
   
[image: Cover image: Maybe Next Time by Cesca Major]




 
   
MAYBE NEXT TIME

 

Cesca Major

 

 

 

 

[image: Harper Collins Publishers Logo]




Copyright
   
HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2023

Copyright © Cesca Major 2023

Cover design by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd, based on concept by Olivia Lo Sardo

Cover illustrations: Shutterstock.com

Cesca Major asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008511128

Ebook Edition © May 2022 ISBN: 9780008511142

Version: 2024-03-04



   
Praise for Maybe Next Time

‘Astonishing – the love story you’ve been waiting for’

CLARE MACKINTOSH, THE LAST PARTY

‘Addictive, heartbreaking and achingly romantic … forced me to think very seriously about how I want to live my life’ 

ROSIE WALSH, THE LOVE OF MY LIFE

‘Haunting, moody, clever and affecting’ 

GILLIAN MCALLISTER, WRONG PLACE, WRONG TIME

‘Warm, funny and life-affirming – a reminder of just how precious every day can be’ 

LUCY DIAMOND, THE BEST DAYS OF OUR LIVES

‘Ingenious, intriguing and so emotional’ 

JILL MANSELL, PROMISE ME

‘Deeply moving, extremely funny, brilliantly knowing and fabulously observed … heartbreaking but simultaneously life-affirming. A total triumph’

DAISY BUCHANAN, CAREERING 

‘Heart-warming and life-affirming – a gorgeous read’ 

LOUISE O’NEILL, IDOL

‘Full of love, wisdom and heartache, it holds up a mirror, nudging us to reflect on what is truly important in life. It’s a Wonderful Life meets Groundhog Day … I challenge you not to cry’

SOPHIE COUSENS, JUST HAVEN’T MET YOU YET

‘Wonderfully intriguing and thought-provoking’ 

KATE EBERLEN, MISS YOU

‘Swooningly romantic … A belter and a tear-jerker’ 

BETH MORREY, EM & ME

‘Thought-provoking, tear-jerking and page-turning – an amazing book that will really make you think about your life’ 

KATIE FFORDE, ONE ENCHANTED EVENING

‘Heartbreaking, poignant and beautifully written … a love story like no other’ 

CATHY BRAMLEY, THE SUMMER THAT CHANGED US




Dedication

To Ben – the Dan to my Emma




Epigraph

Be where you are; otherwise you will miss your life.

Buddha
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3rd December 2007

Dear Emma,

If it were up to me we’d celebrate our anniversary on the day of our first date. But of course, you want to mark it today. You love telling people this story. 

Did you know I actually spotted you first on that crammed tube? I remember seeing you in your black polo neck, the now-familiar red lipstick, your raven hair tied up into that twisty thing you do. But I glanced away because a) I didn’t want to be Creepy Tube Guy and b) I was dressed as an extra in The Sound of Music. 

I was so aware of you as the tube rumbled on. Jules said something funny and you did this incredible soft laugh. I couldn’t help peeking up again. When you met my look, I remember the shock of feeling that ran down my spine. 

I tried to concentrate on something else, cursing work’s Fancy Dress Friday and feeling so wrong-footed in my lederhosen and Tyrolean hat. Not that I’d have been brave enough to do anything. And anyway I was sure you’d be with someone already. A man equally chic – who’d wear perfectly cut suits, speak three languages, be great with kids, love animals and have a massive knob. 

But fate intervened when the train jerked and I stumbled, missing the pole with my hand. My Tyrolean hat fell off and rolled to a stop by your shiny, brown laced boots. I was gushing sorry and kneeling in front of you in lederhosen with Jules laughing and saying, ‘Guten tag,’ when you gave me that first smile: pity obviously, because I was a man who couldn’t even stand normally in a tube. Your boyfriend would stand really straight and still in a tube.

‘It’s a nice hat.’ The first words you said to me. Your voice was confident, smooth, and I found myself worrying if my hair was flat as I placed it back on my head. I’d never worried if my hair was flat before. Speak, man, I thought. Speak. I wished I’d plumped for something other than ‘Thanks’. 

I remember feeling sad I’d missed my chance, that my exit was two stops away and now I would leave and you’d disappear on the Central Line out of my life. I’d never know what you were like, whether this electric feeling I had was a real one. But then you looked across at me and asked if I knew any good German markets. If I could write one down. The woman two seats down from you smiled into her book. 

And I thought YES – I think this intriguing woman wants my number (or she thinks I’m actually German and genuinely wants to know about German markets). I felt flustered as I patted my pockets for my pen and my A6 notebook (and, no, I don’t think it’s that weird a thing to carry around – but I do wish Hattie hadn’t told you I used to record bird species in it. Thanks for that, sis). But I didn’t have it, only a pen, a 50p piece, a crumpled receipt, and my house keys. 

I smoothed out the back of the receipt from Boots and quickly scrawled my number. Then I went over it twice which I worried made me look a bit psycho but I thought I’d made the seven look like a one. 

The row of pastel-coloured terraced houses that signalled we’d soon be slowing to a stop at my station flashed past the window behind you. I went a fraction too early, clumsily thrusting the Boots receipt in front of you. ‘If you want to go to a market,’ I said. Your mouth broke into a smile and I felt a glow in my chest. I was about to return the smile when I froze, suddenly remembering the last time I’d been to Boots. 

But it was too late. You’d taken it. It was now in your hand. You were still smiling like it was a Good Thing. Jules was smiling like it was a Good Thing. The woman two seats down was smiling like it was a Good Thing.

Holy shit. 

I wanted to snatch it straight back. Your purple nail varnish swam in front of me as I panicked. My mum had asked me to pick up some more Anusol for her piles. Oh my God. I’d written my number on the back of a receipt for Anusol. 

Numbness spread down my body as I wondered whether to say something about the Anusol, that it wasn’t for me.

I was frantically casting about for something to say, anything to distract. Your boots. I’d liked your lace-up boots. THAT WAS WHAT I WANTED TO SAY, your BOOTS. I OBVIOUSLY DIDN’T MEAN TO SAY ALOUD ‘I LIKE YOUR BOOBS.’ 

Oh God, the sheer fucking horror of that moment. The little widening of your eyes before I started stammering ‘YOUR BOOTS, YOUR BOOTS,’ like I had shoe-based Tourette’s. I’d never blushed in my life but I could feel my face burning up like I had LAVA inside of me. And you were amazing when you laughed and tried to defuse my embarrassment. 

BUT OF COURSE the tube decided THAT was the moment to squeal to a random halt. I could literally SEE the end of the platform out of the window. Freedom from this nightmare I was stuck in. 

‘My stop,’ I squeaked. An actual squeak. A sound I wasn’t even sure I could make. ‘Home,’ I said. Because apparently I didn’t talk in sentences any more. Maybe I could smash my way out with the little hammer?

Jules and the woman two seats down were openly laughing at me.

My face reflected in the glass was a wide-eyed ghost even as you were thanking me for the receipt.

I just nodded, so grateful to you for trying to be nice, trying to be normal: it made me like you even more. Not that I said that because I was mute now: it was unlikely I would ever be able to speak to a woman again.

The tube juddered and the next moment it had stopped at the platform, the doors slid open and I practically dived through them. 

As the carriage moved away, I glanced back and, just before you were lost to my sight, you craned your neck round and grinned at me.

God, I remember that whole evening being torturous, pretending to Dave I was cool if you didn’t call but constantly checking my phone like I was fourteen years old again, checking my pager. That smile, that amused sparkle in your eyes. And you did message me, late, just before bed, the screen lighting up my bedroom, hope a shade of ghostly blue.

‘How normal are you compared to today? 1 being completely normal, BORINGLY so; 10 being, well, like you were today?’

I laughed, and we swapped messages and, when you’d established I might not want to pickle you and keep you in a jar, we arranged to meet and God you were sensational and I literally haven’t looked back. 

It’s completely typical of you that you want to force me to remember that day. Hattie said she peed herself a little when you recounted it to her a few months later. 

So, despite regular winking and sheep-throwing on Facebook, you wanted us to be romantic and the idea for these letters was born. I can’t wait to read yours. 

Right, what has been awesome about the year and being with you?

Our nights out in Camden, obviously – comedy nights, plays, dancing, sawdust, sweat, red wine. 

The way you continue to thrust books on me because you don’t trust people that don’t read.

The way my friends love you too (and my parents – although my mum told me after you’d first met that she liked you more than me which is Too Far).

The surprise Eurostar picnic.

That Suffolk coastal walk in torrential rain (we were so brave).

I keep waiting for it to go wrong. For you to expose yourself as a closet racist or a hoarder of weird junk. But, although you surprise me all the time (who knew you loved darts and collected shitloads of shells?), I’m always hit over the head again by my sheer luck in meeting you.

You said I love you on 17th August (see? We could make THAT our Dateversary) and I still attest I said it first and you didn’t hear me. Your hearing is actually one of the things I’d criticize about you. Sometimes it’s like you’re dragging yourself back from another place entirely.

I do love you though, Emma, you’re amazing. I’ve never been more glad of a decision in my whole life, horrifying though the memory is. Thank God for that Boots receipt.

Here’s to one year together. 

Dan x x

P.S. OK, this was a really cool idea.
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Monday, 3rd December 2021 – 10 p.m.

Dan noticed it immediately. ‘That was not there before.’ 

‘Hmm …?’

Dan pointed at the folded piece of paper on the kitchen countertop, his name hastily printed on the front. Without a word he crossed the room, put on his reading glasses and unfolded the sheet. Not a flicker on his face betrayed his emotions as he scanned it. He lowered his hand slowly. ‘You just wrote this when you went to the loo.’

I put a hand to my chest. ‘I can’t believe you’d say that!’ (OK, I had, I totally had.)

‘Admit it!’

‘I had it in my bag all day. So, I just put it there while you were gone.’

‘I don’t believe you, Emma.’

‘I’m your wife, Daniel,’ I said, which didn’t really make sense and I’d only added his name because he’d added mine. 

He waved the paper. ‘You misspelt affection.’ 

‘It’s a tricky word,’ I stuttered.

‘And it’s three lines long.’

I scoffed, ‘I don’t always have to write really long letters. I thought this year I’d—’

‘Emma.’ He cut me off, his voice stern; Dan rarely sounded stern. If it had been a lighter moment I might have commented that it was quite sexy. ‘Just admit it, you forgot … again.’ 

Oh God. I licked my lips, wanting to buy myself time. Last year he’d been so gutted. And it had shocked me into action. I had promised – promised – I’d do better. It had been my idea all those years ago and my early letters had often been six pages long, ‘front and back’ as he used to tease. Why hadn’t I put a reminder in my phone? Or asked Hattie to remind me? Or one of the kids? Or just remembered like a nice, decent, thoughtful human? Like Dan had …

His brown eyes were sad: magnified by the new reading glasses he loathed (‘Reading glasses! I’m forty-two, Emma!’): he was hurt. Again. 

I wasn’t sure why I chose to go on the attack instead. ‘Why are you making such a big deal about this?’

He curled his fists, crumpling the hastily written note in his hand. ‘Because it is a big deal. Or …’ he paused. ‘I thought it was. Maybe you don’t …’ He raised his head and I was shocked to see tears film his eyes. 

‘Dan, don’t be like that.’

‘I’m not being like anything. I’m allowed to be bloody sad.’

‘Mum? Dad?’ A small voice from the top of the stairs. Both of us swivelling towards the sound.

‘God, you’ve woken the kids.’ Guilt made me lash out. I moved to the kitchen door, saw Miles at the top, clutching his favourite Tigger to his chest – even at eight years old he couldn’t really sleep without him. ‘Hi darling, go back to bed. I’ll pop up and tuck you in in a minute.’

‘Were you fighting?’ 

I shook my head, pain stabbing my chest. Memories of my own childhood fears when I’d heard the regular rows between my parents late at night floored me for a moment. ‘No, darling,’ I choked and forced a smile. ‘It was the telly. Night, night …’

I returned to find Dan in his coat and shoes, forcing a lead on a reluctant, whining Gus. 

‘He’s been a bit off,’ I said, hoping to divert from the row. 

‘Come on, Gus,’ Dan snapped, standing up.

Definitely still angry. Normally he would have asked what Miles wanted, offered to pop up and see him, but instead he couldn’t meet my eye, had wrapped the lead around his fist, knuckles white. 

It felt strange. Dan never got angry. I got angry, I was the one to swear when I scalded myself or fly off the handle over the fact I’d forgotten recycling day or some company had put me on hold, or when my parents made another excuse as to why they couldn’t visit. Dan was a pretty placid guy but tonight his jaw was rigid, his muscles tense as if he was about to explode.

Gus, crouched low, his nose almost touching the floor, resisted Dan’s tug on the lead with a whimper.

‘Don’t pull on him like that …’

‘I’m not pulling on him. Gus, come on.’

Dan scooped up a barking Gus and carried him out of the house anyway. The door slammed.

Cradling my head in my hands, I stood there. Christ. This was all my fault. I should have just apologized. 

I needed to fix this.

‘Mum,’ Miles’s sleepy voice called from the landing.

Shit. 

‘Hey darling,’ I half-whispered. ‘Sorry, Dad went out with Gus, I’ll come up and tuck you in, in a sec.’

He returned to his room. 

I looked around the kitchen at the detritus of our meal. Dan had cooked chicken thighs in tarragon sauce, the envelope that had started this whole thing was by my place setting – my name written in black ink, a little heart just above the ‘a’. I was nervous of that letter too. Dan’s could be funny, loving, but they were always honest. And this year I was scared of honest. I was about to go upstairs when I heard it. 

My skin broke into goosebumps as my head turned towards the door. 

What was that?

Oh my God.
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15 hours earlier …

I was on my side, facing the window. 

The sound of a bicycle bell. 

I opened my eyes and winced. A slight crack in the curtains, a shaft of sunlight crossing my face. 

I turned over. 

‘Hey,’ he said. 

I was about to smile, about to say ‘hey’ back. But the digital clock blinked behind him and I sat up so suddenly I felt dizzy.

‘Shit.’

Dan sat up too, ‘What?’

‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘Headrush. I thought I set an alarm for earlier.’

Dan scooched back down, watching me as I crossed the room, ‘Come back to bed, Emma. The kids aren’t even up yet.’

‘I can’t.’

Something unreadable crossed Dan’s face as I glanced over at him. ‘You’ve got time.’ 

‘I really don— Ow.’ My hip knocked into the post of our bed. 

‘Are you all right?’ Dan reached for me.

‘I’m fine.’ Rubbing my hip, I moved across to our chest of drawers to unplug my mobile from its charge. I was already scrolling as I stepped inside our en suite. 

‘Oh for …’

‘What is it?’ Dan called.

‘No loo roll.’

He didn’t reply. I rolled my eyes and stood up, turning on the shower. Placing my mobile on the side of the sink, I frowned at the dusting of orange in the basin. What was that from? I peered closer, brushing at the tiny dots with a hand. 

A Facebook message pinged. I groaned inwardly as I saw the name. A woman who was meant to be picking up my practically unused fold-up bike – a fortieth birthday present I’d used about once in two years – wanted to rearrange the time of pick-up. Again. This woman had cancelled on me almost every day for what felt like my whole life. The entire family had been squeezing past it in the hall for the last two weeks. I wondered if it was all worth the £50 I’d sold it for on the local Facebook mums’ group. I sent a thumbs up back.

The mirror was steaming up by the time I put down the mobile and pulled off my pyjamas. I needed to book another hair appointment; as I tied my shoulder-length hair back, fine grey hairs emerged amongst the black, and it was less than a month since I’d last dyed it. Catching sight of my face before it disappeared in the fog, I frowned – was that a new line? Did I need Botox? My client, Scarlet, had told me about a Viscoderm filler that was better. And what was the vitamin that was good for skin? D? B? Was B the one for hair?

‘Ow,’ I twisted and turned down the shower. Oh my God, why did Dan have to scald himself every time he washed? 

Moments later I emerged, the sound of a child thundering past our bedroom door. It had to be Miles – eight years old but already the same size as Poppy. Rifling through the pile of clothes on a chair I pulled out a rumpled white shirt and burgundy corduroy high-waisted skirt. But who had time to iron? Boots? Heels? I sat on the edge of the bed, rolling up tights, leaning back to glimpse the weather out of the window. No rain, so I reached for the heels. 

Some weird music, a few words, were coming from Poppy’s bedroom and I glanced up, about to call to her. She needed to eat breakfast before school. Beach photos on Instagram pulled my eyes back to the screen – God, wasn’t Amelia’s book due tomorrow? This week certainly. There she was in a hammock with a bright red cocktail, then jumping in the air on a white sand shore. Hashtag blessed. 

I switched to Twitter – zipping down the endless angry political tweets to see if there was any book news. Christ, the Arthur tweet was up to over 1.2k likes and 391 retweets. My insides lurched in panic; what would this mean for today? 

I drifted to the door, still scrolling. An editor I knew was moving publishing houses; I should take her for lunch and see what she might be looking for.

‘Poppy,’ I shouted, voice half-hearted as my eyes froze on an article from The Bookseller. An announcement about a new book from a big-name author which sounded scarily like something I’d been excited about last week in my submission pile.

Clattering into the kitchen I opened the fridge, glancing down at Gus who was lying in his fleece bed. ‘All right for some,’ I said. He didn’t raise his head of springy curls, his bowl of food untouched at his head. 

A cough at the table and I noticed Miles in his school uniform staring at a dry bowl of cornflakes. ‘You all right?’

‘Dad left for milk.’

The door went as he spoke and Dan emerged, unshaven, cheeks flushed, thick brown hair sticking up at every angle, holding a carrier bag. ‘Here you go,’ he slid the milk bottle over to Miles who barely smiled in acknowledgement.

My phone pinged again before I could finish my thought. ‘Oh my God, did I tell you that bike woman has cancelled again?’ 

Dan slid a hand around my waist, his chin brushing the side of my head as he handed me a brown paper bag. ‘Cinnamon swirl.’ 

‘Thanks … and the Arthur stuff has got worse overnight. Some big-name authors in the US have been retweeting it. Christ. Oh, and also Amelia is in the Maldives, look.’ I twisted, waving the phone in his face. ‘Some resort where dolphins bring you breakfast or something,’ the screen was a flash of turquoise. Dan quite enjoyed my Amelia stories – a celebrity from a popular show about London socialites – she had over a million followers and the publisher who’d bought her vegan cookbook was waiting on her first novel. ‘I hope Claire doesn’t see this; she’s already given her two extensions.’ 

Momentarily wondering why Dan seemed so quiet, I turned to Miles. ‘Oh, and Miles … TEDDIES.’

Both Dan and Miles jumped.

‘Sorry,’ I adjusted the volume, my brain flying off in five different directions. ‘Have you got any old soft toys for the Teddy Bear Raffle? Dan – did we put them all in the loft or chuck them?’

Where I would hoard, Dan would organize. He had box files in assorted colours, used those tiny sticky circles so that the holes in A4 paper never ripped. I mean, the man had a special box for missing buttons and a laminated skip permit.

Dan slumped into a kitchen chair opposite Miles. ‘Why are you organizing that again? They left playgroup years ago.’

‘I know but, well, I’ve promised now.’ I glanced down, the playgroup thread on WhatsApp already had thirty-seven notifications. Dan was right, of course, I’d told him I would step down, but no one had offered to take my place. It had been such a lifeline for me in those crazy early years. Respite from the chucking meals on the floor, endless night-time visits for a dummy/bad dream/water/cuddle/pee, Peppa Pig on a hideous loop so you found yourself humming the theme tune at any given moment. It was about the only affordable option in our area with flexible hours: they needed volunteers. 

I avoided his eye and collected up my things for work, not forgetting the vital papers printed off late last night. My stomach rolled as I thought of the morning ahead. I looked at my mobile again, still no text from the taxi company. I saw another message though, ‘Oh, you remember Jacob, Miles? He went to playgroup with you. His mum says they’re moving to Surrey. I said we should have them over before they go.’

Miles lifted dull eyes to me.

‘Are you feeling all right, buddy?’ Dan asked, reaching across the table to place a hand on his forehead. Miles shrugged him off with a huff. I met Dan’s eyes; Miles was never irritable. It was bad enough having one child who seemed to already be acting like a teen despite being a few months off turning eleven. 

Dan bent down to pat Gus as I grabbed at my wallet, checked my handbag. ‘You all right, boy? Off your food?’

‘Oh for …’ Checking the clock as I picked up my keys, I moaned, ‘I have to go to the office before the meeting. Poppy needs to get down here or she won’t have time to eat.’

Dan straightened. ‘I’ll sort them, you can go. I’m starting later this morning, remember? I’ve just got to be in by eleven for that meeting with the new client.’ He paused after he said it, as if he was leaving a gap for something.

‘Great.’ I blew him a kiss, his expression strange as he sat back down. I reached down to ruffle Miles’s mop of hair.

‘Love you both,’ I called from the hallway. ‘Ask Poppy about the teddies, OK?’ I heard her thundering down the stairs, ‘POPPY,’ I yelled, ‘ASK DAD TO TALK TO YOU ABOUT TEDDIES, OK …’

Poppy appeared on the landing above me, long hair uncombed, white shirt loose, skinny legs in a tartan school skirt, ‘Where’s my blazer?’ she asked. 

‘Hey, ask Dad,’ I called, stretching to get my coat from its hook; the handlebars of my bike dug into my side. ‘For fuc—’ God, why didn’t that woman pick it up already? I could put it back in the loft, or do that Freecycle thing. ‘DAN. Poppy needs her blazer, and I’ll text you later about food for the kids’ tea, all right? I could make toad-in the-hole?’ I shouted, already opening the door to the street, mobile stuffed into my coat pocket, mind already on the commute. I could read that submission I’d started yesterday on the tube. 

A voice called back, ‘You forgot your cinnam—’ but I’d already slammed the door.



 

 

 

Denise @CommitteeChat 6.30pm tonight. Please don’t be late.

Catrin @Emma Denise is totally referencing you. 

Denise @CommitteeChat The rota states that Emma will be taking the minutes this evening. 

Catrin @Emma God forbid you fuck up the rota. Lol. 

AuthorLou @Emma Sorry it’s early. And you so don’t need to reply quickly. I don’t want to be *that* author. I’ve just been on Amazon and I’ve got 2 new reviews today! But one of them was a 1 star that said the binding is loose and I was wondering if I need to ask Amazon to take it down?

AuthorLou @Emma Sorry! Should have added it to my last message. So I’ve just been on Goodreads and someone has 1 starred it saying that they think Carl is a bit rapey. Do you think I should mark their review as offensive? 

AuthorLou @Emma He’s not rapey is he?

AuthorLou @Emma Sorry! Last one I promise! Should I worry that I’ve got no reviews yet on the Waterstones site? I’ve checked other authors who had books out in the same week as me and some have got over three so far. Does it matter? 

Jas @Emma Gah have you seen Amelia’s Instagram? I want to be her. 

Hattie @Emma Time for a catch-up at lunch?

Poppy @Mum Dad says he doesn’t know where my blazer is.
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The moment I left the house I thought of thirty things I needed to tell Dan and texted him as I walked. 

‘I think her blazer might be on the hook in the downstairs loo.’

‘Tell Miles to remember his homework!’

‘He might need gloves too.’

‘Can you defrost some sausages?’

Normally he’d reply with a teasing emoji or a ‘Yes your majesty’ but today I got a terse ‘OK.’ Frowning, I looked at the two letters. What was up with him? 

Christ, had I remembered the papers I’d printed off for the meeting? Had the taxi sent a confirmation? Oh, did I make toad-in-the-hole on Saturday too?

The tube was just over the road and I stepped off the pavement. The sound of a bell, a shout and I lurched backwards as a cyclist swerved round me. My heel caught in the drain and I panicked as I reached to free it.

‘For fuck …’ The cyclist glared over his shoulder. 

Heart pounding, I put my phone away, pausing to calm my breathing and take extra care to look right then left before crossing. 

As I pushed through the turnstile the back of my left heel was rubbing against the stiff leather. Why hadn’t I worn the boots?

Standing on the escalator, the smell of onions and damp around me, I stared at the other commuters in a range of different coats, clutching bags, zipping up rucksacks. Another Monday, another ordinary day. How many of these faces had I unwittingly stared at on other Mondays? I pulled out my phone once more, a window of time to draft some replies to things. 

Forty-two Committee notifications now, two more WhatsApp messages from Lou, whose first novel had been out for two weeks. Why didn’t I have a specific work phone? She loved a panicked WhatsApp message. And an email. And a phone call. I started to type.

The tube spat me out as I tapped and I moved in the flow of commuters up and out, blinking at the shock of the milky blue sky. Walking quickly towards the agency, I stopped at the small café on the corner, realizing I hadn’t even had a coffee or anything to eat yet. That cinnamon swirl must still be in its bag on the kitchen counter. Oh, maybe that was why Dan was cross with me?

‘Hazelnut latte, please,’ I said distractedly to the barista with the tattoo on his neck, a twisted symbol in black. I’d never asked what it was despite visiting the café almost every weekday. 

He smiled at me, a gap between his two front teeth which always reminded me of Poppy, ‘And a blueberry muffin?’

‘All right,’ I mumbled, realizing how often I ordered the two things, a creature of habit. God, when had I become that? ‘Thanks …’ I trailed off, realizing I should really ask his name. Would it be too embarrassing though? To ask now after he must be handing me about my thousandth muffin? I pulled out my mobile again.

‘Oh, skimmed milk,’ I added quickly, looking back up, remembering Amelia star-jumping on the beach that morning. Like skimmed milk would combat the hazelnut syrup hit. I really needed to lose the half stone, fine, stone, I’d put on in the last couple of years since turning forty. But who has the time to sign up for a gym? Or go running? Or just fit in exercise in the endless list of things to do in the day. 

I saw a message from Hattie about lunch and bit my lip. I’d love to see Hattie for lunch but could I really take an hour for it? This meeting from hell was lined up and Linda had insisted we meet at the office first, which just added more time. And I was always making Hattie head to Hammersmith so that I could nip out of the office when she worked from home in Wimbledon. She said she didn’t mind, the tech company she worked for in Silicon Valley were chilled and she tended to work later in the day so her mornings were less full, but it wasn’t fair on her. I left the message unopened so Hattie wouldn’t see I’d read it. When had I even last seen her? It’d been ages for us, way too long and I missed her: I’d definitely reply when I knew what my day looked like. 

Christ, I had twenty-seven emails already and I’d only checked them last night before bed. My chest squeezed a little. Grabbing my bag and coffee, I headed out of the café with a shouted thanks.

Sneaking quietly into our office, a peeling white building sandwiched between two larger, glass-fronted offices, I glanced at the coat rack, relieved to see it empty. Dread pitted in my stomach at the thought of the morning ahead. Would the stuff I’d put together be enough? 

Squeezing down the hallway still in my coat, my bag brushed the books stacked in precarious towers that lined the walls. I’d only answered three emails – two of them rejections for Scarlet’s latest book, currently out on submission – before getting interrupted by the buzzer. 

Scarlet had been my first signing. In amongst being a mum to two teens and supporting her ill husband with teaching work, she still produced wonderful novels; she could plumb the depths of emotion like no one else. I knew I needed to phone her, to update her. A new book deal would restore her faltering confidence. I would check in later; reassure her we still had options. 

The buzzer went again and the car purring in the narrow one-way street was the taxi I’d booked. Grabbing my bag and slamming the front door behind me, I wondered how I could delay him. As I was lifting my mobile to my ear to phone Linda I saw them, walking along the pavement, arms linked as if they were a retired couple out for a stroll, not a worry in the world. 

Arthur Chumley, startling in red corduroy trousers and an unironed rust jersey, long greying grey hair curling at the collar, Linda in her favourite fur coat (mink, ‘vicious little things, Emma’), her hair a cloud of stiff bottle-blonde curls, lipstick stained as she drew from her cigarette. 

‘Gemma,’ Arthur said, lifting my right hand to his dry lips.

‘The taxi’s here,’ I said, pointing at the waiting vehicle with my left, another car stopping just behind it.

‘We had to go out for coffee – Jasmina offered Arthur instant,’ Linda said with an eye roll, lipstick on her front tooth. ‘Imagine! He can’t abide granules.’

‘We really do need to get on …’ I said, quickly extracting my hand from our most successful client’s clutches. The hand that pretty much paid all our wages. Ten million copies worldwide, a successful Nineties TV series, creator of the world’s most famous one-armed alcoholic detective. He’d been one of Linda’s first acquisitions when she started the agency forty years ago, and even though I was no longer her assistant, I was still called on for all matters relating to his publishing. It felt like both Linda and Arthur wanted a subordinate, solidifying their own opinion that he was the most important author out there. It was a role I’d tried, and failed, to get out of playing.

‘Do we have to go?’ Arthur pouted. ‘I’d much rather take you beautiful ladies out to lunch.’

‘Oh Arthur,’ Linda pealed, stubbing her cigarette out on the pavement. ‘So naughty,’ she said. ‘It is an absolute bore. But Emma here has assured me she’s got it all under control.’

I couldn’t help the panicked glance in her direction. Under control? I’d spent every second since her phone call that had blown up my weekend worrying what might happen in the next couple of hours. This meeting could change everything: for the agency, for Arthur, for her, for me. 

‘All you need to focus on is writing us more of your wonderful books,’ Linda continued, oblivious to the three cars now paused in the street, the taxi driver lifting both hands in exasperation as honking filled the air. 

‘We really need to get on,’ I said, over the noise, moving towards the taxi. 

‘To our chariot,’ Arthur announced as if he was escorting us to the Oscars and not to our professional deaths.

I thought of Scarlet’s rejections as I settled into the taxi, watching Arthur, who smelled of sour milk, bang his meaty thigh as he lamented the takeover of young female crime writers in the industry, ‘they’re everywhere now’, Linda soothing him from her seat. What was I doing? 



 

 

 

Denise @Committee Can we please acknowledge this reminder. Emma will be taking minutes. The meeting begins at 6.30pm. Carriages 8pm.

Catrin @Emma Naughty Emma. And wtf are ‘carriages’?

Jas @Emma Wanted to be there but got sent away in disgrace over coffee. Hope meeting goes OK and we still have jobs. See you back in the office later [image: Grimacing Face emoji] X X 

AuthorLou @Emma Thanks for the replies. I soooo didn’t think he was rapey either. Just passionate! Did you see that article this morning in The Bookseller? Apparently Mumnoir which was all the rage is now totally saturated. Agh. Do you think my book has missed the boat? 

AuthorLou @Emma I just read another article in the Guardian about Mumnoir being a new thing so maybe it will be fine. Ha! Maybe I’ll email Jane about it. She still hasn’t replied to my email last week though about that other author’s cover. Do YOU think readers will get them confused – I do think the image is really similar? Maybe we could all discuss it? I’m around loads today! Or tomorrow. Or later this week.

AuthorLou @Emma OK so on the cover thing I showed my friend this other author’s cover and she thinks they’re really similar too. 

AuthorLou @Emma Although she did say she liked the apple on mine, the way it was rotting. Am around loads! No rush! Speak soon!

Claire @Emma Is Amelia on track to deliver? I need to brief the marketing team on this. 

Hattie @Emma Lunch?
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3rd December 2008 

Dear Emma,

Two whole years. You’ve upgraded us from ‘Friends’ to ‘In a Relationship’ on Facebook so I know we’re pretty serious! And I see so much more of you since Dave moved out and Hattie moved in. I thought he was cool about it but you’re right, that snakeskin in my bed was probably no accident. I just couldn’t let Hattie keep living with our parents – she was getting way too into jigsaws and whist.

Maybe I should be a bit jealous of your closeness to her but I like it, I know how much you miss Jules now she’s in Oz. I see a different side to you when you’re with Hattie – I like busting in on you both when you’re ‘working from home’ together – onesies and face masks on, laptops on standby as you make each other peal with laughter. 

I’m also relieved you seem OK with the weird siblingness of us – the bickering and stories (yes, we did take Stone Club seriously, members only admitted if they could produce an unusual-looking stone). I catch you watching us sometimes with a wistful expression on your face that always makes me want to hold your hand.

You hint at the different childhoods we had. You say things casually sometimes, like the Christmas holiday you spent with Jules’s family because your parents booked to go to Antigua for six weeks without you, and I’m sorry if my appalled looks derail you. But I think these stories are your way of explaining why you work through things on your own sometimes. Why you forget that you’re meant to tell your boyfriend where you’re going to that evening, or that weekend. I hate when you just announce plans, relief overwhelming me when I realize I’m in them too. 

I know Hattie always wished I was a girl growing up. It’s why I know an uncomfortable amount about women’s fashion (a straight man should not know what culottes are). So it was always going to be the case that she would adopt you. She bloody loves you. She loves you for your spontaneity (that mid-week trip to Brighton, the unicycle lesson) and your kindness (picking her up from Herefordshire at 3 a.m. when Ian refused to drive her back, making her fondue when she got that HR job she so wanted). 

You’re nice to everyone you meet – you’re always telling me about their one redeemable quality even when I think they’re being a prick. ‘Maybe we caught them off-guard.’ ‘Maybe someone hurt them once.’ It’s a pretty awesome trait and, of course, means that everyone you meet seems to like you. It does mean it’s hard sometimes to know who you’re really close to – you’re still a bit of an enigma. But you look for Hattie right after you tell me news, you race to her room after work to show her an article you read that she’d love (apparently no one can know too much about Ryan Reynolds). And I love that you want to join our strange gang – it was a good day when you became a paid-up member of Stone Club (that rose quartz in the shape of a cloud was inspired).

I know you love me. You tell me in quiet moments, you tell me casually, you tell me often. You wrote it at the end of last year’s awesome letter. I sometimes read those words when I want an ego boost (should I admit that? Is that weird?) and so I hope this letter might make you feel loved too. So here goes …

You make my insides go haywire when you look at me a certain way. 

You fit in with my family like you were meant to be part of it. I know we can be a bit much as a foursome but my parents both adore you. Mum hasn’t stopped going on about the necklace clip thing you gave her when she’d told you she struggled with losing her glasses. And if your parents don’t want to spend time with us then that is their loss. Maybe it’ll be easier when they’re in Spain permanently, it seems to hurt you more that they are less than an hour away and might as well be on another planet.

You give me space and time when I need it. I knew I had to leave that job. I was burning out and uninspired. Strategy consultancy – not a barrel of laughs – who knew?! But leaving it was shit, and scary, and you were amazing at letting me bore on to you about whether I’d made the right decision, whether I’d ever get work again, etc, etc. AND you let me stay in my pyjamas playing Xbox with (barely any) judgement. No lectures or stress or questions. Just your head on my shoulder, a hand on my leg. And saying I should shower or you wouldn’t have sex with me was fair – it had been eight days. 

You make me braver. I can’t believe I’m writing this from an aeroplane. You’re right though, why not? It gives us both a chance to think about what we want to do long-term whilst also surfing. We’ve been flying for five hours and I already feel I’ve left my worries behind. And Hattie has promised she’ll keep the stone collection safe and won’t sub-let the flat or invite Snakey Dave back, which helps. 

In less than a day it’s going to be Summer in Sydney, a quick stop-over with Jules, and then sixteen whole weeks of JUST US. You’re currently next to me, sleeping with one of those cushy eye masks over your face, your mouth a tiny bit open and a little blow-up pillow around your neck. You look ridiculous and I am totally in love with you. 

Here’s to an amazing third year together.

Dan x
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The well-lit, high-ceilinged lobby of the publishers was a relief after the taxi ride. Arthur now sat on a purple sofa directly beneath a large poster of his latest bestseller, bemoaning cancel culture and the extinction of the white male. Linda perched beside him, head nodding like the Churchill dog. 

The editor who met us, Hayley, a friend who’d acquired one of my first authors, wouldn’t meet my eye which I read as a Bad Sign, even in the lift when it was clear someone had farted. No one acknowledged the rancid stench, and as we stood in that tiny steel space I knew that scent was the smell of impending doom. 

I licked my dry lips, trying to order my thoughts. The agency needed Arthur’s income. This meeting had to go well. If it didn’t then I knew my plans for later that week would be up in smoke. And I owed it to Linda, to the agency. She’d given me my first break almost eight years ago, I needed to help her now. 

Ding.

The meeting room was intimidatingly spacious. Two women were sitting at the large oval table, their grim expressions reflected in the glass top. I pulled out a chair only to realize Arthur had walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window and was gazing out at the sparkling Thames that snaked past the building. ‘When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life,’ he said, as if he was at a dinner party holding a prawn vol-au-vent. ‘Samuel Johnson,’ he finished.

Stony looks met the words and my palms dampened.

‘Mr Chumley,’ Melissa, CEO of Charter Publishing, eyes enlarged behind purple frames. ‘Thank you for coming in to see us this morning. Obviously, we would like to address the quite serious situation that arose this weekend.’ 

‘Ah, the Wokerati wanting my scalp, you mean!’ Arthur pulled out a chair with a flourish. ‘People love to be offended these days.’

‘Your words were offensive,’ Melissa stated, eyes narrowed. ‘You wrote,’ she said, reading loudly from a piece of paper in front of her, ‘“I would much rather be stuck in bed with her, not her book. There’d be more action.”’

‘I was speaking privately to another writer.’

‘Twitter is not private,’ Melissa snapped, her mouth set in a hard line. 

‘I realize that now,’ Arthur said pompously. 

Linda leaned across the table. ‘Arthur here is obviously very sorry people could not see the joke,’ she said, barely containing her eye roll at him. ‘He has deleted the twitter that caused such a ridiculous uproar.’

‘Deleting it doesn’t actually make it go away. It was screenshotted hundreds of times, it’s still out there,’ Melissa said.

‘Screenshotted or not,’ Linda waved a hand. ‘Arthur sold almost a million books for you last year. What’s one little chirp?’

‘Tweet,’ I corrected in a whisper.

Linda glared at me. I knew I needed to fly to Arthur’s defence too – I had the sales figures, a prepared statement to issue online, both in my bag, but I found my throat closing up. 

‘In the future my tweets will stick to the prospects of Leeds United and vintage cars,’ Arthur chuckled.

Melissa’s reply was icy. ‘The thing is, these things are important, important to us as a company, to the author who was on the receiving end of an entirely unwarranted, disparaging remark from an established author.’ Her hand curled into a fist on the glass, ‘And it has only been ten months since the bullying allegation …’

‘Well, if you will employ over-sensitive twenty-year-olds …’ Arthur murmured, his hand clenched around his water. 

‘If we don’t believe you’re taking these things seriously,’ Melissa’s voice rose, ‘I’m afraid Charter Publishing would need to think long and hard about our current contract renewal.’

I winced. If Charter pulled out now, it would leave a huge hole in the agency’s finances, not to mention that after a few years of declining sales, solidified by a global pandemic, Arthur’s books weren’t quite the jewels they used to be. Would we be able to find him another publishing house willing to pay as much? Particularly as everyone in the industry would know Charter had dropped him and why. He’d get offers, of course, but I think both Linda and Arthur might be surprised by how much less publishers were willing to pay for someone incendiary, with falling
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