed face absolutely dripping. Detty was grinning as he watched his sobbing friend.

‘I’m really, truly sor—’ I tried to say.

‘Is she OK?’ Detty’s mother interrupted, from a safe distance.

‘No, she is not OK. For sodding’s sake, Janet, pass me a baby-wipe.’

Then something seemed to occur to Justice’s mother and she turned to where I stood, clutching the glass in both hands. She rubbed the juice between her fingers.

‘What, exactly,’ she said to me, ‘is in this?’

My voice came out strangled. ‘Oranges, that’s all.’ She relaxed a little. ‘And an egg.’

She shrieked and began wiping at her daughter even more furiously, blonde bob swinging.

Another mother called out, ‘Oh my God, Suze. Is she vegan?’

Every part of me was on fire. ‘Can I help at all? Here, I’ll get napkins.’ I ran back to my table, feeling a little hysterical. Both the dad and the daughter had their heads down, reading, the only two people in the whole café who were oblivious to what was happening. Their napkins were at the edge of the table closest to me. I put down the glass and grabbed them. As I did, the daughter raised her eyes … and winked. I was too flustered to respond.

Suze snatched the napkins from me without comment, holding them in front of her daughter’s mouth.

‘Out!’

Justice stuck out her tongue, and I swear she looked right at me as she did it. Suze started to wipe at it, her movements punctuating her words. ‘She. Is. Allergic. To. Egg. If she ingests even a tiny amount, she—’ As if on cue, Justice went pale, then hiccuped.

‘Justice, tell Mummy you didn’t swallow.’

The little girl burped once. Twice.

This wasn’t actually going to happen, was it? I held my breath and seriously considered running out of the café, leaving my laptop and bag behind.

‘Mummy, is she contagious?’ precious little Detty asked.

Justice looked like she was about to cough, only … she didn’t.

What can only be described as a gleaming fountain of sick shot out of her mouth with such force that when it hit Detty’s face he was knocked backward by a foot.

The whole café froze, silent but for the deafening sound of dripping coming from Detty.

Even though it was awful – truly, inescapably awful – and I felt terrible as the little girl’s projectile vomit once again managed to target Detty’s upturned face, a very tiny, unforgivable part of me thought: And that’s why she’s called Justice.

I emerged from the toilet, where I’d been hiding, only after the mothers and their children had finally left, thoroughly outraged and promising they wouldn’t be back. Xan had waved off my offer to help him clean up – apparently the mothers had been driving him and the rest of the staff crazy for weeks with their campaign against the gender-neutral toilets. He’d even made me a fresh coffee, which was waiting for me back at my table. I gave him a grateful wave.

The dad and his kid were still there – I’d been hoping they’d have gone so I didn’t have to face anyone. The only sensible thing to do was down the coffee, pack up my belongings, and never return.

As I sat back behind my laptop, using it as a shield, I risked a glance around the café. It had more or less settled back down.

It was almost like nothing had happened.

Except that I’d think about today every time I closed my eyes to sleep for the next ten years.

Jeremy: well??? How did it go? Did you land Hugh Grant?

Sarah: OMG Evie, tell me you didn’t actually go through with it, you weirdo

Maria: I’m here if you need to talk

I flipped my phone over. It was too soon to relive the trauma.

Picking up the coffee, I faced my blank screen. Now all I had to do was write about what just happened in agonising detail, which was, after all, why I’d done it in the first place.

As I started to type, I felt the peculiar itch of someone staring at me.

The little girl. She appeared to be waiting for me to say something. I pushed my hair over my shoulder and leaned toward my laptop, hoping she’d get bored. She inched closer.

‘Well?’ she said, impatiently. ‘How did we do?’

‘I’m sorry?’ I asked her, baffled.

‘Anette,’ the man cautioned distractedly, gently tugging his daughter to his side. ‘Leave the young lady alone.’ Young lady! Something about the way he said this made me prickle. As if he were the only adult at the table.

She pulled away from him and he moved his hands in quick succession – sign language, I realised, spotting her hearing aids. His daughter ignored him. ‘We pretended we didn’t see what happened,’ she told me. Adding, presumably for clarity, ‘With the vomiting.’

Her dad appeared riveted by the travel section.

‘It was all his idea,’ she continued. ‘He said you’d be embarrassed enough.’ The man turned his page. ‘So? Did we do well?’ It took me a moment to respond. I knew I should feel mortified – especially when her dad clearly thought I was an idiot – but her earnestness was touching.

‘You did,’ I assured her. ‘Thank you.’ She beamed, though her dad remained focused on his paper. He was probably sympathetic toward the families I’d just traumatised. ‘But as bad as it was for me, it was worse for them. Those poor children, and their mothers—’

She was already shaking her head, the ends of her pigtails hitting her glasses. ‘They are literally our mortal enemies. We’ve been trying to think of ways to get them to stop coming here for weeks.’

‘I bet you didn’t think of that one,’ I said wryly.

She grinned. ‘I’m Anette,’ she said. ‘This is my dad.’ She elbowed him.

After a slight pause, he held out his hand. ‘Ben,’ he said stiffly.

‘Evie,’ I replied, giving him my best ‘I’m completely normal’ smile. My hand was briefly swallowed by his before he returned to his paper.

Anette leaned forward, peering at me as if I was the most interesting thing in the room.

‘You’ve been the best thing to happen in here in ages,’ she declared.

‘That’s very sweet,’ I replied, deciding to take this as a compliment. Somehow I didn’t think her dad agreed. ‘But today was a complete one-off, I promise. I never do things like that.’

For whatever reason, this earned me Ben’s full attention. He looked at me, hooded brown eyes flashing with something like amusement. ‘Really?’ he said. ‘Then why was that the second time we’ve seen you spill your drink on someone in this café?’


Two Weeks Earlier
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Code Red

INT: A BASEMENT BAR IN SOHO – FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 16, 10 P.M.

EVIE stands in a small crowd of well-dressed twentysomethings, holding a scuffed plastic ‘glass’ of house white wine, nodding in time to the conversation happening around her. She checks her phone, too tipsy to be anywhere near as surreptitious as she thinks she’s being.

Sarah: I’m going to email the presentation to you all to help your planning session next weekend. Check your inboxes!

Maria: we really don’t mind planning your hen do ourselves

Jeremy: which isn’t to say that we don’t mind planning your hen do

Sarah: but this way you’ll KNOW I’ll love it. While we’re on my wedding, can we talk about your plus-one situation, Evie?

I slipped my phone back into my bag. Sarah had been trying to get me to talk about my ‘plus-one situation’ since she got engaged. As if I had some sort of condition that I’d been ignoring.

As I turned my attention back to the two achingly trendy young women with me in the bar, I noticed two things: 1) Their beautiful, pristine, untouched-by-worry baby skin. And 2) That I was much tipsier than I realised, despite sticking to my strict three-drink rule.

That was the curse of the assistant drinks. Once a month, every assistant working in TV and film talent agencies met in a different yet equally terrible bar in Central London to ‘network’ (i.e., gossip). There was never any food available at these events, though there was always an abundance of a very particular type of white wine (the cheapest). I could only assume everyone else here was too young to have experienced hangovers as adults, and were therefore blissfully unaware of what it’s like to wake up feeling like every single one of your twenty-nine years has smacked you in the face.

Myself, on the other hand … I had an egg sandwich in my satchel that I was dying to eat, but hadn’t yet found an appropriate moment. While my practical side was telling me I needed something to line my stomach, I also conceded that normal people probably don’t bring their own sandwiches to networking events.

One of the girls, Jodi, swept the curtain of blonde hair from her face and gave me a little smile that made me feel like the young one. I had the feeling she’d just asked me a question. She was an assistant at one of the biggest talent agencies in the business, and one of those people who collected gossip like it was currency.

‘What was that, sorry?’ I squeezed my plastic wine cup tightly. It wasn’t that long ago that I’d had someone by my side at these events.

‘I’m whisking young Geraldine here around to introduce her to the cool kids,’ Jodi said. She had one of those drawling London accents that made me feel more northern with every syllable.

I turned to the teen with round glasses. Most of her long hair was pulled up into a messy bun, leaving the rest down in the sort of tangled waves that said ‘Just look at how much I don’t care about my appearance.’ Beneath her dungarees she wore a white T-shirt with GRETA GERWIG across it in large black lettering. I immediately wanted one, though I’d never be cool enough to pull it off.

‘Who are you interning with?’ I asked.

There was a moment of silence.

‘Evie, you big nerd,’ laughed Jodi. ‘She’s an assistant.’

‘But she’s a kid!’ I clamped my mouth shut, as if that could somehow take back my words.

Geraldine let out a low, throaty laugh and placed a hand on her chest. ‘Thank you. I’m almost prehistoric in assistant years.’ She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘I’m actually twenty-three. I was worried everyone would think I was too old.’

‘You don’t look a day over twenty-one’ was Jodi’s automatic response. I wanted to take Geraldine by the shoulders and tell her she was so young she was practically brand-new. Instead, I took another sip of my wine.

‘Geraldine’s at Geoffrey and Turner,’ Jodi said, with a significance that I studiously ignored.

Geoffrey and Turner was a small but respected agency for screen and TV writers. A few years ago they’d been the William Jonathan Montgomery & Sons Agency for Screenwriters’ direct rivals. But lately, they’d become the agency of choice for writers looking for prestige, and we had … Well, someday we’d get back on track again.

‘One of Geraldine’s new colleagues, Ritchie, is an old friend of yours, isn’t he, Evie?’ Jodi pressed. Nothing got by her. Since she’d found out I’d known him back when he was plain old Ricky, she never missed an opportunity to dig for more information. My ex was what was known in the industry as a unicorn, i.e., a single man. Putting him firmly on Jodi’s gossip radar. I could have told her that Ricky was the kind of guy who’d make you feel like the luckiest person in the world. Until you were no longer what he wanted. Instead, I kept my smile fixed, as usual giving her nothing.

‘Ritchie’s amazing,’ Geraldine gushed. ‘I’m sure he’s going to be made an agent any day now. Everything about him says “meteoric rise”’.

‘Well, he was hardly going to remain an assistant forever,’ Jodi said, then put a hand on my arm. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get there. You just have a unique situation.’

Jodi wasn’t wrong, but that wasn’t what I was upset about. They wouldn’t really promote him yet, would they? My throat tightened.

‘Where do you work?’ Geraldine asked me. I sighed, snapping myself out of it. She’d find out sooner or later anyway.

‘William Jonathan Montgomery and Sons,’ I said.

Geraldine’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, you’re that Evie.’

When you were the longest-serving assistant in the industry, word tended to get around.

It was a relief when they decided they needed a refill and headed back to the bar. I pulled out my phone again, wishing it was next Friday already so my friends could be here. Sometimes the miles between us felt more numerous than I could count.

Evie: HELP ME I AM SURROUNDED MY CHILDREN

Maria: where are you?

Evie: assistant drinks

Evie: *BY children

Jeremy: is Dicky there?

Evie: no. He only socialises with agents now

Sarah: it’s good for her. IT’S GOOD FOR YOUR CAREER, EVIE

Jeremy: indoor voice, Sarah

Maria: you’re an agent in all but name, Evie. You’ve shown your face. Why don’t you head home? Take care of yourself

I tucked the phone away without responding to Maria. As difficult as I sometimes found these events, I had to attend them if I had any hope of one day progressing beyond assistant. Everyone was here with the same purpose: desperate to say the right thing, speak to the right people, make those all-important connections. I used to feel the same way, back when I’d first moved down to London. Just not about agenting.

If my dad could see me now.

He’d be proud, I knew; he’d just be surprised to see me on this side of the business. Wanting to represent screenwriters, instead of being one. He’d wonder what had happened to the girl who’d declared, at the age of twelve, that she was going to be the next Nora Ephron or Dorothy Taylor, who’d acted like writing was as essential as food, or air. Of course, he’d never know what the first agent I ever showed my work to told me.

You just don’t have what it takes.

A small shudder ran through me. Normally I could quell any thoughts about my writing days, but something about this evening had made it harder. Seven years as an assistant. Happy anniversary, Evie. Still, I always told myself I was lucky. I couldn’t follow my own dream, so now I helped other screenwriters follow theirs. It would all be worthwhile once I was made agent. Monty always told me I wasn’t quite ready yet. I just had to find a way to make him see what I was made of.

I squeezed up to the bar beside Jodi to put my empty cup down, just in time to catch the end of what Geraldine was saying.

‘I’d never stay in a job for that long.’ She spotted me standing there. ‘No offence,’ she added quickly.

‘It isn’t Evie’s fault,’ Jodi said. ‘Her boss, Monty, is a bit of a joke.’ I bristled at this. Monty was what was known in the industry as the Old Guard. One of the last bastions of the days when most deals were sealed in the bars of private members’ clubs. He could still charm a producer when he needed to, but the world had moved on. The tide of enthusiastic young people entering the industry all came with an innate understanding of content. A word that made Monty break out in hives.

‘He’s brilliant at what he does,’ I said, knowing I was defending my own experience as much as his.

‘We all know your real reason for staying. The work perk.’ Jodi pronounced it ‘werk’ and the age gap between us became a gulf. ‘A certain Oscar-winning screenwriter Monty must have solid dirt on to have kept hold of him for so long.’

Jodi knew about all the poachable writers as a matter of principle. Though there were some things even she didn’t know about Monty’s prize client.

Geraldine’s eyes gleamed. ‘You’re not talking about Ezra Chester, are you? Oh my God, what’s he like? Is he as hot as he looks on Instagram? It’s so cute he’s dating Monica Reed. She’s like ten years older than him, which is so not something he cares about. How’s his big film coming along? Didn’t he donate half his fee to charity? Tell me everything.’

Ezra had become an instant industry darling after winning a screenwriting Oscar three years ago, but it was only when he started dating Hollywood royalty Monica Reed that he claimed celebrity status. Thanks to appearing on various gossip pages and hotlists, his Instagram account now had more than three hundred thousand followers. It helped that he looked like he belonged on the screen, rather than behind it.

‘I can’t really say much about the film,’ I said, smiling to soften my words.

‘You’re hilarious, Evie,’ Jodi said, and suddenly I was back in high school, being mocked for putting my hand up in class. ‘We’re all friends here. You can at least tell us if the rumors are true. Does the great Ezra Chester have writer’s block?’

‘Not even close,’ I said, trying to ignore how the word ‘friends’ had made something tighten in my chest. We’d seen each other once a month for the last year or so, ever since Jodi had started as an assistant. Did that qualify as a friendship? Part of me hoped it did, because since moving to London I’d found making new friends outside of work all but impossible. And yet … the one time the two of us had gone out for a drink, I’d dropped my guard and told her something personal. The next day an assistant I didn’t know emailed me to recommend her grief counsellor. We hadn’t gone out again.

‘His charity work is probably taking up his writing time,’ Geraldine said sympathetically. ‘He just spent one whole month in South America so he could meet all the children he’s raising money for. I don’t know how he does it.’

‘We wonder the same thing,’ I said neutrally, thinking of the artful shots of the vineyards he’d also managed to visit.

‘Tell us something we don’t know about Ezra, Evie,’ Jodi said, widening her eyes, as if we were both irritated by Geraldine. Co-conspirators.

‘Well,’ I said, still light-headed from too much cheap booze on an empty stomach. ‘The truth is that Ezra …’ I saw Jodi hold her breath. My phone buzzed.

I paused, realising how easy it would be to tell them too much; all I had to do was explain why my friends back home call him NOB. Ruining his and the agency’s reputation in one fell swoop.

Much to their dismay, I reached into my bag, pulling out the sandwich to get to my phone. Oh, what the hell. I opened the packet and took a generous bite. People who think being an agent is a glamorous career path haven’t seen me catching the last train home cradling a loaf of bread so I could eat toast in bed.

Jodi cleared her throat, looking embarrassed for me. ‘Well? Come on, Evie, share.’

‘OK,’ I relented. ‘The truth is …’ I paused to quickly polish off the sandwich. They took an impatient step closer. ‘His next project is going to blow you all away.’

A beat. Their faces filled with disbelief. ‘Right,’ said Jodi flatly, and this time I was the one left in the cold as she and Geraldine exchanged looks.

That’s the thing about being an assistant for seven years. You get really, really good at it.

Ezra might be a NOB, but no one here was ever going to find out why.

I tucked the empty packet back into my bag and retrieved my phone. I had several missed calls from Monty. Knowing him, it could be anything from a client crisis to wanting a suit dry-cleaned.

For once, I was grateful he was high-maintenance. ‘I’m so sorry, but I have to run. I’m needed back at the office.’

Geraldine checked the time on her waterproof Baby-G watch. ‘But it’s after ten p.m.!’ she said, bewildered. ‘On a Friday.’

I gave her my sweetest smile. ‘Welcome to agenting.’

‘Code Red. They’ve ambushed me.’ Monty’s voice was a whisper but echoed oddly. ‘Did you tell them where I was tonight?’

‘Who?’ I dodged through the Friday-night Dean Street crowds.

‘Sam-and-Max. They’re here.’ Sam-and-Max were the producers for Ezra’s new script. They did everything as if they were one person, like a hydra someone had tried to kill that had merely divided in two and continued its life as normal. I’d never met two more enthusiastically polite people. It seemed unlikely they’d approach Monty without any warning.

‘Are you at the Ash?’

‘Aha!’ he hissed. ‘So you did tell them I was here.’

I bit back my response. Monty was always at the private members-only club; he’d all but moved in. He spent more time at the Ash than at home, and anyone who knew even the slightest thing about Monty wouldn’t look for him at the office.

‘And they both just turned up?’

‘Yes, they didn’t even call first.’ A noise drowned out his next words. Was that a flush? ‘You need to get here. Code Red, Evelyn.’

Monty had devised a code system for needing my help when he was with clients so that they didn’t know he was calling for assistance. Amber meant ‘stand by for action’. Green was for minor emergencies. Taxis that needed booking, that sort of thing. The severity of a Code Red situation was unpredictable. The last one had involved a client choking on a meatball, and Monty had been too drunk to remember that I’d gone home for the weekend and couldn’t perform the Heimlich manoeuvre from Sheffield. The client had, despite this, survived.

‘I need an extraction.’ It was also worth bearing in mind that Monty could be dramatic. We worked with screenwriters, not spies. ‘Shit.’ For a few seconds, I could hear only women’s voices in the background.

‘Monty? Is everything OK?’

‘Hang on,’ he whispered. The voices faded. ‘Come and get me out of here!’

‘I’m on my way. Which room are you in?’ The club was based in Mayfair and its seven floors included a rooftop pool and a health spa.

Monty mumbled something about wombles talking.

‘Sorry, I don’t think I caught that.’

‘I said I’M IN THE WOMEN’S TOILET.’

‘Then, er, leave?’ I suggested helpfully.

‘I’d love to, only I’m STUCK, Evelyn. I’m bloody stuck.’

As I headed for the tube, I was immensely glad I’d eaten that egg sandwich. Something told me I’d better be sober for this.
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Stuck

INT: THIRD-FLOOR BAR, THE ASH, PRIVATE MEMBERS’ CLUB – FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 16, 11:02 P.M.

The bar’s colour scheme is ironically bright and garish. There are several giant film canisters on the ceiling from which reels of filmstrip hang down. A purple curtain with lime-green tassels hangs between the bar and the restaurant beyond. A blonde-haired waiter in a crisp usher’s uniform stands next to the curtain. He huffs a filmstrip out of his face and appears to be listening.

‘Please, I have to get across the restaurant without being seen.’

The blonde waiter clasped his hands, his smile bland and practiced, well-versed in handling the eccentricities of the Ash’s clientele. ‘Miss Summers, I appreciate you’re Monty’s assistant, but this is highly unorthodox. We wouldn’t want to disturb our other guests.’

Monty was a founding member of the club, hence the first-name basis, so the staff knew who I was even though he wouldn’t pay for an additional membership fee. As a nonmember, my rights were limited. I tried my best to look like someone worth helping.

Given that I was currently wrapped in a curtain, this was a struggle.

From my vantage point I could see Sam-and-Max sitting at a table on either side of an empty chair I assumed had been Monty’s before he’d spotted them coming into the room and hidden in the nearest toilet.

If the producers saw me, they’d know for sure that Monty was still in the building. Somehow, I needed to get past them and help Monty escape without them noticing.

‘You’re welcome to sit in the bar while you wait for Monty.’

I hugged the material closer to me, trying desperately to decide what to do. The producers could be here for only one thing. Eighteen months ago, Ezra Chester had signed a contract with Sam-and-Max’s up-and-coming film company, Intrepid Productions, to write their next film – a romantic comedy. They’d wanted the hottest new talent behind their project. Enter Ezra and his Oscar-winning kudos. The fact that this rom-com would be the first follow-up to his major success, the ultimate tearjerker A Heart Lies Bleeding, made him all the more alluring.

When the original deadline whizzed past with no sign of the script, they’d been very understanding, especially when Monty had explained to them that Ezra’s grandmother had just passed away. But then Ezra missed the next deadline, and the next … and the producers had stepped up their game.

Since then Sam-and-Max have been pursuing the script with a cheerfulness bordering on aggression. Looking at them now, dressed in identical blue suits, worry on their blandly good-looking faces, I wondered why they wanted to meet with Monty so badly they’d broken his cardinal rule (no surprise meetings). Was it because what Ezra had managed to write was actually terrible? The tiniest part of me hoped this was true …

Because there was something Sam-and-Max couldn’t know about their beloved screenwriter. The same something I would never tell the Jodis or the Geraldines of the world.

The truth was that Ezra Chester – Academy Award winner, charitable heartthrob, and industry darling – was an arrogant, insufferable arse.

My friends had taken to calling him Number One Boychild (NOB for short) after he’d stormed out of a meeting because I’d got his coffee order wrong and then refused to return until Monty promised him cocktails. The meeting had been about his charity for under privileged children, several of whom had been in the room at the time. It was a testament to Monty’s PR skills that NOB’s charity work had anyone fooled about his real nature. Now I had to be incredibly careful never to call him NOB to his infuriatingly beautiful face.

Thinking about him gave me an idea. ‘I promise I’ll move, if you wouldn’t mind doing one small thing for Monty,’ I said, because the waiter wouldn’t be able to refuse one of the Ash’s founding members.

He looked both relieved and concerned. ‘I can’t do anything that will upset the other patrons,’ he cautioned.

‘Look.’ I tried to keep the desperation from my voice. ‘The truth is if I screw this up, my boss will use it as another reason not to promote me. Please.’ I shuffled toward him as much as the curtain would allow. ‘Do I look like the kind of woman who has other options?’

He shook his head – insulting – and I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile before explaining exactly what I needed him to do.

‘Is Mr Montgomery here? Mr Chester has just arrived and is waiting in the VIP area downstairs.’

The waiter was standing within earshot of Sam-and-Max while talking to his colleague.

‘Come on, come on,’ I prayed.

I saw them sit up straighter, exchange a look, stand, and head as one towards where I was hidden. I shrank back behind the curtain, one of its tassels tickling my nose.

Their footsteps faded away down the stairs and I counted to ten before slipping out and heading for the door on the opposite side of the room, trying not to feel as out of place as I must have looked with my mussed hair and Doc Martens.

The women’s toilet was lit by a vaguely apologetic kind of lighting designed to make you feel you were stepping into something illicit. I could just about make out bevelled pink tiles, a lot of chrome, and products that probably cost more than a month’s salary.

There was only one cubicle in use. ‘Monty?’ I called hesitantly.

‘Evelyn? What took you so long?’ Monty’s cut-glass accent held an edge of hysteria.

‘You can come out now, it’s clear.’

‘Yes, why didn’t I think of that?’ He rattled the door from the inside. ‘That’s right – I’m stuck.’

For a moment we both pushed back and forth, which only succeeded in establishing that he was right. ‘I think it’s the lock,’ said Monty.

‘I’m going to have to get someone.’

Monty made a strangled sound. ‘I’ll be the talk of the club! Can’t you jimmy it a bit …?’ He went quiet as the main door opened. An older woman breezed in. I smiled at her and pulled out my phone to send a quick message to JEMS, hoping someone would be up after midnight.

Evie: does anyone know how to unjam a toilet door?

Jeremy worked as a solicitor and often kept odd hours. Maria was an editor for a monthly food magazine, a job that rarely necessitated an all-nighter, apart from when she left dough to rise. Sarah worked in HR and finished at 5:30 p.m. on the dot, because her time-management skills were a force to be reckoned with. She was probably fast asleep.

I saw a response pop up and almost sagged with relief – until I read it.

Jeremy: why would it be covered in jam?

Evie: [image: ] are you still working?

Jeremy: just for some of my freebie clients. Homeless guy arrested for begging outside M&S. Thank goodness a diligent officer prevented such a terrible crime

Jeremy: wait, are you stuck in a toilet?

Evie: not me. Monty

Jeremy: …

Evie: stop laughing, please. This is serious

Jeremy: sorry. If Sarah was up she’d probably have some annoyingly useful solutions. Have you tried putting soap on the hinges?

Evie: right now, I’ll try anything

Jeremy: you could try leaving him there

‘Do you mind?’ I looked up from my phone to find the woman smiling and gesturing to my sink. Now I recognised her. She was a Dame, over seventy, and fiercely chic. Ramrod-straight neck and shoulders, cropped white hair, and loose, flowing clothes, with a silk scarf draped elegantly over one shoulder. She exuded grace and poise. I blinked at her in awe, then realised she was still waiting.

I stood back. ‘Sorry, I’m just waiting for my friend.’

The unmistakable sound of a man urinating filled the room. The lady looked up from reapplying her lipstick and I studied the end of my braid intensely. The noise continued.

Of course Monty would get stuck in the one place where needing the toilet wasn’t actually a problem and still choose to go at the worst possible moment.

And he really was going. And going. The woman was basically film royalty, and right now she was having to listen to Monty emptying his bladder with gusto.

The tiniest of trickles from the cubicle echoed around the room. Finally, finally, the sound trailed off. The lady capped her lipstick before turning to go, tucking her bag under one stylish arm.

She paused with a hand on the door. Oh, God.

‘Sometimes,’ said the Dame, ‘you just need a really good piss.’

As the door closed behind her, I relaxed against the sink, a snort of laughter finally escaping me.

‘I fail to see how this is funny,’ said Monty.

‘Sorry, I’m just getting soap to put on the hinges, but—’

‘Whatever you’re doing, do it quickly. There’s a good girl.’

‘But is soap really our best—’

‘Now, Evelyn.’

I plucked the expensive-looking bottle of liquid soap off the shelf and returned to the cubical. As I looked for the door’s hinges, I decided to take advantage of the fact that I literally had a captive audience. ‘Monty,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you want to meet with Sam-and-Max?’

Silence from the cubicle.

‘Is it the pages?’ He’d told me NOB was making progress. Not that he’d let me read the draft for myself.

‘Actually, you can call someone after all.’

‘Sam-and-Max are out there, but if you think that’s the best thing to do—’

‘No, no,’ he said hastily.

‘What do they want to meet about, Monty?’ I asked gently, pumping the liquid on the hinges.

A long pause.

I rattled the door, muttering, ‘It’s just so stuck. I really should go and get help …’

There came a heavy sigh from the cubicle. I heard the toilet creak as Monty took a seat. ‘They want Ezra to sign an addendum stating he’ll deliver the full script within three months. They won’t accept the partial; I’ve tried. They’ve mentioned lawyers.’

It was a generous offer, as far as ultimatums went, especially considering they’d been getting the runaround for over a year. Monty had assured everyone that NOB was writing, so what was the issue? Perhaps NOB had taken offence at the formality. Every other extension had been a ‘gentleman’s agreement.’

‘Is Ezra being resistant?’ There was the tiniest of gaps between the door and the frame where the lock was, and I could just about see the bolt. I pumped some soap in there too.

Another pause. ‘I didn’t want to risk stifling his creativity by mentioning the new deadline.’

Translation: Monty had wimped out of telling NOB he could no longer take his sweet time. I took a deep breath. ‘He doesn’t know he only has three months to finish the script?’

‘It’s worse than that, Evelyn,’ said Monty, irritable now. ‘If he doesn’t deliver, they want their money back, all of it. If that happens, we’re screwed.’

I frowned. Could it really be that bad? For the last few years, as Monty devoted more and more of his time to maintaining NOB’s benevolent public image, I’d been handling most of the agency’s negotiations. I had a good idea how much we were bringing in, even though Monty kept most of the company financials to himself. ‘I thought we were doing fine,’ I said, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. If he’d made me an agent, I could have been helping more.

‘You really should know more about how the business works by now, Evelyn.’ I pushed my indignation down, knowing from experience that there would be nothing gained from pointing out that he purposefully withheld information from me. ‘We’re being squeezed out by bigger agencies every day. There’s no room for the little man anymore. Ezra’s our one ace, and without him, we’re done. We are both out of a job if he doesn’t deliver.’

‘We’re what?’ I squeezed the bottle too hard and the pump head came off in my hands. The whole thing slipped from my fingers, bouncing off the dark slate tiles and spraying its contents everywhere.

‘No script,’ enunciated Monty, ‘no job.’

For a moment I just stood there, absorbing this, soap dripping from my fingers. After this long, the agency felt like home. I knew that my friends thought I had Stockholm syndrome, given all the stories they’d heard me tell about Monty over the years. Yet to me, my job was more than dealing with Monty’s eccentricities. It was being able to make the perfect pairing between one of our writers and a producer or an incredible production company. It was the hours I’d spent in that cramped office editing scripts, completely lost in helping a writer find their way. The edits that weren’t strictly a part of our service – I just loved doing them. It was a demanding job, but I’d made it my own. I didn’t know what I’d do without it. I didn’t know who I would be without it. Now, that was a sobering thought.

‘Ezra needs to sign that addendum,’ I said without thinking.

‘Does he?’ Monty’s voice was heavy with sarcasm. ‘Whatever would I do without my sage assist—’ He stopped abruptly. ‘You know,’ he said, his tone suddenly airy, ‘it’s a shame. Before all this unpleasantness, I was going to talk to you about stepping up.’

What was he saying? Had he been considering making me an agent?

Rap rap rap. I jumped.

‘Hello? Miss Summers? Are you still in there?’ I recognised the voice of the waiter I’d spoken to earlier. He was outside the door. ‘I have two gentlemen here who are asking to see Monty.’ He coughed. ‘For some reason, they were under the impression he might be in our VIP area, and the maître d’ is rather touchy about uninvited guests.’ I winced guiltily. ‘I’m terribly sorry, but he’s really quite insistent that you help us resolve the … misunderstanding, so that they can leave.’

‘They can’t see me stuck in here. Get me out, get me out!’ Monty hissed.

‘Just one minute!’ I called to the waiter. ‘Monty,’ I said more quietly, ‘I’m going to need you to push from your side when I say. OK? Just trust me.’ I steadied my feet.

Rap rap rap.

‘Hurry up, will you!’

‘OK,’ I told him. ‘On three. One. Two …’

‘Madam! I must insist you come out now, or I’m going to have to come in.’

A few things happened in quick succession.

First, Monty panicked. Rather than waiting for me to say ‘three,’ he shoved forcefully against his side of the door. Completely unprepared, my hands slipped off the handle and I had to catch myself against the next cubical. As if on cue, the blonde waiter rushed into the room, flanked by Sam-and-Max. Which of course was when the toilet door sprang open and Monty flew out, gliding across the wet floor like he’d been shot from a cannon.

He tripped and sprawled onto the tiles, landing at the waiter’s feet. To his credit, Monty leaped up impressively fast. He was a sweaty mess, but he brushed his waistcoat down, smoothed his hair back, and tried very hard not to look like he’d just exited a women’s toilet cubical at thirty miles per hour. He almost pulled it off.

‘Sam, Max, what a surprise. I was just helping my assistant. Toilet troubles,’ he said, sotto voice, gesturing to where I stood.

I turned so pink I blended in with the wall.

‘Glad we caught you,’ said possibly Sam, shock melting away as his default positivity took over. ‘Almost literally, eh? Ha, ha. We just wanted to chat about the addendum, as you promised you’d have it signed by today.’ By today? How long had Monty been sitting on this?

Monty waved a hand as if it was nothing. ‘My assistant is handling it. She has a meeting with Ezra first thing Monday. He can’t wait to share the pages.’

I stared at him. I do? There had to be a mistake. NOB wouldn’t listen to me. For him, I had only two functions: 1) Book the meetings, and 2) Force him to attend them. After getting him there, my job was done, leaving Monty to swan in for all the expensive meals and drinking sessions he used to slip boring things into the conversation, like when might the script NOB had been paid to write actually materialise.

Monty’s smile was full of easy reassurance. For the producers’ benefit, not mine. ‘I’ve already got him to agree to sign, so don’t worry, it’s only the paperwork,’ he said to me, the very image of a wise, benevolent agent placating a nervous underling. Part of this job was not reacting when your boss told a blatant lie. ‘All you need to do is hand him the pen.’ His pale blue eyes flashed. ‘It’s all good practice for your next step.’

‘Next step?’ I repeated. Almost imperceptibly, Monty nodded. ‘Of course,’ I said smoothly as my heart sped up. He’d been serious earlier. He might actually promote me. If the agency survived.

‘Now, was there anything else?’ Monty said, tugging at his shirt cuffs and giving Sam-and-Max his signature smile as if everything was settled.

‘Just one more thing.’ Sam-and-Max looked Monty up and down. ‘What’s that you’re covered in?’

Monty’s smile faltered as he looked down at his sopping-wet front.

The waiter picked up the empty bottle from the floor. It was squashed from being under Monty’s foot. ‘That would be body oil, sir.’

Silence followed this statement.

In the light filtering in from the restaurant, I could see a glistening snail trail leading from the toilet door to where Monty now stood, drenched in oil. Oh, no. I had picked up the wrong bottle. Why would a private members’ club have body oil in the rest – Ugh. I shuddered. Judging by the deeply uncomfortable expressions on Sam-and-Max’s faces, they were clearly a few steps ahead of me.

‘You know what?’ one of the producers said. ‘This looks like a bad time.’

At that, Monty recovered himself. ‘Then maybe next time,’ he said, with as much dignity as he could muster, ‘you’ll call first.’
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NOB

EXT: A BEAUTIFUL TREE-LINED STREET IN SOUTH KENSINGTON – MONDAY, NOVEMBER 19, 8:55 A.M.

EVIE is holding two takeaway coffees in a tray as she squeezes past a gleaming red sports car parked across the pavement. She climbs up stone steps to a large dark green front door and glances back at the car, rolling her eyes. Her cheeks are flushed as she squares her shoulders, puts on a determined expression, and prepares to knock.

My fingers were left grasping air as the door flew open and the coffees lurched with the unexpected motion. I managed to steady them, expecting to see NOB, only for a tall strawberry blonde to stride out and stop just short of treading on me. I had a weird sense of familiarity, despite not knowing her, before my brain caught up with my eyes. She was Monica Reed, the Yorkshire-born Hollywood darling. My breath caught in my throat. She’d dated NOB on and off for the last few years – though God only knows what the attraction was. He was a boychild, and she was the woman who’d stormed into Hollywood demanding equal pay and diverse roles for women over the age of thirty-five. It was safe to say I was a bit of a fan.

I’d seen NOB’s various partners come and go over the years. His type was blondes in their early twenties. Monica was different. Regal, statuesque … older than him. Her yoga gear showed off her incredible figure, and her wavy shoulder-length hair gleamed rose gold in the wintry morning light. She caught me staring and I blushed.

The tail end of an L.A.-inflected apology drifted down the hallway. It was the kind of voice that sounded well travelled, the voice of someone who had experienced more of the world than you ever would, and taken the pictures with sedated tigers to prove it. The vocal equivalent of a Tinder profile.

‘Mon, babe, this isn’t another brushoff, I promise. There’s no one else. I have a meeting I can’t avoid. Believe me, I’ve tried.’

Of course NOB would call Monica Reed babe. The actress favoured to win her second Oscar for her upcoming film The Con, a period piece set in a convent in which the nuns run an illegal gin distillery. I’d heard she’d become fluent in Italian just for that one role.

I smiled shyly at her.

She looked me over. ‘It’s OK, Ez, I believe you. It’s clearly just a work thing,’ she called back to him.

Ouch. So maybe they were better matched than I realised.

‘Then believe me when I say my agent’s assistant is a total pain in my arse,’ NOB said from the hallway. He was rustling around for something. ‘She emailed about this meeting on Friday while we were at the club. If she ever got a life, I’d be able to enjoy mine.’ NOB’s tousled blonde hair came into view as he handed Monica a set of keys. ‘Oh, hi, Stevie.’ He couldn’t have appeared less concerned about my overhearing, probably because that had been his exact reply to me at the time.

He’d chosen to wear pajama bottoms and nothing else for our meeting. If my heart skipped at the sight of his muscled chest, visible V, and ridiculous ‘just stepped out of a yacht catalog’ good looks, then I decided to forgive myself. He might be an arse, but he was certainly pretty.

‘Evie,’ I corrected, a few seconds too late. Then, just to make absolutely sure I had no dignity left: ‘And I was out on Friday too.’ You big jerk.

NOB draped an arm around Monica’s shoulders. Just two ridiculously good-looking human beings, generously adding to the amount of beauty in the world simply by being in it. Standing there in my 1950s-style dress, beautifully handmade by my mum, I felt I was from a different world entirely.

‘You’re leaking, by the way,’ Monica said, shifting her Birkin higher on her shoulder.
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