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Dedication

Dear Emma Guns …

It’s me, hi, I’m the problem, it’s me

(and the answer is more bralettes)
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CHAPTER ONE

‘If you ever want to know how someone really feels about you, ask them to pick you up from the airport at rush hour,’ Suzanne said. ‘No one in this town would willingly drive to LAX for anything less than true love.’

‘Flattery will get you everywhere,’ I replied as my sister pulled sharply away from the arrivals terminal of Los Angeles International Airport. She cut in front of ten other cars, all of them hitting their horns at the same time, sending us off with a chorus of discordant honking, as my suitcase slid back and forth across the boot of her SUV. I closed my eyes and clutched at my seatbelt, nerves already jangling with jet lag. It felt as though I’d left my brain somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, several time zones behind me. Humans weren’t meant to be up in the air for eleven straight hours, it simply wasn’t right. My watch said it was 4 p.m. but my body said otherwise. Why was I awake? Why was it daylight? And why did I decide to watch the entire Twilight saga instead of sleeping? I had been a fool.

‘You didn’t have to come and get me,’ I said, twisting against my seatbelt to get a proper look at Suzanne. ‘I could have got a taxi.’

Life in California suited my sister. She looked happy and healthy, her blonde hair was freshly cut and coloured, her skin was glowing and there was something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on, a kind of glossy sheen that she definitely didn’t have when she worked in Slough. 

‘Phoebe Chapman, sister of mine, love of my life, you know I would go to the ends of the earth for you.’

I yawned and smiled at the same time, utterly exhausted but deliriously happy. It was almost two years since we’d been in the same place at the same time and they had not been the best two years of my life. The thought of this holiday was the only thing keeping me going for the last few weeks, sun, sea and sisterly bonding. It was just what I needed.

‘Also, I was feeling guilty,’ she added. ‘I have to go to Seattle for a meeting. I’m leaving tonight.’

She slammed her foot on the brake, barking obscenities at a little red car as it pulled in front of us. The driver flipped up their middle finger and promptly sped away, drifting across another two lanes, the Fiat and the furious.

‘What do you mean you’re leaving?’ I asked. ‘They’re making you fly all the way to Seattle for a meeting? Couldn’t you Zoom in?’

‘I’m so sorry, Pheebs, I need to be there. If I don’t go and fix things today there’ll be literally no internet by this time tomorrow.’ She pursed her lips and two little lines, permanently etched between her eyebrows, dug their way deeper into her forehead. It was an expression I knew well. Standard Suzanne exasperation. She’d been working on it ever since I was born.

‘But I was thinking, you could come with me if you want? You might like Seattle, it’s an interesting place, there’s plenty to do.’ She paused to flick her fringe out of her eyes. ‘Well, there’s a few things to do. Not as much as there is in LA but there are shops and museums and things like that. There’s the Space Needle. Oh, and there’s this cool market where they chuck whole fish at you.’

‘On purpose?’ I asked, horrified.

A notification popped up on the screen of her iPhone and she actually growled. Whoever David Sales might be, I would not want to be him.

‘The only thing is the weather isn’t forecast to be that great this week,’ she said, flicking the message off the screen without reading it. ‘It rains a lot. And I mean, a lot.’

Seattle was sounding more and more appealing by the second.

‘But if you want to come we could try to get you on my flight. Or the one after. Worst-case scenario, first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll be in meetings most of the day but I could dinner in the evening, if you don’t mind eating late.’

It was one thing to threaten me with a flying fish to the face but quite another to mess with my meal schedule. I looked out the window and watched my dream of a perfect holiday swim away upstream like so much Seattle salmon.

Suzanne glanced over at me, her hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two. ‘Or you could stick to the plan and stay at my house. If that’s easier.’

‘How long will you be gone?’ I asked lightly.

‘Two days. Three tops.’

She seemed to have forgotten I spoke her language fluently. ‘Leaving soon’ meant you’d be waiting an hour. ‘On my way’ almost always translated to ‘I’m still at my desk’ and two or three days meant she’d be gone for at least a week. Half my entire holiday.

‘And you have to leave tonight?’ I pulled at my suddenly too-tight seatbelt. ‘You really have to go right away?’

Her tasteful diamond earrings caught the light as she nodded, dazzling me. ‘Two trips to the airport in one day. Am I a masochist or what?’

‘We’ve known that ever since you chose to do advanced maths at A level,’ I said with a half-hearted smile. ‘If you’ve got to go, you’ve got to go. Can’t have the internet imploding just so you can babysit your little sister.’

‘I’ll make it up to you when I get back,’ she replied, relieved. ‘We’ll go to a fancy spa or something, really push the boat out.’

Flapping a hand in the air between us, I waved away her non-apology. It wasn’t her fault and it was only a few days. I could survive in LA on my own for a few days. And it was like Therese always said, there’s no point getting frustrated about things you can’t control.

‘You can’t help work,’ I told her. ‘I get it. I had to work last weekend, totally cocked up my plans.’

‘Oh no, was there some kind of greetings card emergency?’ Suzanne said, smothering a half-laugh with an apologetic grimace. ‘Sorry, that was rude. I know your job is entirely as stressful as mine.’

‘Rude but fair,’ I laughed. ‘The furthest I’ve ever travelled for a work emergency is to the big Tesco when we ran out of teabags.’ 

I smiled when she smiled, expertly pretending the jibe didn’t bother me. I was used to it.

‘Everything’s going well though?’ she asked as she fiddled with the air conditioning, setting it somewhere close to sub-zero. ‘I loved that set of National Pet Day cards you sent me. Your best yet, I reckon.’ 

‘Thanks,’ I replied, shivering in my jeans and T-shirt and gazing longingly at the sunshine outside. ‘They did really well.’

Head copywriter at the UK’s third largest independent greetings card company was far from the worst job in the world but it didn’t exactly inspire wonder and awe in people when they heard about it either. I couldn’t quite remember her exact title, but Suzanne was head of something strategic for an app I refused to download for fear of never accomplishing anything meaningful ever again. Was she partially responsible for the downfall of civilization? Yes. Was she incredibly rich and seemingly happy? Also yes, so, did she care about the first bit? No, she did not.

‘What else have you been up to?’ Suzanne asked, steering the car and the subject in a different direction as she merged onto another motorway. ‘Anything interesting?’

Nothing I wanted to tell her about, I thought.

‘You know, the usual,’ I said through a yawn. ‘Working, reading, cooking. I’m halfway through a Vampire Diaries rewatch which is taking up a fair bit of my time.’ 

‘The Originals as well?’

‘You’ve got to do The Originals,’ I replied, nodding emphatically. ‘But I’m leaving Legacies alone for now. What about you? Anything you’d like to share with the class?’

‘You’ll love the new house, it’ll be like staying in a hotel, only better,’ she replied, shifting topics once again with alarming ease. ‘The fridge is fully stocked, your bed is made and I’ve got every television channel on God’s green earth. I can’t think of a single thing you might want that I don’t have.’

‘A Cadbury Spira, Ryan Reynold’s phone number and the Tamagotchi you dropped off the side of the ferry on that school trip to France.’

‘Well the important thing is you’re not holding a grudge,’ she replied. ‘Knobhead.’

With a tired smile, I squinted at the sun-bleached shades of blue and beige outside the car. The area around an airport was rarely glamorous but this was not how I’d imagined Los Angeles. There was plenty of sun but no sea, no sand, no seductive anything. Just small, squat houses, run-down warehouses and giant billboard after giant billboard, all of them promising the very best traffic accident attorney money could buy. Only the towering palm trees that shot up into the sky at oddly irregular intervals clued me into the fact I was truly in California, as though someone from the tourist board had taken this exact same journey, panicked that it looked a bit shit and done the best that they could with a very limited budget. Where were the mansions? The celebrities? The allure? Definitely not on the bumper sticker of the car in front that read ‘If you’re going to ride my ass, at least pull my hair’.

‘Oh, look, look!’ Suzanne yelled out. ‘Can you see it?’

‘See what?’ I asked, blinking out the window. ‘What am I looking for?’

‘Obviously not the dead possum on the hard shoulder.’ She reached over and physically turned my chin to the left before pointing out of her window. ‘Great big bloody sign on the top of a hill. Can you see?’

And there it was.

Jumping out from the side of a far-off hill, nine bold white letters announcing I had arrived.

‘Welcome to Hollywood, everybody comes here! Land of dreams,’ Suzanne crowed in her best-worst American accent. ‘What’s your dream, Phoebe Chapman?’

‘For you not to quote Pretty Woman at me right before you leave me in a strange house for three to four days,’ I replied, eyes fixed on the Hollywood sign. Somehow it managed to be bigger and smaller than I’d thought it would be, closer and further away at the same time. But it was still thrilling, I could hardly believe it was real.

‘That film is not a fairy tale, it’s a nightmare. Please tell me Richard Gere isn’t going to try to climb up the trellis to my bedroom in the middle of the night?’

‘He’s a bit old for it now, can’t imagine his hips would take it,’ she reasoned. ‘And if he does, you can push him into the pool.’

My head whipped around so fast, I slapped myself in the face with my ponytail. ‘You’ve got a pool? Why didn’t you say you’ve got a pool?’

‘Because I wanted to see the look on your face when I told you,’ Suzanne said as she steered us confidently across three lanes of traffic, several smaller cars scattering out of our way. ‘There’s a hot tub as well.’

‘Stay in Seattle as long as you like, I’m never leaving.’

My sister grinned, pressing down on the accelerator, the car vaulting forward as though we were on a roller-coaster. ‘I’ve got a feeling you’re going to love LA.’

‘I’ve got a feeling I’m going to love your pool,’ I countered, gaze lingering on the iconic white letters. ‘As for the rest of it, we’ll see.’

Forty minutes, fifteen honks of the horn and one wind-the-window-down-to-call-someone-a-wanker later, Suzanne pulled onto a curving driveway and turned off the engine.

‘Here we are,’ she declared. ‘Home sweet home.’

I was thrilled to be off the road – Suzanne was a menace – and I unclipped my seatbelt with white knuckles as she opened the passenger side door for me. 

The heat hit me like a brick wall.

‘Fuck me, it’s hot,’ I gasped, Suzanne cackling with laughter as I clutched at the massive car. I’d never felt anything like it, the air so dry and intense, it felt as though someone had seared the insides of my nostrils. After eleven hours in a stale cabin on the plane and the icy conditions of her SUV, my body was not ready. But it was ready for the little white bungalow in front of me, with its quaint wooden roof and charming double stable doors. The only word to describe it was adorable. More compact than I’d thought after Suzanne’s description but wasn’t that always the way?

‘Suze, it’s so cute,’ I gushed, breathing deep and slow as I adjusted to my new normal temperature. ‘But where’s the pool?’

‘Behind the house, where most pools are?’

‘Behind the house where?’ I asked. As far as I could see, there was nothing behind the cottage but hillside.

Suzanne stared at me from across the car bonnet.

‘Phoebe, this is the garage. The house is up there.’

Keys in the palm of her hand, she pointed towards a narrow, tucked away staircase that ran up to an impossibly beautiful white-walled, Spanish-style villa. Huge, sparkling windows glittered like diamonds in the sun and an infinite number of warm terracotta tiles rippled along the roof. In front of the villa, two towering palm trees swayed in a breeze that was too high up for me to enjoy and the sloping garden was filled with dozens of lush green succulents, stately cacti and beautiful blossoming bougainvillea, running all the way down to the quiet, winding road. The deep fuchsia pink of the flowers sighed against the stark white walls of the house. All of a sudden I felt so far away from home, I couldn’t quite catch my breath.

‘Can you manage the stairs with your suitcase or do you want to take the lift?’ Suzanne asked as though it was a perfectly normal question when we’d both grown up in the same semi-detached house in a tiny village forty miles outside Sheffield.

‘You’ve got a lift?’ I replied, wrangling my suitcase out from the boot of her SUV. ‘In your house?’

‘Yes, I have a lift, but technically it starts in the garage.’ She pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head and winked. ‘Well? What do you think?’

‘I think you’ve got enough room to start your own cult and I think I’d like to join.’

She reached for my carry-on and started up the stairs, chuckling as she went. ‘There’s a white tracksuit waiting for you in your room. I’ll get started on the Kool-Aid while you unpack.’

‘If you don’t mind. I’ve always wanted to try it,’ I replied, heaving my case behind me and climbing the stairs to the house, step by step by step.

‘It’s all about the flow,’ Suzanne said. We finished our tour of the house on a stunning terrace that rolled over the edge of the hillside, affording us a breathtaking view over the city, and I stared off into the distance, dazed. It was all too much. Outside was even more glamorous than inside, the lush green lawn, the indoor-outdoor living space complete with gas grill and wall-mounted TV, not to mention the azure-blue pool and in-ground hot tub. ‘The real estate broker explained it all. With the south-facing aspect, you get all this wonderful natural light that sort of pulls you through the rooms and out here to the deck. All the good vibes in the house? That’s the flow.’

‘Vibes are impeccable,’ I agreed, digging my hands into the pockets of my jeans, too afraid to touch anything even outside. ‘Makes perfect sense to me.’

‘I looked at another place up the street but I didn’t connect with it. It was gorgeous and I loved the treehouse yoga studio in the backyard, but the energy was off, you know?’

‘No,’ I replied with a bluntness I reserved for immediate family members only. ‘But I do remember when you forgot to pay the gas bill when you were at uni and they turned your heating off.’

She glared at me, turning her back on the spectacular view and leaning against the waist-high wooden fence that stopped us falling off the end of the terrace and into the neighbour’s garden below.

‘Point taken. You think I’ve turned into an LA wanker.’

‘I think your house is incredible,’ I corrected. ‘And you’ve every right to want to show it off.’ Holding a hand over my eyes to shield them from the sun, I took in the view, shaking my head with disbelief. ‘You’ve come a long way, Suze. It’s not the village, is it?’

‘Too right it isn’t,’ she replied. ‘There’s no bloody freezer shop for a start. Practically impossible to find a box of fish fingers at a decent price around here, and do you know they don’t sell Birds Eye potato waffles in America?’

‘No wonder there’s so much political unrest,’ I tutted.

We stood side by side, lost in quiet reverie, and I wondered if we were thinking the same thing.

‘Gran would be so proud of you,’ I said softly. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

‘She’d be proud of you too,’ she replied. ‘I don’t doubt it.’

Which was exactly the sort of thing you would say if you did in fact doubt it.

I knew I did.

‘I called Mum before I got on the plane,’ I told her, brushing my frizzy, post-flight hair behind my ears. ‘She said to say hello. Have you spoken to her lately?’

‘Couple of weeks ago, maybe a month?’ She rubbed her fingertip lightly underneath her eye and shrugged. ‘Have you heard from Dad?’

‘Not in a while. You know Dad: Christmas, birthday, the usual.’

‘Same old, same old,’ she agreed. ‘I think I worry more when I do hear from him than when I don’t.’

Neither of us had ever been especially close to either of our parents. They split up when I was one and Suzanne was four, and according to the people who could remember that far back, things were never quite the same afterwards. The story goes that Mum was struggling with us on her own so we all went to stay with Gran, just for a few weeks. A few weeks became a few months and, after a year or so, it was decided things would be easier for everyone if Mum sold our house and we moved in permanently. It all worked out perfectly, Gran was patient and loving and kind, and her house had an excellent back garden complete with swings, a slide and a see-saw. I was very easily bought as a toddler.

As for our dad, Dave Johnson had been a fleeting presence in our lives ever since the break-up. He also moved in with his parents after he and Mum split up, only his parents lived in Florida which meant his visits became sporadic at best. It helped me to think of him like a neighbourhood cat; his absence wasn’t malicious, he simply had other places to be. He always seemed happy to see us when he saw us but we weren’t his priority. Thankfully, there was one person who was always there for me and Suzanne. No matter what else might be happening in the world, when Dad was far away and Mum was working around the clock to make ends meet, we could always depend on clever, constant Gran. At least, we could until she passed away three years ago. Suzanne looked to be doing OK but things hadn’t been quite right for me since.

‘What’s that over there?’ I pointed at a cluster of tall shiny buildings in the near distance before the heavy silence overwhelmed us.

‘Downtown.’ Suze pushed her neat blonde bob behind her ears, exactly the same way I had a minute earlier. ‘We’re on the eastside now, in Los Feliz. Hollywood is to the west of us, then West Hollywood, Beverly Hills, Brentwood; you can sort of see Century City from here, at least on a clear day like today. All the way west is Santa Monica, Venice to the south, Malibu to the north, and if you keep going after that, you’ll end up in the ocean.’

‘What should I do first?’ I asked even though there was no way I was going to remember anything she told me. Jet lag had poked so many holes in my short-term memory, I could barely remember my own name.

‘It’s got to be the Observatory.’ She took hold of my shoulders and turned me around to see a big brown dome atop a huge white building that stood in stark contrast to the bright blue sky above us. ‘If you think the views from the house are good, you should see what it’s like from up there. Well worth the hike up the hill.’

‘Hike?’ I repeated. ‘Uphill?’

‘A scandalous thought, I know.’

Without warning, she pulled me close and wrapped her arms around me in an unprecedented hug. LA had changed her; my sister was not a hugger.

‘I wish I had more time to catch up but the car will be here to pick me up in a minute,’ she said, squeezing me tightly, her softly floral perfume making my nose itch. ‘There’s a house manual on the counter in the kitchen. Everything is colour-coded and organized by room, and you can call me twenty-four-seven if you have an urgent question that isn’t covered, although that’s not possible because I compiled it myself.’

LA hadn’t changed her completely.

‘I’m sure I’ll be fine,’ I said as she released the hug but kept hold of my upper arms, giving me the big sister once-over. ‘All I want right now is to stand under a shower until I can’t smell the plane any more, then go to bed. I don’t know how you cope with all the travel, or do you have permanent jet lag?’

‘I don’t believe in jet lag.’ She let go of my arms, looking slightly disappointed in me. ‘It’s a matter of self-discipline, that’s all. I don’t have time for it.’

LA hadn’t changed her one bit.

‘You’ve got to fight it,’ Suze said, dragging me away from her million-dollar view and back inside the house. ‘Visualize yourself as someone who is wide awake.’

‘I’m visualizing myself face down on the settee with my hand in a big bag of crisps,’ I replied as she slid the huge glass doors shut behind us, all the outdoor noises replaced by a gentle hum. Probably the vibes she mentioned earlier. That or the air conditioning.

‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right on your own?’ Her eyebrows knitted themselves together over her clear blue eyes. Just like mine, just like Gran’s.

I smiled at the likeness. Gran really would have loved this house.

‘More than,’ I promised. ‘I’m going to be fantastic.’

‘So,’ she said, picking up an apple then putting it back down. ‘I saw on Facebook that Thomas is getting married in two weeks.’ 

Every muscle in my body contracted at once. Just when I thought it was safe to relax.

‘So I hear.’ 

‘And you’re not bothered?’ 

‘Nope.’

‘You sure?’

‘So sure,’ I confirmed. ‘I’m deeply, deeply over him.’

‘Is that right,’ she said with crossed arms. ‘Because you haven’t mentioned seeing anyone since the two of you broke up.’

‘Just because I haven’t mentioned anyone doesn’t mean there isn’t someone,’ I replied, running my hand along the back of her buttery soft leather sofa. ‘For all you know, I’ve had more men than you’ve had parking tickets and looking at the stack of them over there on the kitchen counter, that’s a decent bloody number.’

‘I’ve got an IQ of 152 and I still end up with at least one a month,’ she muttered. ‘Working out the parking regulations in LA is a full-time job but don’t you go changing the subject. How many times have I tried to get you over to visit? And suddenly you’re available? The timing feels like a bit of a coincidence.’

‘The timing was entirely down to when I could get out of work,’ I said, my voice as tight and brittle as my nerves. ‘So what if Thomas is getting married? It’s been two years, I truly do not care. I am unbothered, moisturized, thriving.’

‘At least one third of that is a lie because you definitely are not moisturized.’

‘Fine, I’m unbothered, deeply dehydrated but still thriving,’ I said with a warning glance. ‘Will that do, or shall we have a chat about your love life next?’

There were three things my sister refused to discuss: her love life (non-existent), her shoe size (massive) and the series finale of Game of Thrones (she was adamant Daenerys was justified in her actions and that she would have done exactly the same thing, including shag her hot nephew). Before I could press any further, her phone flashed to life in her hand. It was such fantastic timing, I could only assume she’d pressed a secret button that made it ring on cue.

‘My car’s here,’ she said with more than an edge of relief in her voice. ‘Fuck it, come with me. Seattle isn’t that bad.’

‘Apart from how it rains all the time and random people throw fish at you?’ I stood in the middle of her living room with my arms open wide. ‘Why would I risk an unexpected trout attack when I could stay in a real-life version of Barbie’s dream home? Go, save the internet, bring me a nice present from the airport. I’ll see you in two to three days.’

She paused for a moment, looked at me, down at her phone then back at me. ‘It could be four.’

‘Colour me shocked,’ I replied. ‘Now go. Before you miss your flight.’

The indecision on her face settled into reluctant resignation as she pulled me into another hug, full of powdery roses and coconut conditioner, and I only realized how tightly I was holding on to her when she pulled away.

‘You’re sure you’ll be all right?’ she asked, brushing a limp strand of hair out of my eyes. ‘And that you’ll stay out of trouble?’

‘I wouldn’t even know how to get into trouble if I saw any,’ I promised, stumbling over a flash of a memory.

She pressed a kiss against my cheek, slung her handbag over her shoulder and grabbed the handle of the neat aluminium carry-on case that sat by the door, packed, locked and ready to go. ‘Call me any time,’ she said. ‘I mean it – twenty-four-seven. Anything you need, I will fix it.’

‘Suze, I am a perfectly capable thirty-three-year-old woman in an English-speaking country and I’ve already downloaded the American version of the Domino’s app. You’re only going to be gone a few days, calm down.’ 

I followed her to the door and wrapped myself up in my own arms as she jogged down the stairs to a sleek black car that waited with its engine running. Gran always used to say Suzanne had been rushing to catch up ever since she was born two weeks late. She never stayed in one place long enough for anyone or anything to catch her – people, thoughts or feelings – but I’d never been able to work out exactly what it was she was chasing. She climbed inside the car and waved as it pulled away, disappearing around the corner and down the hill.

And then she was gone.

‘See you when you get back,’ I said, taking one last look at the beautiful pink flowers in the front garden before closing the front door and locking it behind me. ‘Let the holiday commence.’




CHAPTER TWO

Suzanne wasn’t lying when she said the fridge was fully stocked. I’d never seen so much food in one place and a weekly trip to the big Tesco was one of the highlights of my existence, so that was really saying something. It was more of a walk-in wardrobe masquerading as a refrigerator, absolutely rammed with every kind of foodstuff you could possibly imagine, but somehow, still neat, clean and well-organized. Classic Suzanne. There were dedicated drawers full of fruit and veg, stacks of sliced meat for sandwiches, regular hummus, spicy hummus, chocolate hummus? And best of all, six different varieties of cheese. It was my dream come true. No one knew me as well as my sister.

Feeling like a teenager whose parents had gone away and left them alone for the first time, I wandered back out onto the terrace and settled on one of the sunloungers. With a bag of crisps big enough to feed a family of four in one hand and a perfectly chilled bottle of rosé in the other, I waited impatiently for my brain to catch up with my body. I’d never been a good traveller. I didn’t sleep well in a strange bed and always managed to eat something dodgy and spend half my holiday in the loo. Thomas used to say it was the Chapman curse, that I was so committed to not enjoying myself, my own body revolted against the idea of having a good time like the other women in my family. I suspected it had more to do with him starfishing across every mattress and refusing to eat anything more exotic than a Nando’s but who could say for certain?

‘Enough of him,’ I muttered under my breath. There was no one around to hear but saying it out loud helped the intention stick. There were much better things to think about than Thomas, like being eaten alive by zombie rottweilers or stabbing yourself in the eye with a stick.

Rather than dwell on the past, I concentrated on my immediate future and opened the wine to pour myself a generous measure. Might as well start as I meant to go on. 

‘Here’s to getting away from it all,’ I declared, lifting my glass to toast the city before taking a long, cool sip. Perfect, like everything else in this house. 

I would be fine on my own. Better than fine. Suzanne would have scheduled every hour of my day, from dawn to dusk. I needed some sun, some fun and about a thousand hours of sleep, not wall-to-wall activities planned out by a perennial overachiever. This trip was supposed to be a chance for me to get away, relax and unwind. Forget about all the things that so badly needed to be forgotten.

‘Which would take a lobotomy, not a holiday,’ I muttered, pouring more wine. 

With restless energy buzzing through me, I stood and stretched, glass in hand, and walked down the garden to the end of the terrace. It was so unbearably pretty. My brain was still Swiss cheese but I stared out at the city below, trying to remember everything Suzanne had pointed out to me but failing to spot a single thing. 

But there was one thing that was impossible to miss.

The nearly naked man in the garden below, watching me through a pair of binoculars.

‘Oh my God, pervert!’ I yelled, chucking the contents of my glass over the edge of the terrace. ‘I’m calling the police!’

‘I’m not a pervert!’ the man shouted back, setting down his binoculars. ‘I swear, I wasn’t spying on you!’

With shaking hands and a regrettably empty glass, I peered over the edge at the Peeping Tom and gulped. An honest to God, audible, cartoon character gulp. Pervert or not, he was the most handsome man I had ever seen with my own eyes, and that was coming from a woman who once spent an evening in the company of the UK’s second most popular Channing Tatum impersonator. He was a lovely chap called Darryl. Couldn’t dance to save his life but he tried his best.

But this man? He was something else. Tall, tanned and wearing nothing but swimming trunks and a smile, his bare chest glowed in the golden hour light, his muscular arms held up in mock surrender. And the body wasn’t even the half of it. His face was a masterpiece. Full lips, square jaw and piercing green eyes, all anchored by the kind of perfectly masculine nose sculptors had been trying and failing to recreate for centuries. Michelangelo could never. When he shook his dark, messy hair out of his face and our eyes met, I almost fell over. It wasn’t fair, people shouldn’t be allowed to walk around looking like that without a paper bag over their head and a siren blaring to warn us normals. He was a living, breathing, possibly peeping safety hazard.

‘I wasn’t spying on you,’ the half-naked man called out. ‘I swear.’

‘Then what were you doing?’ I challenged.

His lips curved upwards on his irresponsibly beautiful face.

‘Birdwatching.’

What an incredibly shit lie.

‘I was looking at the bushtits when I saw a red-tailed hawk land in that tree,’ he added. ‘It’s up in those trees over there. Can you see it?’

‘Who are you calling a bushtit?’ I replied, my cheeks turning pink as I put down my glass and leaned over the edge of the terrace, searching for this alleged bird. ‘You’re full of it, I can’t see anything.’

He held out his hand and cocked his head back towards his own garden. ‘She’s definitely in there, I think there’s a nest. Come down here and I’ll show you.’

‘Are you going to kill me and eat me?’ I asked, peering down at him and trying not to be blinded by his beauty.

‘Not on purpose,’ he replied. ‘I’m vegan.’

It was still a pretty tempting offer. On the one hand, I didn’t know this man from Adam. Suzanne was away, I didn’t know anyone else in the city, no one knew where I was and no one was expecting to hear from me, so if this Bill-Oddie-wannabe-slash-demigod turned out to be a serial killer, I’d be completely on my own.

On the other hand, what a way to go.

‘Everyone has at least one flaw,’ I muttered, decision made. ‘OK, let’s see these birds. How do I get down?’

‘This way, I’ll show you.’

He jogged over to the back corner of his garden and I followed, keeping to the edge of Suzanne’s terrace, tapping my hand along the fence to remind myself this was really happening and not some jet-lag-induced fever dream. Unless it wasn’t, in which case I would be very happy to never wake up again. Right at the edge of the terrace, where the platform met the hillside, I saw a shallow set of stairs cut into the ground below.

‘If you climb over the fence, you should be able to get down,’ the most handsome man in the world assured me. ‘There’s an exposed tree root you can use as a handrail if that helps.’

‘Nothing will help,’ I muttered, throwing one leg over and trying not to look down as I straddled the fence. ‘I’m not a naturally graceful person. Or flexible person. Or good at climbing. Sorry, why am I doing this? Does your house not have a front door?’

‘My grandpa used to go up and down those stairs every day until he was almost eighty so I think you’ll be OK,’ he replied as I heaved my other leg over the fence and hurled my body at the side of the hill, clinging to the snarled knot of exposed root. ‘I’m here. If you fall, I’ll catch you.’

I dug my fingers into the dirt, my body pressed against the hillside like a cat that had collided with a patio door. All I had to do was concentrate on what was directly in front of me: muck, tree, fence, steps. I would not look at the city skyline behind me, I would not look at the underside of the terrace above and I would not look at the exposed nipples of the man below. I stared straight ahead, moving slowly, determined not to wonder whether or not that odd, musty odour I kept getting a whiff of was me.

‘There you go!’ I heard the Adonis say as my left foot found solid ground. ‘You did it!’

Bolstered by a sudden burst of confidence, I turned around too quickly, beaming with pride and buzzing with adrenaline, only to slip off the last step and fall straight into his arms.

‘I did it,’ I cheered weakly, my face nestled against his broad chest. He smelled as good as he looked; a mixture of warm skin, sunscreen and a woodsy, leathery scent that made me ovulate fourteen days early. Either he’d been building an armchair naked in the forest or I needed to buy shares in whichever company made that aftershave.

‘You do know you’re not wearing any clothes?’ I said, fingertips still glued to his pecs. He was so solid. I’d never laid hands on anyone so physically dense before and I had to admit, I didn’t hate it.

‘If I’d known you were coming, I’d have put on a tux,’ he replied. I prised my hands off him and tugged at my jeans and T-shirt in a vain attempt to sort myself out. Not that he was even looking at me, his deep, beautiful green eyes were firmly focused on the treeline. ‘They’re so cool; almost any time you hear a hawk in a movie or on TV, it’s a red-tail. Classic raptor cry, gotta be one of my top ten favourite birds of all time.’

‘I don’t know if I could even name ten different kinds of birds,’ I replied, refocusing my efforts and searching the skies for signs of life. ‘You’re sure it’s up there?’

He nodded without taking his eyes off the tree.

‘Positive.’

‘How big is it?’

‘Bigger than a crow, smaller than a goose. Pretty big.’

I stood at the bottom of a stranger’s garden, still in my travelling clothes, side by side with the fantastic-smelling, beautiful man and stared into the branches, willing the hawk to come into sight. But there was nothing. The longer we stood there, the more certain I was I’d caught him spying on Suzanne’s house and instead of confessing, he’d lured me down here with a ridiculous story about a giant hawk so he could laugh at me later with his friends. It was like Thomas always said; I was so gullible, I would believe anything if someone said it with a straight face. My jaw tightened, my hands formed tiny fists and just as I was about to make my excuses and leave, I heard a rustling high in the trees. Up above me, was a beautiful bird, bigger than a crow, smaller than a goose, with a snowy white chest, speckled with tawny-coloured spots, and rusty red tail feathers. She opened up her brown wings and shook them proudly for her audience.

‘Oh wow,’ I gasped, placing my hands over my heart. ‘There really is a hawk.’

‘Yeah,’ the man replied. ‘There is.’

‘And she’s gorgeous.’

‘Yeah,’ he said again. ‘She is.’

I looked back at Suzanne’s neighbour and saw he was no longer staring at the trees.

‘I’m Ren, by the way.’

He held out a hand and after a moment’s pause, I took it in mine. Dry palm, good strong wrist, firm grasp but not too aggressive. Too many careers teachers had convinced too many men their masculinity would be questioned if they didn’t break at least three fingers with every handshake. Ren had it just right.

‘Wren like the bird? That’s convenient.’

‘Without the “W”,’ he replied. ‘It’s short for Efren, Efren Garcia.’

‘I’m Phoebe. Phoebe Chapman,’ I replied, reluctantly letting go of his hand and quietly wondering whether or not anyone had ever actually blushed themselves to death. ‘My sister owns the house up there, I’m visiting for a couple of weeks.’

Before he could respond, the hawk stretched out her wings and rose from her perch, circling above us for a moment before swooping low then flying off up the hill, her namesake tail feathers on full display. The little hussy.

‘Good to meet you, Phoebe Chapman,’ Ren said. He rested his hands on his hips and his index fingers slid neatly into sharply chiselled lines below his waist I thought only existed on men called Chris who made action movies. ‘So you’re here on vacation?’

‘Yep,’ I confirmed, realizing how naked he was all over again. He seemed perfectly fine with it but in fairness, if I looked like him, I’d probably stop wearing clothes altogether. String bikini for the post office? Why not. A thong and pasties to pop to the bank? Almost too much coverage.

‘First time in LA?’ 

‘Is it that obvious?’

‘A wild guess,’ he grinned. ‘Allow me to welcome you to Los Angeles. Spotting a red-tailed hawk has to be a good omen; they don’t come that close to people too often.’

I turned my attention away from the treeline and took a look around his garden instead. It was so different to Suzanne’s place, no hot tub, no outdoor kitchen, no gas grill or wall-mounted TV, just a quiet, peaceful little tree-lined enclave. He did have a pool but where Suzanne’s was long and rectangular, Ren’s was much smaller and shaped like a kidney bean. There was more grass too and so many different kinds of flowers. The back of the house was covered in dark green wooden planks which gave it the look of a rustic log cabin rather than a swanky Mediterranean resort. Past the pool I saw a shed, one side opened up to reveal a work bench covered in chunks of wood and well-used tools. Maybe he had been building an armchair naked in the forest after all. The mental image alone would be enough to keep me warm through the cold winter nights. 

It was so odd. Two such different homes sitting so close together on the same street, Suzanne’s facing south and Ren’s facing west, down the hill and round the corner. They didn’t look as though they belonged in the same time period, let alone the same postcode.

‘So, you’re a big birdwatcher then?’ I asked, coyly brushing a strand of hair behind my ear and immediately getting it caught in my watch strap. Why did I even bother?

‘Oh, yeah, huge. I’m obsessed,’ he replied with all the confidence of a man who knew exactly how good-looking he was. I couldn’t think of anyone else on earth who would admit to it quite so readily without fear of at least gentle mockery, but people probably weren’t as inclined to take the piss when you were as beautiful as Ren. If I decided to take up trainspotting, I’d be laughed out of existence. If Scarlett Johansson did it, no one would scoff and call her an anorak. They’d be too busy nodding and stroking their chins and explaining why trains were actually incredibly cool on some pro-Scarlett SubReddit.

‘My abuelito, my grandpa, was a big bird guy,’ Ren explained, the Spanish tripping expertly off his tongue. ‘He would lie out here for hours watching them, always trying out different bird feed recipes, building his own bird houses. He kept logs, journals, I still have them all inside. They’re like his diaries, you know? So it runs in the family. Birds are fascinating if you pay attention.’

‘Can’t say I’ve ever really thought that much about them,’ I confessed, still trying to work my watch out of my hair without scalping myself. ‘They’re just there, aren’t they?’

Ren shrugged. ‘They are until they’re not.’

Right as I freed my watch from my hair and opened my mouth to reply, a huge flock of great big, noisy green birds swooshed overhead, cawing loudly. Instinctively, I ducked, covering my head with my hands, eyes tightly closed. What was going on? Why hadn’t Suzanne mentioned she lived on the set of The Birds?

‘Wow, OK, you can stand up,’ Ren said with an astonished whistle. ‘They’re not coming for you.’

‘Is it me or was that a bunch of parrots?’ I asked, opening one eye at a time, still far from convinced that I could trust him.

‘Traditionally we say flock but yeah. The story goes that they started out as pets until someone released them in the sixties and they’ve been living wild ever since. Now they’re feral.’

I stood slowly, prepared for another attack, and opened my mouth to ask another question, but instead an enormous, unstoppable yawn escaped, shaking my whole body from head to toe.

‘You can say if I’m boring you,’ he said as I clamped my hands over the lower half of my face, eyes wide with apology. ‘I know, I’m a bird nerd.’

‘I’m so sorry, it’s not that,’ I exclaimed through a second, smaller yawn. ‘I only landed a couple of hours ago and the time difference is killing me. It’s a miracle I’m still awake, let alone standing up. I’d be much happier flat on my back in bed.’

The words were out before I realized what I’d said. Ren spluttered with laughter and I closed my eyes, willing time to do me a solid and rewind by about fifteen minutes or so.

‘What I meant to say was, I really need to get some sleep,’ I corrected, my cheeks burning with the heat of seven suns. ‘A lot of it. Urgently.’

‘Jet lag is a killer,’ he agreed, reaching one arm across his chest and clasping the opposite shoulder, his triceps flexing casually. I wasn’t even sure I had triceps. It was disgusting how handsome he was. ‘But I’m glad you stayed awake long enough to see the hawk.’

‘And I’m glad you’re not a pervert.’ 

He laughed again as I groaned at myself. What was wrong with me? 

‘Sorry,’ I said again. ‘My mouth is completely bypassing my brain. I’m going to go before I say something really stupid.’

‘Let me help you back up the stairs,’ he offered. ‘Unless you’d rather go through the house?’

I glowered at the steep, shallow steps that led back up to the terrace. The front door was locked and my keys were upstairs on the kitchen counter. There was only one way I was getting back up. 

‘I’m sure I can do it,’ I said, steeling myself. ‘But if I do fall, please leave me to die. Suzanne says you have to pay to go to hospital here and I forgot to get travel insurance.’

‘OK, but I’m going to need that in writing,’ Ren replied. ‘I’ve heard your sister yelling at people on the phone. She wasn’t even talking to me and I was still afraid of her.’

I smiled proudly. 

‘That’s my Suzanne. Absolutely petrifying, isn’t she?’

With the promise of a hot shower and a good night’s sleep in a king-sized bed hovering in front of me, I grabbed hold of the exposed root sticking out of the hillside and scrabbled around in the dirt, trying to find my footing. Climbing up the stairs required a lot more strength and focus than climbing down, but I was determined not to embarrass myself in front of my sister’s god-like neighbour. At least not any more than I already had.

‘You said your grandad used to do this every day?’ I huffed, looking back after climbing what felt like Mount Everest only to discover I was about three feet off the ground. ‘Was he part mountain goat?’

‘The stairs were cut in a little deeper back then,’ Ren admitted, slapping his palm against the dirt. ‘And there used to be a real railing at the side which made life easier, and abuelito didn’t have to climb over such a high fence at the top – your sister added that.’

‘Practically exactly the same as it is now then,’ I said with a grunt, my foot slipping out from underneath me as I felt around for the next step. ‘I’m OK,’ I yelled, dangling precariously. ‘But like I said, I’ve no health insurance. Unless I stop breathing all together, I’m sure I’ll be able to walk off any injuries.’

‘Let me help,’ he offered. ‘I’ve got you.’

‘Got me how?’ I asked, glancing down between my legs just in time to see him bend over and squat down, positioning himself directly underneath me before hoisting me up onto his shoulders. I shrieked with surprise, clamping my thighs around his neck and grabbing at his head, clutching handfuls of hair as tightly as I could.

‘It would be great if you could take your hands off my eyes,’ he said, arms outstretched like Frankenstein’s hot monster. ‘This feels like one of those moments where being able to see would be a real bonus.’

‘Sorry,’ I squealed, moving my hands from off his eyes and into his hair as we rose upwards. ‘It’s been a long time since I had someone’s head between my legs. I mean, my legs around someone’s head. I mean, well, both actually.’

‘Please don’t make me laugh or we’re both dead,’ Ren replied through gritted teeth, holding me steady as he climbed. 

‘My name is Phoebe and I say stupid things when I’m in awkward situations,’ I whispered, ignoring visions of Therese smiling and shaking her head. The moment it was within reach, I grabbed hold of the fence and hauled myself up and over with all the grace of a drunken guinea pig, and only once I was sure there was solid ground beneath my feet did I turn back to see Ren casually hanging one handed from the tree root, muddy marks up and down his bare chest.

‘Oh no,’ I said slowly. ‘I made a mess of your … body.’

‘Pretty sure it’ll come off in the shower,’ he replied, dropping down into his garden and rubbing at his skin. But rubbing only made more of a mess, smearing it across his pecs and his abs and it was all too much for my tired, confused brain. I hadn’t felt anything approaching a knicker flicker in so long and I was suddenly both intensely aroused and deeply confused, almost certain I was one bicep flex away from spontaneously combusting. He wasn’t even my type, far too perfect, but some things were beyond reason and one of them was Ren Garcia’s six pack. It wasn’t my fault, it was the jet lag. Twenty-four hours without sleep combined with twelve plus hours of watching Taylor Lautner with his top off on the plane. It couldn’t be helped.

‘I’m going to go inside,’ I announced. ‘Thank you for … that.’

‘Great to meet you, Phoebe,’ he said, raising a hand in farewell. ‘I hope you have a great vacation. Let me know if you need anything at all.’

Slack-jawed, I watched him walk back to his house, muscles rippling under the skin of his back as he brushed himself down, wondering just how far that offer extended. 

I’d only been in LA for a few hours and I’d already seen a hawk, been attacked by a flock of parrots, abandoned by my sister and muddied the torso of a very handsome man.

The holiday was officially off to a great start.




CHAPTER THREE

‘Good morning, sunshine, up and at ’em!’

Suzanne might not believe in jet lag but I did. When I opened my eyes, I had no idea where I was or who was talking to me. Everything was too bright, too loud, and my mouth tasted like the furry grey insides of that cup of tea I’d put down in the spare room when the postman rang the doorbell then found three weeks later.

‘Did you fall asleep on the couch again?’ a peppy voice called. ‘Suzie, we’ve talked about this!’ 

I had indeed slept on the couch. Suzanne’s couch? I was in Suzanne’s house! And so was this complete stranger who had let themselves in without knocking. Frantically, I searched for a weapon and grabbed the empty wine bottle I’d finished off the night before. I prepared to strike, paused, and swapped the bottle for a massive paperweight from the side table. I didn’t want them to think I was a lush. No one liked a judgemental burglar.

‘Even if it’s a late night, you have got to go to bed. It sets your intention and— Intruder! Intruder alert!’

A tiny brunette decked out in royal blue athleisurewear appeared across the room, took one look at me and leapt into a defensive pose, producing a shiny silver canister from the hot-pink bag she had slung across her body. In my panic, I leapt off the settee, crashed into the coffee table and ended
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