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CHAPTER ONE

The day that changed my life

When the thing that was going to change my life arrived, it didn’t look anything like I’d expected.

Had you asked me before – say, for instance, when I was wedged into the unfamiliar armpit of a fellow commuter on the bus into work that morning, trying my hardest not to retch at his unique aroma of onions soaked in B.O., and wishing for something in my life to change – I’d have predicted it to look like a priceless object. And I would have expected it to arrive with a Hallelujah chorus and a dramatic, edge-of-your-seat voiceover by that bloke from X Factor:

‘Nell Sullivan has been waiting for something to change her life. And NOW. This. Is. IT …’

What I didn’t expect was for it to be a three-line message scribbled on a lime-green sticky note, stuck to the screen of my computer at work. Especially not from Aidan Matthews – my line manager in Islington Council’s Planning Department and, perhaps more importantly, the man who had been the on-off love interest (and nearest thing to a steady relationship) in my life for the best part of five years.

Hi Nell

Any chance you could find an excuse to pop into my office this morning? Things I need to tell you. A x

As soon as I saw it, I knew my wish from the B.O. bus seat that morning was about to bear fruit. Aidan wanted me back. Until now I hadn’t realised quite how much I wanted to resolve things with him. When we had broken up last time it had been a mutual decision – both of us tired of navigating the problems we’d never been able to solve. But as my finger traced his familiar handwriting on the note, my heart began to race. Maybe we’d both known this would happen: it always had done before. We were destined for each other; it was evident in the chemistry that still sparked between us even when we weren’t together. It had been building for a while: with the lime-green message I now held his intentions were obvious.

Avoiding the suspicious stare of Connie Bagley, the sour-faced secretary who perched like a bitter owl at the desk next to mine (and would happily run to management with the merest whiff of accusation against me), I sauntered nonchalantly across the grey carpet to see Vicky Grocutt, Assistant Planning Officer – and my best friend.

‘Morning, Vicky,’ I said, making a point of raising my voice enough for Cranky Connie to hear. ‘Do you mind if we go over the applications for Domestic Works?’

I saw her eyes light up at the promise of potentially salacious gossip.

‘No problem, Nell. I’m afraid there’s quite a few to get through.’ She gave a knowing smile and stood, grabbing a large armful of files. ‘Perhaps we’d better take this into the meeting room?’

‘Excellent idea.’

Smiling innocently at the repressed rage of our colleague, Vicky and I barely managed to keep our giggles at bay until we were safely behind the closed meeting room door.

‘I’ve got to hand it to you, Nell,’ Vicky laughed, tossing the files on the oval beech meeting table and flopping into a leather office chair, ‘you certainly know how to wind that woman up.’

‘She’s her own worst enemy. If she didn’t take so much pleasure in ratting on everyone it wouldn’t be as much fun to annoy her.’ I filled two mugs from the coffee machine, which was permanently on duty to satisfy the caffeine needs of the department.

‘And you do it so well.’

I grinned as I joined her at the table. ‘Thank you.’

Vicky sipped her coffee and shuddered as the thud of caffeine hit her. ‘My life, who’s on percolator duty this morning?’

‘Terry, I think.’

‘Oh well, that explains it. He’s trying to give up smoking. Again. Must need caffeine to fill the gap.’ She pushed her mug aside and squared herself at me. ‘So come on, what’s the real reason for our meeting?’

‘This.’ I enjoyed the shiver of anticipation as I pulled Aidan’s note from my suit jacket pocket and handed it to her. ‘It was waiting on my screen this morning.’

Vicky picked it up and screwed up her eyes to scrutinise it. I smiled to myself. Even though everyone around her insists she needs glasses, Vicky Grocutt remains a defiant squinter, the thought of visiting an optician’s just too horrific to consider after being brought up in a family of them.

When she realised who the note was from, she blinked at me.

‘Nell …’ she breathed. ‘Do you think …?’

I shrugged and it was all I could do not to squeal out loud. ‘I’m not sure. But what else could it be?’

She appeared to be as excited as I was, having become an expert in my love life by living it vicariously over the years. ‘I knew it! I told you he was giving you the eye yesterday in the briefing meeting. I knew I hadn’t imagined it!’

Yesterday afternoon I hadn’t wanted to believe it, especially as things had been decidedly cool between Aidan and I over the last couple of months. But then I’d caught him glancing in my direction as our superiors droned on about planning objections and schedules, his stunning blue eyes causing the same army of butterflies to lay siege to my stomach as always. Gorgeous Aidan Matthews, with his closely cropped fair hair, square jaw and body to die for …

Aidan’s ability to melt my resolve with one look had long been my undoing since the first day I met him in the office kitchen, six years ago. I lost all power of rational thought when he was around. Over the years the effect he had on me had covered a multitude of disappointments, broken promises and bad timings, leading me to reach the conclusion that we were probably destined to end up together. I believed that our other failed attempts had simply been a case of both of us not being ready: sometimes he’d backed away, sometimes I had. But we always ended up in each other’s arms, and that had to mean something, surely?

‘I don’t know what else it could be,’ I replied. ‘I think he wants us back together. And I think this could be it for us. We’re both tired of this stop-start thing going on. This could be where we get serious.’

‘And not before time,’ Vicky grinned. ‘Greg and I had met, moved in and were expecting Ruby by the time you guys were on your third round of “will-they-won’t-they”. You both need to stop being so feisty and settle down, in my opinion. But how do you feel about it?’

‘Good,’ I said, my mind still abuzz with the revelation. ‘I mean, it’s unexpected, for sure, but now I’ve had time to think about it, I think it could work.’ I could feel tears prick the corners of my eyes. ‘Oh who am I kidding? I love him, Vix!’

My best friend scooped me into a hug, knowing exactly what this development meant for me.

‘Oh babe, I know you do. I want you two to get back together, have lots of hot sex and babies!’

Since becoming a mother, just over two years ago, Vicky had decided that everybody’s life was more interesting, sexy and exciting than hers. While I knew she loved her partner Greg and adored their daughter Ruby, it seemed that she still mourned for the excitement of her single days when she was the terror of bachelors across London and the Home Counties.

She let me go. ‘So, when are you going to see him?’

I took a deep breath. ‘Now.’

When I’d wished for something to change on the bus that morning, the prospect of rekindling my relationship with Aidan had been the furthest thing from my mind. It wasn’t going to change my life – not in the way I expected – but it was a start. A more settled relationship might set me up to make the changes I really wanted to make, changes that might take a few years to bring them into being. For unbeknown to anyone – even my best friend – I had been cradling a dream for years. I dreamed of running my own business. It had begun as an idea for a restaurant but when Vicky and I visited New York for a Christmas shopping trip two years ago my dream had changed. Instead of a café or restaurant, which were ten-a-penny in the capital, I began to dream about establishing a truly authentic American diner, serving pancakes, waffles and French toast for brunch and all manner of burgers, calzone, pizza and BBQ cuts for dinner. Everything prepared fresh, everything made to order. I dreamed about it when stuck in boring Council meetings, sketching doodles of interior layouts and signs on my work memo pad. In my mind it was so clear: baking fresh bread, scone-like biscuits and cinnamon rolls every morning, and crafting banana cream pies, deep-dish apple pies and batch upon batch of pancake batter every day. All of my daydreams were a world away from the never-changing schedule of procedures, plans and paperwork that my current job entailed. When Aidan and I rekindled our relationship, maybe this time I would share it with him. Besides, Aidan was lovely and whenever we had been together, we’d always been happy. Our version of happy, anyway …

Vicky left the meeting room first, making an expert job of engaging Connie in conversation. Seeing the coast was clear, I ducked out and sprinted through the main office to Aidan’s door at the other end. Outside, I paused, checking my reflection in the darkened window of the empty office next door. Not bad, Sullivan, I told myself. My dark-blonde hair was neatly back from my face, making the most of my cheekbones and deep green eyes, and the suit I’d thrown on in a hurry after sleeping through two snoozes of my alarm that morning didn’t look too creased. Aidan wanted to see me, I reminded myself, not my choice of outfit. Straightening the hem of my jacket, I knocked.

‘Yes?’

I pushed the handle and peered around the door. ‘Hi. You wanted to see me?’ Play the game, Nell. Enjoy the chase …

Aidan’s blue eyes sparkled and he rose from his chair. ‘Yes. Yes, I did. You look … great, Nell.’

Yes I do, Aidan. ‘Thank you. As do you.’

‘Quick, come in and shut the door.’

I did as he asked, willing my heart rate to slow as images of the last time we’d got back together flashed across my mind – the passionate kisses, the locked door and the pot plant by his desk that never quite recovered from its sudden toppling … I took the seat opposite him and sat with my hands folded demurely in my lap. Aidan Matthews might want me back, but I was going to make him work for it. ‘So, here I am.’

‘Here you are …’ His lazy smile sashayed its way across his tanned features and I shifted a little to halt the forward route march of the butterflies in my stomach. Then he straightened and cleared his throat, the act so suddenly vulnerable that I had to fight the urge to leap across his desk and snog him for all I was worth.

‘Nell, there’s something I have to tell you. I’ve known since yesterday, and I have to say it came as somewhat of a shock to me. I honestly couldn’t have predicted this.’

You’re not the only one … ‘Really?’

His eyes were intent on me. ‘Really. I just – Nell, I don’t know how to say this, what words to use …’

My heart went out to him. ‘Aidan, I know. Just say it.’

A flash of confusion traversed his face. ‘You know? H-how do you …?’

Full of confidence, I smiled and leaned towards him. ‘I just do, Aidan. It’s written all over your face. So don’t worry about the right words: just say it.’

‘Wow.’ He looked bewildered but relieved at my invitation. ‘You’re being incredible about this – you are a wonderful woman …’

My smile broadened as I cast a quick glance in the direction of the not-so-healthy yucca plant by his desk. Prepare for another re-potting, plant …

‘… That’s why it’s such a tragedy we’re going to lose you.’

I don’t know what happened then: it was as if what Aidan said was usurped by the words the Aidan Matthews in my mind was at that moment expressing: I love you, Nell. I can’t fight it any more. Will you take me back …?

For a while the two Aidans faced off: one uttering irresistible words of love, the other retorting with – well, whatever it was he was saying that I couldn’t comprehend.

‘Nell? Say something, for heaven’s sake.’

I scrabbled my way back to the here and now. ‘I just … I thought … Sorry, what did you say?’

Aidan’s shoulders dropped and guilt stained his face. ‘I didn’t want you finding out at the same time as everybody else. Like I said, I only knew for definite yesterday and I almost told you after the briefing meeting. But we’ve been through so much together, you and I, that I just couldn’t bear the thought of you hearing it from anyone other than me. I care about you, you know that …’

His mouth was moving, but none of the words made any coherent sense. And then, slowly, like a pinprick of light piercing the darkness of a tunnel, the truth began to dawn.

‘You’re sacking me?’

‘I wouldn’t have put it like that, but …’

‘How else would you have put it, Aidan? You’re taking my job away!’

‘It’s not me personally, Nell …’

‘Well it feels like it.’

‘Of course you’ll feel that way. But at least it isn’t just you, honey …’

Rage pulsed through my body. ‘Oh that’s OK then! As long as I get to share the ignominy of redundancy with my colleagues! What kind of stupid, cruel logic is that?’

‘Try to keep your voice down, OK? I’m not meant to be telling you this.’

I snorted. ‘Well, lucky old me.’

He leapt from his chair and was suddenly beside me, his hands on my shoulders. ‘I know this is difficult. Believe me, I didn’t sleep last night agonising over how to tell you. But don’t you see, Nell? It’s out of my hands! I tried to speak up for you, but they’re rearranging the entire department. It’s come from top level – budget cuts and the recession have forced their hand. There’s nothing I can do.’

I bit back tears as I looked into his beautiful blue eyes and hated myself for even caring what he thought of me. ‘What am I going to do?’ I begged him, my voice disgustingly weak and needy. ‘What about my rent? My car? How am I going to find another job that pays like this one? Nobody’s hiring at the moment.’

He stroked my cheek with his hand. ‘At least you’ll have your redundancy pay. They have to acknowledge the service you’ve given for six years. At least it’ll pay the bills for a couple of months … Believe me, there are people in a far worse situation than you in this department.’

This news did anything but comfort me. I glared at him. ‘Who else?’

‘Beg your pardon?’

‘Who else is being sacked, Aidan?’

He swallowed hard and I hated the shame I saw in his face. ‘Almost everyone. Nick will stay on as Chief Planning Officer, I’ll remain as Head of Department and Connie will be asked to become office manager for Parks and Recreation as well as Planning.’

I let out a hollow laugh. So all of Connie’s sucking up to management over the years hadn’t gone unnoticed … ‘Right. I’m going now.’

He wobbled backwards as I stood, and I suddenly realised how pathetic he looked, stripped of his work-related bravado.

‘Please don’t say anything to anyone. We’re calling them all into the meeting room in half an hour.’

Part of me wanted to grab the ailing yucca and ram it down his traitorous throat, but despite my fury I walked steadily out of Aidan’s office and back to my desk, where for the next thirty minutes I hid behind my computer screen, feeling like the biggest traitor in the world as the regular banter of my colleagues tore my heart to shreds.

I am losing my job …

The words felt alien, cold, jagged. No matter how many times I repeated them in my head I couldn’t reconcile them to my life. I had never been made redundant, not in all the years I’d been working. In the three positions I’d held since graduating from university, I’d always been promoted, or resigned when a better job came along. The carefully mapped-out schedule for my life hadn’t accounted space for a ‘redundant’ block. My home, my car, my career – and even my secret future dream of running my own business – were all nothing without money, without stability.

I stared at my reflection in the dark screen of my computer monitor and saw pure, hollow-eyed fear glaring back at me.

I’m losing my job. What am I going to do?


CHAPTER TWO

So long, farewell …

Processing the news was a surreal experience. I felt as if I was floating just above a room filled with rotating knives, knowing my descent was inevitable. How dare Aidan drop this on me? How could he think this was a better option than learning about it with the rest of the team? At least if I’d heard it at the same time as them we could have reacted as a team, united by a common experience. Now I was in limbo – not in with Aidan and the lucky few who would walk out of the office today knowing they had a job to come back to, and not with my workmates who were about to learn their fate. I hated it; and I hated Aidan more for once again demonstrating how little he really knew me. I wanted to tell Vicky but she had disappeared to the canteen to grab a bacon sandwich. Feeling completely helpless, I wished the seconds away until the inevitable meeting.

Thirty minutes later, we filed into the meeting room like sheep into an abattoir, my colleagues completely unprepared for the lightning bolt about to fire at them. Aidan and two of his superiors calmly handed out letters to all of us, detailing the consequences of the Council’s ‘programme of restructuring’. Vicky and two of my other female colleagues began to sob quietly, while my male friends stared in gut-wrenched silence, eyes not blinking as the awful reality set in. Some idiot from HR who nobody knew then stood up and explained how committed the Council was to ensuring our personal development – a ridiculous stance to take considering it was happily sacking fifteen people. When he asked for any questions he was met by uniform, wordless hatred.

I could feel Aidan’s eyes on me, but I refused to look back, focusing instead on the impersonal general letter in my hand:

We regret to inform you … This is not a personal reflection on your considerable contribution to the Department, rather a necessary measure to protect the financial integrity of the Council …

No longer required.

Out of a job.

Unemployed …

However I looked at the words I couldn’t help but take them personally. This couldn’t be happening to me! Only that morning I’d wished for something to change …

And then, it hit me.

Something had changed. Admittedly not in a good way, but my secret wish had been granted. From this moment on, my life would never be the same again. Nell Sullivan, Assistant Planning Officer, was no more. That chapter of my life had been brought to a sudden end and now …

Well, now what?

The prat from HR was handing out tissues and wittering on about a hastily arranged consultation with a local recruitment agency to follow the end of the meeting. But it was as if I had become cocooned in a bubble, separated from the devastated expressions of my colleagues by a million new thoughts that sparkled and spun around my eyes. I hadn’t planned for this, hadn’t even considered its possibility in my carefully ordered life. And yet, here it was, together with the promise of three months’ wages in one go …

At the end of the meeting, I followed my colleagues out, my heart inexplicably light despite the devastation that surrounded me. Vicky grabbed my arm and pulled me from the line of zombie-like shufflers heading down the corridor to the room set aside for ‘career repositioning advice’.

‘Can you believe they’ve just done that?’ she demanded, trails of blue-black mascara running down her cheeks. ‘Bastards! I’ve just taken out a new mortgage on the house – how on earth am I going to pay for it now?’

‘I don’t know, hun.’

‘And Greg’s had his hours cut at the factory, too … This is such a mess.’

‘You’re telling me,’ the bulky, middle-aged hulk of our colleague Terry appeared beside us. ‘Can’t believe I chose this bloody week to give up smoking. Either of you have any fags?’

We shook our heads and watched him lumber away.

‘I think I might take up smoking,’ Vicky said, staring blankly after Terry. ‘Look at me: I’m shaking, Nell.’ She held out her hand and I could see the light from the strip-lights overhead undulating gently over her newly manicured nails. ‘I’m going to have to phone Greg and tell him. So much for our wedding plans next year.’

‘The agency might have something for you, Vix,’ I suggested, immediately hating myself for sounding like Aidan’s henchwoman. As I considered it, the thought that had begun in the meeting room grew. I didn’t want to be a victim of this. I wanted to do something else …

‘… Of course the Disney World trip Greg wanted to take me and Ruby on is out of the window. I might have to ask Mum to look after Ruby for an extra day because there’ll be no way I can justify paying nursery fees five days a week now. And then I’ll have to endure her endless diatribes on how reckless Greg and I were to have Ruby before we were fully settled. I swear if we have to move back to his parents’ house in Brentwood I will go insane …’

Vicky was listing all the things she now couldn’t afford and I had to force myself away from the burgeoning idea to give her my full attention. ‘Vix, hun, try not to think the worst. I know you’re still in shock – we all are – but we don’t know what the situation is yet. You and Greg have been through worse and look at how happy you guys are. Ruby’s gorgeous and loves you both to bits and you know Greg is a great dad and partner. You’ll work through this.’

She sniffed. ‘You think so?’

‘If anyone can get through this, you guys can.’

‘Thanks, babe. And you will, too. At least you and Aidan patched things up and worst-case scenario you could always move into that big house of his …’

I averted my eyes and she stopped.

‘You did get back together, didn’t you?’

I let out a long sigh. She wasn’t going to like it, but I couldn’t lie to her. ‘No, we didn’t.’

‘I don’t understand. Why call you into his office if he wasn’t going to …?’ Her eyes widened as the truth dawned. ‘Oh my life. You knew …’

‘He asked me not to say anything …’

Her expression darkened. ‘You knew, Nell! You came out of his office and you sat at your desk like nothing had changed, and all the time you knew?’

‘What was I supposed to do? I wasn’t going to be the one who broke everyone’s hearts!’

Vicky shook her head and instantly the room temperature seemed to drop. Deliberately, she turned her back on me and followed the others down the corridor.

What on earth was I supposed to say to her? I knew she was just angry and hitting out at the nearest person, but I felt frustration gnawing at me that she hadn’t afforded me the chance to reply.

‘Probably best to let her go.’ A hand appeared on my shoulder and I turned to see the pinched, triumphant expression of the office secretary. ‘She’s upset: it’s understandable …’

Angrily, I shrugged my shoulder free. ‘Get lost, Connie.’

I didn’t accompany my colleagues to the recruitment agency meeting, instead returning to the office to fetch my bag and coat. I needed to get out for a while, the atmosphere in the office sucking the life from my body and the whirling thoughts in my head making me dizzy.

‘Shall we grab some fresh air?’ It was Aidan, standing a few feet away, his eyes full of concern as he wrung his hands. ‘I don’t know about you, but I need a coffee after that.’

‘No thank you.’ I struggled into my coat and swung my bag over my shoulder.

‘Nell – I know this is hard. But I can look after you. Having to give you that news today made me realise how I feel about you. We’ve been tiptoeing round the subject for months now. Maybe this could be the making of us? I have that big house all to myself, after all. Let’s stop pretending: we’re meant to be together …’

Incredulously, I turned to look at him. ‘Seriously? You’re declaring your love for me now?’

He mistook my tone for surprise, his confident grin widening as he stepped towards me. ‘Yes, baby. Let me look after you. You have to admit this is what we both want …’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was Aidan Matthews so deluded that he thought news of my imminent unemployment was a suitable precursor to renewing our relationship?












































































If you liked Take A Look at me Now, why not try …


Chapter One

OTTY

It’s my last day.

I repeat it in my mind like a mantra as I go through the motions of the job I’ve done since I was twenty-one. Even though I have longed for this day to arrive, it’s surreal to be living it.

Dad keeps glancing over when he thinks I’m not looking. I know what he’s thinking. It’s two hours until my final shift ends, and I haven’t had the talk. Yet. But I feel it in the air, the low rumble of approaching thunder.

‘It won’t be the same without you, bab,’ Sheila says, setting another mug of tea next to my workbench. Where other people use words, Sheila Wright uses tea. This is easily the thirteenth mug she’s brought me today although, to be honest, I stopped counting around lunchtime.

‘In a few weeks you won’t even notice I’m not here,’ I smile back, reaching for her hand when her eyes glisten. ‘And I’ll still see you at the cricket.’

She nods, dabbing her nose with a tissue she produces from her sleeve. When I was little, I used to imagine the inside of Sheila Wright’s cardigan sleeves as endless winter landscapes of white. She’s as close to a real auntie as I’ve ever had. I’m going to miss her chats every day.

But it’s time to go.

I turn my attention back to the bike frame propped up on the bench. There’s something dodgy with its suspension and I’m determined to sort it before I hand in my RoadTrail staff badge. A clean slate for my next big adventure to begin.

An hour later, the inevitable happens. 

‘It’s a good job, this.’

I smile but keep my attention on the suspension unit. ‘It is, Dad.’

‘I’m not looking for anyone else.’

‘Well, you should. Steve and Jarvis can’t manage the workshop on their own.’

‘Oi,’ Jarvis says, his head popping up from the bench at other side of the workshop. One thing I definitely won’t miss is never being able to conduct a private conversation in this place. 

‘I’m just saying you need an extra pair of hands here, Jarv.’

‘If they come without a gob it’ll be an improvement.’ His grin is a balm to his barb. For Jarvis and Steve mickey taking is a badge of belonging. If they mock you, you’re in.

‘You hope,’ I grin back.

‘This is a proper job,’ Dad says. And there it is. 

‘So is my new one.’

‘I mean a steady job. One you can rely on. People are always going to need their bikes fixing …’

‘… And they’re always going to watch TV.’

‘Writing,’ Dad says, spitting the word out like a fly in his tea. ‘That in’t safe, bab. Six months and then what? You’ll be out on your ear with moths in your wallet.’

I meet his frown. ‘I’ll be fine.’

I’ll be more than fine. This is what I’ve dreamed of for most of my life: even when nobody else knew. I’ve done the sensible thing for years, my full-time shifts in Dad’s bike shop nothing compared with the endless unseen hours spent wrangling words onto the page. Tomorrow that me gets to step out into the light. I’m terrified of failing. But I can’t wait to try.

‘You can still change your mind.’

‘I can’t.’ I glance over at my colleagues, lower my voice. ‘Russell Styles is expecting me.’ He wants me, I want to add, but I don’t. Dad doesn’t understand what that sentence means to me. Out of the fifteen hundred scriptwriters who applied, a famous showrunner chose me. Even though it’s my first experience as a staff writer, my first in a writers’ room. My first of anything. Russell read my script and wanted me on his team.

I’m still expecting to arrive tomorrow and find it’s all a prank.

‘If you work with Jodie Comer tell her she needs a hunky bike mechanic in her life,’ Steve says.

‘Hunky? More like chunky, mate,’ Jarvis shoots back.

Dad doesn’t smile with them. ‘Just think about it, our Otts. It’s risky to rest your bills on a pipe dream.’

Nothing I say will change his mind. So I just hug him.

At the end of the day, we gather by the back door of the workshop. The sun is just beginning to dip over the warehouse roofs of the trading estate and starlings are bickering in the ash trees over the road. I fill my lungs for the last time with the scent of oil and metal, sawdust and leather. It’s strange to think I won’t smell it again, won’t be followed home by it clinging to my clothes and hair.   

Sheila is in tears, Steve has his arm around her and even Jarvis isn’t cracking jokes. Dad stands beside me, a silent sentinel. For a moment, everything is calm. It only lasts as long as a slow intake of breath, but I feel more expressed by the silence than by anything words could say.

‘Right then,’ I say, surprised to feel tears arriving. I hand Dad my badge and door pass and he takes it as solemnly as a war widow accepting colours from an officer. ‘Thanks, guys. For everything.’

Jarvis gives my arm his usual punch, and then scoops me into an enormous hug. ‘Knock ’em dead, Otty. You show ’em.’

I smile against his chest, the pull of Past Me suddenly strong. ‘I will.’

Steve shakes my hand, which is the most physical contact I’ve had with him in all the years we’ve worked together. ‘We’ll be watching for your name on them telly credits.’

‘Cheers, mate.’

I hug Sheila and Dad. ‘See you soon, yeah?’

They nod and stand together as I walk from them across the car park to my car. When I open the driver’s side door, I turn back and take one last look. As one, the RoadTrail team raise their hands in salute.

I don’t let myself cry until I’ve driven off the estate.

*

The city is beautiful this evening, all its windows and streets washed in pink-gold warmth. It’s been my home all my life but today I feel the thrill of it. The promise. I drive through the regenerated areas, the cool creative hubs of Digbeth, the places where industry once shaped the city now repurposed to birth new business, new creativity. It feels like a city at the edge of promise. And I am part of that story.

But tonight, I’m going to have a quiet one. Let it all finally sink in. I plan a takeaway from Diamond Balti across the street from my flat with one of their enormous Peshwari naans and a bottle of Chang beer, followed by a night of classic drama repeats on telly. Perfect. I’d say an early night, too, but I know my brain. It rarely switches off before midnight and tonight my nerves will probably push that much later. I’ll sleep when it comes.

 My yellow Fiat 500 creaks into the car park and when I kill the engine I sit in the stillness for a moment. Last time I’ll make that journey. Last time I’ll get home with the itch of not having written all day. Tomorrow, everything changes.

I consider going straight to Diamond Balti, but decide on a shower first. Leaving my car, I punch the entry number into the door lock and head inside. The three flights of stairs seem to take longer to climb this evening but everything feels significant today. I’m on the cusp of the next season of my life, my toes inching towards the edge, ready to leap …

Hang on. What’s that?

There’s an envelope drawing-pinned to my front door. That’s odd. Why wasn’t it posted through the letterbox? I pull the pin out, which takes more effort than I expect. Someone bashed it into the painted wood with considerable force. When I look at the brass dome of its head, I can see the pin is dented from whatever implement whoever put it there used. Poor thing. I pocket the pin and the envelope and unlock my front door.

It’s not Birmingham’s most spacious home, but I love my flat. I’ve rented it for seven years and it might as well be a palace for the security and comfort it gives me. That was another battle with Dad I stuck out and won. He wanted me to stay at home with him and Mum, but trying to write there was pretty much impossible. The first night I lived here, I wrote all night, going into the workshop next day dizzy with exhaustion but buzzing. 

Dad loves me. I know he does. But he seems to think he has to protect me from the world. So we reach these points where I just have to ignore his protests and prove him wrong. I feel like I’ve been proving my worth all my life.

I drop my rucksack by the kitchen counter and pull the envelope from my pocket. Inside is a single sheet of paper, typed.

Dear Miss Perry

NOTICE OF EVICTION

As landlord of Flat Six, Princess Building, West Park Road, I hereby give notice of the termination of your tenancy agreement, effective immediately. You must vacate the property, including all furniture and personal effects, by 10am on 4th May 2020. Failure to do this will result in legal action being pursued against you.

Yours sincerely

Barrington Theopolis (Mr)

Landlord

What?

I stare at the paper as if the words might relent and rearrange themselves into something else. The letter creases as my fingers curl into fists around it. Eviction? Why? I have always paid my rent on time, never missing a payment in seven years. I haven’t had any warning of this. He can’t just evict me!

Shaking, I reach for my phone and dial Barry’s number. I swallow my panic and tears as I wait for him to answer. I won’t cry on the phone. I won’t. 

‘Yes?’

‘Barry – Mr Theopolis – it’s Ottilie Perry. I just got your letter.’ You utter bastard, I add in my head, sucking in a lungful of air to keep myself from screaming at him or bursting into tears. 

‘And?’

‘You can’t evict me. I’ve always paid my bills, I’ve never had a complaint from you or anyone else in the building …’

‘I have another tenant.’

‘I’m your tenant, Barry. I’ve been your tenant for seven years.’

‘She needs the flat tomorrow.’

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This can’t happen, not tonight. My life is supposed to change tomorrow. And not like this. It can’t be this.

‘I need the flat now.’ Deafening silence on the other end of the line sets my blood boiling. ‘And anyway, you can’t just evict me. I have rights.’

‘That’s not my problem.’ There’s no emotion in his voice, not even a hint of remorse or embarrassment at what he’s doing. ‘I will collect the keys at ten a.m. tomorrow.’

‘No, you bloody won’t,’ I growl back, any pretence of calm abandoned now. He doesn’t deserve civility. And I’m not going to beg him. If we wants me gone, it will be on my terms. ‘I’m starting a new job tomorrow. So, if you want the keys you will be here at six a.m. And I will require my deposit in full, in cash.’

‘Six?’

‘Six. Or else it will have to be late tomorrow evening. Your choice.’

A beat. I can hear his breathing rasp a little. ‘Fine. Six a.m., sharp.’

I hang up before he has the chance to do it first. 

Anger fires through my body, tears and shock chasing its heels. My legs give way and now I’m on the floor, shaking, sobbing, gasping for breath. I should fight this, get legal advice, refuse to leave. But there’s no time. I have a new job tomorrow and that’s all that matters. I will not give Barry Theopolis the satisfaction of a fight. I will take my business elsewhere.

I just have no idea where.

I allow myself one moment to look around my home – now not my home for much longer – taking in the features so familiar I don’t see them anymore. The faded curtains, the stacks of books rising around the walls like the skyscrapers of the city because I’ve never had space for bookshelves, the sagging sofa that came with the flat and will be left here tomorrow when I’m no longer the tenant of it. 

I can’t believe I have to leave.

I sit up, drag my sleeves across my eyes to rid them of tears, will strength into my spine. I need to start packing. I’ll work out the rest later.


Chapter Two

JOE

‘Come over.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘I have to work tonight.’

Her frustrated sigh slaps my ear where I hold my phone to it. ‘Why don’t you just shag Russell Styles and get it over with?’

‘It’s my job, Vic.’

‘Yeah, right.’

‘It is.’

‘You know what, Joe? Forget it. You’re not the only person I’m seeing.’

Wow. 

I blink at the empty room. There’s direct and then there’s Victoria. I mean, I never imagined I was the only bloke in her life but I kind of thought she’d keep that to herself. ‘Right, well. Have fun.’

I end the call. 

‘You off out, Joe?’ Matt, my housemate, bobs his head around the door from the hall. 

‘Apparently not.’ When Matt’s expression clouds, I hold up my phone. ‘I think I just got dumped.’

‘You think? Who by?’

‘Victoria.’

He chuckles and scratches his hair, which always looks like he’s just rolled out of bed. Which he probably has. ‘I thought you’d given up on her months ago.’

I grimace back. I should have, but I’ve been busy. And she has a habit of reappearing when I need distraction from work. ‘Turns out she beat me to it.’

‘Bummer, mate.’ I expect him to mosey off to whatever it is he does most evenings, but he remains by the doorway. ‘So – you’re not out tonight?’

‘Nope. Doesn’t matter anyway. I have these sample episodes to get done and the agency sent over a script clean-up they want for the end of the week.’

‘Man in demand, Joe.’

‘Lucky me. You off out?’

A flicker of something passes across his face. ‘Yeah. No. Not sure yet.’ 

This is nothing new for my housemate. He drifts like this for weeks, but somehow manages to come up with the goods when it counts. He’s working on a feature film script at the moment and is lost in his head most of the time. At least, that’s what he says it is. Judging by the contents of the ashtray he regularly leaves in the kitchen – never quite making the bin – something else might be calling him to dreamland. ‘Hey, but you should totally go out anyway.’

‘Too busy. Like I said.’

‘Joe. Stop wallowing.’

‘I – er – I’m not?’

‘That’s what Victoria expects you to do, right? Hole yourself away, crying into your beer.’

His concern is touching, I suppose, but mostly weird. Since when has Matt Evans ever worried about me? ‘Actually, she expected me to be going out tonight. That’s why she dumped me.’

‘Right.’ He nods but his brow is still knotted. ‘Even still, you should go out. At least get food or – something. I mean, when was the last time you ate?’

I’m about to dismiss this when I realise he’s made a good point. I haven’t eaten since a hastily grabbed bacon roll before my meeting with Russell this morning. On cue, my stomach protests its emptiness. I could go to that all-you-can-eat multi-ethnic buffet place in town where my friend works. An hour or so there wouldn’t hurt. I could eat enough so I don’t have to worry about food again tonight and then work through till three or four-ish. Rumour is we have eight new writers arriving tomorrow and I need to be head and shoulders above them when Russell walks in.  

‘I might just dash out for food, actually,’ I say, snapping my laptop shut and grabbing my keys from the kitchen counter. ‘Do you want anything?’

‘Nah, I’m good,’ Matt says, noticeably brighter than a minute ago. ‘Go. A break might be just what your brain needs.’

When he nods at my laptop I have a horrible feeling he saw the tellingly blank page on it before I closed the lid. I’m not stuck. I’m just – in a bit of an inspiration lull. Food will help.

*

Food does help. I don’t want to admit Matt’s right but being away from the house does wonders for the script. It helps that my old schoolmate Nish works at the buffet place and doesn’t care if I work while I eat. An hour turns into two and before I know it, it’s almost one in the morning. One of the advantages of living in a city is that places like this exist. Nish grins at me as I apologise on my way out.

‘We don’t stop serving till three. Any time, bro.’

By the time I get back to the house, sleep and a full belly are conspiring against me. Heading to bed with every intention of working there till the birds start singing, I crash out as soon as I get in.

Which is why, when I jump awake in brave sunlight and grab my phone, I’m sick to discover it’s six a.m. I’d planned to get into Ensign Media early this morning to be there before the new intake arrives. Cursing, I throw on fresh clothes and drag my fingers through my hair in a lame attempt to tame it before I dash downstairs. I’ll make a coffee to go and get to Ensign as soon as possible. Maybe I can still grab an hour to work before everyone else gets there.

It’s only when I’m waiting for my grumpy old filter coffee machine to do its stuff that I notice the note.

A bright pink sticky note, its edges curling, weighed down with a butter knife in the sea of crumbs on the breadboard. 

Sorry mate.

Moved out.

Matt

What?

I snatch the note from its crumby resting place and blink hard to clear sleep from my eyes. Moved out? When?

And then I let my gaze travel through the open kitchen door to the hallway. No shoes. No horrible shoe rack. Matt’s wretched shoe rack he insisted on having there, stinking out the space. I walk through to the empty hall, turn left into the living room and see more evidence: the four empty shelves in the large bookcase where Matt’s games and terrible sports biographies always lived. By the TV, no jumble of games console wires and controllers, no Xbox and Wii. I don’t have to check his room to work out that the books and his desk will be missing from there, too.

He bloody moved out. A week before the rent is due. 

Slowly, it hits me.

He owes me three weeks’ rent. Money I don’t have. I’ve barely enough to cover my half and Eric, our landlord, is not the kind of guy who’s willing to wait for me to find it all. He’s been desperate to get us out for months now.

I can feel panic rising and make myself breathe against the assault. I still have a week. I need to regroup, work out a plan. Matt is an utter dick for doing this to me, but I have more important things to do than waste any brain-time on it today – like making sure my boss sees me before everyone else. 

Everything else can wait.



Their love story started with goodbye …
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A story of how one decision can change your life forever from the Sunday Times bestselling author.

Click here to buy now!


Have you ever given up on love?
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The Sunday Times bestseller returns to New York in this heartwarming, romantic story.

Click here to buy now!


My ten favourite places in San Francisco

San Francisco is an incredible city and completely stole my heart (you may have noticed this …). Here are my favourite places:


	Crissy Field, the Warming Hut and West Bluff – just an amazing place to be. Awesome views of the Golden Gate Bridge, the San Francisco Bay and the city in the distance and definitely my favourite place.

	Union Square – grab a coffee and just watch the world go by.

	Chinatown – wander around the streets and soak up the atmosphere.

	Alamo Square – the view from the top of the park is worth the scramble.

	Haight-Ashbury – kooky, colourful, friendly and unlike anywhere else.

	Golden Gate Park – you can easily spend hours here, with the Japanese Tea Garden, the California Academy of Sciences with its Planetarium, the Conservatory of Flowers and acres of beautifully maintained parkland.

	The San Francisco Ferry Building and The Embarcadero – a busy organic food market by day and the best place to see the lights of San Francisco and the Bay Bridge at night.

	Fisherman’s Wharf, Pier 39 and Ghirardelli Square – fun, brash, colourful and wonderful. Ride one of the vintage trams – including one from Blackpool – and say hello to the lazy sea lions at Pier 39.

	The Palace of Fine Arts in The Presidio – it’s a crazy building that looks as if it’s come straight out of Roman history and has to be seen to be believed.

	Market Street – great shops, a buzzing atmosphere and it’s fun to watch the cable cars being turned on the wooden turntable where Market Street meets the bottom of Powell Street.



Bob’s Top Five Things to Eat in San Francisco

When Bob and I went to San Francisco to research this book (and also for our delayed honeymoon!), I took a list of places I wanted to see for key scenes in the story – and Bob took a list of food. This therefore makes him the expert on all things foodie, so here are the top five things he recommends for noshing when you’re in the City by the Bay (and I agree with him):


	Cinnamon & Walnut French Toast (with sliced banana and warm maple syrup, dusted with icing sugar).

	Mac Cheese – an American classic, the one we had was made with white wine, onion and three cheeses.

	Clam Chowder – from one of the outdoor stalls at Fisherman’s Wharf, served in a hollowed-out bread loaf with crunchy oyster crackers.

	Omelettes – made with four eggs, stuffed with cheese, bell peppers, sour cream and white onions and served with chilli-sautéed ‘home fries’.

	Ice Cream – from Ghirardelli Square. It’s quite possibly the most amazing ice cream you’ll ever taste!




Acknowledgements

Dear Readers 

I am over the moon to introduce you to this beautiful new edition of my fifth novel, which is dedicated to all the readers who have loved Nell’s story and those who are about to discover it for the first time. 

When I wrote Take a Look at Me Now, I wanted to tell the story of someone who refuses to accept defeat and dares to believe for better. What my readers didn’t know then was that what became my fifth novel was the second pass at telling the story. My original idea failed: the manuscript didn’t work. So, for the first time in my career, I had to shelve a novel and start again. I didn’t know that could happen and it floored me. 

I wrote my resignation letter (thankfully never sent it!) and prepared to accept defeat. But then I made a vlog to tell my readers what had happened and while I was filming it, I decided to ask for their help. As I wrote the new novel in a four-and-a-half week blind panic, I asked for suggestions on social media – a character’s name, an object in someone’s apartment, the name of a shop, and so on. It began as a game to make the writing process more fun and less lonely. But it changed everything. 

So the taxi driver who picks Nell up from the airport was named Apollo by one reader, which inspired his story; Java’s Crypt was suggested for a coffee shop, which led me to dream up Ced, the happy Goth, one of Nell’s best friends in her adopted city; and a vintage dress suggested by another reader led to the creation of an entire scene. Serendipity followed serendipity – not least that my husband Bob and I still had a honeymoon fund from our wedding that we hadn’t used, which meant we could go to San Francisco for a few days while I was writing. So the streets Nell walks on, I’ve walked on. The places she falls in love with are the ones that captured my heart. Tony Bennett was right: you leave your heart in San Francisco. I think you can tell how hard I fell for the city when you read this book. 

I couldn’t have dreamed where my San Franciscan tale would lead, nor how many readers, inspired by Nell’s adventures, would then visit the city. In my original acknowledgements I said this: ‘We’re living in uncertain times … This story is about kicking back at the bad stuff and daring to dream of more. Life has a funny way of coming good, eventually. Sometimes, you just have to take the chance …’ It’s still true today. This book is proof that good things still happen, if you dare to keep going. 

As the inimitable Annie Legado would say, ‘Enjoy!’ 

Miranda xx
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