

[image: Cover for The Night Bus by the USA Today bestselling author Tessa Bickers. A woman wearing a white blazer, black shirt and grey trousers stands at the back of a red bus in London looking at a man who is walking towards the bus and has a camera slung around his neck. Overhead, a crescent moon and stars light up the night sky. A tag-line at the bottom reads ‘Two troubled hearts. One life-changing journey’.]






Praise for Tessa Bickers

“The Night Bus is a terrific reminder that the right person helps us expand rather than contract. Bickers masterfully brings us two characters who are impossible not to root for—­both as a couple and as individuals.”

—­Allison Raskin, New York Times bestselling author of Save the Date

“A gorgeous, moving love story about coming to terms with your past and deciding what you want for your future. About the perfect imperfectness of the people we love. Made me want to sit on a bus at 4 am to watch the world wake up . . . Daisy Douglas has my whole heart—­you’ll be rooting for her all the way.”

—­Emily Stone, author of Always, in December, on The Night Bus

“A beautiful, unforgettable story filled with hope, humor and the kind of chemistry that leaps off the page. I devoured it in one sitting and finished with a smile (and a few tears) I couldn't shake. Bravo, Tessa!”

—­Meg Anderson, author of The Memory of Borrowed Books, on The Night Bus 

“Tessa Bickers’ writing is like sinking into a warm bubble bath. The Night Bus is a ray of sunshine. I loved it.”

—­Freya Berry, author of The Birdcage Library

“I adored Tessa’s debut and it’s a joy to discover she brings her considerable talents to her second novel. The Night Bus is a joyous romantic tale that tackles some big issues, sensitively explored with a light touch while still delivering an emotional punch—­a rare talent. She’s an exceptional writer and this book has it all: wisdom, humour, and heart. A five-­star read.”

—­Christina Pishiris, author of Love Songs for Skeptics

“Tender, funny, and so hopeful, this is bound to be one of your new favorites! Daisy and Tom have my whole heart.”

—­Sally Blakely, author of Friends to Lovers, on The Night Bus



“Taking the Night Bus with Daisy and Tom was such a delight. I came for the literary intrigue and stayed for the sizzling chemistry.”

—­Laura Pearson, #1 bestselling author of The Last List of Mabel Beaumont

“Utterly charming and delightful.”

—Julie Cohen, author of Falling, on The Night Bus 

“A lovely and lively tale of second chances, following one’s dreams, and books . . . Highly recommended.”

—­Booklist starred review of The Book Swap

“Both a gorgeous romance between two broken people, and a love letter to books and reading. If you loved The Flatshare you will love this heartfelt debut from Tessa Bickers about two people with tragic pasts, brought together through notes scribbled in the margins of their favourite reads. This debut is catnip for any book geek. I just loved it.”

—Cesca Major, author of Maybe Next Time, a Reese’s Book Club Pick, on The Book Swap

“Bickers charms in her depiction of how James and Erin bond through literature, and how literature changes their lives. This will have bookworms swooning.”

—Publishers Weekly on The Book Swap

“What a beautiful, heartwarming debut! When two star-crossed lovers meet in the margins of their favorite classics, they discover so much more than just happily ever after. In The Book Swap, Tessa Bickers proves that she understands what it means to be a book lover . . . and what it means to be human.”

—Lucy Gilmore, author of The Library of Borrowed Hearts

“Moving and romantic. Tessa Bickers writes with a fresh and warm-hearted voice, and what a romantic concept!”

—Lia Louis, author of Better Left Unsent, on The Book Swap
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To all the fellow people pleasers.

And to Penny – my own little Martha.
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Chapter One

Daisy

There wasn’t much that Daisy didn’t love about this early part of the day. The air had a different scent to it. The birds sang almost entirely uninterrupted by outside noise. It rarely rained and, as the N73 whirred through the streets of Stoke Newington toward Goodge Street at just after 4:00 a.m. on a cool autumn morning in October, there was a feeling of potential that built up inside her chest. Anything could happen, because the day had only just begun.

Today Daisy sat in her usual seat (ground floor, one row from the back, driver’s side) and pulled out her phone, going straight to the E! website as she always did. Whatever the Kardashians, Bennifers and Meghan Markles of the world had been getting up to in America while she slept should already be on these pages and she could start writing a few scripts on her phone. Her fiancé, Zack, regularly questioned why showbiz news was so urgently required first thing in the morning, and who wanted to know about some woman from Selling Sunset anyway? To be fair to him, the question normally came as Daisy’s alarm went off at 3:30 a.m., waking him, so he’d probably have said the same thing were it about anything, including his true passion—­padel.

It was a question she asked herself when she was first offered the early-­shift journalist role at Entertainment Now! five years ago. Did people really need to know what Kim Kardashian wore to the Met Gala while they ate their breakfast? Or who Taylor Swift had allegedly criticized on her latest single while they did a 5:00 a.m. abs workout? She learned very quickly the answer was yes, and once she understood it was her job to provide them with that information, she began to take it more seriously.

Scanning the headlines as the bus kept moving, an actor from the new Marvel film was photographed leaving a restaurant with his costar, rather than his girlfriend. Could there be a good pun in there somewhere? Turning his womanizing into a superpower? She stared ahead, pondering something better as they pulled in at Angel station; the double doors opened, and someone stepped onboard.

It was him, again. The same man she’d seen almost every day for the last three months. This morning he was dressed in baggy light blue jeans, a tight brown jacket zipped up and a cream baseball cap, pulled low over his face. He tapped his card and walked toward Daisy. She looked away, only turning back once she heard that he’d taken his seat. The same seat he always took, two rows in front of her and on the opposite side of the bus. He reached into the backpack he put on the seat beside him and she kept watching; she needed to know for sure what she already suspected.

She couldn’t help it. She let out one small laugh—­a single breath out of her nose—­as he pulled out the exact same book he’d pulled out every day since he started sharing this bus journey with her in early July. It wouldn’t be that unusual except she had witnessed him, a couple of weeks after first seeing him, reach the final page of the book, pause for a minute with a small tilt of his head, and turn it right over to the beginning and start again.

Daisy had made many wild assumptions as to why. He was an actor playing one of the parts in the book and this was how he got into character. She’d even searched IMDb which had discounted this idea as there was, according to the internet, no film or play of a Virginia Woolf book she’d never heard of called Orlando in the works. So perhaps he was writing a remake.

Perhaps he was an author and wanted to copy the style of Woolf’s prose so completely that he was reading it until it absorbed into his bones.

Maybe he was a spy, and this book was his cover and he didn’t think anyone would be observant enough to notice it was the same book every day. He had misread his bus audience. Whether she’d always been that way, or her job had made her so, Daisy was observant. It was something her best friend, Clara, regularly declared as creepy. “How did you even notice that?” she’d ask as Daisy accurately deduced someone’s entire mood based on the way they walked into a party, or from the pitch of their laugh. Given that Clara was also a journalist at Entertainment Now! and one of the least observant people Daisy had ever met, it probably wasn’t her job that made her that way. Daisy had once sobbed all night long after being bullied into a dramatic bob haircut by her bored hairdresser (and by bullied, she meant he excitedly suggested it and she agreed because she hadn’t wanted to disappoint him) and the next day at work Clara hadn’t even noticed.

Perhaps he was reading the book to—­

Her phone pinged with an alert. A-­list movie star Gary Newman has been airlifted to hospital in Hollywood following a car crash. Shit. Daisy scrolled through the article and then googled other sites to get as much information as she could, typing up a quick script so that by the time the bus reached Goodge Street, she’d gotten something ready she could immediately post. She grabbed her bag as the bus slowed, waved a hurried thanks to the driver and scrambled off. As the N73 pulled away to continue its route toward Oxford Circus, Daisy ran across the road and up Torrington Place, using her fob to enter the four-­story building that housed the entire Now! news network, including her department.

She waved at Clive on security, who she’d usually stop and chat to, shouting “Gary Newman’s in hospital” as she passed to explain her urgency.

“Oh shit. I love that guy!” he shouted after her as she took the stairs to the second floor and ran to her computer, immediately uploading the script she’d emailed to herself onto the system, so radio stations across the country could download it for their 5:00 a.m. bulletin.

Daisy scanned articles and wrote up a few other news stories: a singer taking on her first acting role, complete with audio from an interview her colleague Felicity had done on Friday. A sports personality who was making a public apology for tax evasion. A reality TV star who was speaking out about the dangers of cheap Botox.

At five minutes to five Daisy’s phone started flashing with a call from her mum. That was odd; she never called too close to the hour, and rarely this early. She knew that in Daisy’s job the minutes in the run-­up to a live bulletin were precious. It had to be something important.

She scanned the news one more time, sure that she’d covered everything, and picked up.

“Have you heard from Dan?” Daisy’s mum asked, the moment she answered.

Daisy sighed, pressing her thumb and forefinger into the bridge of her nose.

“It depends when you last heard from him?”

“Lunchtime yesterday, which was early morning in San Francisco. Which means he’s been gone a whole day.”

Daisy squinted, doing the maths. “Well, not a whole day because it’s not lunchtime here, is it? It’s . . .” She looked at her watch. “Four fifty-­six. Why are you awake?”



“Because I set an alarm to say good-­night to Dan.”

And yet I didn’t get a good morning, Daisy thought, but it was pointless saying that. Her younger brother was the love of their mother’s life, and to be honest Daisy preferred it that way. Since he’d gone traveling, Daisy had fielded more calls from her mum than she had in the last thirty-­one years of her existence, and she didn’t know how Dan put up with it.

“I’m sure he’s fine. I haven’t heard from him either, but—­”

“Oh God.”

“But I often don’t when he’s moving between places. Wasn’t he headed to Big Sur?”

“Yes and I’ve googled the roads. They’re treacherous.”

“Mum,” Daisy said, adopting the calmest voice she could. She understood that Dan doing a road trip, plus how similar he looked to her dad, was prompting her mum’s escalating worry. “He’s going to be okay.”

It was, in fact, incredibly selfish for Dan to go off on a solo road trip when their dad had died in a car accident fifteen years ago, because it meant that for the first time in her life, their mum couldn’t watch over him every second to ensure he survived.

“You don’t know that,” her mum said, her voice breaking.

Daisy checked the time—4:58. She refreshed the E! page, her heart landing in her throat as she took in the headline. Gary Newman Confirmed Dead.

She dropped her phone, copying the script she’d written on the bus, but replacing the first line about him being in hospital with the new headline. She clicked upload, adding an urgent tick. What time did the story break? 4:57. She could have done it quicker. She could have given the reporters more time to add it to their bulletin. Some of them might not have even seen it. They might still be running with the news that he was in hospital, when the rival stations will have picked up on it quicker. They’ll have picked up on it quicker because their mother didn’t call the news desk almost bang on the hour, because she didn’t give a shit about the chaos that might cause.

Heart in her chest, Daisy waited as the jingle played for the bulletin.

“It’s five o’clock, I’m Harriet Brown. Gary Newman . . .” she squeezed her eyes closed and clenched her teeth “. . . has died.”

Daisy let out a breath, fist pumping the air, hearing the quiet voice in the background.

“Are you still there? Daisy?”

She scrambled to pick up her phone.

Daisy’s morning flew by after that. News was slowly drip-­fed as to how Gary Newman had died, and each headline was reworked so that there was a fresh update every hour. She sent her reporter Felicity out onto the street to get some vox pops for a reaction piece. They varied from “Who? Never heard of him” to “Absolutely devastated. I had posters of him on my wall as a girl” to “I loved him in Terminator” (a film he wasn’t in so they had to cut it.)

The next time Daisy had a chance to look at the time, it was way beyond when her shift was due to finish. She was going to be late to meet Zack.

On my way! she messaged while still at her desk typing up a final piece for the 1:00 p.m. news, outlining quotes from fellow celebrities and costars who had already posted about Gary’s death on Instagram.

K, he replied. She should have left fifteen minutes ago and she wasn’t sure whether that response was an angry one or not. As if he needed another reason to dislike her job.

Her computer pinged with a new message on the intranet.

JOB ALERT! Investigative Journalist for our news desk. Keep News Now! At the forefront of UK and world headlines. Identify and pitch compelling news stories. Highest standards of journalism required. Experience necessary. Click here to load your internal application.

Daisy leaned closer to her screen. It was the third time this job had come up since she started at Entertainment Now! five years ago. It was the whole reason she’d joined the Now! Group, in the hope that one day she could switch teams, but the timing had never been quite right. The first time, she was so new into the role that she hadn’t wanted to come across as flaky, and when it appeared for the second time, she’d talked herself out of it. It would be such a big leap, and she’d gotten used to her job. Enjoyed it. She had just waited and waited, watching as the job advert appeared, sat there and eventually closed and vanished.

She’d mention it to Zack again. See what he said. Standing up, she switched off her screen and left.

There were delays on the Victoria line, which meant that when Daisy eventually burst through the doors of the Baptist Church up from Oxford Circus, she was twenty minutes late.

“I’m so sorry,” she said to everyone, while scanning the circle of people to find Zack, throat dry. He looked up and locked eyes with her, his face lighting up at the sight of her, eyes crinkling at the corners as he pushed his dark brown hair away from his face. Phew. It hadn’t been an angry “K” he’d texted—­or if it had been, she was forgiven. “Gary Newman died,” she added as though that would explain anything to this group of people who knew very little about her except her first name and her favorite chocolate bar. “My kryptonite would probably have to be a MARS Bar,” was not a sentence she ever thought she’d have to say out loud.

Denise, who ran the weekly Weighing Down meeting, offered a smile that didn’t reach her eyes and didn’t acknowledge Daisy’s late arrival beyond that.



It wasn’t exactly an unusual occurrence. Three months ago, when they first started going to this, Zack had chosen the meeting closest to where he worked as a human resources officer at a large hotel chain in central London so he could make it on his lunch break. It meant that every week Daisy had a high chance of being late, depending on the news that day. Denise, it seemed, was over it, despite the fact that Denise still got paid whether people were on time or not.

Daisy waited at the back of the room, as she was made to do when they were already mid-­circle and eventually got summoned forward. She picked up one of the overpriced packs of low-­fat chocolate orange biscuits by way of apology and handed over her money.

“Step on the scales,” Denise said, her voice monotone. She made no effort at eye contact.

Daisy stepped forward, then jumped off, putting her biscuits down so it didn’t impact her weight before getting back on.

Denise read the scales and picked up Daisy’s book, writing the numbers down.

“No change,” she said, finally lifting her gaze to run her eyes down Daisy’s body and back up, handing the book to her.

“Great,” Daisy said, forcing a big smile. It wasn’t great to Denise. She didn’t keep her return clients if they steadfastly remained the same weight, so she shrugged and handed Daisy her biscuits.

Zack appeared behind her. “Shall we go?” he muttered into her ear. “I’m not sure I can be arsed to sit through an entire meeting just to tell everyone I gained a couple of pounds.”

Daisy glanced around at the chairs that were still filled with people, hands clasped between their knees, as they waited for a pep talk on the week ahead.

“You don’t want to stay?” Given I’ve rushed all the way here, she didn’t add.



“Nah,” he said, taking hold of her arm. “Rather hang out with you for a bit.”

He would have stayed for the meeting if he’d lost weight.

“I’m really sorry I was late,” she said, walking with Zack toward the exit.

“All good. Sounds like a big day.”

“It was.” She remembered what happened before she left the office. “And guess what? That job—­it’s come up again!” She turned to look at him, eyes wide with nervous excitement.

“The investigative one?” He raised an eyebrow. “Starting when?”

“End of November.”

He pushed the big oak door of the church open and held it so Daisy could step out onto the street ahead of him.

“Babe,” he said. “I love you and I think you’d be amazing at that job, you know I do.” He let the door slam behind him and Daisy imagined Denise glaring toward them. “But we’re getting married in January. Or had you forgotten?” He smiled across at her.

“No, of course I hadn’t. It’s just it doesn’t come up that often. It’s more money too . . .”

Zack started walking away from the direction of his work. Daisy was fairly sure she knew where he was going and fell into step beside him.

“More money can quickly turn into no money if you don’t keep the job,” he said, taking her hand and squeezing it. “You didn’t want it last time it came up. You said maybe it wasn’t right for you, and you were happy where you are. I just don’t want you taking on something that you’re not completely sure of. It’ll put too much pressure on you and that’s never been good for you, remember?” Zack fixed his eyes on Daisy’s face, as if trying to transfer a memory. She looked away.

“Plus,” he continued, “we’ve got a wedding to plan and we’ve both said we don’t want to wait much longer after that before we try for a baby. And it’s a big job, isn’t it? Loads of travel. Crazy hours—­more crazy than you do now. You’d just be getting started and you’d have to stop again.”

As much as she hated to admit it to herself, he was right. If she did ever get the job, she wanted to stay in it. She wanted to put her all into it. She wanted to be the best investigative journalist News Now! had ever had. She wouldn’t be able to do that if she was also planning a wedding, or pregnant, or under pressure.

“You’re right,” she said, lifting his hand to her mouth, kissing it. She’d always wanted this. Someone to talk through plans with and build a life with, together.

“We’ve both had to make sacrifices and I know it’s frustrating,” he said, looking down at her, eyebrows furrowed. “But like we keep saying . . .”

“One day,” they both said in unison.

Zack stopped at a bin spilling over with fast-­food wrappers and discarded leaflets.

“Shall we sack it off?” he asked, looking pointedly at their Weighing Down booklets.

Daisy didn’t want to go back. She’d never wanted to go. Zack was just one of those people who pushed for explanations for every moment of her unhappiness and the last time she’d been feeling low and couldn’t put her finger on why exactly, she’d thrown out there that maybe she was unhappy about her weight ahead of their wedding. Zack had set about organizing an immediate fix for it and here they were, three months later, guilty about bailing on something she’d thought up on a whim.

He took the book from her and flicked to her page, scanning the numbers. She had fluctuated by the odd pound here and there, but mostly she had remained the same weight. A weight she was broadly happy with. A weight she had no real intention of changing.



“We probably don’t need to keep going if you’ve leveled out,” he said, and before she could answer, he threw both their booklets into the bin. “I’ve got time for a quick curry before I go back to the hotel if you fancy? We can go through the flowers we want for the wedding. That’ll cheer you up.” He grinned and took her hand, leading her up the road to the curry house they’d already been walking toward.

Daisy wasn’t that keen on curry, but just as Zack had given up his lunch break once a week to go to Weighing Down because it was important to his fiancée, she made compromises too. Early on, they’d spoken about what the key was to a successful relationship and what was important to them. Making sacrifices—­or compromises, as Zack had reframed it—­was one of many that had come up in the hours they’d spent discussing it. Now they held regular relationship audits under his guidance to discuss whether each of them were meeting those needs and what they could both improve on.

Daisy wasn’t sure whether that was what other couples did, or if it was just what happened when you ended up engaged to your therapist.







Chapter Two

Tom

There were many moments in Tom’s life that he wasn’t proud of, but the month after his breakup (or The Worst Day as he liked to refer to it) held a good percentage of them. There was the night—­a whole night!—­where he parked outside Sophie’s flat singing different songs on repeat, so that she’d hear him as she tried to sleep.

He was actually quite impressed with the number of high notes he hit during his rendition of “Cruel Summer” by Taylor Swift, but he let himself down as he cried while spitting out the line about loving someone being the worst thing anyone’s ever heard. He got through “I Will Wait” by Mumford & Sons, putting extra emphasis on the “for yooouu,” and mastered his impression of Celine Dion during a good few rounds of “Think Twice” before one of Sophie’s maroon Converse trainers landed, with force, on his windscreen. He’d bought them for her for her most recent birthday, and he wasn’t sure whether he should read into that or not, and whether her choice of shoe was a good or bad thing if he were to read into it. She’d always been a scarily good shot.

He sang a very impassioned version of “I Can’t Make You Love Me” at around 4:00 a.m., at which point Sophie appeared at her front door and, approaching the car window, slammed her palm against the glass. There she was before him. Her light brown wavy hair messy from, most probably, all the tossing and turning he’d caused her, and her purple M&S dressing gown pulled tight around her gray pajamas that she insisted saved the planet because they were made from bamboo. Her sparkling blue eyes that, through the glass, were less sparkling and more blazing. She had put makeup on though. He knew for a fact that she removed it before bed, yet here she was, her signature black liquid eyeliner framing each eye. He pressed the button to lower his window and, for the first time in nearly a month, was face-­to-­face with her.

“Go home, Tom,” she said, and then she turned her back on him and walked away, cruelly wafting a blast of Gucci Rush through his window as she left, which lingered for days. It was, however, a reminder that it wasn’t totally over. If it was, why the makeup and perfume?

Serenading her in the middle of the night wasn’t Tom’s first attempt at getting Sophie back. There was the “accidental message” that wasn’t meant for her.

I’m honestly so touched that you think I’m the sexiest man you’ve ever seen and you’re desperate to take me out for dinner and then take me back to yours, but I’m not over my ex. Sorry x

It had seemed genius at 3:00 a.m. after a night out with his best mate, Ralph, and at least seven too many pints, but upon waking he very quickly realized it was not the subtle “whoops that wasn’t for you” he’d intended and in fact quite a blatant made-­up message purely for Sophie’s benefit. He hadn’t deleted it though, just in case it had the desired effect and prompted a reply. It hadn’t.



Then there was the running at the wall to injure the side of his arm and the posting of an immediate selfie on Instagram with the caption Is anyone close to Homerton Hospital A&E? To her credit, Sophie called so fast upon seeing that one that he hadn’t had time to think of a lie as to how he’d injured himself and so when she asked if he was okay, he just responded that he was fine and had run into a wall, at which point she sighed and said, “Oh, Tom,” and he hung up before any further sympathy (pity) could be offered.

He was over those desperate acts now. In fact, he was almost envious of that version of himself. At least he had had some contact with Sophie. At least he was alert and focused and woke up with a plan every day. At least he woke up in the morning, which meant he was somehow sleeping through the night, rather than his eyes pinging open at 2:00 a.m. Tom definitely preferred that version of himself to the one today, three months later. The one whose enthusiasm for life in general was hovering just above zero, rising only slightly when the neighbor’s cat appeared uninvited on his balcony and Tom fed it tuna and called it his ex-­girlfriend’s name.

After a week of waking at two in the morning and not being able to get back to sleep, Tom decided to get up and leave the flat. He’d kicked his feet, thrown off the blanket, sworn at himself and even smacked himself hard in the head as the empty space beside him in bed seemed to mock him, along with the deafening silence of his flat. He pulled on jeans and a T-­shirt, opened the front door and was met with the pleasantly cool air that precedes a hot summer’s day. Way too early for it to be stifling, but warm enough to feel comforting, and God, the relief to see life outside his four walls. The odd person walking the street. Cars, lorries and buses passing on the road. People up and about as though it weren’t such an unpleasant hour to be awake, after all.



The N73 bus pulled up at the stop outside Angel that day as Tom approached it and before he really thought too hard about what he was doing, he just climbed on it, immediately surprised by how alive it was with people. Two women in headscarves talking loudly at the back, one woman with long blond hair heavily invested in something on her phone, a young guy with headphones in and a baseball cap on, head pressed against the window, fast asleep. Tom took an empty seat, embracing this new world he’d discovered as the bus moved slowly through the streets lit up by streetlamps, merrily talking to its passengers through a speaker in a cheery female voice as it approached each stop. The air was stale with a light scent of worn leather and the odd whiff of alcohol or cigarettes as a new passenger stepped on. Every time the bus pulled away and Tom could hear the tires moving on the road, he felt relief. He was going somewhere, and it didn’t really matter where. At least when he was on that bus, it stopped him from staring at the ceiling, guessing the job of Sophie’s next boyfriend.

It was one of the things he thought Sophie loved about him: his job. It was cool. It paid well. It took him to exciting places that he could take her to as well. But that made it worse—­that she could love that he was a photographer, and still not stay with him. It meant that everything else about him had to be totally unbearable. Yup. That was him. He was unbearable.

Here he was at the bus stop again and the season had changed and the air had cooled, but otherwise everything was pretty much the same, right down to some of the same passengers waiting on the hard red plastic bench. It had become such an important part of Tom’s routine that on the very odd occasion that he slept past 4:00 a.m. and missed the bus, he woke up feeling like his day was off-­kilter. The bus pulled up and the double doors opened. He tapped his card and walked toward the same seat that always seemed to be free, putting some distance between him and the only other person who was always on the same bus—­the blonde woman whose head was always buried in her phone. He threw his backpack down on the seat and moved along to the window, opening his well-­worn copy of Orlando by Virginia Woolf.

The N73 moved slowly through the streets as the sky lightened by soft shades and the roads got mildly busier, the closer to King’s Cross they got. Farther still and the blonde woman got off as more people got on. The chatter grew louder and outside the window rain started to gently fall, smattering against the glass.

His phone lit up with a message and, as always, he hoped to see Sophie’s name. But he didn’t.

Bollocks. Gary Newman has died. Any chance you can take Martha to school?

He checked his watch. He had a shoot mid-­morning—­an advert for a popular coffee brand—­but if he went home now, he could grab his equipment and head straight there.

No problem! On my way.

That was a shame. He loved Gary Newman in Terminator.

“Thanks for coming,” Tom’s dad’s wife, Laura, said when he arrived at their home in Hampstead just before 8:00 a.m. He refused to call her his stepmum for the simple reason that she was, at thirty-­eight, only six years older than him, and that was sickening enough without having to give her a “mother” title.

It always gave him mild PTSD to return to this house, where he’d spent the first week after his breakup lying in the top bunk of his little sister, Martha’s bedroom, his feet dangling over the end as he stared up at the glow-­in-­the-­dark stars on the ceiling, pondering how his life had fallen apart so spectacularly.



“Not a problem,” he said, nodding and scuffing his feet on the mat. “I live for a crisis alert message.”

Laura led him along the hallway and into the brightly lit family kitchen.

“There she is,” he said, his face lighting up with genuine delight as he took in his half sister sitting at the kitchen table with two pieces of toast slathered in peanut butter and a book on Pokémon beside her. Martha’s dark brown hair was tied back in a plait, but somehow she already looked like she’d lived a whole week in that hairstyle, one entire section already having escaped, making a break for freedom toward her chin.

He bent down, fixing his gaze on the toast and started making pig noises before picking up a piece and shoveling it into his mouth. Martha threw her head back and laughed, copying him.

Laura looked over and tilted her head slightly, smiling. It was a thank-­you that Tom met with his smallest smile in return. They’d never been close, but the indifference had turned into something closer to icy dislike since he and Sophie had broken up. More accurately since, on The Worst Day, he had seen Laura leaving his flat moments before Sophie then ended things with him. Now he did his best to engage with her as little as possible, but for his six-­year-­old sister, he had all the time in the world. In particular when it came to her eating, because Martha did not like to eat anything that wasn’t pure sugar. Not without force, or coercion, or the threat of her very much older brother stealing it from her.

“Where’s Dad?” Tom asked, pulling out the chair beside Martha.

“Staying with Glenn while he recovers from his hip replacement,” Laura replied, a smile playing on her lips.

“The joys of the older man,” Tom muttered.

“Dad had to wipe Glenn’s butt,” Martha said, giggling through her mouthful of toast.

Laura rolled her eyes. “I see your father’s been letting you watch those American cartoons again. We don’t say butt, we say bottom, or bum. Anyway, he didn’t, sweetheart, you misunderstood what Daddy was saying on FaceTime.” Laura attempted to wrangle Martha’s loose strands back into her plait. “And I’d rather it isn’t the first thing you tell Miss Knight when Tom drops you off today.”

“I’m going to,” Martha said, a cheeky smile breaking across her face.

“If you don’t, I will,” Tom added, so the smile turned into laughter.

“Right. Got to go. Gary Newman is literally going to ruin my day. May he rest in peace. The Beat readers love him. Tom—­thank you,” Laura said, bending down to kiss Martha on the head. “And I’ll see you later. Don’t let her run, please. Her asthma’s been bad this week. And make sure she wears a coat.”

Tom rolled his eyes. Martha was born five weeks premature and he was fairly sure that fed into at least ninety percent of Laura’s anxiety about her, but—­and he really was no expert—­it seemed a bit over the top. Martha was robust. Strong. Healthy. And he suspected she’d be a lot more of all of those things were she allowed to be.

“Have you spoken to . . .” Tom trailed off. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t ask. The second he received the message from Laura, he’d said to himself that he must not bring up Sophie. It was bad enough that his dad’s wife had befriended his now ex-­girlfriend without him giving her the satisfaction of his heartbreak.

“I have,” she replied and then she turned around and left the room, which was fair enough. Anyway, it didn’t really matter. He still had his little spy hard at work.

“Auntie Sophie was crying when she came over the other day,” Martha said as Tom held her hand and walked her up the road toward school after successfully wrestling her into her raincoat. He could feel his hand squeeze hers tighter at the information and loosened his grip.

“Oh dear. Poor Sophie,” he said. Martha was a useful spy, but she was also hard to work with. She offered information when Tom didn’t ask for it, but he’d learned over the last few months that if he asked direct questions, they were either not answered at all or answered with something entirely off topic. He desperately wanted to scream at Martha, Why was she crying? but instead he waited.

“Did you know my favorite Pokémon is Scorbunny?”

He sighed. He’d lost her so soon. “I thought it was the pink one?”

“It was, but now I hate pink.”

He held his hand to his chest. “This is new information to me. Why didn’t you send me a voice note? I need to know these things. What if I’d turned up dressed all in pink?”

She shrugged. “I wouldn’t have minded.”

Martha jumped up and grabbed a leaf from the tree above her, handing it to him as though it were a rare treasure, when in fact it was her next words that he valued the most. “Sophie told Mummy she thinks she made a mistake,” Martha said. “So I gave her my eraser. Then she cried more and said it wasn’t that kind of mistake. Then she hugged me.”

Tom stared down at her, jigsaw pieces long ago discarded suddenly coming back together and slowly reforming into a picture he could analyze. He had fifteen years’ worth of memories to scan through. Sophie walking into that café in Byron Bay on her gap year and Tom recognizing the British accent. His body gravitating toward her before he could even consider it. His awkward hello and her dazzling smile. How quickly they became inseparable, traveling the rest of Australia and New Zealand together before returning home. Since then, they’d been by each other’s side through everything. Different universities. Two different cities. Five different homes. Jobs. Successes. Failures. They were an unbreakable team, the two of them. Until they broke. Until, in one conversation, on The Worst Day, Sophie picked up the entire jigsaw of their life and crumbled it into one thousand pieces.

“Lucky you. Sophie gives the best hugs,” Tom mumbled.

“Daddy says you didn’t just have a breakup, you also had a breakdown,” Martha said, looking up at Tom with wide brown eyes. “Then he started laughing and Mummy told him off, even though she agreed with him. Is it true?”

Tom frowned. “No, of course that’s not true. I absolutely did not have a breakdown, I . . .” He thought back through the weeks post his breakup with Sophie. What was he? “Look, I just . . .”

“You were a bit funny when you stayed at our house.”

“Fine, but remember I’d had—­”

“The Worst Day,” Martha said in a voice that made it clear she’d heard that sentence many, many times.

“Exactly. And one day you’ll have your Worst Day and you’ll understand. I was allowed to feel a bit shit. Sorry. A bit . . . miserable. That’s very different to a breakdown.” Frustration was rising in Tom’s chest, and he took a deep breath in to push it away. It had been a truly awful day. The worst. Surely he was allowed to need some time to recover from it? Why would his dad find that funny? “Why did your mummy tell Daddy off when he said it?”

But just then Martha spotted a friend from class and shouted, “Otis,” letting go of Tom’s hand and running as fast as she could up the hill toward school.

“Don’t run,” Tom shouted half-­heartedly, before breaking into a jog to catch up with her. “Your asthma . . .”

That was it. That was all he was going to get, but she’d offered up some valuable information: Sophie thought she’d made a mistake. It was enough. It was more than enough.







Chapter Three

Daisy

Daisy held on to the Investigative Journalist job in her mind like a treasured stone for the rest of the week, not mentioning it again to Zack. Every day, just to see how it felt, she would click the link to apply. Her fingers would start fizzing as she held them over the keyboard, imagining what she would write. Why she had the skills. Why she wanted the job. Investigative journalists didn’t just react to stories like she did now, they created them. They made headlines that otherwise wouldn’t exist. It was all about digging up things that were meant to stay hidden and Daisy would find them. She’d find them, because she knew how it felt to hide things.

She really thought the fact it was more money might have meant Zack would push her to consider it, but didn’t that just show how much he prioritized her happiness? Especially because they were only just affording the mortgage on their little flat in Stoke Newington and Zack was having to limit their spending and religiously check their joint account to make sure they kept up the payments. Daisy loved their flat. She’d spent years nurturing it and making it a sanctuary for them both. Finding furniture for cheap or free. Saving up to buy paint or plants. One small change at a time, she’d transformed their home into the safe space she’d always wanted.



“Please can we go get lunch? I’m starving and if I have to write one more story about Britney’s Instagram feed I’m going to scream.” Clara appeared behind Daisy, pulling her attention away from her screen. She quickly closed the job application and spun around on her chair, jumping up.

“Yes! I’m officially finished for the day. Let’s go.” Clara was on the late shift for the week, and when that happened, they made sure to have at least one lunch together . . . Sometimes five.

They walked to the only decent place to sit in locally–­a fish-­and-­chips restaurant around the corner from the office. It was far too glamourous for the food it served, with wineglasses on the table and ambient music playing in the background, all with a serving of mushy peas. Daisy mentally ran through the menu, working out what she could get with her seven-­pound lunch budget. Zack had reduced it for both of them now that the wedding was drawing closer. They needed every penny they could get.

Clara linked her arm through Daisy’s, black curly hair bouncing up and down as they walked. They didn’t often get to speak in the office, because everything was so fast-­paced. There was no time to gossip about themselves when celebrities needed gossiping about.

“Please can we get wine?” Clara said, pulling open the door to the restaurant. “It feels like one of those days. Or maybe I’ve just covered so much Britney news, she’s seeped into my veins.”

A glass of wine alone cost five pounds, but Daisy didn’t want to let on how much she and Zack were struggling financially. A couple of times she had suggested asking their family for some support with the wedding and Zack had dismissed the idea. In fact he’d more than dismissed it; he’d been horrified.

“I’m not having our family think that I can’t afford to pay for our wedding,” he said. “Or anyone else, for that matter.” He’d taken her hand. “I know this is your first relationship, but this kind of stuff is what couples keep between themselves. It’s what brings us closer together, solving this, just the two of us.”

“Sure!” Daisy said to Clara, forcing a smile. “Wine it is.”

They walked to their usual autumn table, next to the radiator, and summoned the waiter immediately.

“Small or large?” the waiter asked when Clara ordered two glasses of the house white.

“Large,” Clara said loudly over Daisy’s “small.” She swallowed. A large was eight pounds and that was on top of the ten-­pound fish-­and-­chips. It was okay. It wasn’t like she did it every day. Daisy tapped her card on the machine, closing her eyes as the number came up.

The waiter returned with their wine and Clara leaned back in her seat. “Talk to me about wedding plans.”

A fist always materialized around Daisy’s heart at the mention of the wedding, squeezing tightly. When Zack had got down on one knee in their garden on the first sunny day of spring last year, her mouth had said yes while her brain had said no. In fact, her brain had been even more polite than that. It said, “No, thank you,” which she’d remembered ever since because it was so unexpected. It had nothing to do with Zack; it was the thought of the day itself. The dress and makeup. The aisle. Everyone turning to stare at her like she was someone worth looking at. The loud saying of vows. Being told to kiss for a photograph. And another one. The first dance, where people formed a circle around you and watched as you tried to express how much you loved someone by swaying slowly to “2 Become 1” by the Spice Girls. The thought of it made her want to crawl out of her skin. She didn’t know how to say any of that to Zack, so instead she just said yes and hoped it would go away, or that she’d get used to it, or that an asteroid would wipe out the world and she wouldn’t have to deal with it anymore.

“Wedding plans are . . . going,” Daisy said carefully. “Obviously the venue is sorted because we’re just using Zack’s hotel, so we get a discount. Dress is ordered. Um . . .” She thought about what else to say. “We looked at flowers the other day.”

Clara screwed her nose up. “I don’t even know what that means. How do you look at flowers?” She reached into the center of the table, spinning the salt with both hands.

“Well I don’t know how other people do it, but we just googled wedding flowers and went through photos until we found one we liked, then Zack took a screenshot and ordered a second round of popadams to celebrate. So now I need to hunt down a florist that can match the photo.”

There was the slightest flash of a grimace on Clara’s face as Daisy said the word popadams.

“What kind of flowers did you both agree on? Wait, surely you have to go huge on the flowers? That’s how you met, right? When he visited that flower shop you worked in?”

Daisy swallowed and looked down at her phone, grateful for the distraction. She hadn’t told anyone, not even her best friend, the truth about how she and Zack met. One day soon after Clara started at Entertainment Now! Daisy had told her a story about Zack coming into Perfect Bunch and Clara had misunderstood it as the moment she and Zack met. Daisy never corrected her. Scanning through the WhatsApp chat with Zack, she scrolled up past the wouldn’t use the bathroom for half an hour if I were you and the cup of tea coming up babe x to the photo he’d sent her. A bouquet of purple flowers, with sprays of white, tied in a pale purple ribbon. She showed it to Clara, who nodded.

“Yup, that looks like flowers to me.” Clara grinned across at Daisy. “Kidding. I love them. Very . . . purple? Sorry. I honestly don’t know what to say about flowers. Show me Zack’s suit and I’ll be all over it.”

“He’s keeping it a secret. Wants it to be a surprise.”



Clara frowned. “I thought the bride did that, not the groom. Anyway that’s . . . the only update, is it? Flowers.”

Daisy shrugged.

“Look,” Clara added, pulling at her curls and tying them into a bun at record speed. “I’m just going to presume that I’m a bridesmaid and you’re going to ask me at some point because the wedding is, what, three months away?”

Daisy swallowed. “Of course you’re a bridesmaid, I just haven’t even thought about that part.”

“What do you mean ‘that part’? You mean the wedding part? The entire day part? What part are you thinking about?”

Daisy put her head in her hands. The closer the date got, the harder she was finding it to hold everything in. “None of it,” she muttered through her hands. “Every time I think about it, I just . . .” She put her hand to her chest, struggling for breath, just as the waiter arrived with their fish-­and-­chips.

“Hey . . . hey,” Clara said, getting out of her seat opposite to
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