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Chapter 1

Every good story needs a strong opening. Mine was the letter box.

The clunk as the post hit the mat was punctuated by an enthusiastic yapping, as the dog that had been snoozing peacefully across my feet shot up and hurled itself from the room.

‘Dodie,’ I called, in the half-hearted tone of someone who knows they will be ignored. She was not my dog, and even if she had been, I doubted she would have paid much heed. Authority was not a trait that came naturally to me.

From the snarling sounds I could now hear drifting up the stairs, it seemed likely that whatever Dodie had discovered in the hallway was at imminent risk of destruction and so, with a sigh that seemed to come from a very long way inside, I threw back the covers and set off on a rescue mission.

‘Drop,’ I commanded a few moments later, reaching gingerly for the end of the rolled-up magazine that wasn’t obscured by brown, curly muzzle.

Dodie eyed me with disdain.

‘You can have a treat,’ I coaxed, noticing the lift in her ears as she registered the last word. She watched me back away towards the kitchen, and then I heard the soft tap of her paws against the lino as I levered open the fridge door. There was a half-empty packet of cocktail sausages inside, and I took one out and held it up so she could see.

‘Drop,’ I said again, and Dodie, all wide-eyed and wagging tail, did as she was told, accepting her reward with what I could have sworn was a smile. Either that, or she was reminding me how many teeth she had. Picking up what was left of the magazine, I placed it on the table and was in the process of filling the kettle when a key sounded in the front door.

‘Honeys, I’m home!’

Such was Dodie’s determination to greet her owner before I did, that she almost concussed herself on the pedal bin in her haste to exit the room. I smiled to myself as I listened to Jojo making a fuss of the dog, calling her by every other bizarre name she seemed to have inherited over the past two years – Mrs Dodieson, Doja Prat, Doodle Pup, Betty Doo. No wonder the poor mutt had a personality disorder.

‘Tea?’ was how I greeted her, and she nodded gratefully as she put down her bag.

‘Please. The inside of my mouth feels like the crater of a volcano that’s been dormant for a century.’

‘Right.’ I grimaced in sympathy. ‘I’m guessing there was wine involved last night, in that case?’

Jojo groaned. ‘Champagne first, and then wine – and I’m pretty sure we cracked open the gin when we got back to his place. And you know when you stay at someone’s house for the first time and feel weird about helping yourself to a glass of water?’

‘Somewhere in the dusty archives of my mind, I think there’s a vague recollection, yes,’ I told her, stirring in the milk.

‘Well, that’s what happened. I woke with such a raging thirst in the night that I seriously considered sticking my face in his fish tank.’

‘He had a fish tank in his bedroom?’

She laughed, showing even more teeth than Dodie had. I put the tea in front of her and pulled out a chair.

‘Thanks, Your Honor,’ she said, grinning as I tutted. She’d been adding the word ‘your’ to my name ever since we were teenagers, arguing that it gave me gravitas. ‘And thanks for staying over to mind this one.’ She nudged the now-snoozing Dodie with a foot. ‘I would have invited Nemo over if the silly girl didn’t get so jealous.’

‘We’re calling the man you’re dating Nemo, are we?’

Jojo shrugged. ‘It’s better than Fish Boy.’

My best friend approached dating in much the same way she did wine tasting, by trying as many different flavours as she could until she happened across one that warranted buying the bottle. As she had pointed out numerous times, it was only right that she did something to redress the balance that I, in my current state of self-imposed celibacy, had upset. My last relationship had ended over four years ago, and aside from a few ill-advised brief encounters in the pubs and bars of Cambridge, I had chosen to keep romantic entanglements of any kind at a distance.

Jojo spotted the magazine and began tearing off its cellophane wrapper. She did not mention the fact that it was part-shredded, so I could only assume Dodie’s treatment of any incoming mail must be standard practice. Despite her disturbed night and the lingering effects of alcohol, my friend had a high colour in her cheeks and her blond hair fell in neat swirls around her shoulders. The black dress I’d seen her toddle off in the previous evening was obscured by a creased blue-and-white striped shirt, the bottom of which she’d knotted together around her waist. She might have been too shy to ask her date for a glass of water, but Jojo was presumably brazen when it came to pinching his clothes. I wasn’t sure whether I admired or despaired of her. It was probably a bit of both.

‘Ooh!’ she said now, tapping a finger at whatever she was reading.

Leaning across the table, I saw that she had Idol magazine open at the reviews page and I recognised the book jacket immediately. It was the latest in my father’s series of bestsellers, each centred around a character called Benedict Stamp, a former US marine-turned rogue agent who went underground in order to catch the people who killed his wife. This original vengeance mission had consumed the narrative of the first three books, while in the twenty-one that followed, Stamp had fought battles on every continent, before heading into space to foil a plot to destroy the Moon. The books were far-fetched but well researched and Stamp himself was a likeable enough, if slightly unpredictable, hero. There was also a lot of sex in the books – a fact that had rendered me mute with discomfort the first time I’d read one, aged just twelve. His newest novel, the twenty-fifth in the series, introduced Stamp’s long-lost son, Marty, who the eponymous hero is hoping will take over the family business, such as it is. According to Idol magazine’s book reviews editor, it was a ‘gut-churning thrill ride’; they had awarded it five stars.

‘It’s a good one,’ I said loyally. ‘There’s a scene where Benedict manages to have sex while skydiving, which is quite a feat given that he’s in his fifties.’

Jojo glanced from me back to the page, momentarily confused. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘that’s one of your dad’s, is it? I didn’t even notice; I was too busy reading this.’ She turned the magazine around so I could see the small boxout at the bottom of the page. A headline asked: Do you have a bestseller in you?, below which there were two photos, one of the New York skyline, and another of Big Ben in London. According to the copy that followed, the UK’s largest publishing house was celebrating the fact it had just opened a North American office by launching a novel-writing competition. Entrants were invited to submit a full synopsis plus first three chapters of a work in any genre, as long as the story was inspired by the locations pictured. Three runners-up would each win a session with a literary agent and editor, while one winner would be granted a fifty-thousand-pound two-book publishing deal.

‘Gosh,’ I said. ‘That is . . . wow.’

‘I know, right?’ Jojo bounced up and down in her seat. I often wondered if I had become more sedate over the years simply to act as her pacifier.

‘This competition is tailor-made for you, Honor. You have to enter.’

I peered at the small print. ‘But the deadline is the end of August,’ I said. ‘It’s almost June.’

‘Buckets of time.’ Jojo flicked a casual hand. ‘It’s only a few chapters.’

‘I don’t think that I—’ I began, but Jojo had not finished.

‘Honor,’ she went on, ‘this is a gift. I’d go so far as to say that it was a sign from the universe. What are the chances of a writing competition explicitly asking for novels inspired by both England and New York – the two places you know better than any other? Not even you can deny that it’s a brilliant opportunity.’

I could not, so I said nothing.

‘This could be the catalyst you need to finally write that novel you’ve been talking about for as long as I’ve known you.’

What Jojo did not know was that I had already started plenty of novels. The first thirty thousand words of at least ten were languishing on my laptop.

‘Thousands of people will enter this competition,’ I pointed out. ‘I don’t stand even a sliver of a chance.’

‘Don’t give me that “I’m no good” modest spiel.’ Jojo had adopted her stern voice. ‘Even if you don’t win, you’ll at least be getting your work under the noses of the right people. It’s a way into the industry, although I have never understood why you don’t just ask your dad to—’

I glared at her, and she pulled a face.

‘I know, I know – you want to make it on merit alone. I get that. Hell, I even admire it. But this, this – ’ she tapped a finger once again against the page ‘ – is your way in.’

I took a moment to imagine what it would feel like to win, to have my writing heralded as prize-worthy, to be paid real money for a story I’d created, to be able to call my father and say, ‘Look what I did. I finally made a success of myself.’

Sitting back in my chair, I reached for my mug of tea and did my best not to catch Jojo’s eye over the rim of it.

‘So?’ she demanded.

I had my excuses ready, but before I could reel them off, Jojo had rolled up the magazine and whacked me with it.

‘Oi,’ I said, rubbing the side of my head. ‘What was that for?’

‘That,’ she said grimly, ‘was me knocking some sense into you. Because you know I’m right, Honor – this is your chance. Promise me you’re not going to let it pass you by.’

It would be so easy to agree, to reassure her I would try, but it wouldn’t be honest. To enter this competition would be to risk losing it, and coming anywhere other than first place would feel like a loss to me. I had to be sure that the book I was writing was worthy of a win, and in order to do that, I would need a good idea.

A really, really good idea.





Chapter 10

Coopers Beach, I soon discovered, was the undisputed feather in Southampton’s cap.

According to Tallulah, who stored facts she’d read in magazines like rodents did nuts for winter, it was consistently voted as one of the top ten beaches in America, and as soon as we’d clambered out of the free shuttle buggy that we’d flagged down in the village and strode the few metres from car park to wooden walkway, I understood exactly why.

White sand stretched away in both directions, the east and west horizons dancing with heat, while ahead of us the Atlantic Ocean crashed its mighty waves against the shore. Terns circled overhead, their shrill cries interrupting the chatter of the gulls that hulked in shallow pools below them. Shaggy tufts of grass pushed through the pillowy range of soft dunes, behind which stood one palatial beach house after another. I put up a hand to shield my eyes as a warm gust of wind dashed across us, peppering my sun cream-coated legs with a swarm of grit. The air was deliciously salty, the roar of the sea a beckoning call; this was the world at its most poetic, and I was entranced. Lost, for the longest moment, in the undulations of nature.

‘Pretty impressive, right?’ Tallulah turned to face me, her smile, as ever, wide beneath her sunglasses. She’d done her best to tie back her wayward hair, but the errant breeze was already whipping it away from its fastening. Yelping as the skirt of her dress was lifted up almost to navel height, she clamped it back down with a laugh.

‘Impressive and windy,’ I remarked. ‘I’m very glad I wore shorts.’

Given that my own hair had reached a frustrating in-between length, I’d pulled it into two low pigtails, before tugging my faithful cap down on top. When it came to make-up, I’d done little more than apply brow and lip gel, and now wished I hadn’t bothered with the latter – it felt as if half the beach had adhered itself to my mouth.

We’d picked up a takeaway cup of coffee each from the café on the corner of South Main Street, and now carried these and our overstuffed straw bags down to the shoreline.

‘Shall we just walk until we get tired and sit down wherever we end up?’ Tallulah asked, slipping off her sandals and hooking them over a finger. I was happy to go along with this, and as we strolled, our toes leaving indentations in the wet sand, I led her successfully off the topic of my book and onto hers, asking her about her process, which craft books, if any, she used, and what her long-term ambitions were. Like me, she was a dedicated disciple of my father and his ‘rules’, which I had first heard him mention back when I was sixteen and had ditched school for the day to watch him being interviewed at an author event in London.

Asked by the panel chair to discuss how he approached a new novel, my father had confided that he was a strict plotter, and that as far as he was concerned, there were four rules you had to follow if you wanted to make it as a writer. Sitting up a fraction straighter in my seat, I’d prepared to note them down.

‘Number one,’ he said, ‘is never write for yourself. Write for the readers and for the market. If you treat writing self-indulgently, you’ll never get anywhere.’

The interviewer looked as if she might interrupt, but he’d continued talking.

‘The second thing is to make sure your characters act, don’t react – you want them to be active, not passive. Nobody cares what they might be thinking or feeling, only what they’re doing.’

I’d noted this down, even though I’d heard him say it many times before.

‘The third rule is to believe in yourself and your ideas. If you don’t think your novel is any good, chances are nobody else will either. You need to give it the hard sell – never apologise or be self-deprecating. People don’t respond to it well, trust me.’

The woman asking the questions nodded politely, urging him to continue.

‘The final one?’ he said. ‘Well, that’s simple: avoid flashbacks. In order to keep the story going, you need to stay in the now, not harp constantly back to the past. All that backstory stuff is just filler. So, stick to the now.’

I had felt triumphant as I headed back to Cambridge later that evening, aware that I’d be in trouble for sneaking off but knowing it had been worth it. Because from that moment on, I had it – the formula that would guarantee me writing success – and I’d tried my hardest to adhere to it ever since.

‘Your dad is such a pioneer,’ Tallulah said, pulling me back from my sojourn into the past. ‘Every book I’ve read about how to plot a novel goes on and on about backstory, but I think JB’s method makes far more sense. Setting a story wholly in the present lends it that urgency.’

‘Hard to do, though,’ I said, and she sighed forlornly.

‘Right? I’m so glad it’s not just me. I find it so hard to ignore what the characters are telling me, demanding that I pay attention to what they’re feeling all the time.’

I knew exactly what she meant. There was a strange kind of alchemy to writing, a blending of what was in your own subconscious with that of your chosen protagonist, but my father had long maintained that in order to tell a good story, you had to learn how to push those insistent voices from your mind.

‘He’s your mentor now, don’t forget,’ I reminded Tallulah. ‘By the time summer’s over, he’ll have taught you all his tricks.’

She smiled, but for once, it did not feel authentic. Stopping to readjust the strap of her bag, she pointed ahead to where a trio of surfers were making their way towards the water. ‘Let’s set ourselves up over there,’ she said. ‘I love watching the boarders, reminds me of the trips we used to take when I was a kid.’

‘Did you holiday here?’

‘God, no. My parents could never have afforded to bring me and my brother here. We had to settle for Nags Head in Cali.’

‘I’m sure I’ve been to a pub with that name,’ I said, and was gratified to get a laugh.

The surfers had paddled beyond the breaking waves by the time we’d rolled out our towels, set down our bags and unpeeled the greaseproof paper from around the chickpea salad wraps that Tallulah had prepared that morning. We watched them as we ate in companionable silence. One of the figures was far more skilled than his companions, the effortless contortion of his body making each manoeuvre look seamless, while the others spent more time tumbling off their boards than they did riding them. It was only when they began to ride the waves back in again that I was able to see their features more clearly, and went still as I recognised a thick, untidy beard.

‘Oh my God!’ Tallulah clutched my arm.

‘What?’

‘That guy there, he reminds me of . . . No, it can’t be him.’

‘The one who looks like one of his parents could have been a yeti?’ I asked. ‘That’s the man I met yesterday, the one who knocked me over. Tom. The stuntman,’ I added when she appeared unable to speak. ‘Do you recognise him?’

‘That’s not a stuntman,’ she murmured, her voice pinched with excitement.

‘That is Cellan Thomas.’





Chapter 11

At a loss for how else to respond, I laughed. ‘Cellan Thomas as in the famous actor? No, it really isn’t.’

Tallulah’s grip on my arm had grown tighter. ‘It is him!’ she practically squealed.

I felt like reminding her that she was thirty-five, not thirteen. This is what Tom must have meant when he told me he was often mistaken for someone famous – Cellan Thomas must be that person. When I explained this to Tallulah, however, she shook her head roughly from side to side.

‘No, no, no,’ she insisted. ‘He’s the real deal. I’m sure of it.’

The surfers had reached the shoreline, and the one woman of the group was wringing water from her long, dark-red hair. I stared at the man beside her, willing him to look over in our direction, but he was preoccupied with untangling his ankle leash. All three were in wetsuits, but as I continued to stare, the two men unzipped theirs to the waist. I saw a flash of defined muscle, a scattering of dark hair, and averted my eyes as heat flared across my cheeks.

‘Go and say hi,’ urged Tallulah.

‘I don’t want to interrupt his conversation,’ I said, rather lamely.

Tallulah made a tutting sound. ‘He won’t mind. If he really is the guy who crashed into you yesterday, then he at least owes you the time of day.’

‘He definitely is that guy,’ I corrected firmly.

‘Well, then.’ She gave me her most winning smile. ‘Think of it as book research.’

I’d wanted to see him again for this precise reason, to ask him for some insider knowledge about what being a stuntman entailed, but now that I was confronted with him, it felt like an odd request.

‘If you don’t go over there, then I will,’ Tallulah threatened happily, starting to raise a hand. ‘I could simply wave him over here and––’

‘Stop!’ I grabbed her hand and yanked it down. ‘I’ll go over, just give me a second.’

Tallulah considered me. ‘Teeth,’ she instructed, and I opened my mouth into a rictus grin. ‘Good, all clear, no spinach. Now eyes. Yep, all clear. No mascara gloop.’

‘I’m not wearing any mascara,’ I said, wishing now that I’d put some on.

‘You need to lose the hat,’ she said, knocking it off my head. ‘And pull these out,’ she added, tugging the toggles free so my hair fell loose around my shoulders. I glanced back towards the surfers.

‘They’re leaving,’ I said. ‘Oh well.’

Tallulah gave me a not-very-gentle shove.

‘Oi!’

‘Now get,’ she ordered, as a cowboy might to his dog.

I stood up, conscious that I would have to run if I wanted to catch up with him, and set off across the sand. It was soft underfoot, the going slow despite my attempts to hurry, and I staggered as the sand shifted away beneath me. When the group was only a few metres ahead, I called out, ‘Excuse me,’ and saw three sets of shoulders tense. The woman stopped and turned to face me, the two men continuing on without her.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked, the politeness of her enquiry marred by the icy tone in which she delivered it.

‘I just––’ I began, craning my neck to look past her. ‘I wanted to talk to Tom.’

‘Tom?’ She looked at me blankly.

‘Yes, Tom. I met him yesterday. I gave him a lift home – Great Plains Road. I know him,’ I persisted, as she folded her arms across her chest.

‘Tom!’ I called, then shouted it again, more loudly this time.

Both men stopped, and then at last, he turned. It was impossible to miss the change in his expression when he realised that I was not, as he’d presumably feared, a crazed fan.

‘Honor,’ he said, as if testing out the word.

‘Yes,’ I said, and waved at him quite unnecessarily.

Passing his surfboard to the man next to him, who stared at me in confusion, he made his way over, running a hand through his wet hair as he did so. There were droplets of water in his beard, and he was wearing sunglasses again, although this pair were the wraparound style, with blue mirrored lenses.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked. ‘How’s the knee?’

‘Sand-encrusted,’ I said, and he glanced down with a grimace. ‘How are the balls?’

He laughed, and I noticed his female friend’s eyes widen in shock.

‘Oh, they’re fine,’ he assured me. ‘Thank you for asking.’

‘My friend over there,’ I said, pointing towards Tallulah, ‘seems to think you’re a famous actor, so I guess it really must be true what you told me about being mistaken for someone else.’

He lowered his chin, taking a step backwards. ‘Who does she think I am?’

‘Cellan Thomas. You know, the actor. But you’re not him, are you?’

The woman cleared her throat. ‘We should get going,’ she said. ‘You’ve got that . . . thing, remember? And Gunnar will––’

‘It’s OK,’ he said, folding and unfolding his arms.

Tallulah was on her feet and heading over to join us. I could smell the orange blossom scent of her perfume in the air and wondered if she’d doused herself in it before seeking out an introduction.

‘Hey,’ she said, as she drew closer. ‘I’m Tallulah.’

‘You’re the one who recognised me?’

The smile she offered him was coy in the extreme. ‘Guilty as charged.’

‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘Are you saying that you’re not a stuntman, then?’

‘Not exactly.’ He looked from me to Tallulah, and then at the ground. ‘I do my own stunts sometimes, but it’s more jumping off a chair than out of a plane.’

I understood what he was telling me, but my brain would not allow the facts to gain any purchase. This man, standing in front of me, with what looked like a spot on his forehead and a large frond of seaweed stuck to his leg, could not be Cellan Thomas, Oscar-winning movie star. I had sworn at this man, had flashed my ugliest bra at him, had asked after his balls. All of a sudden, I felt very faint.

‘Oh,’ I managed. ‘I see.’

I could not look at him, at Cellan. It was as if he had changed into a completely different person in the past few seconds, and I no longer knew what to say, or how I would find the courage to speak even if I did. I thought about the way I’d pulled his T-shirt up towards my mouth and wiped blood all over it, how I’d callously ridiculed his beard, which the poor man must have grown in an attempt to remain incognito. In a rush, details of the Idol magazine story about him came back to me, and I recalled what he’d said the previous day about sobriety.

‘Honor, are you all right?’

It was Cellan who’d asked the question, and I tried my best to smile.

‘I feel stupid,’ I said. ‘I should have recognised you.’

‘And ruin this weird surprise?’ he joked. ‘I shouldn’t have lied to you. I’m sorry about that.’

‘It’s OK,’ I told him. ‘At least the whole seven-hundred dollars for a bike thing makes more sense now.’

He laughed. ‘True. Although before you get any ideas, that offer was a one-time thing and has now expired.’

‘Dammit!’

‘This is my friend Cherry, by the way,’ he said, gesturing to the woman in the wetsuit. ‘And that’s Colton over there.’

The third surfer, whose hands were occupied with twisting his dreadlocks up in a topknot, nodded in our direction.

‘Honor is the kind soul who came to my rescue yesterday,’ Cellan explained.

Cherry offered me a watery smile. ‘And you just happened to be here at the beach?’ she said archly. ‘That was lucky.’

‘It was my idea to come down here today.’ Tallulah’s tone, by contrast, was pure honey. ‘Not Honor’s.’

‘We should let you all get on,’ I said hurriedly. ‘I just wanted to say hello, and now I’ve said it, so . . .’

Cellan removed his sunglasses; his eyes looked different today, closer to amber than hazel.

‘What are you both doing this evening?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ Tallulah enthused. ‘We’re completely free. No plans.’

‘That’s not strictly true,’ I told her, then, turning back towards Cellan. ‘My father’s arriving in a few hours and––’

‘Her father is Jeffrey Butler,’ interrupted Tallulah. ‘The writer.’

‘The Benedict Stamp guy?’ asked Cherry, noticeably perking up as Tallulah nodded. ‘Cool.’

‘We were thinking of doing a cookout later on,’ Cellan explained. ‘Nothing fancy, just a few friends and some grilled shrimp. You should come, bring your dad as well.’

‘Are you sure?’ I asked.

‘You heard the man,’ answered Tallulah firmly. ‘He’s sure.’

Cellan shrugged.

Any moment now, I would wake up from this most bizarre dream. Because there was no possible way this could be real. This sort of thing did not happen to a person like me. And yet, here I was, standing on a Hamptons beach with one of the most famous men on the planet, gaping like the proverbial goldfish.

‘Cellan, are you coming?’ Cherry had started to walk away.

‘Yeah, one sec,’ he said. Then, addressing me, ‘Aim for around eight, that way you won’t miss the sunset.’

‘OK.’

‘And Honor?’

‘Yes?’

‘Sorry again, for the whole stuntman thing. It’s not the best start, is it, lying to someone?’

‘It’s fine,’ I began, only to falter as my mind snagged on his choice of words.

Not the best start.

Cellan could simply have said a brief hello and walked away, relegating our strange encounter to just that. Instead, he had not only apologised but also extended an invite to his home, presumably a sanctuary he kept hidden from the prying eyes of the wider world. Nobody talked about the start of something without envisaging a middle and an end, but what I didn’t know and could barely allow myself to contemplate was what, exactly, those markers would look like for us. Friendship felt implausible now that I knew who he was, while anything remotely romantic seemed laughable in its absurdity. And yet, as I watched him walk away, smiling back at him when he turned to glance across at me one final time, I experienced a similar sensation to the one that had overtaken me the previous day, and could not help but feel exhilarated. I may only have known Cellan Thomas for a matter of hours, but in that short time he had already provided me with an essential element that had long been absent from my life.

Inspiration.





Chapter 12

Any fears I had that my father would not take kindly to Tallulah and me accepting an invitation on his behalf evaporated within seconds. We’d arrived back at the house to find him lounging across one of the wicker-framed sofas along the rear porch, an open novel balanced across his chest. As Tallulah filled him in on our eventful afternoon, I watched his expression change rapidly from one of apathy to animation.

‘Cellan Thomas,’ he confirmed, ‘invited you to a cookout?’

‘I’m as surprised as you are,’ I told him, but Tallulah was shaking her head at us.

‘He thinks Honor’s cute,’ she said, with her standard lack of irony. ‘Must be a nice novelty for him to come across a fellow Brit, especially out here.’

‘I think it’s more likely that he feels bad for causing me a multitude of injuries yesterday,’ I said, raising my knee to examine the still-painful scrape.

My father shifted into a sitting position. ‘Or,’ he countered, ‘he’s wary of attracting any more bad press; hasn’t the guy just been in rehab?’

My predilection to always agree with my father was quashed by an urge to defend Cellan, but I regretted it as soon as I saw his expression darken.

‘You know what they say about smoke,’ he said.

‘That it gets blown up people’s behinds?’

He frowned at me as if I had spoken in Greek. ‘No, about there being fire. Rehab can damage an actor’s public persona, make him more expensive to insure.’

‘Or her,’ remarked Tallulah, shaking the sand out from her beach towel. ‘Drinks?’

I nodded. We’d been unable to locate the free shuttle buggy on the way back, so had walked the forty minutes from Coopers Beach to the house, and I was parched.

‘He’ll be on the hunt for a comeback movie project,’ my father went on, looking thoughtful. Taking out his phone, he tapped on the screen a few times before stowing it back in his trouser pocket. ‘Hollywood is all about taking the right role at the right time, and I’d wager that now is the time for Cellan to do one heck of a blockbuster.’

‘That poor guy,’ said Tallulah, who’d returned with a bottle of rosé and three glasses. ‘I bet he has to ice his ears every morning on account of how much they’re burning.’

I thought privately that if Cellan had iced anything in the past twenty-four hours, it would likely be some way below his ears.

‘I’m going to head on up and lie down for a bit,’ I said, sidling towards the door, wine in hand. ‘Unless either of you need me for anything?’

‘No, you go on up, honey.’ My father waved me away without looking. ‘Tally and I have a bit of work to do before we head on out to this party.’

‘It’s not really a party,’ I began, but I’d lost my audience. Pausing by the open doorway, I watched them for a minute or two, saw the concentration settle over my father’s face as Tallulah sat down beside him with her laptop. I thought about my own modest pages of work, saved in a hidden folder on my desktop, shrouded in the shame that had chased me since childhood, and turned away.

Once upstairs, I opened my own computer, clicked on the web browser and typed ‘Cellan Thomas’ into the search bar. There were over eleven million results, and I scrolled past IMDB, Wikipedia and Rotten Tomatoes. He did not appear to have any official social media accounts, but there were a number of fan sites, most of which consisted of photos pinched from glossy shoots with superlative-heavy captions.Several of the self-proclaimed ‘Cellanoids’ had posted gushing stories about their encounters with the actor, whom they invariably described as ‘SO generous, SO sexy, and SO misunderstood’ by everyone bar them and their fellow disciples. I could not help but grin as I recalled the horror-struck expression the man himself had made when confronted by two such enthusiasts the previous day.

The majority of the news headlines that popped up concerned either Cellan’s recent rehab stint or the on-off nature of his relationship with Wylie Brooke who, the internet helpfully informed me, was currently in Europe promoting her new range of healing candles. Idol magazine must have been misinformed, as that story had hinted that the model would be joining her famous beau very soon. It was hard to examine pictures of Wylie for long without feeling woefully inadequate by comparison, and the two of them together looked impossibly glossy.

I trawled back through the results page, this time in search of interviews he’d done with more reputable publications. Rolling Stone had published one not long before he won his Oscar, the journalist coaxing out a puff piece that touched upon Cellan’s experience of growing up in Cornwall, and how his dyslexia had led him towards an acting career. He discussed the same subject during a video chat with Empire magazine and made appropriate sad faces while reading out cruel tweets about himself on Jimmy Kimmel Live. I watched endless reels of footage, but at no point did I recognise the Cellan that I’d met in the street. This celebrity version of him looked and sounded the same, but his manner was at odds with the easy one that I’d assumed was his default. On camera, he seemed twitchy and uncomfortable; there was a fixed stiffness in the way he squared his shoulders, and he chewed at the skin around his fingernails between questions. Intrigued, I continued to hunt through the listings until I found a podcast, wondering if he would come across as more relaxed in purely audio format, but again, he sounded very different from the man I’d spoken to not two hours ago. It made sense, of course, that he would keep a little of himself back, but it did make me ponder which, if either, version of Cellan was closer to the real him: the stilted yet friendly celebrity version, or the wisecracking boy-next-door who’d ridden pillion on my bicycle. It felt important to know.

Taking my wine from the desk to the bedside table, I began the task of choosing an outfit to wear, eventually narrowing it down to cropped white wraparound shirt, pale blue jeans, and the oversized silver pendant my mother had given me for my thirtieth birthday. Assuming we’d go on foot to Cellan’s house, I opted for Converse on my feet, then rooted through my tangle of earrings until I located a favourite pair of hoops.

I took extra care in the shower, shampooing twice and allowing the conditioner its full three minutes of nourish time before rinsing it out. I’d shaved my legs that morning but ran the razor over them again in case I’d missed a few hairs, then gave my bikini line a quick neaten for good measure. Jojo often joked that preening before meeting up with a man was a sure-fire way to jinx yourself into the friend zone, but as this was very much not a date, I figured the odds might actually be in my favour.

‘Why is there so much of you?’ I grumbled to my hair, as I clipped it up in preparation for blow-drying. For the first time since university, I’d allowed it to grow past my shoulders, not giving in to the temptation to chop it all off when it had reached its current, awkward in-between length. Now, however, I wished I had. It didn’t matter how many times I tried to convince myself that I could become one of those women who could transform themselves from slovenly mess to impeccably styled goddess with a few twists of a hair straightener and a smear or two of make-up, I simply had not been born with the skills required, nor the inclination to learn them. As if to prove my despairing point, the brush I was using got tangled in my part-damp hair, and no amount of yanking, fiddling, or swearing could free it. In the end, tears of frustration leaking out across my cheeks, I had no choice but to reach for the nail scissors and cut myself free.

This was why I could never base a novel character on myself; I was worse than a romantic comedy cliché. Those protagonists generally had a hidden talent or two at the very least – something to offer whichever desirable man they were introduced to in the first act. I had nothing but bad jokes, bad dance moves, and now a bald patch.

When Tallulah knocked on my door half an hour later, she found me changed into my pyjamas and watching an old episode of The OC on my laptop.

‘It’s seven-fifteen,’ she said, as I swigged the last of my rosé.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘But it’s OK, because I’m not coming.’

‘Of course you are.’

‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I’m really not.’

Tallulah swept into the room, arms folded across the front of her Boho-style dress. She was, I noted forlornly, a woman who had very much been born with a talent for self-primping.

‘This what you’re wearing?’ she asked, picking up the cropped blouse. ‘Cute.’

There it was again, that word she seemed to attribute to every situation.

‘I was going to,’ I told her. ‘But now I . . . I don’t feel up to it.’

‘Honor,’ she said, with a sigh that felt judgemental, ‘this is one of those moments. You know the ones I mean?’

I thought I could guess, but I shook my head.

‘My mother would call it a gift,’ she went on. ‘Every now and again, the universe drops a little sugar lump of joy in your path, and it’s up to you to gobble it down.’

‘Sugar is really bad for your teeth,’ I pointed out, but Tallulah was not having any of my sullen tone.

‘I bet you’ve just got a headache from too much sun and wine,’ she said. ‘You get up and dressed, and I’ll fetch you a couple of Advil.’

‘But I don’t want to––’

Tallulah fixed me with a hard stare. ‘JB is so looking forward to it,’ she said. ‘Between you and me, I think he’s pretty impressed that you’ve got him an invite. I mean, I probably would have gone over and spoken to Cellan if I’d spotted him, but I doubt he would have said “Come on over for shrimp” if it wasn’t for you. You did this, Honor – it’s all on you.’

‘He’s impressed?’ I asked, and she smiled.

‘Very. You don’t want to let him down now, do you? He’s dug out that awful tweed jacket of his and everything.’

I made a show of shuddering and she laughed.

‘That’s more like it. Now, get your clothes on, and I’ll help you with your ha––’

‘No!’ I practically yelled, my hand going protectively to the towel I had wrapped around my frazzled locks. ‘That’s OK, I can manage. Just give me ten minutes.’

It wasn’t long, but even ten hours would not have provided enough time to grow back the hair I had lost. Pulling on my jeans, I stared around the room, searching desperately for something – anything – that would disguise what I’d done.

‘Right,’ I said when I spotted it. ‘I suppose you’ll have to do.’





Chapter 13

The front gate was propped open when we arrived, and the three of us followed the faint sounds of music and chatter along a wide driveway paved with grey stone. The house at its end, which was craftsman in style with low-slung gabled roofs, a stone-column porch and neat rectangular windows, was imposing in size yet charming in its design.

Finding a note pinned to the front door instructing us to head to the pool, we made our way around the edge of an impeccably tidy lawn towards the rear of the property.

The crisp wind of that morning had dispersed as the sun began to droop, and the clouds that trailed the sky were thin and limp, as if wrung out from the exertions of the day. The skin on my face felt tight and scorched – a symptom of the hours Tallulah and I had spent at the beach – and my scalp itched beneath the patterned scarf I’d had no choice but to wear. Tallulah had assured me that it looked ‘cute’, but she was being kind. In truth, the person who’d come immediately to mind when I had stared glumly at myself in the bathroom mirror was Captain Jack Sparrow. When I’d joked to the other two that I should probably have accessorised my outfit with a parrot and wooden leg, however, neither had laughed. They had simply stared at me askance, seemingly both mystified, and I’d resolved to put the proverbial sock in it.

Sweet, languid smoke curled out through a cluster of potted lilac trees as we approached the pool. My father, who’d insisted on bringing a bottle of whiskey along despite my warning about the teetotal status of our host, sniffed the air appreciatively.

‘Something smells good,’ he said, striding ahead of me as Cherry stood up from a lounger. She was dressed in a tight-fitting pink tank top, micro hot pants, and a diamanté choker that sparkled a little too much to be cubic zirconia.

‘You’re Jeffrey Butler,’ she said, extending a hand.

‘Call me JB.’

Glancing towards me and Tallulah, she dredged up a rather wan smile before turning back to my father.

‘You must come and meet Gunnar,’ she told him, gesturing to a small group of people on the far side of the terrace. ‘I told him you were coming along, and he insisted I introduce you.’

‘Introduce away,’ my father replied, making to follow her.

‘Can you direct me to the restroom?’ asked Tallulah, and for a moment, Cherry looked uncertain.

‘Maybe use the one in the pool cabin,’ she said. ‘I don’t think Cellan wants people he doesn’t know wandering around indoors.’

To Tallulah’s credit, she took this slight well, heading off in the direction of a small glass-fronted hut, while Cherry led my father away. Abandoned, I felt suddenly exposed, and wondered again what I was doing here among all these notable people. My father was talking away animatedly to a tall, silver-haired man wearing trendy, thick-framed glasses, and I could tell that he was completely at ease. The grand house had not fazed him, nor had its glamorous inhabitants, but then nothing much ever did.

Unsure where I should put myself, I stared across the wide gardens and saw what looked to be the top of a pergola in the distance, its wooden frame festooned with the same fairy lights that were wrapped around the trees on South Main Street. I figured that nobody would miss me if I ventured up there to admire the view. Cellan had yet to appear, and Tallulah had gone straight from the bathroom to my father’s side.

The dreadlocked surfer I’d met briefly on the beach was manning the barbecue and lifted a set of tongs as I passed.

‘Hey,’ I said, and was rewarded with a smile.

‘Colton,’ he reminded me. ‘Chow won’t be long – just waiting on these seaside Tonys.’

‘Cool,’ I replied, wondering if a seaside Tony would come served in a ‘kiss me quick, squeeze me slow’ hat as opposed to a bun, then sniggering at my own wit.

‘What was that?’ Colton asked.

‘Oh, nothing. I was just . . . nothing. Ignore me,’ I trilled, hurrying away as he shrugged in bewilderment. If I wasn’t careful, I would start to get a reputation as ‘that mad Brit’, and it would be nothing I did not deserve. Colton continued to stare at me as I backed away, and I was still facing him, doing my best to communicate my inadequacies through the medium of gesture alone, as I reached the pergola, so did not see the person sitting on the bench inside until I was almost on top of him.

‘Oh,’ I said, wheeling around. ‘Hi.’

Cellan sat forward and arched his back until it clicked, grinning as I winced.

‘You found my hiding place,’ he said.

‘I was actually hoping it would be mine,’ I admitted.

Cellan considered me for a moment, then patted the empty space beside him.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Hide.’

‘Nice view,’ I said as I sat down, and it was. The sloping edge of the grounds banked down to be swallowed by the pillowy dunes beyond, a wire-cleft wooden fence the only barrier between grass and beach. The ocean that had roared so determinedly that afternoon was muted by distance, but its whisper was no less insistent.

‘I like it,’ Cellan agreed, stretching his feet out in front of him. I glanced down at his beaten-up Vans, which he wore with no socks, then allowed my gaze to travel up, taking in the ripped jean shorts and faded blue hoodie. There were two small hoops in his left ear that I’d not noticed before, and when he raised a hand to readjust his mop of dark hair, I saw the flash of several chunky rings.

‘People have bought houses for less convincing reasons,’ I offered, and he looked at me in surprise.

‘You think I own this place?’

‘You don’t?’

‘God, no – I’m only renting it. Works out much cheaper that way, believe me.’

‘How much would a place like this go for?’ I asked. ‘Purely out of interest?’

Cellan took a deep breath before saying, ‘I reckon about thirty-five or forty million dollars, something like that.’

I laughed. ‘Is that all?’

‘Ludicrous, right?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I said, once again admiring the view. ‘If you can afford it, why not?’

‘Because it’s not home,’ he said simply.

I thought about all the Cellan Thomas trivia I’d consumed over the past few hours, debating how to ask my next question without making it obvious that I already knew the answer. In the end, I needn’t have worried, because he beat me to it.

‘Home is back in Cornwall,’ he said. ‘I have an apartment in Los Angeles, but only for convenience. Most of the time, I let my mates use it. I’m only there when I have to be for work.’

‘What’s LA like?’ I asked, wishing the headscarf wasn’t making my scalp itch quite so much.

Cellan chewed over his response. ‘It can be fun,’ he said, sounding pragmatic, ‘but it can also be a bit full-on. I prefer it out here on the East Coast; it’s much more suited to that raggedy surfer boy that still resides in here.’ He tapped a hand to his chest. ‘And how about you, Honor? Where is home for you?’

‘Cambridge,’ I said, explaining about the tiny flat above the bookshop, and my job at the university.

‘And that makes you happy?’ he asked. ‘No big dreams of becoming a stand-up comedian?’

‘Funny.’

‘Cycle stunt rider?’

‘Really?’

‘Or,’ he said, warming to his subject, ‘you could combine the two and join a circus.’

‘Are you trying to say that I’m a clown?’

Cellan’s brown eyes glittered. ‘If the big, floppy shoes fit . . .’

‘At least my shoes aren’t full of holes,’ I pointed out, and at that, he laughed. ‘And, to answer your original question, I actually do have a big dream, and it has nothing whatsoever to do with clowning of any kind.’

‘You do?’ Cellan sat up a fraction straighter. ‘Do tell.’

But I didn’t want to; all of a sudden, it felt ridiculous to have mentioned it at all. He might have asked, but there was no way he genuinely cared about the answer. Why would he? He was Cellan Thomas, A-list celebrity icon, and I was, well, a nobody.

‘Maybe later,’ I said, turning away so as not to witness his reaction. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m starving, and I’m fairly certain you promised me some grilled shrimp.’

Cellan held up his hands. ‘That I did. Come on then, I suppose it’s bad form to hide away all evening, given that I’m the host.’

‘It is,’ I agreed. ‘And you are.’

I stood up and he followed suit, yawning as he did so, and the two of us made our way back to the terrace, breaking off as we reached the pool. Cellan headed towards where Colton was removing steaks from the barbecue and putting them onto plates, while I made a beeline for Tallulah and my father, both of whom were talking intently to the older, grey-haired man.

‘Hello,’ I said tentatively, and Tallulah swung around, beaming as she saw me.

‘Honor, there you are. We thought you’d gone.’

‘No. I was just––’

‘Never mind. You’re here now, and you must meet Gunnar Hayes.’

She towed me forwards by the elbow until I was standing between the two men. My father, interrupted mid-flow, managed to hide his irritation well.

‘Hey, honey,’ he said, adding to his companion, ‘This is my daughter.’

The taller man peered sternly at me through his glasses, then disarmed me with a broad smile. ‘Honor,’ he drawled, in what I took to be a Californian accent. He certainly had the tan and teeth to match. ‘You’re the gal that rescued my boy, Cef.’

‘I think rescued might be a little bit of an overstatement.’

‘Nonsense. I heard all about it – you, riding in like the Lone Ranger on that rusty steed of yours, pedalling him out of danger like that. Bravo.’

It was too ridiculous not to laugh, and so I did, apparently rather too loudly, because it prompted my father to put his arm around me and squeeze until I stopped.

‘Gunnar here is Cellan’s manager,’ he explained, in a tone that left me under no illusion as to how important that made him. Behind me, Tallulah emitted a tittering sort of sound. They were all waiting for me to say something, but all I came up with was, ‘Cool.’

Thankfully, Colton chose that moment to bellow across the garden that the food was ready, and so we all trooped obediently towards the barbecue, Tallulah hanging back and beckoning for me to join her.

‘Can you believe it?’ she hissed. ‘Gunnar Hayes!’

‘I know,’ I said, even though I’d had no idea who he was until a few minutes ago. ‘Who are all these other people? Do you know?’

Tallulah nodded with enthusiasm. ‘Cherry, who we’ve met, is Cellan’s publicist,’ she said, ‘and Colton is a stylist.’

I pictured the bedraggled Vans and suppressed a grin.

‘What about the incredibly beautiful woman in the black dress?’ I asked.

‘That’s Padma Sharma. I asked her what she did, and she was a bit vague about it, but I think she might be a life coach.’

I could not imagine Cellan hiring a life coach, but of course he had recently spent time in rehab. It was not a subject I felt comfortable broaching yet. But then, wasn’t that exactly what writers should be willing to do? Ask the tough questions so that they might get closer to understanding the nature of human behaviour; why we do what we do, and how to make sense of it. I wished there were some sort of handbook I could read that would instruct me in how a real author should behave. It came so easily to my father, but he had passed none of his natural talent to me.

We’d reached the others, and when I looked around at each of the gathered faces, it was Cellan’s that stayed my gaze. He fascinated me, in part, of course, because of who he was and the status that role provided, but also because I had a sense of knowing him, almost intrinsically, as if his thoughts were replaying like an echo in my own mind. When he smiled at me, I felt it, a sensation I could not describe in words, because how can you truly hope to articulate the intricacies of a feeling? I was not a poet; I was barely even a writer – what chance did I have?

Someone passed me a plate, and I thanked them with a soundless murmur, staring down at the blackened shellfish skewer before raising my eyes and, once again, finding his waiting.

It was only by the slightest incline of his head that Cellan asked his question, and I replied with an imperceptible tilt of my chin. Without a word, he stepped out of the group and started to walk away, and before I could talk myself out of it, I followed him.





Chapter 14

He had come to a stop alongside a low table, the top of which was littered with bowls of mixed greens, bread rolls and various condiments.

‘Ambrosia salad?’ he said, holding up a spoonful of something cream and lumpy.

‘That depends.’

‘On?’

‘On what’s in it. I mean, are we talking a potato base, or more of a coleslaw vibe?’

Cellan mulled this over. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it contains mandarin pieces, pineapple chunks, cherries, coconut and pecans.’

‘That sounds––’

‘And vanilla yoghurt, whipped cream and marshmallows.’

‘Gross,’ I finished. ‘And definitely not something I would pair with prawns.’

Cellan let the gooey-looking salad drop onto his own plate, then forked up a huge portion into his mouth.

‘S’yummy,’ he said, between mouthfuls, to which I tutted.

‘You’ve got cream in your beard.’

‘I’ll save it as a snack for later.’

‘Nice.’

‘I’m sure it will be.’

And here we were again; our game of mutual teasing seemingly impossible to avoid. Cellan helped himself to a second portion.

‘Is it really that good?’ I asked, bending over until my nose was inches from the bowl and sniffing it.

‘Careful,’ Cellan warned.

The end of my scarf had fallen forwards into the ambrosia, and he reached across to move it just as I veered away. Too late, I realised what was happening, and tried in vain to pin the silky material in place with both hands only to encounter damp, slightly flat hair instead.

‘Shit,’ he
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