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Chapter One



Carla Hardwicke Literary Management was situated on the top floor of the sort of Georgian townhouse I sometimes imagined I might live in one day, if by some miracle I sold about a million more copies of my books. One could dream, right?


Arriving in reception massively out of breath after navigating four flights of extremely narrow stairs, I greeted Carla’s assistant, Lily, who always wore short, flippy skirts and cute, gigantic black-framed glasses that pretty much covered her entire face.


‘Morning,’ I managed, recognising that I clearly needed to do something to improve my cardio fitness.


‘Oh, hello, Scarlett! Take a seat and I’ll grab Carla for you,’ said Lily chirpily, zipping out from behind her desk and disappearing into the agency’s inner sanctum.


I dutifully made my way over to the slouchy sofas and the coffee table strategically housing my three books, which Lily had no doubt laid out especially for my visit – it was sweet that they’d thought me worthy of such a display, even if it was only for the hour or so I was likely to be in the office. I picked up the shiny, paperback copy of my debut, Little Boy Lost, running my thumb over the embossed title, and our names: Scarlett Green and Theo Winters. It still felt strange to see us linked together like that. My other two books had only my name branded across the front of them because Theo and I . . . well, we’d only written the one book together. Much to Carla’s annoyance, I might add. I didn’t know what Theo had told her, but I’d kept it very vague, had said something about our working relationship irreconcilably breaking down, so much so that we couldn’t possibly write a follow-up together, not then, not ever. She’d been gutted, and I didn’t blame her, because our debut novel had sold way more than my other two put together. It was a shame on all counts, but then that was what happened when you didn’t keep your emotions fully in check.


As I waited to be summoned into Carla’s office, I couldn’t help but notice a disturbing new office feature: our author headshots mounted on the wall above the reception desk, with each of Carla’s achingly photogenic clients arranged in alphabetical order in symmetrical rows of five. I looked a bit ‘rabbit in the headlights’ in mine. Hardly surprising, I supposed, because it had been taken when all of this first kicked off and the book world had felt like a bit of a headfuck. Not that it didn’t now, mind you. Although surely I could knock something more sophisticated and enigmatic than that out of the park at this point? Perhaps I’d get some new shots done and I’d wear a black turtleneck, like Sally Rooney, because then the industry might take me seriously, too. I could even throw on a sassy Hermès scarf, not that I owned one. And I’d definitely get one of those bouncy blow dries, because lifeless mid-brown hair styled in a too-long bob didn’t exactly make for a knockout headshot, it transpired, although my green eyes – the one facial feature I had that was in any way interesting, in my opinion – were my saving grace.


As I looked from one headshot to the other, feeling worse and worse about my lacklustre image, I willed myself to avoid the right-hand corner, where the authors with surnames beginning with ‘W’ were loitering. But generally, if something looked like it might be bad for me, I tended to wade right on in there and do it anyway. So yeah, there he was: Theo Winters. Sparkling away like an A-list film star. Seriously, if there was going to be a movie made about a male thriller writer in his thirties, this would be how he would be described on the casting call sheet: glossy chestnut brown hair with just the right amount of volume at the front; a brooding half-smile, a neatly trimmed beard. A sort of: Look how casual I am! meets Could I BE any more perfect?


Thankfully Carla snapped me out of my melancholy by appearing in the doorway wearing one of her trademark trouser suits paired with her (also trademark) short, slicked-back, blonde hair. I reckoned her wardrobe probably consisted of rows and rows of the same thing, which I had to admit would make it much easier to get dressed in the morning. Less thinking about the mood and more deciding whether to wear a plain white shirt or a plain white shirt with a grey stripe through it. By the time I was fifty, which was what I guessed Carla was, although of course she would never say, this was the organised manner in which I would like to be conducting my life.


‘Scarlett!’ said Carla in her well-spoken drawl.


I flew out of my seat. ‘Good to see you!’


I loved Carla, but was also sort of terrified of her. She was everything I wished I could be, in work and in life. For example, Carla was ballsy and had zero qualms about telling people exactly what she wanted. I, on the other hand, had this strange desire to make everyone like me by giving them the thing they wanted, even if it wasn’t remotely the thing I wanted.


I stood up, brushed non-existent creases out of my brown corduroy pinafore dress, and walked over to join Carla, glad I’d gone for my heeled ankle boots over the flats. Somehow the clip-clopping sound I made as I clattered across Carla’s expensive-looking wooden floor gave me a boost of confidence – I was a powerful, successful author. I was going to have a productive conversation with my kick-ass agent about how to elevate my career to the next level. A place in the Richard and Judy Book Club would be mine again, and it would be even sweeter than the first time round because I would have written the book all by myself and not with the writing partner from hell.


Giving Carla the obligatory kiss on each cheek – because that’s what people in publishing did, I had that down now – I followed her into her huge office, which had funky Perspex furniture, floor-to-ceiling windows and panoramic views of the River Thames in all its glory. Carla flung herself into her Eames chair, swivelling round to face me like a warrior about to go into battle. If this was my office and I had this iconic scene to look at on a daily basis, I would probably feel as though I’d made it, too.


‘I wanted to get you in to talk about early sales figures for The Mother-in-Law,’ announced Carla unpromisingly.


My latest psychological thriller was tipped to do very well, and I’d already mapped out how I’d spend the money I’d not yet earned in royalties. If my publisher’s predictions came true, I was going to get beautiful bespoke bookshelves so big they’d cover one whole wall of my two-bed flat in Ealing. And I’d buy one of those huge, squishy corner sofas I’d coveted for at least a decade, which naturally would be covered in smooth teal velvet, as per my favourite Instagram shots of rich people’s designer living rooms. I basically wanted the kind of Zoom background that screamed: I am an intelligent, successful, well-read author! instead of my current offering, which was more: Look at the half-decent place I live in that I’ve tried to big up for this shot.


I took a seat, any confidence I’d rocked up with slowly draining out of me. Fuck. In hindsight, if it was good news, she’d have called me, wouldn’t she? She would have been yelling down the phone, announcing that I’d exceeded my publisher’s expectations, which was no easy feat, since nobody ever told you exactly what these mysterious expectations actually were.


‘Sure. What’s happening?’ I asked, steeling myself internally. How bad could it be? It was a good book, I was certain it was, and what’s more, my entire publishing team had told me they thought so, too.


Carla grimaced.


Christ. This was not looking good, not in the slightest.


‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Scarlett, but it’s sold nowhere near as well as we’d hoped,’ said Carla in a semi-sympathetic voice.


The book had only been on sale a week and I’d religiously avoided stalking my Amazon rankings or sidling into bookshops to see how many copies were left on the shelves. But now I felt blindsided because I’d naively thought Carla had called me in to brainstorm my next book and my career in general. And OK, part of me hoped she was going to tell me I had a US deal – The Mother-in-Law was on submission out there and Carla had seemed positive, although to be fair she’d gone very quiet on that lately, too.


‘Do we know why?’ I asked, clearing my throat, trying not to sound completely devastated that my beloved book was clearly about to sink without a trace.


Carla exhaled loudly. ‘It’s a combination of things, I think. The domestic thriller market is a tough one to break at the moment.’


Shit. Really?


‘Since when?’ I asked, daring to query Carla’s sweeping statement about the genre I happened to write in, because if what she was saying was true, why had nobody told me before? Why had they let me spend hundreds of hours writing a thing that they didn’t even know if they wanted? ‘Because apparently last year you only had to write a thriller with the word “woman” in the title and it would fly off the shelves,’ I added, determined to get some answers here.


‘Well, the industry is constantly changing as you know,’ said Carla, not deterred by the fact that I felt like a flower wilting in the heat and probably looked like one, too. ‘Uplit is the big thing this year. Readers want hopeful, optimistic, life-affirming stories, apparently.’


‘Uplit?!’ I said incredulously.


When I’d handed in the first draft of my first solo novel – i.e. the first one I’d written without Theo Winters breathing down my neck – I was told it was too uplit, and that uplit didn’t sell. Now look! Also, why did I have to go and imagine Theo Winters being close enough to breathe down my neck? Now I couldn’t get the image out of my head. I could almost hear him talking softly into my ear, his voice little more than a whisper, his lips brushing against my temple. Shaking my head and attempting to pull myself together, I poured myself a glass of water from the jug on Carla’s desk and drank it thirstily.


‘And I’m sorry to impart yet more bad news . . .’ said Carla.


Fucking hell. What else could there be?


‘Go on . . .’


‘I know you’ve started work on your next book and you told me it feels like it’s going well, but you’re out of contract and – I don’t know, Scarlett. The way things are going, I think it’s unlikely they’re going to offer you another deal. And I thought I’d say this now because I don’t want you to spend the next six months slaving away on a book that simply isn’t going to get picked up.’


I bit my lip. This was worse than I’d feared. It was bad enough when a book you’d put your heart and soul into didn’t sell, but at least there was still the promise of another newer, shinier one being published in its wake. And maybe that could be THE ONE, and that’s what you held on to when you got your royalty statement and you’d not even made a dent in your advance. But this? This not renewing of contracts? This level of rejection was all new to me. And of course I’d seen it happen to author friends, and I’d felt truly terrible for them, but honestly? I’d never thought it was going to happen to me. Because my editor, Sophie, was lovely and in my head we were friends and I’d been under the misguided delusion that she loved me as much as I loved her and that she’d stick by me even if a book didn’t sell quite as well as we’d all hoped. Had I been wrong about her all along?


‘But they loved The Mother-in-Law when I first handed it in. I hardly had any notes!’ I protested. ‘They said it was ten times more high-concept than The Babysitter and that they were really excited about it.’


Carla didn’t flinch. ‘It’s about the sales, Scarlett. You mustn’t take it personally. We can’t control how well a book does once it’s out there, it’s down to a whole host of factors and a bit of luck. Don’t beat yourself up about it,’ she said annoyingly casually.


My phone buzzed in my bag, a timely reminder of exactly why I could not lose my deal. It would be my dad. Perhaps he’d sent me a picture of another piece of medical equipment he wanted me to buy for his house. There was always something, and to stop myself feeling guilty about not living with him anymore, I always bought it for him. But what if I couldn’t?


‘Look,’ said Carla. ‘I’m not saying this is the end of your writing career, Scarlett, far from it. Let’s not run ahead of ourselves. Saturn House is one publisher in a sea of publishers.’


‘Hardly a sea.’


I swallowed hard, hoping my default mechanism would kick in and I’d be able to remain calm and unfazed in the face of crappy news. But it felt harder than usual to act like everything was fine when it wasn’t.


‘And there’s nothing we can do?’ I challenged.


I was loath to admit it, but for once I needed someone to help me fix this, even if I did pride myself on not needing help from anyone, ever.


‘Look, Carla, I can’t afford to stop publishing books, so if you want me to switch to uplit, I’ll do it. Give me a premise you think editors would get excited about and I’ll write it. Anything. I mean it.’


I was aware I sounded desperate, but I wanted Carla to know how important this was to me and that I wasn’t going to allow myself to be brushed off. I was a good writer, I knew I was, and there would be another publisher, another book, I was sure of it. All I needed was some guidance from Carla about how to get there, and fast.


Carla sat back in her chair, twiddling her thumbs like a pantomime villain.


‘I do have one idea . . .’ she said. ‘Which was why I asked you to come in. But I warn you, you’re not going to like it.’


She took a hardcover book out of her top drawer and slid it across the table to me. I turned it over so that I could see the front and immediately dropped it again, as if it had singed my fingers. It was The Killing Party, the latest Theo Winters novel.


‘Is there a reason you’ve pushed this testosterone-fuelled thriller in my direction?’ I asked, trying to sound jokey but not even remotely pulling it off.


‘I don’t want to go into details,’ she said, ‘but let’s just say that Theo is also in need of a career boost. And, like you, he has reasons for wanting more financial security.’


This was interesting. I knew he hadn’t hit any bestseller lists since Little Boy Lost because obviously I’d checked, but there was always buzz around his new releases, and his press reviews were annoyingly glowing. Could it be there was trouble in paradise?


‘How is any of this going to help me, though?’ I asked, wanting to get back to the rather pressing matter at hand.


Carla placed her hands in the prayer position and looked me directly in the eye.


‘I think the two of you should write another book together,’ she said.


It took a second or two for this to sink in. My stomach dropped, my mouth went dry. She could not be serious?


‘Me and Theo?’ I asked, suddenly finding it impossible to do anything as simple as swallow.


‘Yes,’ confirmed Carla.


‘Absolutely not.’


‘Hear me out,’ she said.


‘No. No way.’


Carla raised her eyebrows. ‘What happened to “Tell me what to do to save my career and I’ll do it, Carla? Anything. I mean it”?’


I flinched. ‘And I will do anything. Anything but this.’


‘Scarlett. Listen. You wanted my best advice, so this is me giving it to you.’


I took a deep breath and sighed it hard out, thinking all the relaxing thoughts I could muster in that moment, but all I could hear was my own heartbeat rushing in my ears. ‘I’m listening.’


‘Remember when you and Theo first sent me the manuscript for Little Boy Lost?’ said Carla. ‘I was blown away. I knew immediately that I wanted to be your agent and that I could sell this book. That editors at the big five publishing houses were going to be clambering over themselves to offer you a deal.’


I thought back to those heady days. My unfulfilling temp job in a dusty Victorian hospital with a pile of patient files on my desk so high that sometimes I couldn’t see the other secretaries in the room. The thrill of taking my first writing course, of having the guts to actually turn up and – shocker – share my work. How surprised I’d been when the class’s most talented (and undeniably popular) student wanted to team up with me to co-write a book.


‘But we hate each other,’ I said.


‘Hate is a very strong word, Scarlett,’ replied Carla.


OK, maybe it wasn’t hate, exactly, but I couldn’t even look at his book without having palpitations, never mind his photo! The only good thing about this whole saga was that we’d very successfully managed to avoid each other for six whole years. And now Carla wanted us to work together?!


‘Why would publishers be interested in another book from the two of us, anyway, if our solo careers are supposedly flagging? Knowing my luck, we’d kill ourselves trying to write the thing and everyone would turn it down.’


Carla leaned forward, placing her hands on the table. She clearly meant business.


‘Because you’re stronger writers together than you are apart, and that’s the truth of it.’


This was not what I wanted to hear. I didn’t want to be my best self because of somebody else! And Carla saying that she thought our debut only worked because I was writing alongside him felt like a huge blow and one I could have done without after several other huge blows this afternoon. This was fast becoming a really, really shitty day.


‘It makes perfect sense from a business perspective,’ continued Carla. ‘The press loved writing about you the first time around – two young, attractive authors writing together on a whim, selling their first book and having it be a massive sleeper hit.’


‘We’re not exactly young anymore, though, are we?’


‘Scarlett. You’re thirty-four.’


Which would make Theo thirty-two, I instantly worked out, annoyed with myself for remembering how much of an age difference there was between us. And that his birthday was on the tenth of August. Damn.


‘Publishers could tout the story of your reunion,’ banged on Carla, ‘and the publicity would likely translate into book sales. In my opinion, they’d salivate at the chance to publish a book by the same phenomenal writing duo who wrote the bestselling Little Boy Lost.’


Oh, God. She was making an excellent case here, and I was trying my best to stay strong and stick to my guns. Perhaps she could re-train as a barrister if she ever got bored of agenting. I could totally imagine her annihilating some poor, unsuspecting witness on the stand.


‘I’ve taken the liberty of running it past Theo and he’s agreed to do it,’ she said, bringing out the big guns.


Well. This was a shocking turn of events. He’d agreed to it? Really? I sat in silence for what felt like ages, twiddling the gold band I wore on the middle finger of my right hand. Mum’s wedding ring. I never took it off.


‘So what do you say?’ asked Carla, calmly holding my gaze.


Every part of me was screaming in protest, but the advantages of her proposal were hard to refuse. I had to think about the money. My family. There were people relying on me to help them out and the cash from book one was long gone. So really, did I even have a choice?


‘OK,’ I said, forcing the words out of my mouth before I could change my mind. ‘I might be prepared to give it a try. Or to have a conversation about it, at least. But I retain my rights to pull out immediately at any point if it all gets too much. Or if Theo starts acting like a knob again.’


Carla beamed at me. She had me and she knew it.


‘You won’t regret this, Scarlett, I promise you.’







Chapter Two



I pushed through the door of All Bar One Waterloo, which was not my first choice of venue, it had to be said, but it happened to sit midway between everyone’s offices and my flat. Spotting Alexa and the others sitting in a corner booth, I waved, heading over, trying to put all the stuff whirling about in my head aside so that I could pretend to be my usual upbeat, sunny, interested self. The bar was dark to match my mood, and the music far too loud for my current disposition.


‘Yay, Scarlett’s here!’ trilled Dan, my oldest friend Petra’s husband.


Petra and I had met on our first day at school, a comprehensive in Reading that had seemed terrifyingly too big for us both on that first day, and I’d go so far as to say that entire first year. We’d been inseparable all the way through to sixth form, although we studied very different subjects in the end – I was the arty, creative one who spent my evenings reading novels instead of doing my actual homework, and Petra was strangely scientific. I say strangely, because I was of the misguided opinion that anyone who liked maths was a) weird and b) a genius. We lost touch a bit when she first met Dan and fell off the radar for a few months, but I’d never held it against her. I imagined I might have done the same thing if I’d met the love of my life when I was nineteen.


‘Hello, hello,’ I said, sliding off my jacket and unravelling my scarf, hugging first Petra and then Dan. It was March and there was the promise of warmer weather, but tonight felt like winter all over again.


‘Cute pinafore,’ said my other best friend, Alexa, standing up to hug me, too.


We’d met a bit later, when the two of us had worked on reception at a shabby yet hellishly over-priced hotel in the West End the summer before university. Like me, it had taken her a while to work out what she wanted to do with her life, but she’d got there in the end and was finally following her dream of becoming a doctor, although the training was much more stressful than she’d imagined. I clocked the bags under her eyes, the way her jeans and jumper looked a little too big for her, suddenly. Was she eating properly? I gave her an extra long hug, making a mental note to check in with her later.


‘How was the meeting with your agent?’ asked Petra, who was in the midst of IVF hell and therefore had recently been subjected to watching us chug wine while she sipped on sparkling mineral water. To be fair, she didn’t appear to resent us for it – I supposed the end goal would be worth it, wouldn’t it?


‘Great,’ I lied. ‘I’ve actually agreed to write another book with Theo Winters.’


I clocked Petra and Dan giving each other a look.


‘Blimey,’ said Alexa, pouring me a glass of Pinot Grigio. ‘I thought it all went tits up with you two once the book was done? And that you never wanted to see him again?’


I shrugged, playing it down. I hadn’t told her, or anyone else, the whole story, so she wouldn’t understand the full enormity of what I’d agreed to do, anyway. And I never wanted my friends to worry about me. Sometimes I imagined what it might be like to tell them how I was really feeling; how underneath this cool, calm exterior I was sometimes an anxiety-fuelled, insecure wreck. But that was where it always ended: in a thought. And I never quite managed to vocalise what was in my head.


‘It’ll be fine,’ I assured them. ‘Once we’ve plotted out the story, we won’t need to spend that much physical time together, anyway.’


Although the thought of having to see him at all still hadn’t properly sunk in. I picked up a menu, glanced at it and threw it back down on the table. For some reason I’d lost my appetite.


Petra frowned at me. ‘Are you sure that’s what you want, Scar? Wasn’t he always lording it around? Taking all the glory at your book signing events?’


I laughed it off. The publicity trail for Little Boy Lost had been challenging, to say the least. Because it had become a surprise hit, our publishers at the time, Rogers & Richardson, had sprung into action, organising signings galore and appearances at festivals and radio interviews all over the place. We’d had to pretend to be a team for the time it took to get through our event and then we’d gone our separate ways, not speaking or messaging each other until our presence was required at the next one. It had been exhausting.


‘Talking of authors, I heard Jackson on the radio this morning,’ said Dan, slinging his arm around Petra, who curled into him in the comfortable, cat-like way people did when they’d been happily married for years.


I recoiled slightly at the sound of my ex’s name.


‘I heard that, too. He was a bit full of himself towards the end of the interview, wasn’t he?’ said Alexa. ‘I suppose it’s because he writes “literary fiction”.’


‘He was always very supportive of my writing,’ I insisted, still feeling the need to defend him.


Dan snorted.


‘He was!’ I said.


‘Even though he told you commercial fiction was beneath him?’ mused Alexa.


We’d been similar in so many ways, but at the end of the day, Jackson had been longlisted for literary prizes and I wrote books you could buy in supermarkets. But then I sold more copies than him, which to give him his due, never bothered him. He’d rather have prizes than a big pay cheque, he’d told me, which I sort of understood, but then he didn’t need the money like I did.


‘Is he still sleeping with that teenager?’ asked Petra, her nose wrinkled in disgust.


‘She’s twenty-two,’ I said, referring to the agent’s assistant Jackson was now dating.


‘Same thing,’ said Petra.


Alexa patted my knee in sympathy. ‘How are you feeling about it all?’


‘I’m feeling like I’m better off without him,’ I declared, hoping to shut this particular line of conversation down tout de suite.


In the end we’d felt more like friends than lovers, anyway, and instead of any grand romance, our lives together had felt like an extended co-writing session.


‘I must say, you seem much more relaxed without him in your life,’ said Petra.


Clearly my attempts to appear stress-free and totally fine, even when Jackson and I were literally in the throes of breaking up, had failed dismally. I was going to have to try harder next time I was upset about something. Like now, if I let myself think about my book and its dismal sales figures.


‘Anyway, enough about me. Petra, what’s the latest? Did you get your test results back?’ I asked, desperate to project the heat onto somebody else.


Also, I knew it helped Petra to share her journey with us and sure enough, she pulled her test results up on her phone, talking me through them in slightly unnecessary detail. Alexa got a phone call and excused herself and Dan went to the bar, so it was just me trying to keep up with her progesterone levels and what that meant for her cycle and whether or not she was ovulating. I would usually have been fully engaged, mainly because I knew how much it meant to her, but today I had this impending feeling of doom about not having a publishing deal and being back to square one and it was pecking away at the back of my mind, so much so that I couldn’t seem to just listen and be in the moment. And I lost focus completely when Petra started talking about the positive effects of giving up meat when you were trying to get pregnant, regaling me with a particularly graphic account of animals being pumped with antibiotics that almost made me turn vegetarian on the spot.


I knew Alexa was having an anxiety attack the second she came back into the bar, clutching her phone tightly in her hand, her usually glowing brown skin looking decidedly grey. I immediately stood up, guiding her down into her seat.


‘Breathe, Alexa. Remember your box breathing. In for four, hold for two, out for four. That’s it.’


‘Is she OK?’ asked Petra.


I mouthed: panic attack.


Petra winced. ‘They’re happening a lot, lately. What’s going on?’


‘She’ll be fine in a bit,’ I said, in the soothing tone I knew Alexa responded well to, even through the fog of a panic attack. I’d been with her through many of them over the years and knew exactly what to do. ‘I’ll get us an Uber, OK?’ I told her. ‘We’ll be back at yours in no time so that you can rest and relax.’


I ordered us a cab, repeating the box breathing mantra to Alexa as I thumbed through the Uber app, thankfully finding a car that was only two minutes away.


‘In for four, hold for two, out for four, hold for two.’


Dan appeared at the table looking spooked. ‘What’s wrong with Alexa?’


‘Another panic attack,’ Petra whispered loudly to him.


‘Jesus. Can I do anything?’ he asked, depositing the wine we were all supposed to be sharing on the table.


‘I’m taking her home,’ I said. ‘Is that OK, Alexa? Shall we go back to yours?’


A tearful Alexa nodded.


‘Do you want us to come?’ asked Petra, looking as though there were a million things she’d rather do.


‘No, you two stay,’ I said. ‘Enjoy yourselves. These could be the last nine months of your life as a family of two. You won’t be able to go out on a whim once you have a baby, will you?’


I knew it gave her a boost to talk about pregnancy as though it was definitely going to happen for her.


‘If you’re sure,’ said Petra, looking at Alexa with concern. ‘But call me if you need me.’


My phone beeped.


‘Right,’ I said, downing my drink with one hand and wrapping my scarf around my neck with the other. It felt as though I’d only just taken it off. Then I pulled on my coat and helped Alexa into hers. If I could just get her out of the bar and into the taxi, we’d be fine. I’d got this and I didn’t want Dan and Petra to worry.


Half an hour later, Alexa was lying on her sofa with a blanket over her. She typically slept for hours after an attack, but I’d promised to stay the night regardless and was planning to give the place a good tidy. Her flatmate was away for a couple of weeks, and let’s just say that housework wasn’t Alexa’s forte. I got it, she was busy with medical school and was struggling to keep on top of things – it wasn’t surprising that cleaning her flat had been the last thing on her mind.


Instinctively I began to pick up used tea cups and dirty plates and carry them out to the kitchen. I opened the dishwasher, hoping to chuck everything inside, but it was full of dirty cutlery and crockery. Why hadn’t she just turned it on if she’d gone to the trouble of filling it? I wondered. It was like living with my dad and siblings all over again. Speaking of familial responsibility, when I glanced at my phone, which I’d put on silent so as not to disturb Alexa, I saw that my younger sister, Kate, was calling. She needed me more than ever at the moment, what with her marriage being about to implode. I picked up the call without hesitation.


‘Hey,’ I said, wedging the phone between my shoulder and my ear while I ran a sink full of soapy water. I’d have to wash up by hand, and then in a minute I’d put the dishwasher on.


‘Can you talk?’ asked Kate, her speech slightly slurred, as though she’d had a couple of large wines. This was the case most nights at the moment – it was the only way she managed to get through an evening of simmering tension at home she informed me whenever I gently suggested she lay off the booze for a night or two.


‘Sure. What’s up?’


Kate sighed heavily. ‘I tried to talk to Richard about divorce again and he threw it back in my face so that I felt like a terrible person. As though I’m the one ruining our marriage! I mean, how many times have I tried to sort things out? I have, haven’t I?’


‘Course you have,’ I said, swirling my hand through the water. Now where did Alexa keep her sponge?


‘So I decided to put the ball in his court again and suggested we get some outside help from a marriage counsellor, and do you know what he said?’ said Kate.


‘Let me guess,’ I said, ‘he doesn’t want to talk to a stranger about his problems?’


‘Exactly! How did you know?’


‘That’s what they all say.’


I wasn’t sure who ‘they’ were, but in a way I sort of got it. I wouldn’t want to talk to a professional about my problems either, in fact the idea of it made my stomach turn. This was just about the only point I agreed with Richard on. Much better to sort things out yourself in your own head, I always thought. Strong, contained and efficient, that was my mantra.


I listened as Kate lamented about her disintegrating relationship, getting angrier and angrier as the call went on. Because I didn’t want to drop my phone in the sink, I put her on speaker and placed my phone on the side, washing dishes as quietly as I could so she didn’t accuse me of only half-listening, which I wasn’t, but I had Alexa to help as well and it was more time-effective to do the two tasks alongside each other.


‘We’ll make an appointment with that solicitor someone recommended to you, shall we?’ I said to Kate.


She groaned. ‘Why can’t I be more like you, Scar? When things were going wrong with Jackson you dumped him, didn’t you? You walked away, no questions asked. Why can’t I do the same thing?’


‘It did take me a while, to be fair,’ I said. ‘And it was hardly no questions asked, I went back and forth over it for about a year before I actually did anything about it.’


‘Did you? You never said anything.’


‘Well I didn’t want to worry you, did I?’ I said, wishing I hadn’t mentioned it at all.


Half an hour or so later I’d managed to calm Kate down by promising to catch up the following day, the dishes were done, the dishwasher was mid-cycle, the washing machine was on a wool wash and I was warming up some soup for Alexa. When my phone rang again, I almost didn’t answer it – there was only so much I could deal with in one evening. But then I saw it was Carla and she rarely rang this late, and curiosity got the better of me. I took the call.


‘Hello?’


‘Scarlett? Me again.’


Like me, Carla never missed an opportunity to multi-task, and I could hear her tapping away on her MacBook. After a few seconds of me listening to her type, riveting as that was, I thought I’d better remind her that I was on the other end of the line and that she’d called me.


‘Carla?’


‘Hmmn-hmmn?’


‘Did you need me?’


‘Yes. Just hold on one . . . second. There we go. All booked.’


‘What’s all booked?’


The microwave pinged. I opened it and poured Alexa’s soup into a bowl, somehow managing not to spill half of it all over the work surface like I sometimes did when I tried to do too many things at once.


‘I’ve done something a bit unconventional,’ said Carla ominously, ‘but I think you and Theo need a strong push in the right direction. Otherwise I fear this project will never get off the ground.’


I frowned, leaning against the counter for support. What had Carla done? Because I was absolutely not the sort of person you’d describe as ‘unconventional’.


‘What kind of strong push?’ I asked, sliding open a drawer to find Alexa a spoon. Wasn’t forcing us to work together in the first place enough of a huge shove in a direction neither of us – I assumed – wanted to go in?


‘You’re going to need to clear your diary for the next two weeks,’ announced Carla in a gravelly, no-nonsense tone. ‘Because I have just booked you and Theo onto a writers’ retreat in the South of France. You’ll be leaving on Saturday.’


South of France? Writers’ retreat? Me and Theo? Two weeks! The words ricocheted around my head, but for the life of me I couldn’t get them to make any sense. ‘Sorry, what?’


‘Imagine, Scarlett . . . twelve nights in glamorous Cannes. The beach, the pool, the palm trees. You’ll be able write to your heart’s content with none of the distractions of everyday life. This will be the absolute best way for you and Theo to reconnect and get this book off to a flying start.’


My mouth was opening and shutting like a goldfish, although of course Carla couldn’t see that, but I was pretty sure she could imagine my reaction if she tried. What exactly was I supposed to say, here? No fucking way, perhaps? I’d barely begun wrapping my head around the dreaded prospect of having to meet with Theo at all, and now Carla somehow thought we could handle two long weeks together in a foreign country? Theo’s face popped into my head unbidden. There was no possible way I could do this.


‘I think that’s a really bad idea, Carla,’ I stuttered.


‘Well it’s all booked now,’ she said, ‘so I guess the only thing to do is to go and find out.’


I tried the box breathing exercise for myself because not only did I not want to lose it with Carla, I also didn’t want to startle Alexa, who was probably feeling fragile after the night she’d had.


‘How does the retreat work, then?’ I asked, my voice strained. Perhaps I’d give Carla the impression that I was considering her ridiculous suggestion before I vetoed it. ‘Will there be other writers there at the same time?’


‘Yes, exactly,’ said Carla. ‘There will be other people doing the exact same thing you are. Like-minded people. In a lovely setting. Did I say there was a pool?’


‘You did.’


A pool in Cannes did sound nice. And other authors were good, I generally liked them.


‘Will there be tasks and exercises to do and stuff like that, then?’ I asked.


‘That’s right,’ said Carla. ‘There will be professional supervision and guided activities, so your time will be structured. I thought that might work well for you both.’


She was trying to suck me in with all the nice things about writing retreats in the French Riviera, of which obviously there were many, but she was missing the point. I didn’t want to do any of these lovely-sounding things with the not-so-lovely Theo Winters. Then something else occurred to me.


‘Carla, there’s my dad. I can’t just go off for twelve days. Plus, I can’t really afford flashy hotels and writing retreats at the moment, what with not having an actual publishing deal.’


‘Oh, didn’t I mention that it’s all paid for?’ said Carla. ‘Courtesy of yours truly. Consider it a gift to my two favourite clients.’


I felt a bit hot all of a sudden. Nobody had ever bought me a trip to anywhere. And I had never been anyone’s favourite anything.


‘I couldn’t possibly let you pay for it,’ I said, strangely flattered.


‘You can repay me by writing another bestseller,’ said Carla.


Fair enough, I supposed. She took authors on and kind of relied on them to keep producing work that people wanted to read, and that would make her a decent amount in commission. I hadn’t exactly held up my side of the bargain recently, had I?


‘And I’m sure you can find someone to help with your dad. It’s about time your siblings stepped up, no?’


I mean, she had a point, and it was glaringly obvious to everyone else that that was exactly what needed to happen. But the actual implementing of it by me was where it all fell down. Because I’d always been the one to take the lead – I’d sort of had to be initially, and it had stuck. And I liked fixing things for people and I was good at it, so it was hard for me to relinquish control.


‘Look, it’s going to be divine out there,’ gushed Carla. ‘You told me you want to prioritise your career, Scarlett, and in order for you to do that, you need to physically remove yourself from the shackles of everyday life. Temporarily, of course. Otherwise you won’t be able to focus on your novel, yes?’


Carla was very persuasive. And on the odd occasion I’d had to go away with work, my family had managed to cobble through, possibly because they knew they didn’t have me to fall back on if things didn’t quite go to plan. But twelve days? I’d never been gone for that long.


‘Does it have to be the full two weeks?’ I asked tentatively.


‘It does. And it’s all booked, and so are your flights. I’ll get Lily to ping the details over to you first thing in the morning.’


‘But––’


‘Sorry, Scarlett, must dash, I’ve got an event. Let’s touch base soon.’


The line went dead. I put my phone down and stared at it for quite a long time before picking up Alexa’s soup and taking it through to the lounge. Could I really go off to Cannes on Saturday? Would Theo even agree to it – he might have people he didn’t want to leave, too? The thought of that made me feel a bit queasy, so I quickly buried it, down in the deep, murky depths of my memory where other unpleasant things lurked.


I set the soup down on the coffee table next to Alexa, who had some colour back in her cheeks and looked altogether less terrible.


‘Hungry?’ I asked, kneeling on the floor next to her.


‘Very,’ she said, smiling weakly. ‘Thanks for this, Scar.’


She sat up, using a scrunchie on her wrist to pull her dark curls off her face and into a bun.


‘Smells good,’ she said.


I shifted position, secretly longing to be in my cosy little flat, within a few feet of my own bed so that I could stagger there and lie in it and stew about my failing career and the upcoming horror of the retreat. But Alexa needed me and so I would be here, no questions asked.


‘Would it help to talk about what triggered the panic attack?’ I asked her gently as she slurped at her soup.


She shrugged.


‘Same old. I read an email about my next placement. They’ve changed all my shifts around and they’ve put me on tons of nights. I got all worked up about how I’m going to fit in revising for my exams.’


I nodded. ‘You’ll find a way to manage. You’ve done loads of revision already, anyway, so hopefully it’s just a matter of re-reading your notes whenever you get a chance. Why don’t you make yourself a timetable? That always makes you feel more in control, doesn’t it?’


‘I suppose,’ said Alexa, nodding. ‘Maybe I’ll do that this weekend. I think I’ll feel better once I’ve got a plan.’


Alexa was generally far more organised than I was – her detailed plans and her ability to stick to them were basically all of my professional goals rolled into one. Every time I started a new book I would map out a chapter-by-chapter breakdown of what I was going to write and when. On average, I’d given up by day two.


‘Who were you on the phone to out there, your dad?’ asked Alexa.


‘Carla,’ I said.


‘Oh?’


‘She’s only gone and booked me and Theo Winters on a writers’ retreat in Cannes,’ I said. ‘We’re supposed to be leaving the day after tomorrow.’


Alexa dipped some of the bread I’d cut for her into her soup.


‘And you’re sounding miserable about going on this delightful-sounding trip because . . .?’


‘Because I’ve not spoken to him for years. And also, I don’t want him thinking that I’m desperate to work with him again because my writing career has failed and his hasn’t.’


‘Yours hasn’t failed, Scar,’ said Alexa, reaching out to rub my arm reassuringly. ‘You’ve just released a brilliant new book.’


I didn’t think now was the time to tell her about the disappointing sales figures and the lack of faith from my publisher. She had enough on her plate without having to stress about my life, too.


‘Anyway, you worked really well with Theo to begin with. I remember you telling me that you loved his enthusiasm. That it always felt like he dived into the depths of your mind and pulled out ideas for stories that you didn’t even know were there.’


‘Did I really say that?’


Theo was always full of ideas and was achingly confident about sharing them. And no doubt he’d be expecting me to have some of my own, the spark of something that we could start to work on. And I was still caught up with the story I’d been writing before Carla had told me to scrap that and start this new thing. What if I couldn’t come up with anything else, and all I did was prove to Theo that I was indeed useless without him?


‘Uh-huh,’ said Alexa, chewing on a chunk of bread. ‘And you also said that for the first time ever, you felt completely comfortable showing somebody else your work.’


‘I cannot remember saying any of that,’ I said, bristling. I must have been deluded.


‘Oooh, I wonder if he’s still smoking hot,’ mused Alexa.


I tutted. ‘No idea. And that’s really not the point.’


‘How long will you be away?’ asked Alexa.


I groaned. ‘Nearly two weeks.’


I was only just getting used to the idea of working with him again and now I had to spend a fortnight in the same hotel as the guy.


‘That’s doable though, right? Even if you don’t get on that well anymore? I mean you managed that last year with Jackson when it was obvious that you two should probably split up and we were all waiting for you to come to that conclusion on your own.’ I swallowed hard.


‘Why, what’s everyone been saying about me?’


Alexa looked sheepish. ‘Nothing bad. We were just concerned that you were in a relationship that clearly wasn’t working.’


‘And none of you thought to mention this to me directly instead of gossiping about it behind my back?’ I said, crushingly disappointed in my friends. I hated the idea of them all feeling sorry for me and having secretive discussions about how unhappy I seemed. Anyway, it hadn’t been that bad – Jackson was a nice person and I was glad that we’d taken the time to work out whether we were supposed to be together or not instead of rushing into a break-up that we might have lived to regret.


‘We weren’t gossiping,’ said Alexa. ‘But to be fair – and please don’t take this the wrong way – you’re not great at opening up to us about how you feel. Sometimes we have to guess.’


I went to protest, but stopped myself. She was right, of course.


‘We hoped that when you were ready, you would talk to us about it. And you did.’


‘Just not for about twelve months,’ I said with a wry smile.


Alexa smiled back. ‘Better late than never.’


I took a deep breath and rubbed at my temples. Maybe I could compartmentalise the way I felt about Theo in real life and the way I felt about collaborating with him on a novel. I didn’t know, because I’d spent the last six years trying to put him out of my mind entirely, which was pretty hard when everyone you met at a book signing asked about bloody Little Boy Lost. And now this grand plan of Carla’s was throwing all the hard work I’d done on myself (if you could call suppressing feelings hard work) out of the window. ‘I think you should just go for it,’ said Alexa. ‘A trip to the South of France will do you the world of good.’


I wished I could tell her it wasn’t a question of whether I should, but whether I could. Could I do this? Could I survive a couple of weeks of hell if it meant that I’d potentially have enough money to make my life – and my family’s – easier? Perhaps Carla was right and something that forced Theo and me to be in close proximity to each other was actually what we needed – it would be a sort of immersion therapy, like how when you had a really intense phobia you had to stop avoiding the thing you were terrified of.


‘Is the washing machine on?’ asked Alexa, suddenly cocking her head as the machine rattled loudly in the kitchen.


‘Uh-huh.’


Alexa put her spoon down, turning to face me, looking all earnest. ‘You’re the best, Scarlett. Thank you for being here when I need you. And for always knowing what to do.’


‘Any time,’ I said, meaning it, but also thinking that I almost never knew what to do, I just acted like I did.







Chapter Three



Heathrow Airport on a Saturday afternoon was not the best. All those snaking queues that went on forever and never seemed to move and groups so big it didn’t seem possible that they could all fit on the same flight and the giant suitcases that looked as though they had someone’s entire life packed inside of them. I stood patiently in line at the check-in desk for the 15:40 flight to Nice, mentally running the contents of my own reasonably sized suitcase through my mind. Had I got everything I needed? It had been a struggle to know what to pack, what with it being April. I was hoping for sun and blue skies, the kind that had soared over Grace Kelly’s head in To Catch a Thief. But then it could be raining, couldn’t it? Or cold (unlikely, Alexa had assured me, practically forcing a bikini into my hands).


The queue for check-in inched forwards and my stomach suddenly tensed so hard it felt like a rock had been dropped inside it. Because there at the desk, with only about ten people between us, stood Theo: the man I’d hoped never to see again. He was facing forwards, so I could only see glimpses of his profile as he handed over his ticket and took his passport out of his pocket, but it was definitely him. The previously piercing sounds of the airport were now strangely muffled, as though I was swimming deep under water and all the action was happening on the surface. I tried to centre myself. Perhaps if I looked at something else, focused on something that wouldn’t make me feel as though my brain was about to explode. I zoned in on the loud American couple in the business class queue who were wearing matching Hawaiian shirts while still managing to look as though they had money. Within seconds, though, my eyes pinged back to Theo, taking in his dark hair, shaved short at the nape of the neck and then longer as it got closer to the crown. He had on one of the slim-fitting white T-shirts he always used to wear and the low-slung indigo jeans I’d seen him in a hundred times. His style hadn’t changed, then, which didn’t bode well for his personality. I watched him bend to haul his suitcase onto the conveyor belt, one of those sleek, business-like hard shell ones, which was different, because he was all about the rucksacks before. He had a jacket slung over his arm and a laptop bag over one shoulder. If I strained my ears I could hear his voice: deep, molten, his accent the perfect sweet spot between proper London and proper posh. All in all, things suddenly felt very real – I was going to have to talk to this man, who even from this distance was making me breathe far more rapidly than was good for me. I didn’t think it was possible, but now that I’d seen him close-ish up, I was dreading this trip even more than before.


There was more movement in the queue and for a second I panicked that I was going to end up at the desk next to Theo and that I’d have to then make the most awkward of awkward small talk with him while simultaneously checking in for my flight and I wasn’t ready for any of that, not yet. In fact, I’d been hoping I wouldn’t see him until I got to Cannes. Once I was unpacked and wafting about in something summery and sweet, looking effortlessly chic (well OK, perhaps not effortlessly), I’d be better able to summon the inner-confidence required to get through our first interaction in over half a decade. I was intending to play it cool. Be friendly and efficient. After all, we’d never had a proper conversation about what had happened before, so why start now? The past was the past, right?


Giving him another furtive glance to make sure he hadn’t spotted me, too, I pulled my phone out of my bag. I knew nothing about him anymore, a conscious decision, but one I’d made when I’d thought I’d never see him again. Now I knew he was definitely coming to Cannes and wasn’t going to bail at the last minute like I’d been tempted to, I realised I was going to have to face the unknown and check out his Instagram; that maybe it would help to be prepared so that I wouldn’t be completely blindsided if he told me he was married with two beautiful children or something (and of course they’d be beautiful, with his hair, and those eyes). I searched his name and clicked into his handle – @winterswrites – bracing myself for an onslaught of self-congratulatory selfies and shots of him lying half-naked on the decks of yachts surrounded by model-esque children with high cheekbones and names like Milo and Allegra. Careful not to accidentally follow him or like any of his pictures, I began scrolling through, wincing each time I moved on to a new shot, as if expecting the worst, although I didn’t really know what the worst would be. He wasn’t the most prolific poster (but then neither was I) and I was surprised to note that these days he almost exclusively talked about his writing process. Perhaps he’d finally developed some humility, although given that the next shot was a layout of a pretentious article he’d featured in for a men’s magazine with the headline Why I Need To Be Alone When I Write, perhaps not. Perhaps he wanted to give the impression he was a tortured artiste meandering solo along the mean streets of London. But if that was the case, why on earth had he agreed to team up with me again?


Still scrolling as the queue moved forward, I paused on a photo of his desk – which was about ten times neater than mine had ever been – and a tantalising shot of the first page of the manuscript for his third solo book, which I seemed to remember was being published this coming autumn. In an unwise attempt to zoom in, my thumb slipped and I accidentally liked it. Complete and utter panic ensued as I frantically attempted to unlike it again.


By the time I looked up, feeling worse than I had before and wishing I’d trusted my instincts not to look, I was relieved to see Theo had turned and was striding purposefully off towards security. He didn’t seem at all hesitant, which I supposed was good, but then that also told me that he had no qualms whatsoever about seeing me again. Why would he, I supposed, when I’d clearly meant nothing to him in the first place? I checked my ticket, suspecting that Carla would have booked us seats together. I didn’t want to be strapped into a chair next to him for two hours – I wanted to feel as though I could escape and walk away if I needed to. Because it could go really, really badly, couldn’t it, and somehow physical space felt like a necessary element to factor in.
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