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Chapter 1

The Flat in the Clouds

Liv Green wore her polishing cloth draped over her arm in the same proud way a maître d’ might wear a napkin. She’d already cleaned Essie Starling’s two bathrooms, each bigger than her own bedroom, polished the white marble kitchen worktops, and left uniform vacuum cleaner tracks on the dove grey carpets, just how the bestselling author liked them. She wore one earbud while she worked, listening to the audiobook of Essie’s nineteenth novel for the second time and leaving her other ear free in case the author called out any commands.

As Liv carried her cleaning box into the third bedroom, she averted her eyes from the floor-to-ceiling windows. After three years of working here, the panoramic view still made her dizzy. If she were Rapunzel, she’d need a plait thirty-two storeys long to reach down to the pavement. Not that many forty-two-year-old mums, wearing bleach-specked jeans and an ancient Rolling Stones T-shirt, ever appeared in fairy tales.

Outside, cars were beeping in the Friday evening traffic. Liv really should be home by now, but there was always something about Essie that made her want to stay.

The flat’s white walls were lined with shelves populated with framed photographs and a rainbow of books – contemporary novels, battered tomes, childhood favourites and copies of Essie’s own novels in forty languages. Liv loved to gently wipe their covers and admire how various countries depicted Essie’s famous heroine, Georgia Rory.

If she ever told anyone she cleaned for the author, the common reaction was wide eyes and a dropped jaw. ‘You really work for the Essie Starling?’ people would ask. ‘What is she like? Why is she so reclusive?’ Liv couldn’t blame their fascination. She could still hardly believe she worked for her favourite writer, and, out of her three cleaning jobs, she relished this one the most. In response to eager questions about Essie, she gave a slight smile and a shrug, adding to the author’s enigma.

For the past decade, Essie had refused most interviews and no longer took part in book tours. Invitations to give talks, attend literature festivals or go to parties were ignored. She didn’t even take calls from her agent and publisher, contacting them by email or via her latest personal assistant instead. On the rare occasion Essie left the flat, Liv never knew where she disappeared to.

As she straightened up the books on the shelves, Liv spotted a chunk of A4 pages, stained and dog-eared as if handled many times. It looked like a manuscript and was obviously in the wrong place. She picked it up to return it to Essie’s writing room and recognized the author’s indigo scrawl on the front page.

Book Twenty, it read.

Liv let out a small gasp, her heart dancing in her chest. She was holding Essie’s latest story, the new Georgia Rory adventure.

The series of novels originated in the late eighties. Although literary critics were sniffy about Georgia’s clean-cut character, positivity and verve, readers across the world adored her. They camped outside bookshops on publication day, and copied Georgia’s eclectic outfits of floral tea dresses, school ties, a black blazer and battered biker boots. Young adults and grown-ups alike enjoyed the stories, passing the books on across generations. All the novels became book club favourites, and Liv was happy to label herself as Georgia’s biggest fan.

And here, finally in her hands, was a draft of Essie’s twentieth book. Other readers would kill for this moment.

Pulling out her earbud, Liv looked over her shoulder towards the closed writing-room door. For a moment she wondered if Essie had intentionally left the manuscript for her to find, as she sometimes did with books by other writers. No, it’s not possible, she told herself. Mere mortals were never allowed to clap eyes on Essie’s work before it was published, except for her agent Marlon and editor Meg.

For the first couple of years that Liv worked here, the author had been strictly out of bounds, and her writing door remained closed. But over the last twelve months, things had begun to change. Essie called out to Liv for reminders of plot points, and her characters’ likes and dislikes.

‘Nobody knows Georgia Rory like you do,’ Essie once said, making Liv feel like a child wrapped in a hot towel fresh off the radiator.

If she had to find one word to describe it, she’d say Essie was thawing towards her.

Warmth spread in Liv’s chest, the delicious yearning she felt whenever she held a new book. When she fingered the tatty edges of paper, anticipation shimmied down her spine. Was there any harm in peeking at a page or two?

She nervously glanced at a photo on the shelf of the author. Essie wore a blue evening gown with embroidered birds on the shoulder. Her round glasses had lenses as dark as licorice, and her trademark patterned silk scarf was tied around her sharp black bob. Tangerine orange was her preferred lip colour. She once attended all the best parties and award ceremonies, and her fans voted in droves for her to win the global Constellation Writing Prize ten years ago.

And then, on the eve of the Constellation afterparty, Essie vanished.

Post-award interviews were cancelled, and journalists were left hanging. Speculation raged – was she ill, what had happened, where was she? As the months ticked by, her fans clung to the hope she might emerge from hiding to grace a local bookshop or appear on TV. But Essie hadn’t been seen in public for a decade.

Liv always wondered how and why things changed so dramatically for the author. Why would someone with the world at their feet cut themselves off from society? Now that would make a great story.

Unable to resist the lure of the manuscript, Liv sat down cross-legged on the carpet and began to read the first chapter. She’d always had a vivid imagination, allowing her to slip into books and become one with the characters. The room and the photographs faded away.

Aware of nothing else but the story, Liv kept on turning the pages.


Georgia swallowed her worries away as she strode into the airport. Old-fashioned fans rattled on the ceiling and did little to circulate the stifling heat. It was a tiny place with a dusty track for a runway and two propeller planes on standby. She gripped the handle of her battered leather suitcase, full of trepidation. She’d travelled the world, and been on many adventures, but this time her throat was scratchy and her anxiety was rising. ‘I’m not sure where I’m going, or what I need to do,’ she said aloud. ‘Is there anyone who can help me?’



‘Olivia. What on earth are you doing?’ a woman’s voice said.

Liv’s bookish world snapped away and her cheeks flooded with colour. Essie was the only person who used her full name. How long had she been standing in the doorway?

Liv frantically gathered the pages of the manuscript together before realizing they weren’t numbered. Questions rumbled in her head about what she’d just read. Where was the warmth and fun in the story? Where was Georgia’s usual quick wit and confidence?

Her eyes crept fearfully towards Essie’s beige Tory Burch pumps, up her slim black trousers and silk blouse, before reaching the patterned Hermès scarf in her hair and her narrowed eyes. ‘Essie, I’m so sorry,’ she spluttered. ‘I started to read and couldn’t stop.’

Essie’s glasses slipped down her nose, so Liv could see her steely grey irises. ‘My writing room in ten minutes, please,’ she snapped. She turned on her heels and left the room with the grace of a prima ballerina.

Liv’s palms were clammy as she tried to return the manuscript pages to their correct order. Essie employed a revolving door of personal assistants. As one exited, another one showed up. Liv had overheard her firing her last one, Matilda, and was never sure why she was the only employee left standing.

She couldn’t afford to lose this job. Her husband, Jake, was fighting to stop his family business from going under, and her son Johnny was joining his older brother Mack at university this summer. He needed enough stuff to fill a small truck. Liv’s wages were on the modest side, but every penny counted in the Green household. If she was going to be dismissed, she hoped it would be quick, like ripping a plaster off a hairy knee.

Returning the manuscript to its shelf, Liv’s eyes narrowed when she saw something glinting behind a trophy. She carefully reached up and plucked out a small label-less glass bottle. As she lifted it to her nose, the sweet smell of juniper made her stomach churn.

It was the fifth miniature gin bottle she’d found that week, not to mention the full-size vodka beside Essie’s bed. Liv sighed and pushed the bottle into the back pocket of her jeans. Really, where did Essie think they disappeared to when she left them around the place? She wondered if the author had been drinking while reading her own manuscript, and why.

Her pulse performed a quickstep as she padded along the hallway towards the writing room. She said a mental goodbye to the designer side table, books and huge display of lilies.

Before she entered the writing room, Liv clenched her fists. You’ve been through worse, she told herself, trying not to think back to her childhood when she was scared and alone in a strange bedroom clutching her Georgia Rory books for comfort.

Think. What would Georgia do?

Essie’s writing room looked like it had been transported from a cottagey holiday home, a contrast to the starkness of the rest of her flat. Her desk was made of old oak, and there was a wall of dark wooden bookshelves displaying more editions of her books.

‘Be seated,’ Essie said, without looking up from her notepad. Her cut glass English accent had a slight American twang, which made Liv feel very ordinary. Essie was only ten years older than her yet their age difference felt like a generation.

Essie turned and steepled her long, slim fingers. ‘So?’ she said.

Blood thumped in Liv’s ears, but she had a touch of Georgia’s bravery running through her veins. ‘I only read a few pages of your manuscript.’

Essie’s face was still and unreadable. ‘You know my work is off-limits.’

‘It wasn’t in your writing room, and I couldn’t help myself.’ All of her emotions felt on edge. ‘Are you going to sack me, or not?’

Essie’s mouth twitched into a brief smile, then settled back just as quickly. As she stroked the handle of her vintage teacup, her stare seemed to laser through Liv’s skin. ‘No, I’m not going to dismiss you.’

Relief flooded Liv’s body. Before she could say anything, Essie continued, ‘I’d like your opinion on something.’

Liv’s stomach jittered, and she wasn’t sure if it was with fear or excitement. ‘Oh, okay.’

Essie opened her top drawer and took out a magazine, the Chicago Globe Literary Review. She tossed it towards Liv and folded her arms. ‘My agent sent this recent review to me, for Few and Far Between,’ she said. ‘It’s dated April Fool’s Day. I assume it’s not a hoax.’

Liv gulped. She wasn’t good with dates, always forgetting birthdays and anniversaries, but the author was highly superstitious about them. She read a section of the critique, for the novel she’d just been listening to. It was a fair summary, albeit with a weary tone of voice.


1 April, 2019

The complexities and delicate emotion of Starling’s earlier work are missing in this flat novel. The writing is uncomplicated, and the story unoriginal. Georgia Rory’s feistiness has been replaced with a dithering reticence and lack of direction. Once a writer of considerable promise, Ms Starling continues to let her once considerable talent fly south. It is therefore no surprise she avoids the public eye. Nevertheless, her devoted fans will undoubtedly buy the book in their millions, guaranteeing her yet another bestseller.



Liv quickly considered what she should say. Forget about being caught reading during work hours – saying the wrong thing about the review would surely cost her this job. Did she try to flatter Essie? Should she use a conciliatory tone, or a firm, resolute one? Whatever she said would be judged.

‘The truth, please, Olivia.’ Essie tapped a fingernail on her desk. ‘And get straight to the point.’

Liv ran her tongue around her mouth to get rid of a metallic taste. She tapped into Georgia’s mindset once more and tried not to falter. ‘I think your earlier books had a warm, easy charm, like you really enjoyed writing them. However, if I’m honest, like you’re asking me to be—’ She hesitated. ‘I… sometimes feel you’ve lost your true passion for Georgia.’

Essie raised a palm, as if stopping traffic. ‘And the pages of the manuscript you read?’

Liv lowered her eyes. ‘Kind of the same thing.’

‘I see,’ Essie said through gritted teeth.

‘You asked for my opinion…’

‘And you gave it to me. Thank you very much, Olivia.’

Liv fidgeted in her seat, already regretting her frankness. An electronic blast of ‘Paperback Writer’ by The Beatles sounded from her phone, vibrating loudly between her backside and the chair.

Essie’s neck stiffened like a cobra. ‘You should answer that.’

‘Yes, sorry.’ Liv tugged the phone out of her pocket and saw Jake was calling. She tucked her chin into her neck. ‘Hi, yes, I’m still at work,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be half an hour or so… Okay, I hadn’t forgotten… bye.’ Liv turned off her phone. ‘Sorry, my son’s bringing a new girlfriend home and I said I’d make a cake for tea. I’ll get one from Aldi instead.’

‘Really? I do recommend Bentley and White. Their patisserie is divine.’

‘Oh? Thanks.’ Liv had no intention of visiting the extortionately priced shop. ‘The window displays are gorgeous.’

An awkward silence fell between them.

Liv had an urge to apologize, but Essie waved her hand. ‘That is all,’ she said.

Liv’s legs shook as she left the room. Thank goodness she still had her job, at least for the moment. She took a few minutes to gather together her cloths and cleaning solutions, then tugged the vacuum cleaner back into the store cupboard. When she’d finished, she pulled on her scuffed yellow Converse. ‘Have a good evening,’ she shouted out to Essie.

Strangely, the writing door was wide open. There was no reply.

Liv padded towards it to say goodbye properly, but Essie’s chair was vacant and pushed up to her desk.

‘Essie,’ she called out, frowning as she moved from room to room. She wanted to feel the air was clear between them before she left for the weekend. However, all the rooms were unoccupied. The author was nowhere to be seen.

‘Essie?’ Liv whispered, as she pirouetted alone in the empty writing room. ‘Where the hell are you?’

But it was no use. The author was gone.






Chapter 2

Cake in the Bath

Liv hurriedly bought a cake from Aldi and listened to the end of Few and Far Between as she jogged across the city, but her mind was firmly set on Essie. The author had pulled that vanishing trick a few times before. One minute she sat in her writing room scribbling away, and the next she disappeared like a rabbit from a magician’s hat. It was at odds with her reclusive behaviour, and Liv wondered if she went to visit a neighbour or run an errand. She felt like it wasn’t her place to ask.

By the time she reached home her knuckles glowed cherry red from carrying the cake in the chilly late April weather. Liv inhaled a few last seconds of calm before opening her front door.

Entering the Greens’ redbrick terraced house was like wandering into an arcade. Lights were on in every room, screens blaring and music blasting. Johnny was eighteen and attended a local sixth form college, and Mack was twenty and home from university for Easter. They were both six feet tall and bounded rather than walked, making vases wobble and floorboards groan. No matter how many times Liv and Jake tidied up after them, their bedrooms resembled the aftermath of a hurricane.

After the stress of her conversation with Essie, Liv craved normality and a laugh over the lasagne Jake had said he’d make. She hoped Johnny’s new girlfriend being present would stave off the constant talk about football around the dinner table.

She called out a quick, ‘Hi, I’m back,’ before kicking off her shoes and placing the cake on the radiator shelf. ‘Bentley and White?’ she muttered to herself and laughed. ‘As if.’

Upstairs, she slipped into a shapeless black dress she’d had for years and kept on her socks. She bought them in shades of pink so they didn’t get mixed up with the boys’ pairs.

She cleaned her teeth and gave her hair a quick ruffle in the bathroom mirror. She’d recently cut it herself to save on salon costs and had taken a slice out of her right eyebrow. Johnny had laughed and called her edgy. Her butterscotch layers were now shaggily uneven, though her contrasting dark roots made her sage eyes appear greener.

Back downstairs, Liv found Johnny slumped at the dining table flicking through one of his dad’s film magazines so roughly he almost ripped Keanu Reeves’s face. When she squeezed his shoulder to say hi, he grunted without looking up.

Jake stood behind the kitchen island, wearing Liv’s pink apron with KEEP IT CLEAN printed on the front. The sight of his biceps flexing while he buttered bread could still make her belly flip, though the tawny curly hair she’d fallen in love with over twenty years ago was now cropped and greying. She tried to plant a kiss on his cheek, but they clumsily butted foreheads when he turned to greet her.

‘You’re here,’ he said with mock surprise. ‘I thought you’d been kidnapped.’

Liv broke off a piece of bread and popped it in her mouth. ‘Essie wanted to chat to me about a book review.’

‘Hmm,’ Jake said flatly. He wasn’t impressed by the kind of books Essie wrote. His family’s business, Paperpress, specialized in bookbinding, typesetting and printing textbooks with a particular focus on sports, politics and local history. He preferred to read biographies and journalistic non-fiction over novels. He called Essie’s novels made-up stories.

That’s what fiction is, Liv always wanted to retort, though never said anything back.

An Italian recipe book lay open on the worktop, but there were no pasta sheets or tomatoes next to it. ‘Aren’t we having lasagne?’ she said.

‘Beans on toast is quicker. Mack’s playing football with his mates, so it’s just us three eating.’

‘Oh,’ Liv tried to mask her disappointment. Johnny’s girlfriend mustn’t be coming anymore. Her shoulders drooped as her vision of a fun, chatty evening evaporated. ‘Um, three?’

Her husband mouthed, They broke up, before nodding towards Johnny.

Before Liv had a chance to ask Johnny if he was okay, Jake plonked down three plates. ‘Tea’s ready,’ he said, patting his son on the back. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea, mate. Plus, Man United are on TV tomorrow. Nothing beats that.’

Ignoring his dad, Johnny wolfed down his food so fast Liv doubted he tasted it. She stopped herself from comforting her son. The boys used to love her bear hugs when they were young, laughing and pressing their cheeks against hers. Now they winced and shrank away if she tried to show them any affection. Cuddles were in short supply from Jake, too. Most of the romance Liv enjoyed these days came courtesy of Georgia Rory’s dashing heroes.

Johnny clattered down his knife and fork. ‘I’m going upstairs,’ he said dolefully and pushed his chair under the table. He paused. ‘Um, I might need a new laptop. It keeps crashing and I can’t revise properly.’

Jake’s and Liv’s eyes met briefly. Up until a few months ago, Johnny had a Saturday job at a sports shop, but it had gone out of business. He hadn’t been able to find another job to fit around school, and Paperpress couldn’t afford an extra pair of hands.

Jake cut his toast slowly. ‘Okay, mate. We’ll see what we can do.’

After Johnny left the room, Jake and Liv finished their food in silence.

‘Don’t worry about money,’ he said as they washed the pots together. ‘I’ll sort it out.’

It was something he’d been promising for some time. Liv hadn’t told him the washing machine was on the blink, and there was a hole in their bedroom carpet.

She rubbed his back. ‘I know you will.’

Financial issues at Paperpress meant Jake leaped out of bed in the morning to check his emails and worked at the kitchen table late at night. Now that his parents were retiring, Jake was desperate to keep the business in his family. However, it meant he and his sister, Katrina, had to urgently turn the company’s fortunes around. Most of Jake and Liv’s modest savings had been sucked into the business, leaving them with zero funds for emergencies and difficulty meeting their household bills.

Jake dipped a plate into the water while deep in thought. ‘I hate to say this, but…’ He hesitated. ‘Do you really want to clean forever? Isn’t it time to try something new?’

‘I’m not experienced in anything else, and cleaning fits around the kids.’ Liv determinedly polished a tap.

‘Mack and Johnny are grown up now. You could find something you love doing, and with better pay.’

Liv didn’t reply. She squeezed out a cloth and wiped all the surfaces in the kitchen. Whenever she felt under pressure, or things were messy in her head, cleaning helped her to create order.

Of course, she’d love to try something new for work, but her embarrassment about her lack of qualifications, after leaving school at the age of sixteen, followed her around like a starving dog looking for scraps. The blood in her veins cooled at the thought of forging a new career in her forties.

‘Or, you could have a word with Essie…’ he said.

‘About what?’

‘A pay rise or something. She must be loaded.’

After today’s events, Liv could hardly do that. And she’d never told Jake about the embarrassing way she’d got a job with the author in the first place.

When his phone rang, she welcomed the interruption.

‘Can you get that?’ He searched for a towel to dry his hands.

Liv gritted her teeth when she saw who was calling. ‘Hi, Katrina.’

‘Oh, Liv, it’s you,’ Jake’s sister said. Her words were as stiff as her copper coiffed hair and the eighties-style power suits she wore. ‘Is my brother there? It’s a business call.’

Do the grown-ups need to talk? Liv wanted to snap.

Jake took the phone from her and mouthed, Thanks. He disappeared into the coat cupboard to take the call. ‘Oh, Katrina, that’s not good news,’ he said, shutting the door behind him. ‘How much is that going to cost?’

Upstairs, an Arctic Monkeys bassline thudded out from behind Johnny’s closed door. ‘I’m busy,’ he called out, when Liv knocked.

‘Okay, love, let me know if you need anything,’ she shouted over the thumping music.

She dusted around her bedroom, even though she’d only done it yesterday. Heaving a sigh, she hung up her jeans and screwed her T-shirt into a ball. Was it normal to feel so adrift in a family of four?

Liv selected her The River After Midnight paperback to read for the umpteenth time. It was Essie’s third book, a fan favourite that had flown up the bestseller charts when it first published in the UK and USA, cementing her stardom. Although she loved reading the latest bestsellers, Liv found it comforting to turn to her old books. Giving them away would be like sending a much-loved pet to a new home.

She ran a bath, got into the water and ate chocolate cake while starting to read. It was only seconds until she imagined herself as Georgia Rory.


Sun sparkled on the azure sea as the motorboat chugged and bobbed on the waves, leaving behind a stream of white foam. Standing at the bow, saltwater specked Georgia’s face. The beach ahead shone gold and she couldn’t wait to sink her toes into the warm sand and maybe catch a fish or two. She licked her lips and wondered if he’d be there to greet her. Just thinking about him made her body ripple with expectation.

But wait. Georgia squinted at the water. Was that a woman’s head bobbing up and down and a hand reaching out? Was that a shark fin circling around? A woman’s cry for help split the air. Without a moment’s hesitation, Georgia dove into the choppy water and front-crawled towards the woman in danger.



A rap on the door interrupted her reading. ‘Mum, do you know where my sports bag is?’ Johnny said.

‘It’s in your wardrobe,’ Liv shouted out.

‘I’ve looked in there.’

Liv sighed, irritated. ‘Look again.’ She reached over the side of the bath and let the book fall from her fingers. Holding her nose, she sank down until the water covered her face. Hold on, she called out in her head to the imaginary woman in trouble. I’m coming to get you.

The next day, when Liv woke up and went downstairs, the house was already empty. Jake had left a note stuck to the fridge.


Gone to the park for a kickabout x



The sink overflowed with three sets of used cups, bowls, plates and cutlery. Butter sat on the worktop going soft. Liv put it back in the fridge, unsure if the empty feeling in her stomach was hunger or something else.

She used to look forwards to spending Saturdays at the park with Mack and Johnny, before their love of football became competitive and all-consuming. After that, Liv started to meet up with friends instead, but most of them had younger kids. They dragged them along to hip coffee shops where it was tricky to have an adult conversation, and the price of a latte could mean taking out a small loan.

Her spirits lifted when she got a text from her mum.

Hi, love. Fancy a coffee in the park café? I’ll be there at 10 x

Yes! Liv replied. Would love that x

She took a quick shower, pulled on jeans, Johnny’s old Pac-Man T-shirt and a warm coat, then pushed The River After Midnight into her handbag before speeding out of the house.

Artisan bakeries, healthy cafés and exclusive boutiques were cropping up around Manningham city centre. Situated between Leeds and Manchester, the city in the north-west of England was often viewed as their less glamorous neighbour. But things were changing rapidly. Liv passed a new coffee shop called Launderette and another named The Hub. It was virtually impossible to buy a sandwich made without chutney or sourdough bread these days, and property prices were shooting up. When Liv looked around her, she spotted people driving expensive cars and clasping designer handbags, and felt like she didn’t fit in any longer.

In the park, she strolled past the tennis courts towards the three-tiered stone fountain. Her heart pulled when she recalled holding up small versions of Mack and Johnny to toss coins into the water. When they were toddlers she’d fitted her work around them, cleaning in the evenings so she could look after them during the day. She bought them soft fabric books as soon as they were born and read to them throughout their childhood. The three of them spent many happy afternoons wedged on the sofa together, progressing from Where the Wild Things Are to Diary of a Wimpy Kid to Harry Potter. She took them to the playground, swimming pool and the Manningham Museum of Writing, and still missed the feel of their small hands in hers. Time had flown by so quickly.

She was delighted Johnny was following Mack to university. He was going to study English literature. Both boys would only be a couple of hours’ travel away, yet it felt like an ocean. She and Jake seemed to have less and less in common these days, and she couldn’t help wondering if their sons were like scaffolding around a crumbling building that might collapse when the supports were removed.

Liv spotted her mum, Carol, heading towards her. She wore a paisley skirt and a loose purple T-shirt with a diamanté star on the pocket. Her auburn curls framed her round face.

‘Hiya, love,’ she said, her eyes lighting up when she saw Liv. She was a good hugger, using both arms and her body to squash her close. After finding a table inside, Carol set down her bag on a chair and took out an Essie novel.

Liv set hers down, too. ‘Snap.’ She laughed. ‘We’ve both brought Georgia Rory along for coffee.’

Her mum often joked Liv could read before she could walk. At an early age, she had mastered the art of reading and walking at the same time without tripping up. Family picnics were never complete without Liv and her parents bringing along books to complement the food.

After they ordered coffee and a slice of lemon drizzle cake to share, Carol tapped her book. ‘I’ve just got to a juicy part. Georgia’s heading into the desert with either Mike the rugged aircraft pilot, or James the marine biologist. I don’t know who she’ll choose.’

Liv pretended to zip her lips with her fingers. ‘I’m not saying anything, except that things get rocky.’

‘Ooh, love, I don’t know how you remember all the stories.’ Carol shook her head in amazement. ‘I get them muddled up. I put a tick on the title pages, to remind myself I’ve already read them.’

‘I’ve had lots of practice.’ Liv had read her first ever Georgia Rory book at twelve years old when she won it in a writing competition at school. Georgia helped to get her through some tough times, and she’d read the full series many times over.

‘And how are things with Ms Starling? Is she still as warm and welcoming as ever?’ Carol grinned.

‘She’s actually getting a bit better,’ Liv said.

A few weeks ago, the author left her a copy of Stephen King’s On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft. The yellow sticky note said, ‘Enriching, enlightening, extraordinary. Read and learn, Olivia.’ She’d read the book from cover to cover hanging on to every word.

The note was a welcome change to ones Essie used to leave for her. ‘Olivia, do use an alternative solution to clean my bath. I hate the smell of grapefruit.’ And ‘Olivia, please store your cleaning equipment on the second shelf in the hallway cupboard, not the third.’

Liv thought about her conversation with the author yesterday and stirred her coffee too many times. ‘Actually, I’m a bit worried about my job. Essie caught me reading her new manuscript then asked for my opinion on a review. I think I was too honest.’

‘Is that possible?’

Liv shrugged. ‘Maybe I should have flattered her instead. I didn’t sleep well last night, thinking about it.’

Carol took a fork and dug it into the cake. ‘Do you remember what your dad’s advice would be?’

A rush of warmth mingled with sadness washed over Liv as she thought about him. Grant Cooper had been an English professor who died when she was young, and she could still summon up his smell, of books and musky cologne. Liv smiled. ‘He’d probably ruffle my hair and say, There’s no point guessing how a story will end, sweet pea. Keep turning the page until you reach the next chapter.’

Carol nodded firmly. ‘He always said it to his students. Worrying never changes anything.’

Liv sipped her coffee. She wished she could follow her dad’s advice, but it wasn’t that easy. ‘Me and Jake, well…’ She looked down at her cup. ‘We’re struggling with our finances a bit.’

Carol clicked a tongue behind her teeth. ‘Sorry about that, love. Is Paperpress still in a pickle?’

Liv nodded. ‘I’m sure it’s just a rough patch.’ She sat up straighter, wishing she’d kept this to herself. ‘Everything will be fine. Jake said I should speak to Essie and ask for a pay rise. I suppose I could ask her for more hours…’

‘Well, why not? Be brave.’

It was something Liv could only manage by pretending to be Georgia Rory. ‘It’s just that, well, Essie has this presence. It makes me feel like a child when I’m near her.’

‘There’s no need to put her on a pedestal.’ Carol rolled her eyes. ‘Essie Starling is made of flesh and blood. She’s a human being, not a bloody deity.’

Her expression made Liv laugh, and she welcomed the light relief. She knew Essie was just a person. So why did she feel like such a mystery?






Chapter 3

The Floral Teacup

Liv loved the city when it sparkled at night and also its daytime bustle. She particularly enjoyed when it was blinking to life early on Monday morning, when the people who propped it up emerged from the shadows – the street cleaners who swept up nightclub flyers and last night’s pizza crusts, the coffee vendors and the newspaper sellers. She felt a spirit of kinship with this unsung army of field officers. She nipped along back alleys and side streets, avoiding shop windows displaying things she couldn’t afford, until she emerged amongst the shiny office blocks in the heart of the city.

Her first job of the day was for Platinum, a large accountancy firm, where she worked five mornings a week from six thirty, for two hours. While most people were still in bed, Liv and her teammates changed loo rolls, wiped the inside of fridges, disinfected desks and emptied bins. They had to use branded cleaning products purchased by the company, so Liv couldn’t make her own natural products. She was careful to wear rubber gloves so the alcohol and bleach didn’t make the skin on her hands as dry as papyrus. All Platinum cleaners had to wear a navy tunic emblazoned with the company logo. Liv wondered if the uniforms indicated to the office staff who they could ignore.

The camaraderie of her co-workers almost made up for the horrible things she found in the bins, like holey socks, mouldy bread and worse. There were always funny stories flying around about online dating, in-laws, people’s holiday plans and silly things their kids had said. She learned which new films were out on Netflix, and updates about celebrity love lives. By 7 a.m., Liv’s face and sides ached from laughing so much.

Half an hour later, the cleaning team’s conversation filtered away to a hush as the office workers arrived and sat down at their desks, probably thinking the surfaces shone as if by magic, or not noticing them at all. When the cleaners’ work was done, they slipped away like melted ice cream down a crack in the pavement.

Liv’s next job was for the Cardinal family, a thirty-minute walk away in the wealthy suburbs. She worked for Walter and Hannah five mornings a week also, and did Monday, Thursday and Friday afternoons for Essie.

Walter and Hannah Cardinal schooled their eight-year-old twins Tarquin and Julietta from home. What this really meant was Walter, a graphic designer, and Hannah, a beauty vlogger, escaped to their garden offices while the kids sat at the dining table flicking paint at each other. Hannah called it their artistic freedom time.

Usually by the time Liv arrived, the kitchen floor resembled a Jackson Pollock painting.

‘Hey, Liv, sweetie. Come in,’ Hannah said, opening the door while she nibbled avocado on toast. She stood barefooted in a khaki linen boiler suit and called back over her shoulder, ‘Tarkers, Jules, look who’s here,’ as if Liv was a favourite aunt who’d come to babysit.

The kids looked up from their painting. Tarquin had black circles around his eyes like a panda, and Julietta had painted a red heart on her own white Moschino T-shirt. They smirked at Liv as if silently plotting to hide her sponges and pour her solutions down the sink.

Hannah pulled an apologetic face. ‘I’ve got a crucial Zoom at eleven, and Walt’s chiropractor is working on his neck. It gets dreadfully tight when he’s designing. Could you possibly make an early lunch for the kiddos?’ She flashed her puppy-dog eyes. ‘Pretty please.’

Liv tightened her grip on her box of cleaning stuff, thinking how much she needed to keep this job, too. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘What will they eat?’

‘You’re a lifesaver, Liv, you really are.’ Hannah fluttered a hand to her neck. ‘Just give them something organic and healthy. Oh, except no falafels or hummus for Jules, and Tarkers isn’t keen on raspberries. Can you make Walt a little sandwich, too, and take it to his office? There’s some gluten-free bagels in the bread bin.’

Perhaps you’d like me to stand on my head and play the trumpet to entertain everyone, too, Liv thought to herself. ‘Sure, I can do that,’ she said, grimacing as a blot of orange paint landed in her hair.

As she mopped the floor, she listened to an audiobook of Garden Spells by Sarah Addison Allen and was transported to a magical garden in North Carolina instead.

After Liv had spent a couple of hours cleaning the house then feeding the family, Hannah appeared again. ‘Oh, sweetie, just before you go, could you hang out the washing for me? And plant Walt’s new shrubs in the garden?’

By the time Liv escaped, she was almost an hour late. Her back ached and the knees of her jeans were grubby with soil. In her rush to leave the Cardinals, she left her packed lunch behind. The idea of Walt eating her ham sandwiches by mistake and suffering a gluten rash gave her a tiny thrill.

Above the trees, Essie’s building pointed to the sky. Jake once said it looked like it was giving the middle finger to the rest of the city. Even if she might get fired today, Liv hoped Essie had returned after disappearing and was writing at her desk.

In the building’s foyer, she admired the huge bronze plant pots that looked like cauldrons and the wall of windows overlooking a Japanese-inspired courtyard. Liv said her usual quick ‘hi’ to a giant golden Buddha statue. The ride up in the lift made her ears pop, and she polished the stainless-steel button panel to distract herself.

Liv had her own access card to the flat and smiled to herself when she saw the writing-room door was open. Great, Essie’s back, she thought.

Her initial excitement was soon replaced with a pellet of dread as she mused on her honesty about the book review. Once more, she pushed back her shoulders and tried to channel her inner Georgia Rory.

The writing room was empty, and she found the author in the kitchen sitting on a high stool instead. Liv couldn’t recall ever seeing her eating in here before. Essie usually skipped lunch or ate at her desk.

The marble worktop was covered with tiny paper plates, displaying triangles of sandwiches and pastel-hued cakes. The sweet smell of vanilla made Liv’s stomach growl. There was a china floral teapot and matching cups and saucers. A bottle of champagne sat in a silver wine cooler.

‘Ah, Olivia,’ Essie said, taking a slow sip of her tea. ‘You’ve decided to grace me with your presence.’

Liv thought this was a bit rich coming from someone who had vanished without saying goodbye to her last time. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, running a hand through her hair and feeling knots of paint. ‘I got waylaid at another job. I’ll wash my hands and get to work.’

Essie’s eyes followed her around the kitchen as she ran the tap and lathered up soap.

‘I’ll start with the bathrooms, first,’ Liv said.

The author wrapped her fingers around her vintage teacup. ‘Have you lunched already?’ she said.

Liv shook her head. ‘I’ve not had the chance. I forgot my sandwiches.’

Essie pursed her lips together and thought. ‘You may help yourself to refreshments, if you wish.’

Liv froze. Essie offering her food was a pinch-me moment. Surely, she wouldn’t feed and then fire her? Her first instinct was to politely refuse, but her stomach gave a groan so loud it sounded like thunder. She was also feeling faint after skipping her breakfast.

‘There’s too much for one person, and I abhor food waste,’ Essie said. ‘Your hesitation just wastes my time and yours.’

‘Well, maybe just a little something,’ Liv said. She picked up a cream cheese and cucumber sandwich and cupped her hand under it as she ate. The bread was as delicate as rice paper.

‘Do use a plate, Olivia.’ Essie sighed and removed her glasses, nodding towards one. ‘And sit down. I can’t stand people hovering around me like tsetse flies.’

As Liv pulled out a stool, Essie poured her a flute of champagne, but left her own glass empty.

‘Is this a special occasion?’ Liv asked, taking a sip. The bubbles popped against her nose, making her feel like giggling. ‘Aren’t you joining me?’

Essie placed a hand on her stomach. ‘I’m not very hungry.’ Her expression didn’t alter. ‘It’s the publication day for Few and Far Between in the US today. The afternoon tea is a treat from my publisher.’

‘Wow, congratulations. That’s so special.’ Liv sighed to herself at how rewarding being a writer must be.

Essie looked around her as if noticing the spread for the first time. ‘Yes, I suppose it is. They sent things a day late last year. How difficult is it to get a date correct?’

‘It looks like the Mad Hatter’s tea party in Alice in Wonderland,’ Liv said.

Essie harrumphed. ‘Perhaps, but the Hatter tells Alice he is always having tea because the Queen of Hearts sentenced him to death.’

‘Yes, because he sang to her, and she claimed he murdered time,’ Liv added.

Essie’s left eyebrow twitched upward, as if both surprised and impressed. She nibbled on a scone and then pushed it away. ‘Did you inherit your love of books from your family?’

Liv nodded. ‘I read with my parents all the time. I’d loved to have studied English at uni, but…’ She pressed her lips together and glanced away. She’d read somewhere Essie hadn’t gone to university either, and liked to think it was something they had in common. ‘I think I told you my dad was a professor? He taught English at Manningham University.’

‘Hmm, yes, I think so.’ Essie looked down and distractedly folded a napkin. She focused on it for a long time.

Liv thought she’d lost her attention until the author looked up again.

‘Books must be in your blood,’ Essie said.

Liv liked the way that sounded. She was too embarrassed to tell Essie that she’d always wanted to write and had a couple of partially finished novels in her bedside cabinet at home that she’d never shown to anyone. Or how she’d secretly taken a creative writing course but had dropped out after a fellow student tore her story to shreds in front of the whole class. The instructor had said she was talented and should stay, but the uninvited criticism ripped Liv’s confidence apart.

She wanted Essie to know that cleaning didn’t make her leap out of bed in the morning with glee. She had left school when she was sixteen, not because she wasn’t motivated, or unintelligent, but because she needed to help out her mum both financially and around the house. Furthering her studies hadn’t been an option.

At the same age Essie was popping champagne corks for her debut book deal, Liv was walking down the aisle in a secondhand wedding dress. Mack arrived when she was twenty-two, still young enough to attract disapproving stares on the maternity ward.

As a girl, cleaning was something Liv used to do with her mum. They sang together as they squeezed grapefruits and mixed the juice with salt. Domestic work was the obvious option when Liv needed work. Being able to spot fluff behind a radiator, a dropped piece of Lego, lost earring, or stray biscuit crumbs – in the same way a shark might detect fresh blood – was an art form Liv had mastered.

She didn’t say any of this to Essie. ‘I’ve always loved reading,’ Liv said instead. ‘When I was seven or eight years old, I remember going to the local park. All the other kids were playing on the slide and the swings. They were laughing and having fun and I stood alone, wondering where the word roundabout came from. I thought I must be a bit weird.’

Essie dabbed her mouth with a napkin. ‘I can relate to that.’

‘You can?’ Liv said, delighted.

‘I always knew I wanted to write, just as some people know they want to be nurses or police officers,’ Essie said. ‘You need formal training for those vocations, but with writing you need an idea for a story and the resolve to get on with it. Books don’t write themselves.’

Liv’s neck pinkened at her own incomplete work. ‘I used to read under the covers using a torch at night, and I studied the acknowledgements in each book, to see who the writer had thanked. All those names of agents and publishers seemed like a secret society I wanted to sneak into.’

‘I suppose I just see it as work.’ Essie gazed above Liv’s head for a while, her chin tilted as if deciding on something. ‘Perhaps you could take on some extra tasks for me,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ Liv said immediately.

Essie fixed her with a bemused stare. ‘I haven’t told you what they are yet. Would you be interested in assisting me with Georgia?’

‘Me?’ Liv pressed a hand to her chest. She felt her heart beating hard. ‘How?’

‘After reading my review, you observed that Georgia is a little… stuck. I’d like your input.’

Liv tried not to nod her head too many times. Wow, she thought to herself. Was this really happening? Essie wanted her help with her books? She ignored Jake’s voice when it dropped into her head urging her to ask for a pay increase. Although she could really use one, it felt cheeky to ask. She had no idea how much extra work Essie wanted her to do, and this was a golden opportunity to get involved with her favourite book series of all time. It was something others could only dream of, and she wasn’t going to spoil it by appearing greedy. She reached for a scone and ate it too quickly. ‘Of course,’ she said.

‘I should clarify, I’ve never asked anyone for this kind of help before,’ Essie said. ‘Not even my assistants…’ She looked over the top of her glasses, making the task feel even more prodigious.

Liv swallowed nervously. ‘That’s fine. I understand.’

‘Splendid. I’m going away for a night or two and I shall give it some thought. We can reconvene on Thursday.’ Essie batted a crumb off her sleeve and put her glasses back on. ‘Now, we should both get back to work.’

Liv wanted to ask Essie where she was going. She hoped it was somewhere nice, perhaps a luxury spa or a retreat. She had been looking rather pale and thin recently and could do with a break. ‘A writer’s work is never done,’ she quipped, then wished she hadn’t.

Essie smiled tightly. ‘Quite,’ she said.

Liv returned to her work. She listened to Garden Spells again as she mixed together water, lemon juice and a few drops of lavender oil. She cleaned all the windows until they sparkled and sunshine spilled into the rooms. She boxed up the remaining sandwiches so the bread wouldn’t curl, and found a container for the cakes. As she waltzed around Essie’s bedroom with the vacuum, she noticed a small Louis Vuitton suitcase that she hadn’t seen before parked in the corner of the room.

When she’d finished working, Liv tidied her cleaning stuff away. The writing-room door was ajar, and she gave a small rap. Essie sat at her desk staring out of the window. Her right hand rested on a yellow notepad. When she turned, her eyelids looked lilac and heavy.

‘I’m leaving now,’ Liv said. ‘I’ve boxed up the afternoon tea for you.’

‘You may take it with you.’ Essie waved a hand. ‘I’ve finished with it.’

‘Really? Thank you. The boys will love that. Mack can enjoy a little feast before he returns to university.’

Essie tapped a finger on her notepad. ‘I’ll give thought to our conversation and note things down.’

Liv felt giddy and warm inside. This could be the start of a beautiful friendship. Essie might
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