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Prologue

She doesn’t hear the footsteps approaching, but she wouldn’t, she has ear buds in, is submerged in the heady beats of the Black Eyed Peas, ‘I Gotta Feeling’. She is so focussed on singing along, chair dancing and the work at hand that even a fire alarm might not have disturbed her. 

She is alone in a meeting room, a glassed-in space tucked away from the main office and close to the lifts. The walls are cluttered with shelves containing books of all genres and sizes, and brightly coloured posters, most of them promoting an upcoming TV series. There’s a large blank screen at one end of the room and a coffee station at the other. 

She hasn’t made herself a drink yet, but she might when she’s finished. Or more likely, she’ll head home as it’s close to seven thirty and everyone else has already left for the day. 

No one popped in to say goodnight on their way past; this didn’t surprise her, but it upset her. It’s awful being ostracised. 

She only has herself to blame, she knows that, but it doesn’t make it any easier. She shouldn’t have given in to him, should have steered well clear, but he’d been so very hard to resist. He’d made her feel breathless every time she saw him, caused wild and greedy flutterings in every part of her; his eyes when they met hers seemed to set her on fire. 

He said she did the same to him. 

He couldn’t resist her either. 

She’d stopped it now, told him they couldn’t continue, but it’s too late to repair the damage she’s caused. 

He’d taken their break-up hard and his wife had gone to pieces. 

His wonderful, beautiful, talented wife who, some were saying, had already met someone else. So maybe she hadn’t been that broken-hearted after all. 

Her task this evening is to pack up the props that were used for a promo shoot yesterday. It’s for a book soon to hit the screens in a major new horror series. The props had been returned from location earlier, all bundled up in a sheet like dozens of little corpses. Apparently they’d been on loan from a doll’s hospital. Who even knew there was such a thing? Do people really take their broken dolls to have limbs repaired and faces remodelled? It seems so … weird. 

For two hours yesterday, the dolls had been positioned around a deserted, cobwebby house in the countryside, perched ghoulishly on shelves and chairs, laid out on the floor and twisted into odd shapes to suggest violence and thwarted escape. Some had been placed face down, or up, in a bath and one – blonde-haired, ruby-lipped and nude – was hung by its neck from a dusty chandelier. All those miniature bodies; the grisly suggestion, the turbulence of grotesque innuendo. It had been as spooky as hell. She’d been very glad when the camera stopped and it was time to get out of there. 

This evening she’s carefully wrapping each of the dolls in tissue before laying them gently into a large padded box. Even in this brightly lit and benign setting, they somehow seem disturbingly real. It’s as though they’re in their own doll-world, looking back at her through hard, unblinking eyes, grimacing and grinning, pouting, coy, startled, menacing. A few even have teeth. They’re thin and brittle, fat and rubbery. Some are made of porcelain or china, others are moulded from plastic, even from wood. She senses them watching and listening, breathing silently and knowing everything. 

She doesn’t hear the door open behind her, has no idea anyone is there until they’re standing right beside her. She starts to look up, to say, ‘Aren’t they creepy?’ or, ‘I thought you’d already gone home,’ but – before any words can form on her lips – something hard and solid slams into her head. The thud is more of a crunch, the sound of exertion is exhaled in soft, ragged grunts. 

Moments later the door closes as quietly as it had opened. The dolls stare lifelessly from their wide eyes, faces splattered in blood and brain, the only witnesses to a scene as appalling as their silence. 

On the floor ‘… I gotta feeling …’ plays tinnily, over and over, from a fallen ear bud. 





CHAPTER ONE

‘I think it might work for you,’ Noel Hadigan is saying, seeming both certain and curious as he assesses the landing of his proposition. His eyes are mischievous, and then less so, as he gives a quick wave to someone he knows – bad choice of restaurant, he can never come to the Ivy in Covent Garden without being recognized and he’d much rather be focusing on the woman seated opposite him. 

Marina Forster treats him to one of her famously wry smiles as he turns back to her. She’s always happy to spend time with this man, especially when he’s up to something, and he clearly is, so it’s easy to allow her turquoise blue eyes to show interest in spite of having heard him start a pitch this way many times before. She’s a tall, strikingly lovely woman in her mid-forties, with thick dark hair usually wound into a single French plait, delicately pale skin, lusciously defined features and an air of confidence that’s easily matched by her natural warmth. Her reputation for being a great boss and insightful publisher is, according to most, entirely deserved for, over the past eleven years – since returning from the hiatus of becoming a mother – she’s steadily built up the dedicated fiction division of Hawksley Maine, an international publishing house. It is now an award-winning, widely respected and highly profitable arm of the business. She’d even named the imprint Janus, after the god of beginnings, transitions and endings. 

‘Can’t wait to hear what it is,’ she teases, and pops a forkful of deliciously baked salmon into her mouth before raising a glass of sparkling water. He knows, as do most literary agents in town, that she, as an executive publishing director, rarely takes on a new work. She has a superbly talented and mostly independent team for that – however, there are exceptions. Usually they come in the shape of celebrities or politicians whose egos – and agents – insist on being handled by the person at the top, even if the actual editing is carried out by a senior member of the team. 

‘It’s coming from an unknown,’ he tells her, ‘unless the name is a pseudonym, and I guess that’s likely. All I have right now are initials and a surname.’

‘Don’t tell me, J.K. Rowling.’

He laughs. ‘Hardly unknown, but certainly Rowling set a trend and it isn’t such a bad one if you don’t want your identity to influence early judgement.’

‘So, are you thinking someone famous could be behind it?’

He shrugs. ‘Too soon to say, but the author is definitely going for gender-neutral right now and the first chapter is …’ He searches for the right word and is clearly disappointed in himself when all he can muster is, ‘interesting.’

She smiles. It is unlikely they’d be discussing it if it weren’t. 

He meets her eyes and smiles too. He actually looks more like a surfer than a leading literary agent – curly russet hair, ripped and tanned; unsurprising since he hails from Sydney where, in his earlier years, he was a regular champion of the waves. He’d moved into publishing during his late twenties and had left his homeland for London just over eight years ago. Since setting up his agency in Chelsea, he’s acquired an impressive client list and plenty of friends – Marina and her husband, Maxim, being two of the closest. 

‘OK,’ she says, helping herself to one of his French fries, ‘if I’m going to bite, and no promises that I will, let’s start with genre.’ 

He’s about to reply when they’re interrupted for the fourth time since their arrival. 

To Marina’s dismay it’s Rosie Shell, the deputy managing director of a rival publishing house. Back in the early days of Janus, Rosie had been a senior editor with more chips on her shoulder than hairs on her head so, when Marina returned from her maternity leave, she had wasted little time in moving her on. The woman was – and is – a renowned gossip, unpleasantly competitive and not always honest. She’d also been a part of Hawksley Maine’s old regime, so she’d been around during the height of the scandal that had almost forced the company’s new owners to lay off everyone in the division and close it down completely. Fortunately it hadn’t come to that, but it had been a terrible time that, all these years later, Marina tries not to dwell on. It serves no one, least of all her, to get caught up in the past when the future has so much to offer. She was appointed exec publishing director at the beginning of 2012, and since then she’s done everything in her power to purge what went before. This has been helped enormously by the company moving from its old premises to a brand-new office block in South Kensington. There are no reminders there to stumble over at any given moment, and these days there are very few staff who were around back then. 

In spite of Rosie’s sunny smiles and gushing warmth, Marina knows very well that this woman still, to this day, will tell anyone who’ll listen that Marina Forster is only in position because she’s married to Hawksley Maine’s CEO. Rosie detests Marina with a passion, and probably prays – even plots – daily for her downfall. 

Hard, fast and fabulously humiliating would do it for Rosie. 

‘So, what are you two cooking up here?’ Rosie’s tone is at once playful and arch and sets Marina’s teeth on edge. 

Noel says, ‘Well, Rosie, it’s possible I’ve just discovered the new Stephen King, and I’m trying to persuade Marina here to give me a second opinion.’

Rosie’s smile tightens around the edges as she glances at Marina. ‘Not quite your thing, is it, horror? There again, maybe it is.’

Marina stares at her icily. She knows what Rosie is referring to, but there’s no way she’s going to bite. 

Belatedly realizing Noel isn’t serious about his new discovery, Rosie says, waspishly, ‘How’s your wife, these days, Noel? Do you ever hear from her?’ Noel had briefly been married a couple of years ago to a historical fiction editor at Penguin who’d run off to the States with one of his top crime-thriller writers. 

He says, quite affably, ‘Sherry’s good, thanks. I’ll be sure to tell her you asked after her.’

As Rosie moves on, in a rush suddenly to get to her table before one of her celebrity authors arrives (Rosie loves nothing more than to be seen with a famous face), Marina says, ‘You never fail to impress me with how nice you are to her.’

He shrugs. ‘It wouldn’t do me, or my clients, any good if I spoke my mind, but she’s not entirely stupid – on the spectrum, yes, but not all the way there – so she knows I have nothing but contempt for her. Lucky she has some good people around her, or Ashwells could be in serious trouble with her at the helm. Now, back to my actual discovery and why I’m here with you and not one of your crack team.’

Marina waits for her glass to be refilled and treats him to her best expectant expression.

With a self-mocking grimace, he says, ‘Actually, I’ve only got a prologue and opening chapter so far, and I get that a good opening is no guarantee the book will go anywhere, but why not take a look? I can email it over by the end of the day.’

Because it’s him and she likes him so much, she says, ‘You still haven’t told me the genre?’

‘Well, it’s hard to be specific about that from what I’ve seen so far, but it’s not literary. Modern day, stylistically easy, and as I said, an interesting start.’

‘Tell me about the author.’

‘The name is E.L. Stalwood.’

She shrugs; it means nothing to her and presumably not to him either. ‘Have you actually met or spoken to him/her/it/them?’ she asks.

‘Not yet. The opening arrived by email a few weeks ago. It was sent out to a reader who contacted Jaz, my assistant, yesterday morning with feedback on everything he’d recently been sent. This was amongst it and Jaz forwarded it on to me.’ 

‘So you were impressed by it, got in touch with the author …?’

‘Jaz did, by email, to ask if there was more. Apparently there is, but Stalwood isn’t prepared to send it unless you, personally, are on board with it.’

Marina treats him to her best impression of amused exasperation. This sort of thing happened a lot. Many wannabes did their research ahead of time in the hope of exercising some authority over their precious new work and who handled it. They invariably chose someone at the top, and Marina’s definitely there. ‘And you think it’s good enough for me to give it some time?’ she says, sitting back as she finishes her meal. 

‘Let’s just say we haven’t done a book together for a while, so why not see how this one runs? I can always redirect or reject if you end up deciding it’s not for you.’




CHAPTER TWO 

By the time Marina arrives home that evening she’s all but forgotten the lunch with Noel. Her day has been crazy busy, and a good part of this afternoon has been taken up by phone calls and Teams meetings with the Toronto and New York offices. Later she’d caught up with producers and clients on the West Coast regarding various TV and movie adaptations of books Janus has published. At the crack of dawn tomorrow she’ll be dealing with her colleagues in Australia and New Zealand, so this evening she needs to focus on what’s likely to be expected from her when she gets to the office first thing. 

It is just after seven thirty when she finally lets herself into her and Maxim’s Holland Park home – a grand double-fronted, Georgian townhouse, red brick, with tall sash windows and a smart black front door. Maxim bought it thirteen years ago as a wedding gift for them both. (Though he is certainly well paid as the CEO of Hawksley Maine, he also has a large personal fortune that he inherited from his grandfather at the age of thirty. His father, Paul Forster of Forster Inc, Hawksley Maine’s parent company, regularly appears on the Forbes billionaires list, but he’s another story.) 

‘I’m just walking through the door,’ she’s telling Maxim on the phone as she shuts it behind her. ‘Are you here?’

‘Downstairs in the kitchen,’ he replies, ‘but I have to go out. Last-minute dinner arrangement with a couple of out-of-towners. Can you come?’

Stifling a groan, she says, ‘Where and what time?’

‘The Shard – they’re from Kentucky, want to see the hotspots – and we need to leave about … now?’

Dropping her heavy bags on the hall floor, she sighs as she says, ‘Darling, I’m sorry, I’ve got so much to do this evening.’

‘It’s OK, I get it’s short notice. It’ll be dreary anyway.’

Suspecting it will, and loving him for not minding, she rings off, pops her coat in the cloakroom and descends the short flight of stairs to the kitchen to find him. He’s standing with his back to her, hands either side of a newspaper he’s spread out on the centre island, and is so focussed on whatever he’s reading he apparently doesn’t realize she’s there until she asks if he has time for a drink before he leaves. 

Without glancing up he gives a brief shake of his head and stretches out a hand for her to take. 

She brushes her fingers against his and goes to fix herself a large gin and tonic. ‘Is anyone else at home?’ she asks, going to the fridge for a lemon. 

‘I haven’t heard anyone since I came in,’ he replies, ‘but I was just a few minutes ahead of you.’ He finally turns from the paper and folds his arms across his chest as he tilts his head curiously, regarding her. ‘Are you OK?’ he asks. 

Surprised, she says, ‘Don’t I look it?’

He breaks into a smile and, for a startling moment, she wonders when she stopped noticing how incredibly attractive he is. She hasn’t, of course; it is just when you see someone every day … He is tall, broad-shouldered and fair-haired, with intense dark eyes, strong features and an easy way with him that is as disarming as it can sometimes be deceptive. Although American born and educated, he’d moved to the UK fourteen years ago when Forster Inc had taken over Hawksley Maine and he’d been appointed to run it. At the time he’d had no way of knowing what an unholy hell he was walking into and, in spite of being a senior editor back then, Marina had had no idea herself how bad it was going to get. If it weren’t for him, she dreaded to think where the publishing house might be now, or indeed she herself. 

‘You’re always beautiful to me,’ he tells her, pulling her to him, ‘but you look tired, stressed maybe? Bad day at the office?’

Inhaling the wonderfully familiar scent of him, while enjoying the sensation of how well they fit, she says, ‘Not really, it just seems never-ending at times.’ She smiles up into his eyes, loving the way they can still snatch these moments, even if they have other things on their minds. ‘And how was your day?’

‘Frustrating on some levels, productive on others.’ As overall head of European operations, he is based at the company’s executive offices on Pall Mall. This means they rarely run in to each other during the day, or even travel to and from work together. They like it that way; being around one another at the office isn’t without its complications, and she doesn’t much enjoy the way they’re scrutinized by some on the occasions they’re at the same meeting or official function. The fascination with them seems to have a longevity all of its own, and the rumours of how they’d got together in the first place have never completely gone away. They both suspect that newcomers to the company are regularly filled in by the old guard that remain, though nothing is ever said in their hearing. 

‘I dream,’ she says, ‘that one of these days we’ll get to spend an evening, just the two of us – no work, no children, no phones, no interruptions at all …’

‘We need a holiday,’ he states, and reaches for his mobile as it buzzes on the table. ‘That’s my driver, five minutes away. Sure you can’t come?’

‘Even if I could, I’d never make myself presentable in time. No, you go, enjoy the Kansans – is that what they’re called?’

‘They are – or Jayhawkers, and they’re a pretty dull pair. If they weren’t, I might have invited them here. Anyway, I shouldn’t be too late, but if you’re tired, don’t wait up.’

After a tender though brief kiss on the mouth, he grabs his keys and phone and leaves through the back door, taking a call as it comes in. ‘Hi, Ed,’ she hears him say chirpily, ‘what’s new?’

She stands for a moment, watching him head through the garden to exit by a gate next to the garage. Ed is his twenty-one-year-old godson, currently living with them while studying anthropology and law at LSE – and causing considerable hormonal havoc for his godfather’s thirteen-year-old twins, Sophie and Olivia. It’s a blessing the girls were at boarding school from Monday to Friday, or the chaos in the house, if they were around all the time, would enjoy few limits. 

After popping upstairs to change into something more comfortable, Marina returns to the hall, scoops up her heavy bag and carries it down to the kitchen. Ordinarily she closets herself in her study when working at home, but this evening she decides to spread everything out on the breakfast table in front of the floor-to-ceiling French windows. From here she can easily reach the fridge, the coffee machine and the drinks cabinet. It’s also possible to gaze at the garden for a while, always a welcome distraction when she’s tired or overthinking a problem. 

Since she already has a G&T on the go, she pulls open the fridge in the hope of finding some leftover frittata, and almost melts with love for Maxim and Ed when she sees that neither has finished it off and left her with an empty plate to stick in the dishwasher. 

After helping herself to a generous slice, she quickly whips up a French dressing for the lettuce and single tomato she finds lurking in a lower drawer, and carries it to the table. As she sits down her phone rings and, seeing it’s the marketing director she’s been trying all day to get hold of, she quickly clicks on. 

Twenty minutes later she’s partway through another call and upstairs in the hall, having popped up to find out who’s ringing the bell. No one’s there, so she closes the door and continues to listen to one of her New York colleagues droning on about a changed publication schedule – he’s already put it in an email, so did they really have to have this conversation? Too polite to protest she pauses a moment in front of the mirror to check just how tired she might be looking. She is a little pale yes, but that’s normal at the end of the day, as are the loose strands escaping her French plait. 

When the call finally ends, she leans in closer to the mirror. Maybe the lines around her eyes have deepened, or the lids are drooping more than she’d realized. Certainly the frown line is increasing in length and depth. Her mouth has always been full and wide and still is, but are the corners starting to tilt downwards? The girls would tell her if she asked, there’s no doubt about that; they’re becoming more outspoken and critical by the week. Anyway, Maxim had said tired, not old, and forty-four isn’t too bad, is it? 

Maxim is going to be fifty next year. 

Fifty!

Even so with his looks, wealth, charm and standing in the world, he’s always going to be an absolute magnet for just about every female who fancies her chances. And he isn’t averse to a little flirtation here and there, it has to be said. Nor is she, although she knows it would never go any further in her case, and he always swears it wouldn’t in his. She believes him, insofar as she’s able, for she knows how much she and the children mean to him – and he’s never given her any reason to doubt him. It just creeps up on her from time to time, stealing in like a shadow, planting thoughts in her head and suspicion in her heart. Mostly she’s able to push it away, as if it is no more than the resonance of a long-forgotten chapter, or the drift of an old movie scene. Lived experience can be hard, traumatic even, and at times unsuppressible, but Maxim would never hurt and humiliate her the way her first husband did. It simply isn’t in him to behave that way. 

Thank God. 

Shaking herself out of the unwanted introspection, she returns to the kitchen and finally starts her snack-supper while scrolling through emails on her laptop. Eventually she comes to the one Noel sent about his new discovery – if that’s what E.L. Stalwood actually turns out to be. 

Since she’s more or less finished for the day, and as it’s apparently only a prologue and opening chapter, she decides to relocate herself upstairs to the sitting room and relax on the sofa as she reads. 

She gets as far as the hall when the doorbell rings again. 

Putting her laptop and G&T on the console table, she goes to find out who it is. 

Once again there’s no sign of anyone. 

It’s unusual to get children playing knock-down ginger in this area, but it’s hard to imagine who – or what – else it might be. She’s about to go back inside when she spots something on the pavement at the end of their short path. 

Going to pick it up she turns it over in her hand and feels an unsteady beat in her heart. A broken doll. No, not broken, its limbs are intact, but skewed in odd directions, its small head twisted around so the face is at the back. 

A child must have dropped it on their way into the park – there’s an entrance less than fifty yards away – so she pops it on the wall and returns to the house. 

Time to get started on E.L. Stalwood’s first – and maybe last – attempt at writing a book. 




CHAPTER THREE

That Girl by E.L. Stalwood

Prologue

Getting into Christy Grant’s flat was easy. 

There was a key. 

It was well hidden, of course, no one would think to look in the spot she’d chosen, but few secrets were as safe as their holders liked to believe. The task now was to get in and out before Christy came back and there probably wasn’t much time. 

The purpose was not to steal anything, or to cause damage. There was no desire at all – at this stage – to harm her. That would come later. The intention tonight was simply to leave a little something where she won’t immediately find it. 

Not difficult. 

A bedroom drawer will do. 

Mission accomplished, time to leave, and minutes later the apartment was as silent as the furniture within. 

By the time Christy has realized what’s been left for her, it will already be too late. All hell will break loose – for Christy anyway. For the intruder there will only be anonymity. 

Poor Christy. Maybe not what she deserved, but life is like that sometimes: simply not fair. 

CHAPTER ONE 

This tale is a tragic one, awash with vanity and betrayal, fraught with ambition and duplicity – I wish I could tell you that it ends well. 

It doesn’t.

There are three main players – Katie Beech, Christy Grant and Amy Summers. You might wonder as you read on about my own part in the story. It will become clear, I assure you, although perhaps not straight away. 

Katie first. 

She was in her late twenties, with curly fair hair, a cutely freckled complexion and a beautifully wide smile. She was the presenter of an afternoon TV show, three times a week, and was a favourite with the viewing public. She and Christy Grant, the programme’s series producer, were known to be the closest of friends. They always had each other’s backs and they rarely disagreed on anything, at least not openly. 

When Christy employed her eighteen-year-old niece, Amy Summers, to act as a PA to Katie, Katie took to the girl straight away. She saw her almost as a gift, a prize even, for it soon became clear that Amy was lively, intelligent, enthusiastic, and always ready to go the extra mile. 

It wasn’t long before Katie began encouraging Amy to come up with stories for the programme: unusual weddings; holiday nightmares; hilarious online dating. In effect, she appointed herself the girl’s devoted mentor, and no one was surprised when she suggested that quirkily pretty little Amy should present some of the inserts herself. 

Amy on camera turned out to be a dream! With her big blue eyes, pouty smile and playfully irreverent humour she was a natural, and very soon, under Katie’s guidance, she was building up her own fan base of mostly younger viewers. She was overjoyed by this amazing turn in her luck, and Katie was sublimely happy for her. Actually, everyone was happy for Amy, at least to her face. Christy, her aunt (a couple of times removed) knew that behind the girl’s back many of her colleagues were starting to find her irritating. Uppity, even. They were resentful of all the breaks she kept getting, and the way she seemed to hold so much sway with those in senior positions. 

Katie never engaged with the discontent. The grudges would work themselves through in time, and everyone would start to see all the qualities in Amy that she did. In fact, Amy was already bringing a lot more to the programme than other people Katie could mention, but of course she didn’t name them. Katie wasn’t like that. She was mostly kind and generous and often first to recognize talent in others. (This was what Katie wanted everyone to think of her, and most did because it was largely true; however, I’m afraid there was a dark streak in her soul, as you will discover.)

She had a great need to be admired, even adored. Her extravagant beach wedding in Mallorca was its own proof of that. It was covered by Hello! magazine, so the rest of the world could swoon and cluck over how blessed and beautiful she was. Her husband, Robert – Rob – Nicholls, was the main anchor for the go-to sports programme broadcast by the same TV station. He commentated on all the big matches, appeared on many sporting quiz shows and was, for some people, a bit of a heartthrob. In fact, he had a lot going for him in the looks and charm department, and no one would ever try to claim that he and Katie didn’t make an extremely handsome couple. 

It pleased Christy a lot to know that everything was perfect in Katie’s world. She wanted Katie to be happy, everything on the show ran much more smoothly if she was, but it wasn’t just about the programme. Katie really mattered to Christy. She was, in many ways, the sister Christy had never had, and Christy knew it was the same for Katie. Even though Katie was married now, they still had their special girlie evenings, usually at Christy’s flat, drinking wine and sharing confidences that were both heartfelt and hilarious. There was only one truth Christy determined never to share with Katie, and that was her low opinion of Rob. On the surface she had a friendly enough relationship with him – after all, he did have some good points and he wasn’t bad company, but she could see beyond – or beneath – the public façade to the shallow and self-serving man she knew him to be. He drank too much, was far too full of himself, and he flirted outrageously. Indeed, there was a reasonable chance he wasn’t entirely faithful. Christy had no evidence to support that, it was just an instinct she had, and her instincts where men were concerned were rarely flawed. 

‘You know, I think men are intimidated by you,’ Katie often observed during their frank discussions of Christy’s love-life. ‘It’s not just the fact that you’re so successful and often their intellectual superior, it’s being unspeakably beautiful that might put them off. I mean, look at you! You’re even lovelier than Claudia Romani, who, I might add, was voted one of the world’s sexiest women not so long ago. No bloke in his right mind is going to not be drawn to you when your Spanish blood makes you so exotic and takes your sensuality to smoking levels. The trouble is, you’re so much cleverer than most of them, and in the end they feel so diminished, inadequate, that they just can’t cope.’

Christy was of course touched – and embarrassed – by the compliments and the loyalty, but there was still no getting away from the fact that her relationships always seemed to start off so well and yet none ever lasted. 

‘What is wrong with me?’ she wailed to Katie. ‘Why does nothing in my personal life ever work out?’ 

‘It’s going to take someone really special to win you,’ Katie insisted, splashing more Sauvignon into their glasses. ‘He’ll see past everything else and appreciate you in a way no one else is smart enough to, apart from me, of course. More importantly, you’ll appreciate him – and you’ll love him every bit as much as he loves you.’

Christy had to smile. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Wasn’t Katie the very best of friends to offer her such a dream, and to try to make her feel so much better about herself?

Christy was still waiting for this paragon of male excellence to find his way into her world and, at thirty-seven, she was having to try very hard not to lose hope that he ever would. 

It was one Thursday lunchtime that Christy went over to the news and sports building of the TV studios to take a lift to the dressing-room floor. (The day and time isn’t actually important, it’s simply when she chooses to go in search of Rob Nicholls, who should have just come off-air following a midday bulletin.) She was keen to discuss an idea she’d had for Katie’s birthday surprise and, as he’d asked her to come up with something, she was hopeful he’d go for it. 

The dressing-room corridor was empty and most doors were closed as she made her way to Rob’s at the far end. She was only a step away, her hand already raised to knock, when she came to a sudden stop. 

She waited, motionless, hardly breathing. She knew she should walk away now, and it was all she wanted to do, but she was rooted, caught in the grip of what she could hear coming from beyond his partly open door. 

The sounds were as unmistakable as they were descriptive; so intimate and filled with the absorption of pleasure that it was clear no thought had been paid to the chance of discovery. She knew the woman in there wasn’t Katie, because she’d just left Katie in Studio Three discussing the set.

Christy’s eyes closed as a quiet rage rose in her. 

He hasn’t even bothered to close the door. Were they in such a rush to get to one another that he didn’t notice, or is it a part of the thrill?

She looked at his name writ large in the panel below the number 5 and then, to her horror, she realized who the female voice belonged to. 

It was Amy! 

Katie’s cherished little protégée; Christy’s eighteen-year-old niece; Rob’s …

How the hell could this be happening? 

Of all the females she could so easily imagine him cheating with, Amy had never crossed her mind. 

What a fool she was! What a low-life he was. 

‘Are you sure Katie doesn’t know?’ Amy’s husky voice carried to Christy from inside the cocoon of betrayal. 

‘I’m sure,’ Rob replied, sounding breathless, distracted. 

‘But are you going to tell her?’

‘No, not yet. It’s too soon. Can you …? Is this …?’

Amy giggled as she murmured something Christy couldn’t make out, followed by, ‘How about I take them off? It’ll be easier.’

Christy couldn’t bear to hear any more, or to be caught eavesdropping like some sort of sexual deviant, so she quickly retraced her steps back to the lifts. 

An hour later she was in the production gallery for her own programme, standing behind the director and his crew as they orchestrated rehearsals for the upcoming recording. As series producer she was always around at this stage, ready to iron out any last-minute issues, or to make sure no one inadvertently wandered into the realms of inaccuracy or libel. 

Today’s programme was a hard watch after what she’d just – almost – crashed into. Katie’s beautiful face filled the screens in front of her; she was luminous and engaging, professional and completely unaware of her beloved husband’s unspeakable duplicity. Worse, was watching her banter with Amy as the girl settled into the chair beside Katie, her lovely eyes sparkling with laughter and happiness. She showed not a single sign of her outrageous treachery.

Christy felt sick to her soul. 

At the end of the rehearsal, as the credits started to roll and make-up artists swooped in to apply finishing touches before the recording, Rob suddenly appeared in the studio. 

Christy watched in silent, rigid disgust as he went to perch on the desk next to Katie, and gazed down at her playfully, adoringly, as he reminded her he was commentating on a game at Chelsea later so he wouldn’t be home until late. He didn’t so much as glance in Amy’s direction, but as he kissed Katie with the mouth that only an hour ago had been kissing Amy, and touched her with the hands that had caressed and fondled the girl, Christy wanted to kill him.

How could he? The bastard! 

Who the hell did he think he was?

How could he not know that Christy, at least, saw straight through him? 

Maybe he did, and just didn’t care. 

Later, knowing what she must do, Christy messaged Rob to ask if they could meet in his dressing room the following day. He would assume it was to discuss Katie’s birthday, but Christy could hardly think about that any more. She was practically consumed by what she’d discovered. She knew it wasn’t her place to tell Katie, it was Rob’s, but she was afraid that being of low moral fibre he simply wouldn’t. 

‘You’re crazy,’ he sneered when she confronted him with what she’d overheard. ‘You’re making stuff up to try and cause trouble between me and Katie. It’s the kind of thing you do. It’s called jealousy, and we all know you’ve got a whole lot of that going on where Katie’s concerned.’

Though his words stung, Christy forced herself to remain calm as she said, ‘How serious is this … thing with Amy?’

‘For God’s sake!’ he shouted. ‘I just told you, you’re making it up. What happened in here yesterday was nothing more than me having a bit of a joke with the girl, who, if you must know, has been coming on to me practically since she started. Maybe it runs in the family, like aunt, like niece, because you’re a bit keen on putting it out there, aren’t you?’

Christy slapped his face, hard. 

He looked for a moment as if he might slap her back, but with one hand on his flaming cheek and the other clenched in a fist, he said, ‘You need to get your facts straight before you start accusing me of something I didn’t do. I know it might suit you to break up my marriage, but get this into your head, it isn’t going to happen. Now, if you don’t mind, this is my dressing room. I’d like you to leave.’

Two days later, Christy still didn’t know what the heck to do for the best. The last thing she wanted was to tell Katie, but if she didn’t, it would make her feel complicit in the sordid affair and she certainly wasn’t that. Of course, she could talk to Amy, even fire her, but Katie would want to know why, and how would Christy be able to answer that? 

What the hell was the right thing to do in a situation like this? 

Speak out, dear reader. Have you ever been in such a position? If so, did spilling your conscience over the innocent party turn out to be the wisest and kindest thing you ever did? Or did it backfire horribly and kill a friendship you valued more highly than any other in your world? 

For Christy … Well, you will discover in the coming chapters what Christy’s decision meant for her, for Katie, and for poor, used little Amy. 




CHAPTER FOUR

‘So what did you think?’ Noel asks, propping his feet on the coffee table as Marina fixes them both an end-of-day gin and tonic. They’re in her spacious, booklined office, with its floor-to-ceiling glass frontage, overlooking the large open-plan area where a dozen or more of her fiction team are still at work. Georgia, the most senior editor, whose desk is closest to Marina’s office, is chatting animatedly with someone on the phone – she’s often the last to leave. 

Marina wishes she liked Georgia more, but for some reason she can’t summon up any real warmth for her, in spite of being endlessly impressed by her editorial skills. She’s often wondered if it’s because Georgia reminds her of someone – she does, although the two women could hardly be more different in looks, or age, or personality. The unsettling and bizarre truth of it is that Marina sometimes feels that Georgia is watching her with eyes that see too much. 

What a strange quality to have. 

Even to think of it makes Marina want to shudder. 

Out of nowhere her mind flashes on the doll she found outside the house last week, all twisted and starey-eyed. There had been no sign of it when she’d left the next morning, suggesting it had been reclaimed by its owner, or carried off by a passing child, maybe a garbage collection. She hadn’t thought of it again until now, and it was soon gone from her mind. 

‘Please tell me you’ve read it,’ Noel prompts. 

Marina smiles teasingly. Though a week has gone by since he sent the opening chapter of Stalwood’s book, and much has happened at Janus in that time – they’re constantly busy – Marina knows exactly what he’s referring to. ‘I have,’ she confirms, bringing the drinks over and moving a pile of hardbacks aside to sink into the sofa facing the armchair he’d slumped into. She knew he’d been in the building for most of the afternoon, attending meetings and presentations with one of his authors, so it hadn’t surprised her when he’d put his head round her door a few minutes ago to find out if she was free. 

‘Oh hell, I’d better take this,’ he grumbles, checking his mobile as it rang. ‘I’ll be right back.’

As he steps out into the main office Marina feels, as she often does during unexpectedly quiet moments, the friendly presence of the hundreds of books surrounding her. She’s published so many over the years that she lost count long ago, everything from crime thrillers, to historical romances, literary masterpieces, suspense, comedy, family drama; so many genres, so much talent in the millions of pages. She feels a special connection to them all, and in so many different ways, but especially to their authors and the way these special people bring an extraordinary mix of characters into her life, like a new set of friends, or adversaries – imaginary lovers, even. Their names often stay with her long after she’s finished reading, as does the essence of their stories and the dramatic, tragic or hilarious experiences they’ve shared in a literary, and sometimes even in a physical sense. 

The names of E.L. Stalwood’s characters have been floating in and out of her mind this past week – Katie, Christy, Amy. She can’t quite picture them yet, but they’re coming into focus, and the fact that they’ve stayed with her at all is a credit to the author. 

Or maybe it’s all to do with resonance; pressing the right notes at the right time, or stimulating old memories so long suppressed that it’s hard to find a way back to the light. 

‘Sorry about that,’ Noel says, returning to the room. ‘So, you were about to tell me what you think.’ 

Taking a sip of her drink, she says, ‘Well, to begin, I’m not sure about the narrator’s voice. I find it a little … arch? And addressing the reader directly is …’ she pulls a face, ‘unusual.’ While unwilling to engage with this book, she’s finding herself, oddly, doing so. 

Nodding his agreement, he says, ‘Anything else?’

She tilts her head to one side. ‘It needs fleshing out,’ she says, stating the obvious, ‘more backstory, certainly more character depth. As it stands, it’s reading more like a precis—’

‘Which surely can’t be a bad thing at this stage?’ he interrupts. ‘In other words, the sooner it cuts to the chase, the sooner we can assess the story’s merits, and I think it shows signs of having some, don’t you?’ 

She considers this for a moment. ‘Well, there’s a clear attempt, as it stands, to engage with women who have either been betrayed, or are afraid of it, or are indeed fascinated by it.’ She wasn’t going to admit how that particular element had resonated with her, making her think of how she’d felt when her first husband had cheated on her. It had even got her wondering how she’d feel if Maxim were ever to have an affair with someone she’d taken under her wing. 

Georgia, for instance. 

She knows they’re drawn to one another; she’d noticed it most recently at a launch party when she’d spotted them talking animatedly together at the side of the room. 

But Maxim is always sociable, and nothing less than gifted when it comes to inclusivity and putting people at their ease. 

‘But you want to know what “Christy” does about the affair?’ Noel urges. ‘And how “Katie”, with the “dark streak in her soul” reacts when she finds out her husband’s a sleazy bastard. And she’s going to find out, isn’t she? It’s got to happen.’

‘There won’t be much of a story if it doesn’t,’ Marina says wryly. Then, ‘I must admit I’m intrigued by the prologue and the “little something” that’s planted in Christy’s flat.’

‘And who planted it?’

‘Exactly. I guess we won’t find that out for a while. Anyway, ending the first chapter on Christy’s dilemma is good, direct address to the reader notwithstanding … Have you had any further chapters yet?’ 

‘No. Stalwood has requested some feedback before releasing more.’

Marina frowns at the sense of being played. New authors don’t have this sort of power, no matter how much they might like to think they do. 

When is the right time for a set-down? 

She looks up as Georgia, still on the phone, gives a shout of laughter. ‘OK,’ she says to Noel, ‘you can tell Stalwood that I’ve read better opening chapters …’

‘You have? Name one.’

She does, several, and he laughs. 

‘OK, I concede,’ he says, ‘but you can’t deny you want to read more.’

Yes, maybe she did, but what she said was, ‘I think you should give it to Alexa or Toby. You know they’re both great editors and they’ve a lot of experience with first-time authors.’ 

‘I’m not going to deny their skills. I’ve worked with them both and have a lot of respect for them. Trouble is, this author wants you.’

‘Because he or she has read my name in some trade magazine, or online posting. And you know better than to let someone – especially an unknown – call the shots.’ 

He nods slowly, sips his drink and rests it on the arm of the chair. ‘How about I get Stalwood to submit another chapter or two? Will you at least take a look before passing it on?’

She can’t refuse him; he’s too good a friend and she actually enjoys working with him when they get the chance. ‘It could be that these first pages are all there is,’ she points out. 

‘True. Leave it with me and I’ll get back to you when – if – I have more.’

After he’d gone, Marina returns to her computer, intending to prepare for a budget meeting the next morning, but for the moment her mind remains caught up in the last few minutes. It isn’t so much the book – or chapter – that’s lingering as the anonymity of the author.

It isn’t normal for a new writer not to engage fully with an agent who’d shown interest in their work. 

So who was E.L. Stalwood? 

A lesser royal? A leading politician who needs to hide behind a pseudonym in order to protect the innocent from a fictionalized account of real events? The latter is the most likely answer, and if it does turn out to be the case, Marina and Janus will need to tread carefully or they could become swept up in a very public and ugly libel suit. 

There’s another reason E.L. Stalwood could be withholding their real identity, which ties in with the insistence that the book should come to Marina. However, it seems a little far-fetched and makes her uncomfortable to think it, so for the time being she simply dismisses it. 

‘Hey,’ Georgia says, popping her head round the door, ‘just to say I’m off now. Maxim rang while Noel was here to say he and Ed are heading out to the cinema. They’ll call when the film’s over to find out if you want to join them for pizza.’

Marina inwardly groans. She detests pizza, but loves Maxim and Ed, so she probably will meet up with them. ‘I’ll send a text,’ she says. ‘And can you come in about eight in the morning? I’d like to go over a few things prior to the foreign sales review.’

‘No problem. Don’t stay too late.’

Marina smiles, and for a moment she’s tempted to ask Georgia what she’d been laughing about on the phone just now. Had she been talking to Maxim at the time? If so, why didn’t she just put him through when he’d rung? 

Sighing irritably to herself, she opens up a set of spreadsheets and tries to fix her attention in a more sensible and productive direction. It works for a while; in fact almost an hour passes before she realizes that she’s stopped taking anything in. 

Giving up on it, she sits back in her chair and closes her eyes. This is the trouble with books, fiction in particular, the stories – the authors – often have an uncanny and even powerful way of arousing a reader’s lived realities. Different though they might be to those on the page, tapping into a person’s emotional, even physical experiences, and connecting them with a character or a narrative, is a vital part of the alchemy that goes into making a book work. For a reader it can be like watching two plays at once – one created by a writer, the other by memory. They aren’t the same, but the resonance can be as haunting, as disturbing, as if the past had somehow caught up with the present. 

Stalwood’s first draft chapter is, albeit in a small way, doing that to her. 

Checking the time, she turns off her computer and texts Maxim to say she’ll pass on the pizza and see him at home. 

There’s somewhere else she ought to go before returning to Holland Park, somebody else she’d like to talk to. 




CHAPTER FIVE

‘Well, this is a welcome surprise.’

Marina smiles as her ex-husband, Patrick Cain, pulls wide the front door of his ground-floor Bayswater apartment to make room for her to come in. ‘If you’d given me some warning, I’d have dressed for the occasion.’

She almost laughs at the absurdity – as if he needed to get a suit out for her. Besides, he’s looking pretty smart in his expensive jeans, designer polo shirt and leather loafers. There’s no doubt his style and rugged good looks have staged an impressive return over more recent years. In fact, it’s hard to think of him as the crushed and shameful drunkard he became during the break-up of their marriage. 

‘So, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ he asks, ushering her into a sitting room that somehow manages to seem both sterile and cosy. Anthea’s influence, of course – the new, or latest, live-in girlfriend. So, like the woman herself, who’s a yoga instructor/nutritionist/colonic-irrigationist. (Marina isn’t sure about the last, but she generally adds it in her mind simply because the woman irritates her.) ‘Can I get you a drink?’ he offers. 

‘No, I’m fine thanks,’ she replies. ‘I can’t stay. Is Anthea here?’

‘She’s taking a class at the local fitness club. Was it her you wanted to see?’

‘No, you.’

He eyes her cautiously. ‘What have I done?’ 

She laughs. ‘Nothing that I know of.’

Seeming relieved he says, ‘So, is everything OK? Actually, you look a bit … Gorgeous of course, but …’

She puts up a hand to stop him. ‘I’ll come to the point. Has anyone been in touch with you recently from …’ She searches for a euphemism that he’ll have no trouble understanding. ‘From the time of trial,’ she says. 

His eyebrows arch in surprise as he waves her to a sofa. ‘The answer is no, but does this mean you have heard from someone?’ 

She shakes her head. ‘No. It’s just …’ Wishing she had a clearer idea of why she’s here and what she’s expecting from him, she sits on the arm of the chair and says, ‘It was a horrible time, wasn’t it? One I’d never want to go through again.’ 

Clearly puzzled, he says, ‘What’s going on, Marina? I thought … I mean, yes, it was hellish, for you most of all, but I thought that – between them – Maxim and the therapist had helped you put it all behind you.’

‘They did,’ she replies calmly, ‘but it’s been playing on my mind a bit lately. I’m not sure why … Well, actually, there’s this book, a new submission …’

With a knowing smile he sits back in his seat and folds his arms. ‘OK, I think I’m getting the picture,’ he says. ‘Is it about a – let me guess – a husband-stealer?’

She nods, smiles and feels foolish. He knew as well as anyone how a book could affect her and there was never any telling why one did more than another. As she often says in the talks she gives, ‘Fiction can do strange things to a person. It messes with reality and memory and sometimes puts old nightmares back at centre stage.’

It’s happened to her more than once. She wonders how often he’s reminded of the past – and what might trigger it? Probably not a book, but a young girl walking down the street? Appearing on TV? Knocking on his door with an election leaflet? 

He says, ‘So what’s got to you about this one?’ 

She gives it some thought, and decides that – rather than try to explain it – she should change the subject. ‘Let’s talk about you,’ she says. ‘How are you getting along with Anthea’s daughter these days?’ How old was the girl? Probably under twenty. Did she or Anthea know about his past? 

There’s an exasperated irony in his eyes as he pulls a face. ‘All I’ll say is I’m glad she doesn’t live with us. And I strongly believe she shares the feeling.’

‘Does Anthea mind about that?’

He sighs and shakes his head. ‘I’ll be honest with you, Anthea and I were a mistake. We both know it, but we’ve yet to do anything about it.’

Unable to stop herself thinking of the mistakes he’d made in the past, not least of all the one that had ruined their marriage and set in motion a series of events that had devastated many more lives than theirs, she says, ‘Will you mind being on your own again? Or, no, don’t tell me, you’ve already met someone else?’ 

There’s no offence in his tone as he says, ‘I haven’t met anyone else, and no, I won’t mind being on my own for a while. With the amount of travelling I do, it’ll be good not to have anyone complaining about it.’ For the past six years, thanks to an introduction from Maxim, he’s been the sales director for a well-known, middle-market hotel chain. It’s the longest job he’s held down since he was forced to leave his marketing position at Hawksley Maine. 

‘So you’re still away most of the time?’ she comments. ‘I guess I was lucky to find you at home.’ 

He raises an eyebrow and takes his turn to change the subject. ‘How are the twins?’ he asks.

She softens inside at the mention of her teenage girls. ‘They’re good, thanks,’ she smiles. 

‘And Maxim? Have you talked to him about this new book?’

She shakes her head. ‘There’s no reason to.’

‘Yet you’re here, talking to me.’

‘Yes, and I’m not entirely sure why. Except, as you know, the kind of memories we share never really go away. Don’t things trigger it for you at times too?’

His eyes aren’t unkind as he says, ‘I probably find it easier to compartmentalize than you do. It comes with being a bloke.’

Suddenly deciding it’s time to go, she gets to her feet. ‘There’s always been a lot in your life that comes with being a bloke,’ she comments dryly.

‘I won’t ask what that means, I doubt I want to know.’ 

As they reach the door he says, ‘Tell me, do you and Maxim ever discuss what happened?’

She purses her lips. ‘Not really. Not any more. There doesn’t seem a lot of point.’

‘So you don’t know if anyone’s been in touch with him?’

‘I’m not saying anyone’s been in touch with me,’ she points out. She leans in to plant a kiss on his cheek. ‘It’s good to see you looking so well.’

‘You too,’ he says, and tilts her face up to look into her eyes. ‘Let it go,’ he advises gently. ‘It’s a long time in the past, and that’s where it needs to stay.’

She doesn’t argue, only turns to walk away. 

As she reaches her car, she looks up to find him still watching her. She smiles and waves. 

‘Who wrote it?’ he calls out. 

‘Wrote what?’

‘The book that’s getting to you.’

She shrugs dismissively and gets into the car. An author hiding behind a pen name, she reminds herself, is simply someone trying to get themselves noticed, to cause a stir by creating intrigue around their identity that might set them apart from the crowd. 

It’s after nine by the time she arrives home and, since there’s no sign of Maxim and Ed, she slots some bread into the toaster and checks her phone for messages. 

We don’t have to go for pizza, Maxim had texted. What would you prefer?

After not hearing back from her, he’d messaged again. OK, you must be caught up with something. Ed and I will continue as planned and see you around 9.30.

There are at least half a dozen posts on the family WhatsApp group, all from the girls, some of which Maxim has replied to, others Ed has bravely taken on before apparently shutting down to go into the cinema.

Deciding there is nothing for her to get into this evening, she types in, Goodnight, Love you and switches to her emails. 

One of the many is from Noel. Your wish is my command. See attachment.
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