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For Martin, with love


Here’s to many happy years


in House Number Three
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What Lucy’s fans say… 


‘Wonderful characters and the stories are always great, with twists and turns’ Gemma


‘Lucy’s books are as snuggly as a blanket, as warm as a cup of tea and as welcoming as family’ Cheryl


‘Full of friendship, family and how when life throws something at you, you have to fight back!’ Emily


‘A skilful writer with the ability to place herself in anyone’s shoes’ Sue


‘Lucy’s books make me smile, cry and give me happiness, a little bit of escapism from everyday life. Page-turners I just can’t put down!’ Mandy









SeaView House Noticeboard:


POLITE REMINDER


To All Residents


PLEASE pick up post as it arrives and sort it into the appropriate pigeonholes. Please do NOT leave it lying around. It is unsightly and a fire risk. For sorting purposes, residents’ details are as follows.


Flat 1 – Rosa Dashwood


Flat 2 – Joanna and Beatrice Spires


Flat 3 – Michael Donovan and Dominic Sanders


Flat 4 – Charlotte Winters


Flat 5 – Margot Favager


Angela Morrison-Hulme


Property Manager






Prologue


Charlotte was dreaming about Kate again. This time, they were in a beautiful garden, just the two of them, with magnolia trees in full bloom, and birdsong, a host of pink tulips nearby, swaying gently in a whispering spring breeze. Oh, Charlotte was thinking in surprise, here you are, Kate! I must have got it wrong. Wrong all this time, and nobody told me!


She couldn’t stop looking at Kate’s face. Those rosebud lips, the rounded apple cheeks, the dark downy hair on her head. ‘I thought I’d lost you,’ she said in wonder, holding her close, breathing in the warm soapy scent of her. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or sob at the relief of it all, the feeling of Kate’s soft face against her own. It was the best feeling in the world. ‘But you were here this whole time. Why did nobody tell me you were here?’


‘And the headlines at seven o’clock this morning,’ a stern voice said just then, interrupting the moment, and everything seemed to shimmer, the sun passing behind a cloud. Charlotte took no notice. Not interested, she thought, arms tightening around her daughter.


‘A forty-nine-year-old man is being questioned about the murder of a police officer,’ the voice went on, and a cold wind blew through the dream-garden in the next second, silken petals dropping from the tulip heads. When Charlotte looked down, Kate had vanished.


‘No,’ Charlotte said, whirling around in distress. ‘Kate!’


‘Pope Francis is due to make a speech today about—’


‘No,’ Charlotte cried again, the dream splintering around her in shining fragments. If she could just get back there, she thought frantically, pulling the duvet up over her head to muffle the sound of the radio. Back to the moment when they’d been together, just her and Kate, the moment when everything had been all right again. Happy.


‘The Prime Minster is under fire this morning, due to—’


Go away. She reached out a hand and thumped the snooze button on her alarm, not wanting thoughts of the Prime Minister to crawl into bed with her. Because of course, she was in bed, and not in a garden. She was thirty-eight years old and waking up all alone in a small quiet flat, as she did every morning these days.


As for Kate . . . well, she was most definitely gone, and not coming back. Not ever.




Chapter One


Georgie Taylor pulled on the handbrake, turned off the engine and caught the eye of the small green-haired gonk that spent its life hanging from her driver’s mirror. ‘So here we are in Brighton,’ she said to it, lifting one aching shoulder then another, in a vague approximation of a yoga class she had once been to. ‘A long way from home, right?’


The gonk, unsurprisingly, didn’t respond. Georgie’s boyfriend Simon would have snorted if he could have seen her conversing like this with a small inanimate creature with seriously bad hair, but Georgie had come to feel rather fond of the gonk’s benevolently smiling face, its wide plastic eyes never judging her atrocious parallel parking or wonky reversing. Sometimes she would glance over at it after a terrible overtaking manoeuvre and it was as if they had shared a little moment, never to be confessed to Simon. What happens in the car, stays in the car. Or something. Maybe she was over-thinking this, on second thoughts.


Anyway – here she was: Dukes Square, her new address, her new city, her new life! Hello, Brighton, she thought, clambering out of the car, legs stiff and heavy after the five-hour drive south. So this is what you look like. She gazed down past the busy road at the bottom of the square to the beach beyond, where the warm April sunshine was bouncing off the sea like a thousand glittering sequins. She’d driven past the Palace Pier a few minutes earlier, with its roller coasters and souvenir stalls, and there below was the promenade with ornate Victorian lamp posts and duck-egg-blue railings. She could smell chips and seaweed and diesel, so different from the clean wet grassy air she was used to in the Dales. Despite the trepidation she’d felt about packing up their life in Yorkshire for the move, she couldn’t help feeling the merest flicker of excitement too all of a sudden. Living by the sea! They were actually going to be living by the sea, just the two of them, in a cosy little love nest together. A new adventure. A new chapter. Fun times ahead!


Hi! she texted Simon. I’m here! Are you on your way?


She scanned the horizon while waiting for his reply, smiling to herself as she imagined him pelting up the hill towards her and then the two of them in a slow-motion run, arms outstretched. Two whole weeks they’d been apart, after all. Two weeks of her lying awake at night listening to all the weird noises their house made in the dark and worrying that she’d left a window open somewhere. Two weeks of him living it up in a posh hotel down here while he got stuck into his new job. It felt like the longest time when you had spent your entire adult life with the same person, which they had.


Georgie and Simon had dated the whole way through sixth-form, then gone to Liverpool university together, before returning to Stonefield upon graduation. There they’d both found local jobs – her as a librarian, him as an architect. And while she was a mediocre sort of librarian if she was honest, preferring rainy days when the library was quiet and she could sit sucking boiled sweets and reading detective novels, he, by contrast, had turned out to be really good at his job. Within five years, his distinctive style had become sought after by all manner of people around the north – and now a former boss had requested his input for this new project down in ruddy Brighton: transforming a vast derelict Victorian mansion just out of the city into a state-of-the-art hotel. It was to be the biggest project he’d worked on, and he’d been thrilled to have his designs chosen out of the many who’d tendered for the job. ‘They want me to project manage the whole thing, I’d be mad to turn it down,’ he’d said, eyes shining. ‘It’s only going to be for six months or so, and this could really put me on the map, George. This could be the big time.’


Because she was a nice, generous-hearted sort of girlfriend, Georgie had been pleased for him, and proud too. Of course she wanted him to earn his place ‘on the map’, of course she hoped he would hit this mystical big time. But because she was also a human being who couldn’t quite square his new career development with the happy-ever-after she’d always envisaged for the pair of them – the dog, the kids, the lovely big house up in Yorkshire, maybe another dog for good measure – she also felt kind of unsettled. ‘So what am I meant to do if you’re down there for six months?’ she’d asked, trying to keep the petulance she felt from her voice. ‘Twiddle my toes the whole time?’


He’d looked a bit pained at her question. He’d actually pulled this ‘Search me’ face where he didn’t meet her in the eye, as if the question of her, his beloved, hadn’t particularly crossed his mind in the whole decision. As if he didn’t care! ‘We can talk on the phone, Skype each other . . . ?’ he’d replied haltingly.


‘For six months?’ She’d stared at him, horrified by how nonchalant he seemed at the prospect of so long apart. Meanwhile in Stonefield, her best friend Amelia had recently got engaged (Valentine’s Day, the lucky cow) and was already talking about wedding dresses. Their friends Jade and Sam were due to get married in summer, too. When Simon had told her he had something to say that evening, Georgie had assumed that it was her turn – finally! – to have that question popped, and she’d gone all quivery inside. In the past, she had wondered (many times) how she might react to this moment: a scream of joy, her arms flung around his neck, an exuberant dance on the spot, maybe even a spontaneous double-fist air-punch. It looked as if she was going to have to wait a bit longer yet to find that out, clearly.


There had been a too-long pause where he’d frowned uncertainly, as if trying to work out the right thing to say. ‘You could . . . come with me?’ he had suggested in the end.


She didn’t want to have to go with him, that was the thing. Especially when the offer had been made so half-heartedly, like an afterthought rather than a serious proposition. She would have much preferred for both of them to stay right there in Stonefield, playing house in their tiny terrace with its cosy wood-burning stove, going to the pub with their mates every Friday night, hearing the bells ring in the old stone church every Sunday morning. (Okay, so maybe not the church bells on second thoughts. They were actually a pain in the neck waking you up so early, and brutal if you had a hangover.) Venture somewhere new where she didn’t know anyone, where she didn’t have a job or any friends? It sounded awful. But then again, whenever she had imagined her boyfriend down in Brighton on his own for six long months, surrounded by all kinds of temptations, while she was stuck up north, she wasn’t sure that that was any better an alternative.


‘You should keep an eye on him,’ Amelia had pronounced ominously, sucking her teeth and twiddling the engagement ring on her finger. She’d been to her cousin’s hen do in Brighton the year before and now considered herself an expert on the place. ‘It’s like the Wild West down there on a Saturday night, I’m telling you. Hen parties. Stag parties. Bare bums and bad behaviour everywhere. There’s no way I’d let Jason out of my sight for five minutes there, let alone six frigging months, George.’


Georgie was the first to admit that her boyfriend was extremely fanciable to other women, with his broad rugby-player shoulders, sandy hair and easy smile, and thus it was the vision of him surrounded by sex-crazed hens, maybe even lassoed by a raunchily dressed cowgirl, that finally sealed the deal. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Simon, she told herself. She was making the move with him because she was a loyal, supportive girlfriend, that was all. And he’d do the same for her, wouldn’t he, follow her to the end of the country, if their positions were reversed? Of course he would.


Anyway. They were taking the plunge and that was that. He’d moved down a fortnight ago, while she handed in her notice at the library, put a load of their stuff in storage – well, her parents’ garage, same thing – and arranged for tenants to rent their house for six months. In that time, Simon had found them a place to live and now here she was, in the centre of debauchery, apparently, although the genteel surroundings where she now found herself seemed infinitely more respectable than she’d imagined.


She gazed around at the large square which sloped up from the seafront, bordered on three sides by white and cream-painted bow-windowed Regency houses, with a huge communal lawn in its centre. Which, she wondered, was her new front door? (‘Seriously? You’re letting him choose your flat, without you even seeing it first?’ Amelia had screeched, hand clutched to throat – she had always been the dramatic sort. ‘That’s very . . . trusting of you,’ she said, although Georgie could tell from her expression that she meant ‘completely mad’ instead of ‘very trusting’.)


Georgie felt quietly confident, though. She had given Simon very specific instructions about what she wanted in their new home: a sea view, for starters, or at the very least, huge windows through which she could nosey out at the rest of the world passing by. A lovely big living area, in which to entertain friends (not that they knew anyone here yet but she had always been the sort of person who could make new pals in the ladies’ loos, on a bus, in the Debenhams lift once, even). A bedroom large enough to house her books. (‘You don’t need to bring all your books,’ he’d told her. ‘Of course I do!’ she’d told him right back, astonished that he could suggest otherwise.) A living room with an open fireplace. (‘For roasting chestnuts,’ she’d said dreamily. ‘In April?’ he’d replied, disbelieving. ‘All right, to have sex in front of then,’ she’d said instead, which she knew would do more to convince him.) Oh yes, and a garden, just in case they decided to get a dog, was her final request. (‘We’re not getting a dog,’ he’d said, flat-out, but Georgie, who adored dogs, and could think of nothing that would make a place more homely than a bouncing bright-eyed mutt of some description, had ignored this last statement. Simon just needed to warm up to an idea sometimes, that was all.)


There was still no sign of her boyfriend so she began walking up the hill to seek out their new home, number eleven, apparently. (‘Ooh, the eleventh house, that’s very lucky,’ Amelia had said immediately when Georgie passed on the address. Amelia was into astrology in a big way, and took the whole thing extremely seriously. Astral Amelia, they’d called her at school. ‘The eleventh house in astrology is the house of friends, hopes and wishes, goals and ideals. Couldn’t be better!’)


Seven . . . nine . . . eleven. There it was. An imposing black front door, three storeys, that gorgeous curving bow window at ground level – the sort of elegant old house, in short, where you could imagine Victorian ladies emerging, long petticoats rustling on the white-painted steps. So there, Amelia, she felt like texting, and held up her phone to snap a photo of it, just as a huge dusty Land Rover with tinted windows swerved up from the main road below, obscuring the view. The driver flung the vehicle into a parking space (with enviable panache, it had to be said; no need for any gonk-commiserations in that car) then swung herself down from the vehicle: a brassy-haired woman in sunglasses and a black asymmetric dress, heaving a massive zebra-print handbag over one shoulder whilst apparently bollocking someone on the phone. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ she said tartly as she marched over the road.


Georgie gulped as the woman strode up the steps of number eleven. ‘Well, that’s not my problem, is it?’ she snapped into the phone before hanging up abruptly. Then she glanced at her watch, pursed her lips and stood waiting, arms folded expectantly.


If Georgie wasn’t very much mistaken, this somewhat intimidating woman might well be her new landlady. And seeing as Simon still hadn’t replied to her text – or made any kind of sprinting appearance – it seemed there was only one way to find out.


‘Perfect timing!’ the woman declared with a wide red-lipsticked smile when Georgie approached and tentatively introduced herself. Her eyes were as blue and sparkling as the sea but there was a keenness about them too, a sharp sort of interest as they rested on Georgie. ‘Hello, I’m Angela Morrison-Hulme, the owner of the apartment block. Nice to meet you.’


Georgie wished she was wearing something a bit more glamorous than faded blue jeans, a striped T-shirt and her naff old trainers that had seemed like a good idea when facing a 250-mile drive. She probably didn’t smell all that fresh either, come to think of it. ‘You too,’ she replied, her voice emerging in a nervous sort of bleat. ‘I’m not sure where Simon – my boyfriend – is, but he should be here any minute. I’m Georgie Taylor anyway. Hi.’


‘Well, then, Georgie Taylor,’ said Angela, who, unlike her grubby newest tenant, gave off a waft of heavy perfume that had probably cost more than Georgie’s car. ‘I can’t wait around all day for this boyfriend of yours, so let me give you these.’ She unhooked two sets of keys from the vast jingling collection that emerged from her handbag. ‘This key is for the front door, okay? And this smaller one is for your flat. If you lose them, there’s a twenty-pound charge for replacement, plus you run the risk of triggering my notoriously explosive temper, so try not to do that, all right?’ She gave a loud laugh to show that she was joking. At least, Georgie hoped she was. ‘Shall we go in?’


After a last searching glance each way down the seafront to check that Simon wasn’t panting towards them – unfortunately not – Georgie heaved a suitcase and sports bag out of her car boot and followed her new landlady through the front door of the house. ‘Wow,’ she murmured, stepping into the entrance hall. It had a cavernous ceiling and a wide red-carpeted staircase winding up and back on itself, the oak banister polished smooth by hundreds of hands over the years, while the wrought-iron sides of the staircase somehow gave off a Parisian sort of glamour.


Mrs Morrison-Hulme looked pleased. ‘You like it?’


Georgie nodded. ‘It’s amazing,’ she said, unable to help comparing it to the narrow staircase of their Stonefield home where you could touch both sides of the wall with your elbows if you stuck them out at right angles.


They went up the stairs to the first-floor landing and Mrs Morrison-Hulme unlocked the door marked ‘3’. ‘Welcome!’ she said, holding it open so that Georgie could step inside.


Georgie found she was holding her breath as she walked into a narrow hall, off which another door led to the living room. Setting down her case and bag and gazing around, her heart sank down to her festering trainers. There were no two ways around it, her first impression was . . . disappointment. Back in Stonefield, she had worked hard to create a cosy, luxurious-feeling living room with dark varnish on the floorboards, a soft white rug, a big squishy leather sofa with fluffy cushions, and the wood-burner which chucked out tons of heat on a frosty evening. By way of complete contrast, this room was small and musty-smelling with an ageing navy blue sofa that sagged in the middle and dusty velvet curtains which even the most generous person couldn’t fail to describe as ‘shit-brown’. Despite the filthiness of the sash window, there was no disguising the fact that their ‘view’ was one of a tiny back courtyard and a pair of wheelie bins rather than any grand vistas featuring the sea. Oh, Simon, she thought in dismay. No wonder he hadn’t shown up on time. Too embarrassed to face her in light of this Not-Ideal-Home situation.


‘So . . . this is obviously the living room,’ Mrs Morrison-Hulme said, walking briskly into the room beside Georgie and waving an arm around as if showing off an opulent space.


‘Yes,’ Georgie replied faintly, unable to dredge up any further comment, let alone enthusiasm. She should have listened to Amelia. She should have insisted on Simon Skyping her through every flat-hunting session. What had he been thinking?


‘Your bathroom is along here . . .’ the landlady went on, retreating back to the corridor and indicating the next white-painted door. ‘The kitchen’s obviously here’ – she gestured to a blue-tiled galley space with a sink, fridge and cooker and two small cupboards, then demonstrated how to adjust the thermostat and use the greasy-looking hob. ‘And the bedroom’s down at the end. Okay? I think that’s everything, other than to remind you – no smoking, no sub-renting, no pets, no parties, no music after eleven o’clock at night.’


‘Right,’ said Georgie, her voice a croak. No fun, basically. No enjoyment. And definitely no gorgeous, funny dog, bumping his nose against her hand and lolloping after tennis balls on the grassy square outside.


Angela pulled a business card from her handbag and pressed it into Georgie’s palm. ‘Anything else, give me a call – here’s my mobile number. My son Paul helps out with the business, so you’ll have either me or him at the other end.’ She winked a turquoise-shaded eyelid and leaned closer. ‘He’s very good-looking by the way, my Paul. If it all goes pear-shaped with the unreliable boyfriend – where is he, anyway? – then a nice girl like you could do a lot worse. Just saying!’


Georgie tried to smile but it was an effort when panic was crashing through her like the waves down on the beach. Oh God. What had she done? What had she agreed to? And why on earth had Simon chosen this dump of a flat? Call himself a great architect, a designer of beautiful buildings? Why hadn’t that artistic vision extended to their new love nest? ‘Thank you,’ she managed to say, as the questions beat about her head like midges, and then, feeling belatedly defensive about her relationship, added, ‘He’s probably got tied up with something at work.’


‘Of course he has,’ replied Mrs Morrison-Hulme with another meaningful wink that said she didn’t believe it for a minute. ‘Anyway, I’d better be off.’ Her heels left small indentations on the carpet as she took the few steps back to the front door. ‘All the best. Welcome to SeaView House!’


The door closed after her, and then it was just Georgie on her own, completely overwhelmed with the awfulness of this new situation. SeaView House, my arse, she thought indignantly, remembering the ‘view’ of the dustbins out the back. She could smell the pong of something rotten in the kitchen and there was a damp patch on the ceiling. What would Amelia say if she could see her now? Oh my God, George. Total nightmare! What the actual frig? Tears pricked her eyes at the thought of her best friend’s shocked voice, and she had to fight the impulse to dash out to her car again and drive straight home. ‘Big mistake,’ she imagined herself telling the gonk as she made a wheel-spinning U-turn. ‘Disaster!’


But then her phone rang: Simon. ‘Hi,’ she said warily. ‘Where are you? I’m in the flat.’ Please tell me there’s been a mistake and this is not our actual new home, she thought, poking a toe at a dustball on the carpet.


‘Sorry,’ he said. She could hear conversation in the background, another person laughing. ‘Something came up here. You met the landlady all right, though?’


‘Yeah. She’s been and gone.’ Georgie raked a hand through her hair and leaned against the wall. Now that she was finally in the same city as him, she no longer knew quite what to say. I hate the flat! she wanted to wail. I can’t live here! But she knew he hated her making a fuss. And besides, she didn’t want to be the clingy sort of girlfriend who made fusses. Gritting her teeth, she made a gigantic effort to banish the lump in her throat and pull herself together.


‘Bit of a character, isn’t she? And I know the flat is kind of spartan but I just loved how light it was – and it’s a great location, right? Couldn’t be nearer the beach! We can go for early-morning swims together.’


She gave a hollow laugh. ‘Yeah.’ Er, no. Was he mad? What about the list she had given him? Had he even listened to a single word she’d said? ‘So are you on your way over now?’ she asked. Everything would feel better once he was there too, she reminded herself. They could laugh about the decor, she could tease him about his terrible lack of taste, they could test out the double bed. (Well. Maybe after she’d hoovered it for bed-bugs and sprayed it with several gallons of Febreze, anyway.)


‘I can’t really get away right now but I’ll make sure to leave at five, all right?’ he said and her spirits sank all over again. ‘We can get fish and chips and a few beers, sit on the beach and toast our new start, yeah?’ There was another burst of laughter behind his voice and Georgie had to press the phone to her ear in order to hear him. ‘I’d better go anyway. See you later!’


‘See you.’ She hung up and took a deep breath, trying not to give in to dejection. Fish and chips and beers with Simon later, she reminded herself. The beach. Their new start. Come on, George, chin up, it’ll be fine.


Wandering into the poky living room, she peered out of the window to see two gulls tussling over a chip wrapper in the courtyard, wings beating, beaks lunging. She was not a quitter, she reminded herself, as one eventually flew off, victorious. Definitely not. She had once queued all night in Leeds to be near the front of the queue for the Kate Moss collection at H&M, hadn’t she? She had stuck out a Saturday job at the hairdressers for two years as a teenager as well, even though the endless hair-washing had made the skin on her fingers crack and weep pus. And she had taken her driving test three times before passing, so determined was she to succeed. She didn’t give up on things, that was the point. And there was no way she’d give up this time either, and slink back to Yorkshire only to endure all the pitying looks that her friends, however well-meaning, would give her. Absolutely not.


So that was settled. She would unpack and make the best of it. It wasn’t all bad, was it? There was the sea right there, just a few hundred metres from her front door, blue and shimmering, with its percussion of pebbles in every wave – plus there was a whole new city for her to explore too. Adventures to be had! Fun to seek out! Maybe even new friends and a bit of work here and there. She could do it. She could cope. She would go and write her and Simon’s names on that flat listing downstairs for starters.


‘Right then,’ she said aloud. ‘Let’s do this.’




Chapter Two


There was something zen about preparing onions, Rosa had always thought, fingers plucking another papery bulb from the pile and getting stuck in. A slice off the top, a slice off the bottom, and then the burrowing of one’s fingers under the coppery curling skin to peel it away, revealing the naked white bauble beneath, smooth as an egg. Plunge the knife down to split it through the middle, slice into translucent rainbows (‘Fingers like bear-claws!’ as Liz, her favourite teacher on the catering course, had instructed) then chop, chop, chop until you had a mountain of pale watery rectangles on the chopping board, a thousand miniature opaque windows.


‘Would you hurry up with those fecking onions there now, Dorothy,’ barked Brendan in a distinctly un-zen-like way just then, shattering her trance. Brendan was the sous-chef at the Hotel Zanzibar, a belligerent Dubliner with a thick neck and an even thicker moustache, who took it upon himself to bellow out orders as if marshalling troops in bloody combat. He was also the sort of person who didn’t bother learning the actual names of his staff, calling them whatever he felt like on that particular day, and so it took Rosa a second to realize he was addressing her.


‘Won’t be long,’ she mumbled, bending lower and chopping faster.


In the next moment he was looming over her, the smell of garlic and last night’s beer oozing from his pores. ‘Won’t be long, WHAT?’


‘Won’t be long, chef.’


‘And don’t you forget it, girl. Courgettes and peppers next. You’re not in Kansas now, Dorothy. Plenty more where you came from.’


‘Yes, chef,’ she muttered, whacking her knife down on the board with extra force. She was thirty-five years old and had once been ‘someone’ in advertising, even winning an award for her ‘witty and innovative’ Betty’s Butter campaign, but here she was a nobody; lowly kitchen staff on a pittance of a wage, where she was expected not only to graft like a slave but also to be grateful for the dubious honour of her employment. And to put up with shite round the clock from the likes of Brendan, moreover. She glanced through her eyelashes to see him now berating poor pasty Natalya, the Russian apprentice, whose hands were permanently covered in blue plasters from knife slips. Rosa gave it two weeks, possibly three, before the girl quit for an easier life. She’d only been working there a few months herself but it was enough to know that apprentices came and went like buses.


Hotel Zanzibar was situated on Brighton seafront, built around the turn of the century; a classical stucco-fronted building with five-star luxury accommodation, its own private wine cellar and an opulent penthouse suite up at the top where all sorts of famous people were rumoured to have stayed in times gone by. There was a glass lift, and a fountain in the reception and a doorman with a burgundy uniform who the kitchen staff enjoyed taking the mick out of whenever possible. Rosa knew that upstairs in the hotel there were beautiful tasteful bedrooms with sea views and balconies, monsoon showers and posh toiletries, with white fluffy bathrobes folded just so in the wardrobe, and a minibar stuffed with temptations. She knew this, of course, because it wasn’t all that long ago since she’d been staying in places like this herself – for conferences and meetings with work, in chichi suits and high heels, or for dirty weekends away with Max, with sexy lingerie and room service on the king-size bed, no expense spared. Obviously she hadn’t given a thought to the kitchen staff or cleaners backstage, scurrying like ants behind the scenes, chopping, basting, scrubbing, scouring. Why would she?


Sometimes she wondered how Brendan would react if he could see a previous incarnation of Rosa, a year ago, say, groomed and toned, addressing a conference hall in a suit, her long dark hair obediently glossy post-blow-dry, rather than scraped up beneath a smelly kitchen hairnet. Would he even recognize this version of the quiet, humble Rosa who slaved in his kitchen today, the Rosa who wanted nothing more than to blend into the background?


‘Onions, Dorothy! For crying out loud!’


Speak of the devil. ‘Coming right up, chef,’ she replied, hacking through another onion, imagining as she did so that the blade was cleaving right through Max’s beautiful lying head.


Whoever had designed the shift pattern at the Zanzibar must have had a sadistic streak running through them like the pink lettering on all the seafront sticks of rock, because nobody could have kidded themselves that their kitchen rota was an easy ride. Some days Rosa would have to work a split shift – from ten in the morning until two in the afternoon, and then go back to the hotel from five in the afternoon until midnight. Some days she’d start at five-thirty to cover the breakfast orders, and finish after the lunch session, others she might be on evenings only. It was hell if you wanted a social life, but then again in Rosa’s case, she barely knew a soul in Brighton other than her equally overworked colleagues, and when she wasn’t here at the hotel, she was generally sleeping off her most recent shift, dead to the world. That suited her just fine right now anyway. In her experience, it was only when you let other people into your life that problems started. Going solo, keeping herself to herself, constructing a fence around her small quiet life – it was self-preservation, nothing less.


Today she had been on an early and had the entire afternoon and evening to herself. Not only that but tomorrow – Friday – was also a short shift, finishing after lunch. She planned to spend her time off in a gloriously lazy fashion: a leisurely saunter around her new city (she was still making discoveries after four months), a slow, people-watching coffee in one of the many fabulous cafés, and then perhaps she would try a new recipe in her own kitchen.


Cooking had always been her thing. When she’d been a student, she’d been known for her magnificent Sunday roasts with the best gravy and fluffiest Yorkshire puddings. In her twenties, she would lay on great Indian banquets for her friends on a Friday night – curries fragrant with cardamom and cumin, steaming jasmine rice, and bowls of smoky dhal. She loved throwing sumptuous, hangover-obliterating weekend brunches for her best girlfriends too – huevos rancheros or stacks of golden pancakes studded with shiny blueberries – and of course, when Max was home, she’d enjoyed cooking seductive dinners for two – seabass with almonds, paprika chicken, steak and dauphinoise potatoes . . .


‘You should do this professionally,’ her friends had always swooned, asking for seconds and thirds, scraping the last crumbs from their plates. However many times they said it, though, Rosa knew, as they had done, that there was no chance of leaving her prestigious and extremely well-paid job in advertising to go and grub about in a sweaty kitchen for a living. And yet that was exactly what had happened.


‘My goodness, I wasn’t expecting this,’ her human resources director, Colin, had said, startled, when she’d sat down in his office and handed over the crisp white envelope containing her resignation letter. He’d stared at it for several seconds with the air of a man eyeing an unexploded bomb, before pushing up his round glasses and raising his gaze to hers. ‘Can we persuade you to stay? A pay rise, or some other kind of financial incentive?’ he asked coaxingly. ‘An extra week’s holiday, how about that?’


‘I don’t think so,’ she said, folding her hands in her lap. Having discovered the shattering truth about Max the night before, she had barely slept, but she did know, with great certainty, that she wanted to run away. Anywhere. And even though it felt right now as if she was standing at the edge of a precipice with the safety of office life behind her while ahead was a gaping chasm of emptiness where the land completely dropped away, she knew that whatever Colin might offer her, it wouldn’t be enough to keep her in this office, right under Max’s nose.


And so she had come to Brighton pretty much on a whim that same afternoon, a mad rush of adrenalin and anger and hurt. The city was lit up for Christmas and it had been like driving into a fairy world, where nothing mattered, where nobody would judge her. As soon as she’d moved into her new flat, one of the first things she’d done to christen the place was to go out and buy cake tins and ingredients, queuing up with all the frazzled Christmas shoppers, perspiring in their big coats and scarves. A Victoria sponge was a guaranteed short-cut to making a place feel more like home, she had figured. A Victoria sponge, then a round of mince pies (well, it was nearly Christmas) and then some home-made gingerbread and a Christmas cake to soften up her mum for when Rosa had to drive up to Derby on Christmas Eve, and face the difficult conversations she knew lay ahead. (‘He what? You’re kidding. And then you . . . Oh, you didn’t, love, tell me you didn’t!’)


If in doubt, bake, she told herself through those first few grim days where she kept wondering what the hell her game-plan would be now, what on earth she was going to do next. But that was when it had occurred to her: that this was what had always made her feel better – the weighing and whisking and baking. Forget her years of advertising experience, forget her knack for brilliant jingles and creative flair. With a pinny on and her hands floured, all felt temporarily bearable in her world. Maybe it was time for a total sea-change, she had thought, and where better place than right down here by the sea?


Her mum and sister, of course, thought she had totally gone lala. Her friends too couldn’t quite believe she’d gone through with it. (‘I know you’re upset,’ a couple of them had said in talking-to-a-mad-person voices, ‘but don’t you think this is a little . . . extreme?’) Admittedly, there had been a few occasions during Rosa’s six-week intensive cookery course in the new year at the local college when she’d had what felt like out-of-body experiences, and stared at herself making a vichyssoise or tartare sauce in a starched white apron, and thought, what the hell . . . ? Maybe everyone was right, maybe she had lost the plot, she had worried each time. Here she was, after all: miles from her friends and family, pursuing this whim which had no guarantees of work, security, decent pay . . .


At moments like this, she’d find herself flashing back to something one of her teachers had once written in a school report: Rosa is a rather emotional girl with a tendency to over-react. A cold-eyed biology teacher, she seemed to remember, who had taken umbrage when Rosa refused to dissect a dead frog in a lesson, due to reasons of squeamishness. Was that what was happening here? Had she over-reacted again, been too emotional; the pale nauseous one heaving over a rubbish bin at the side of the lab, while the rest of the class got stuck in with their scalpels?


Well, if she had, so be it, she kept having to reassure herself. Better to be emotional than unfeeling, surely. And, okay, so perhaps she did have a tendency to over-react, but she also had a streak of sheer determination that acted as a counterbalance. She would see this through, come what may. She would take the gruelling shifts and physical exhaustion on the chin, she wouldn’t let other people’s doubts eat away at her. Besides, she only had to taste whatever she had cooked that day – a Thai green curry with home-made puffy naans, a damp rhubarb cake with just a hint of ginger, a seared tuna steak with tongue-zinging salsa verde – and she would feel her equilibrium return.


A change is as good as a holiday, her gran had always been fond of saying. And even though working for Brendan did not quite equate to holiday bliss, Rosa just had to keep clinging on to the thought that she was doing the right thing.


It was a twenty-minute walk along the front from the hotel to her flat and there was a stiff breeze, whipping the sea into frothy white peaks, flapping at the striped awnings of the souvenir shops and sending the postcard racks spinning dizzily in a blur of colour. Rosa freed her hair from its ponytail and shook it loose around her shoulders, breathing in appreciatively as she passed a fish and chip restaurant. Hot chips and beer and ice cream, the rush and suck of the waves – those were the smells and sounds of her adopted city, and they already felt like home.


Aside from the fact that her heart had been ripped in two, and that everyone clearly thought she was having a breakdown, starting again had turned out to be the best kind of distraction. Her new home was a stone’s throw from the seafront, on a Regency square with a large grassy lawn in the middle. The rent wasn’t cheap and the landlady seemed rather overbearing (and kept going on about her handsome son in a heavy-handedly suggestive sort of way) but Rosa loved the house’s proximity to the city centre and the prom, plus her new kitchen was a generous size and well equipped. What was more, the shabby grandeur of the old building felt a million miles from Max’s sleek modern Islington bachelor pad that she’d moved into far too quickly – which could only be a good thing. Rooms of her own; Virginia Woolf would definitely have approved.


Turning off the promenade and up the slight hill towards the house, she could see a family having a picnic on the long sloping grass in the middle of the square, a golden Labrador flopped beside them, keeping a close eye out for dropped crusts or stray crisps. A safe distance away were two studenty types lying in each other’s arms, ‘canoodling’ as her mum would have said, all pale angular limbs and tousled hair. She felt the familiar tightening in her throat that still came when she thought about Max and hurried on. The last time she’d spoken to him was after she’d done her flit; he must have come back to the flat and discovered her gone. I can explain, he’d grovelled and her fingers had trembled on the phone at his voice. I fell in love with you and things got out of hand. I’m sorry. She was on the pier, of all places, and the December wind was lashing, raw and merciless, in her face, making her eyes stream. So you bloody well should be, she’d replied, then promptly hurled the phone out into the sea, a flash of silver arcing against the gunmetal sky, before it dropped like a stone beneath the surface.


Her mind would turn to that phone sometimes, on the bottom of the seabed, gradually becoming buried by the sand and silt. Maybe one day it would wash up on the shore. Maybe it had been pulled further out to sea and was now halfway to France, tumbling silently along the soft muddy sand at the mercy of the undertow. She wondered how many times Max had tried calling again, if he’d left a series of apologetic messages, or if he’d just deleted her number, his bluff called, giving her up as a bad job. Maybe he was on to his next conquest already, who knew?


Lost in her thoughts, it was only as she reached her building that she noticed there was an ambulance parked outside and that the front door was wide open. What on earth . . . ? With a jolt of alarm, she hurried up the front steps, just in time to see her neighbour Jo emerge from her flat, supported by two paramedics, one male, one female.


‘Jo!’ Rosa cried in shock. The other woman’s face was deathly pale against her vibrant crimson hair and her eyes were glazed. ‘What’s happening? Are you all right?’


‘Rosa,’ Jo said, her voice gasping and weak, her eyes rolling back in her head as she spoke. Rosa didn’t really know her, as they both worked shifts – Jo as a cancer nurse, she seemed to remember – although she had seen her a couple of times, accompanied by a sullen-faced girl with a lot of messy red hair she guessed was Jo’s daughter. ‘Rosa, I need . . .’ she gasped.


‘Yes?’ cried Rosa anxiously. Christ, what was wrong with her? ‘What is it?’


‘I need . . . Bea. Can you look after Bea?’ Jo panted, sagging like a rag doll against the paramedic, as if it had taken every ounce of strength left in her to get out the words. ‘Please?’


Bea? That must be the scowling teenage daughter. ‘Um . . .’ Rosa said uncertainly, wondering what this would entail, not to mention whether she was up to the job. But Jo’s eyes were pleading, her face desperate. ‘Sure,’ she mumbled eventually, because how could she reply otherwise when the poor woman in front of her appeared on the verge of death? ‘Where is she?’ she asked, glancing about as if Bea might be lurking, kohl-eyed and mutinous in a doorway.


‘School.’ Jo’s eyelids were falling like blinds, the words puffing out slower and fainter. ‘Back at . . . three-thirty.’


‘Come on, love, we need to get you out of here,’ the male paramedic said, hauling Jo up so that her thin bare legs dangled over his arm. One of her pink flip-flops swung away from her foot as if trying to make a break for it and Rosa darted forward and slotted it back on. ‘We’re going to the Royal Sussex,’ the paramedic told her, bundling his limp human charge away towards the front door.


‘Right,’ Rosa said, hurrying after him. The second paramedic was already flinging open the back doors of the ambulance and Rosa felt a lurch of panic. Jo would be coming back, wouldn’t she? ‘What’s wrong, anyway? What’s happened?’ she blurted out. Her neighbour looked so poorly, her eyes were no longer even open. ‘Will she be all right?’


‘We’ll know more at the hospital,’ the female paramedic replied without looking round, which sounded worryingly vague and not remotely reassuring. And then they were loading her into the back and slamming the doors, and Rosa stood there dumbly on the dusty pavement as, seconds later, the ambulance started up, complete with siren wailing woo-woo-woo-woo as it accelerated down the road. Even the canoodlers paused mid-smooch to look up and watch it go.


Rosa went back inside the house, the lobby cool and dark after the bright sunshine outside, and she blinked dazedly before heading towards her flat. That had all been a bit dramatic, she thought, frowning as she slotted her key into its lock. What had happened to Jo? When would she be back? And – shit. How was Rosa going to cope with Jo’s silent, surly daughter in the meantime?




Chapter Three


Georgie had been in Brighton for a week now and in that time had flung herself wholeheartedly into her new city, pounding the streets like the most hardcore of tourists. The weather had been unseasonably warm – more like summer than spring – and she loved the way the place crackled with energy, the streets teeming with life. Every café and pub worth its salt set up pavement tables, there were buskers and street performers on each corner, and music floated out from open windows. Georgie enjoyed getting lost in the warren of alleyways known as the Lanes, browsing in one funky boutique after another, eyeing up the many gorgeous clothes she couldn’t afford, and breathing in the scents of the artisan bakeries, the Vietnamese restaurant, the retro ice-cream parlour and all the rest. It was a city bursting with flavours and experiences, and she felt by turns dazzled and delighted, seduced by its charms.


But then, inevitably, she would return to the flat – the small, dingy flat which still looked depressingly bleak, however hard she worked to make it feel homely – and the emptiness of her life would enclose her again. It was lonely and quiet – too lonely and too quiet – even when she had the radio on and sang along in an attempt to cheer herself up. By the time Simon came home, she would be desperate for company, practically wagging her tail like a dog as she heard him clumping up the stairs. She was not a shy person, Georgie, but chatting to friendly baristas in cafés when she ventured out for a coffee or sandwich had so far been the extent of her socializing here in her new home. It didn’t feel like nearly enough.


Lucky you!!!! her friends Amelia and Jade replied whenever she posted sunset beach photos on Facebook, and updates about how much she was enjoying being a lady of leisure. (Well, come on. She was hardly going to tell the truth and confess to feeling bored and lonely on social media.) JEALOUS!!! they sighed as she photographed a cool pair of shoes she’d spotted or a quirky interior design shop.


The words might lift her for a few seconds each time she saw their cheery messages but then she’d end up feeling sick inside with deceit. Especially as Amelia and Jade were both busily posting photos of wedding venues and bridesmaid dresses, or nights out down the Shepherd’s Crook, and actually it was all Georgie could do to stop herself from replying Lucky you!!!! JEALOUS!!! in reply to them. She would just have to make the best of it, she told herself whenever homesickness stole in. Six months wasn’t that long, was it?


The most discomfiting thing, though, was how the move had changed her relationship with Simon. She’d always viewed the two of them as equal partners in a team – both independent and free with their own friends and routines, yet committed to one another at the same time. Now the dynamic had completely shifted. Simon had people to see, a job to go out to every day, appointments and meetings and a whole other life outside the flat. Georgie, by comparison, had nothing. There was only so long you could kill time wandering around shops taking photos of burnished jewellery and arty lampshades before the assistants started to eye you as a potential shoplifter. Similarly, there was only so long you could eke out a coffee in a café before the waiting staff began pointedly scrubbing the table.


Thank goodness for the weekend when they had two whole days together and she felt, for the first time, as if they were a couple again. They’d started with a proper Saturday brunch in the nearest greasy spoon diner, before driving out to a local beauty spot, Devil’s Dyke, where they watched people leaping off the steep side of the hill to paraglide. That evening they’d gone to an amazing Indian restaurant near the seafront and ended up in a cocktail bar, getting completely hammered on mojitos and laughing themselves senseless. Sunday had seen them hiring bikes and heading out along the seafront to blow away their hangovers before stopping for lunch in a pub and a leisurely browse through a pile of newspapers. It had all been perfect. This is more like it, she’d thought happily, feeling the wind in her hair as they pedalled home. He’d glanced over his shoulder to grin back at her, his sandy hair flopping about, his body pleasingly muscular under his T-shirt, and she’d felt a burst of joy, as hot and pure as the sun above their heads.


But then had come Monday morning with Simon slipping out of the flat before Georgie had even opened her eyes, and the week had yawned ahead of her all over again with absolutely nothing on the horizon. Back to square one and the long lonely silences.


Simon had not been terribly sympathetic when she voiced her feelings a few evenings later, telling him how she felt like a housewife all of a sudden. He’d not specifically said the words ‘Well, why did you come here, then? What did you expect?’ but she suspected an equivalent response might be fairly near the tip of his tongue. She had ended up laughing and making a joke of the situation – ‘I’ll have your slippers warming by the fire and dinner on the table when you get home at this rate!’ – so that he wouldn’t think she was complaining. Because she wasn’t complaining, obviously. Well, okay, maybe just a little bit.


So much for Amelia telling her that the eleventh house was one of friendship and all the rest of it; she hadn’t met a single one of their neighbours yet although she had seen a few letters arriving for a Ms Charlotte Winters in Flat 4, and a Jo Spires in Flat 2, and she’d heard some grungey music coming from one of the lower-floor flats too. And then, the other day, after having forced herself out for a jog along the seafront, she came back to the house and caught a fleeting glimpse of a much older woman vanishing up the stairs ahead. The woman was dressed in a tailored black dress and a boxy cerise jacket, her hair cut in a neat silvery bob, with a trail of jasmine perfume in her wake. First appearances: impressively glamorous, especially compared to Georgie, who was there with sweat patches under her arms, her blonde hair falling out of its messy bunches and a shiny red face. Still, she couldn’t pass up on the opportunity to introduce herself after all those days of silence.


‘Hi!’ she’d called, hurrying after the woman. She hoped she didn’t smell too ripe. ‘I just moved into number—’ Then she realized the woman was in the middle of a call on her phone and oblivious to the scarlet-faced jogger behind her.


‘Well, I don’t care, I don’t want to see this doctor,’ the older woman was saying imperiously, a trace of a foreign accent audible in her voice, and Georgie stopped short, not wanting to interrupt. Maybe another time, she told herself, crestfallen.


A job. That was what she needed: something to get her up and out of the flat, something to chat about with Simon in the evening other than how his day had gone; a purpose in life again, where she could hopefully make a friend or two as well. That wasn’t too much to ask, was it?


‘What do you think you’ll do?’ Simon said, poking a fork rather dubiously into his pork chop as she told him her idea over dinner that night. (Georgie had experimented with a mustard sauce for their chops and it hadn’t been an overwhelming success.) ‘Look for another library job?’


‘Maybe,’ she said, although without any real conviction. Since leaving her old place of work she’d come to realize that her favourite thing about it – aside from the quiet days of boiled sweets and paperback thrillers – had been compiling the monthly newsletter that she sent out to all the library members. It was her own creation, born out of sheer boredom one particularly dreary afternoon, but she had come to love writing it each time: detailing new arrivals on the shelves, occasional author events, book group meetings and a chatty little intro that often strayed into observations about the weather, whatever she might be reading herself that week, and sometimes, if she was desperate to fill up the space, photos of her parents’ cockapoo Reggie and his latest exploits. ‘Maybe I’ll get some kind of writing job,’ she replied impulsively, as much in the hope of impressing Simon as anything else.


Unfortunately his phone beeped in that moment and he stopped to scrutinize the new message – yes, at the table; yes, even though they were still eating – but she went doggedly on, embellishing as she spoke. ‘Yeah, I could set myself up as a freelancer,’ she said, trying to drag his attention away. ‘Roving reporter, that kind of thing. I’ve always quite fancied it, to be honest. Or maybe I’ll just be an astronaut. Simon.’


‘Yeah,’ he said, finally putting his phone down. ‘Good idea.’


She rolled her eyes in frustration. Well, she’d show him. With or without his encouragement, she’d make him see he wasn’t the only one who could nab himself an interesting job. So there.


The writing idea might have floated out of her brain on a whim but the more she thought about it, the more she fancied giving it a crack. Why not? She was a good writer, people had always said so. Her hit rate on the library newsletter had been impressive and she always got lots of chatty emails in reply, which had been very pleasing. (Even if half of them were from dog-lovers requesting more pictures of Reggie.) As a kid, she’d written little newspapers for her mum and dad: The Stonefield Times and The Hemlington Road Gazette, filled with scintillating items about her pet rabbits, her brother’s most recent telling-off at school or whatever gossip she’d overheard her mum discussing with the neighbours. Later, as a teenager, she’d been offered work experience at the local newspaper during the first summer of sixth-form, and had enjoyed it so much she’d flirted for a while with taking on an apprenticeship there after her A-levels. This plan had lasted right until Simon had announced he was applying to Liverpool University – at which point Georgie had promptly applied there too, plumping for an English degree instead.


She sighed as she lay in bed that night, thinking about this and its parallel with her current situation: how she’d followed her boyfriend to Liverpool, and how she’d followed him to Brighton. Was that all she was good for, tagging along, being the subordinate sidekick? Was it enough? Was she enough? ‘Simon,’ she whispered, suddenly needing reassurance but he was fast asleep and unresponsive beside her. What would she have said to him anyway, she thought glumly, turning over and trying to get comfortable. Hey, sorry to wake you up, just wondering, how do you see our roles in this relationship? Because I’m feeling a bit uncertain of mine right now.


Listening to his deep, even breathing failed to soothe her. In fact, it only made her feel more awake than ever. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t enjoyed her English degree, she reasoned, finding herself on the defensive now. She’d loved it, actually, all those books to devour, whole days swallowed up prone on her bed with a play or novel, as well as the occasional midnight essay to scrawl. Still, every now and then she would read a particularly good newspaper or magazine article that stirred something inside her, and she’d remember again that fleeting teenage dream of being a journalist herself, writing sparky, spiky copy in a busy, exciting newsroom with occasional trips out to interview film stars or politicians. The power of words; the bricks with which you could construct a story.


Well, then, she told herself firmly, wrangling with the pillow one last time. There was her answer. She might have followed Simon to Brighton, but maybe now was the time to revisit an unfulfilled ambition, to take the tiller of her own life and steer it in a brand-new direction, wherever she wanted to go. Hell, yeah.


It went without saying that Georgie didn’t have her head completely in the clouds. She knew that writing jobs did not grow on trees – you had to go out and pitch for them, and what was more, you had to prove yourself against hordes of other talented writers, all of whom would have far more journalistic experience than a small chatty library newsletter to show for themselves. But then again, she’d also once heard Mary Portas giving an interview where she had described being so determined to work for Harrods, she had phoned up their human resources department every single day until they eventually offered her a post. Tenacity, that was the name of the game. Bloody-mindedness. Refusing to take no for an answer. And if that approach had worked for Mary Portas then who was to say it couldn’t work for Georgie Taylor too?


The very next morning, she got stuck in, researching all the local-ish publications she could find as well as the big glossies, and jotting down their contact details. She who dares wins, she reminded herself, before compiling a list of potential articles she could tailor for each one. Now she just needed to convince someone to take a chance on a newbie, she thought, dialling the first number on the list.


Her initial round of speculative calls didn’t go brilliantly well, to be honest. Brighton Life magazine flatly rejected her suggestion of a ‘New Girl In Town’ column, based on her experiences since moving to the area. ‘I’m straight out of the Yorkshire Dales, throwing myself into the delights of the city,’ she’d pitched. ‘The highlife, the lowlife, the people I meet, the—’


The features editor politely interrupted her before she could get much further. ‘We’ve done that before,’ she replied, before adding that she had to go to a meeting and hanging up.


Sussex Now magazine were equally lukewarm when she ran a different feature idea past them, inspired by her Sunday cycle ride, about bike trails across the county. ‘We’re covering something similar in next month’s edition,’ the bored-sounding editor told her. He too seemed in a hurry to get off the phone and Georgie let out a little sigh as she said goodbye and hung up. Thanks but no thanks. On that bike of yours, love, in other words, and pedal off.


Undeterred, and using the last of the milk to make herself a motivating coffee, Georgie next tried a smaller indie magazine, called Brighton Rocks which seemed witty and vibrant, and was stuffed full of articles about the city, as well as pages of What’s On listings at the back. With her most confident voice, Georgie pitched the same ‘New Girl In Town’ idea, only to be told by this third editor, Viv, that they too had already covered similar ground. Hmm. Maybe she wasn’t quite as original as she’d thought. Still, she hadn’t actually been hung up on this time, which was progress at least. Taking this as encouragement, Georgie quickly suggested an ‘Action Girl’ column instead – basically her, trying a new activity around the city every week. (‘Roller-blading along the pier, tandem-riding, zorbing . . . I’ll do anything!’ she’d declared, crossing her fingers that Viv wouldn’t ask her what ‘zorbing’ actually was. Or decide to send her to the bondage dungeon featured in last week’s edition.)


‘Hmm,’ Viv replied. She had a throaty London accent and it sounded as if she was breathing out a plume of smoke as she spoke. ‘Got anything else?’


Georgie swallowed. ‘Got anything else’ was by far the most positive response so far. It was practically an open door compared to the previous two calls! Heart pounding, she scanned her list of ideas and pitched a ‘Brighton and Hove Through the Keyhole’ idea instead, where she set out to explore behind the scenes of some of the city’s most iconic places. ‘I was thinking, the Royal Pavilion, the Palace Pier, um . . . Zoe Ball’s house?’ she finished up.


Viv gave a little snort and Georgie cursed herself for mentioning Zoe Ball’s house. Now she sounded like some kind of weird stalker. ‘Look, darling, I appreciate you ringing with all these ideas,’ the editor began, ‘but—’


Oh God. No. Not the ‘but’. The ‘but’ was almost certainly a precursor to ‘Jog on’ and then ‘Goodbye’. Before Georgie could stop herself, she was hauling out the Big Gun of Pleading. ‘I’ll write anything!’ she blurted out desperately. ‘And I’ve got loads of other ideas. Dogs of Brighton – people’s pets,’ she said randomly, remembering how popular her Reggie updates had been in the library newsletter. ‘Um . . . Lunch with Georgie – a restaurant column. Undercover Shopper – me, checking out the latest new boutiques. I could have a hidden camera, maybe. I’m very discreet!’


There was a pause from Viv and for a moment Georgie thought the other woman had put the phone down on her. She could have kicked herself for letting her mouth run away with her. Dogs of Brighton indeed. Why on earth had she come out with that? Maybe she was wasting her own time here, as well as that of all these long-suffering editors. Perhaps she should just swallow her pride and go out and find a café job or something to keep her busy while she was here instead. Like anyone would be interested in her lame ideas anyway!


But then, to her surprise, she heard Viv say, ‘Well . . . Actually there is something we’ve been considering. Why don’t you come in and we can chat it through? This would be freelance, mind, and I’m telling you now, the pay isn’t brilliant.’


‘I’ll do it,’ Georgie said, quick as a shot. ‘Whatever it is, I’ll do it.’


Half an hour later, she’d put on a proper face of make-up, her smartest jeans and her favourite white shirt with a big pointy collar, plus a silver star necklace for good luck. I’m going to be a writer, she thought with a burst of butterflies in her stomach. I might actually be able to pull this off. Then she headed into town to find the Brighton Rocks office, which was situated above an antique-glass shop in the Lanes. ‘We’re what you call a shoestring operation,’ Viv had told her, deadpan.


When she found it, the small office up two flights of stairs in an old Victorian building was not exactly the buzzy newsroom of her imagination; more, a cramped room with two desks, one sloping skylight and a heap of unopened post on a chair. It was not what you would call minimalist either: there were folders and books piled on shelves, a life-size cardboard cut-out of Steve Coogan as Alan Partridge leaning lopsidedly in one corner, a huddle of plants in varying stages of death, and a fridge in another corner, with a note on the front saying ‘STOP STEALING THE SOYA MILK’. Still, she reminded herself, it made a change from the mummifying quiet of her own flat, at least.


Viv was about thirty, Georgie guessed, with a lot of dark eye make-up and a crumpled salmon-coloured T-shirt that read BITCH SAYS YES. Her dark red nail varnish was chipped and she smelled of cigarettes and last night’s wine. In fact, there was a half-open bottle of claret on one of the filing cabinets, Georgie noticed. And was that a sleeping bag folded messily in the far corner of the office? ‘So,’ Viv said, hauling the pile of post off the chair and into a perilously full in-tray, so that Georgie could take a seat, ‘you want to be a writer. Join the club, darling. You can’t walk down the street in this city without tripping over them. Coffee?’


‘Um . . .’ Out of the corner of her eye, Georgie could see a collection of unwashed mugs by a small sink and decided not to play e-coli roulette. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’


‘As you can see, we’re a tiny set-up here,’ said Viv, perching on the edge of a desk. ‘It’s just me and another part-timer, Danny, doing everything ourselves: writing, design, accounts, advertising, you name it.’


Cleaning? thought Georgie although decided to keep such facetiousness to herself.


‘We’ve been running on adrenalin and sleepless nights for the last six months, and it’s all a bit hand-to-mouth – so, like I said, don’t get your hopes up in terms of cash because we’ve barely got a pot to piss in. But Danny’s about to get hitched and is insisting on taking a honeymoon, the selfish bastard, so we’re a bit short-handed this month. That’s where you come in.’


‘Fantastic,’ said Georgie eagerly. ‘I’m game for anything.’


‘Good, because I’m looking for someone to do us an agony column. Only not one of your typical ones, with whingey letters and mumsy replies. My boyfriend’s been unfaithful, boo hoo, I’m really insecure,’ she said contemptuously, and Georgie felt obliged to give a short disparaging laugh, even though she personally could see nothing wrong with someone worrying about their unfaithful boyfriend. Who wouldn’t feel insecure?


‘We want something edgy, funny, modern – and very Brighton-centred,’ Viv went on, ticking off each adjective on her fingers. ‘Don’t be afraid to dish out a sharp reply if it’s warranted, or take a letter-writer to task when they’re feeling sorry for themselves. Our agony aunt should be waspish and sassy; all about the tough love. Above all, we want this to be something that people talk about. Have you seen this week’s reply? Classic!’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you reckon?’


Georgie felt a swelling sense of excitement. Her own column – this was absolutely perfect! And advice too – fabulous. Georgie loved giving people advice, whether they wanted it or not. Back in the library, her customers were frequently pouring their hearts out to her, and her friends did too. ‘And what will it be called? “Dear Georgie”?’ she suggested eagerly. ‘“Ask Georgie”?’ Her head spun. ‘“Doctor Georgie Will See You Now”?’


Viv frowned, as if inwardly debating whether or not her newest freelancer was completely sane. ‘Er, no,’ she said bluntly. ‘We were thinking something more current – something to distinguish us from every other boring old advice column. Perhaps “Hey Em”.’


Georgie thought for a moment that she’d misheard. ‘Hey M?’


‘Yes, it’s a bit more casual. Like, Hey Em, I’ve got this problem. Hey Em, I don’t know what to do. Hey Em, I need some help.’


Now it was Georgie’s turn to be politely doubtful. It sounded crap to her but maybe that was because she was an out-of-towner, too parochial. Hey Em, your column name sucks, mate. ‘Right. So it’s like . . . M for . . . er . . . Mystery Agony Aunt?’


Viv gave her an are you kidding? look. ‘No, E-M, short for Emily or Emma,’ she explained, and Georgie blushed, feeling like the village idiot. ‘We think it sounds friendly, approachable. I see Em as a twenty-something girl about town. Feisty, cheeky; she tells it like it is, no punches pulled.’ Viv pulled out a sheaf of printed pages. ‘Here are some problems. We’ve been running an ad for the last few weeks trailing the new column and asking for letters. Take a look through, choose the one that appeals to you most and give me your reply. Bring Em to life for us. I’m looking for four hundred words for the whole thing, including the actual problem. By tomorrow?’


Flicking through the print-outs, Georgie glimpsed the following phrases in quick succession – anal sex, mother-in-law, infected piercing, wedding, very shy, custody of the cat – and tried to swallow back the gulp of nerves she suddenly felt. Blimey. This was a far cry from listening to the woes of Mrs Harris at the library on her grandson’s misdemeanours, or her friend Mel’s trauma over a colleague at work buying the same shoes as her. A pinch of doubt took hold. Who was she to start dishing out advice to strangers, anyway? What did she know? She hadn’t been married or divorced, she didn’t have kids, she didn’t even feel equipped to pass comment on the cat custody problem, because as far as she was concerned, dogs were better anyway.
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