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What happens in the heart simply happens.

Ted Hughes





Prologue

IT TOOK YEARS for me to stop looking for Richard.

With just a few clicks, if I wanted to, I could find some update on him. There’d be a new interview to read or an article that he had written himself, sometimes a television appearance to watch back. That kind of access to someone who is no longer a part of your life is just plain unhealthy.

Well-meaning friends would message me when he won an award, or had a big publication, saying things like I hope you are ok, and, Thinking of you. When they did, even years later and after I had started to turn away rather than look into his light, it would prompt me to go online and search his name to see what they were referring to.

There were times that he would catch me off guard – a picture of his face in a newspaper I was reading, there looking back at me as I turned the page, or, worse, his voice on the radio, suddenly like he was in the room with me again. His mouth next to my ear.

He could not ever be contained, because he was famous. He permeated the bounds of our own relationship and our direct connections.

It must be a small club to be a part of, to have loved and then lost someone whom the whole world has a piece of. Maybe that’s why no one ever warns you.





Chapter One

2010

RICHARD AVELING STOOD to the left of me. I had been so distracted by thoughts of the man that I hadn’t even noticed him as I’d fumbled a wet thumb over the wheel of my lighter trying to get a spark to light my cigarette. I had been watching this day move closer in my calendar for months, knowing it would be the day that I would finally get to meet him. He was as tall as people said, and broader. He was older than the photos printed on the inside of the covers of his books by perhaps ten or even fifteen years.

‘Do you need a light?’

‘Yes, please,’ I said, my heart hammering against my ribs. I pushed my hood back, realising in horror that I was standing in the alleyway at the back of the Winden & Shane office in my old blue waterproof jacket and a fake leather skirt, smoking a roll-up in front of a man who had lived inside my head for over ten years. I’d planned my outfit for today so carefully, but my heels were upstairs waiting for me under my desk. This wasn’t how I had imagined it. Not at all. ‘I don’t usually smoke this early in the morning.’ 

He lit my cigarette, positioning his own between his lips as he did. One hand shielded the flame from the grey drizzle that was falling quietly around us. The attraction was immediate.

‘Neither do I. But I have an insufferably boring meeting this morning so I thought I would allow myself one.’ His voice was deep, and the soft northern corners of his accent were more angular than when he spoke on the radio or television. He looked me straight in the eye, drawing heavily on his own cigarette. There was a spot of rain on the white paper and the end burned gold around it.

The meeting he was referring to had been booked in since before Christmas. I had felt like it might never really happen. As I’d shaken my umbrella off outside the office building that morning, I’d thought, how did I get here? I had felt elated, excited for everything. This was my adult life. I felt proud of myself. The shelves of books that lined the walls in Reception only confirmed to me that I had moved seamlessly into the majestic, distinguished literary world of publishing. Now, though, I didn’t know what to say.

‘Richard Aveling.’ He presented the hand he wasn’t smoking with.

‘I know who you are. I’m Charlie. I’m Cecile’s assistant.’ I surprised myself by saying it in a tone that implied that it was just a silly job and I knew it, this job that I was so proud to have, that I defined myself by. I took his giant hand, shook it, and leant back against the wall so that we were standing opposite each other. The concrete was cold and wet through my thin coat. I regretted this move immediately but committed to it. I tried to look confident.

‘What happened to the last one – Kate, was it?’

‘Katy. She got a job at Simon and Schuster. I joined last spring. I’m going to be helping Cecile with the PR for the new book.’

‘Are you now?’ He raised a thick, dark eyebrow and took another long drag on his cigarette, which he held like a dart, eyes never leaving mine. ‘And what is it exactly that are you going to be doing?’

I stuttered. This was not something I should have said to him. He was celebrated as one of the best British authors of the last century, famous far beyond the confines of publishing. He was certainly the biggest and most important author that we published. He was guarded like a secret by everyone who worked in his team. This was unthinkable.

‘I just mean helping her with admin, booking trains, restaurants, mailing books, that sort of thing. I won’t be doing anything important, I’m just the publicity assistant. You probably won’t even see me again.’ I tried to smoke my cigarette but a raindrop had put it out. He said nothing. Then—

‘Well, I hope that’s not the case.’ A half-smile equally reassured me and made me feel uneasy. ‘It’s nice to have someone new here. It becomes quite tedious working with the same old lot of them every time. They mean well but they do fuss. It wears me out.’ He flicked his cigarette to the ground, ignoring the ashtray. ‘Would you be so kind as to let me back in this way? I left my umbrella in Reception.’ A twitch at the side of his mouth. I wasn’t fussing, it said.

I punched the code into the keypad and the door clicked open. He moved past me and I could smell the smoke on him, and something else that I half recognised: something expensive. He nodded and headed in, familiar with where he was going.

A little while later, I was sent to Reception to collect Richard and his agent, an important and serious man called John Cormorant, and take them up to the boardroom on the top floor. I had recovered myself and without the blue raincoat, and with some lipstick and my best heels – a pair of black suede boots that had cost close to a week’s pay – I knew that I looked good. I was thin and young and with that, I was powerful.

When I introduced myself formally, Richard made no acknowledgement of our earlier meeting, which I liked very much.





Chapter Two

I’D INTERVIEWED AT Winden & Shane in the spring of 2009, the year before I met Richard. I was twenty-three, and it was my second job out of university. I had dreamed of working in publishing since I was a teenager and my Mum had explained to me that publishers existed. I hadn’t really thought about it at all before then, presuming a writer wrote a book and it magically appeared on the shelf.

The interviewer had asked me what I liked to read. I’d said that I loved Richard Aveling’s writing, but I’d been careful not to say how much in case I’d seemed too intense, or like a fangirl. When I’d gone back for a second interview with Cecile, who was to be my boss, I told her, too, thinking this would be a positive. Her follow-up question caught me off guard.

‘If you are successful, you would be working with Richard and his team directly. I’m sure you have seen the news that he has a new book coming next year. With such a long gap since the last one this is naturally going to be our focus for 2010. Can you tell me about a time when you’ve managed a very high-pressure situation at work?’

I faltered badly and left convinced I would never hear from Winden & Shane again. In all honesty, I had no idea how I would hold it together in front of this man whom I privately, quietly idolised with religious fervour. But despite my fears, I got a call later that week to say that I had got the job. At the time I was working as an assistant at a women’s magazine, making a lot of coffee and processing a lot of expense receipts, very occasionally writing filler copy. When I told them I had another job they said I didn’t even have to work my notice and that I could just finish up the week, which told me everything about how replaceable I was. Maybe it was because London was overrun with graduates desperate for badly paid, entry-level jobs. Maybe my lack of enthusiasm had showed. 

So, it happened. The following week, I started at my new role as a publicity assistant at Winden & Shane. On my first day I sat in that big, arterial reception, which felt like some magnificent library, thinking about how this was the very real beginning of something. This is where I belong, I thought to myself. I am seen, finally, and understood. My hair, previously streaked with pink and green, and, for a short time, blue, was now a respectable brown. I had a new dress on, a new handbag, new shoes and even new tights, with no holes in the toes. I felt like the person I always dreamed of becoming. A smart, young, professional woman living independently in London.

Cecile came to get me herself and we sat down in the large basement that served as a breakroom for a cup of tea, to talk about my first duties and what the week would entail. I wrote notes in my best cursive in a brand-new blue notebook, specially bought from Paperchase like it was the first day of term. I smiled and nodded, hoping she wouldn’t see how nervous I felt on the inside. I thanked her again for the opportunity. She seemed distracted, as she always did, too busy for small talk. The longer I worked there, the more I realised this was often the way with the older staff. They wanted to get out on time at the end of the day and to do that, when the workload was so massive, all pleasantries and social chatter needed to be cut. They were terrifying, and I was honoured to be terrified by them.

Winden & Shane was the smallest of the big publishers, and the biggest of the small publishers. It was always talking of its ‘independent spirit’, which really just seemed like an excuse for the office being a mess and the email server always breaking. There was a constant feeling of disorganisation, and everything was always urgent, or late. 

The office itself, which was near King’s Cross, was totally chaotic and looked nothing like the modern glass-and-chrome building of my imagination. Instead, it consisted of two enormous and very grand Georgian town houses which had been knocked through to create one interior. There was a wide staircase which branched off to the left and right at each of the four floors, and a lot of dark corridors peppered with small, dimly-lit meeting rooms that were impossible to identify. Every door in the whole building seemed to be made of oak and took the full weight of a body to open or close. 

Each department had an open plan floor with a kitchenette and individual desks which enjoyed ample light from the tall, slim windows at the front of the building. Desks were piled high with newspapers, books and manuscripts, and there were cardboard boxes on the floor around every corner waiting to trip someone up. In winter, a draught ran through the whole place so we’d sit in coats and hats at our old Dell computers watching the little egg-timers on the screen turn until we gave up and held down the power button with a gloved finger, mourning the loss of an hour’s work.

Our managing director was the most feared of all. She was an ice-cold woman called Allegra Evans-Milberg. Allegra was American English, extremely thin, and had white-blonde hair cut into a sharp bob that was professionally blow-dried every morning at her home, or so it was rumoured. She wore thick, red glasses on a beaded chain that jangled when she walked, and huge decorative earrings that hung below her hair. Allegra paid the junior staff almost no regard. If you erred and sat too close to her at any of the meetings she chaired, she would look at you with such quiet intensity that you would immediately give up your seat and scuttle to the back of the room and sit on the floor, or, if you were lucky, a filing cabinet. Allegra had an elderly terrier called Woolf (after Virginia) with bad breath and worsening incontinence, and she needed to be taken outside regularly. Care of Woolf during the day – which included cleaning up accidents – fell to the assistants, or whoever was on work experience that week. It was your only chance to be noticed and have your existence acknowledged by Allegra, though, so it was worth it.

Quickly, and subtly, I’d started to feel some sort of difference from my peers. For as long as I could remember, I had felt like an outsider, sometimes for reasons I could give words to, but more often not. I’d been so sure that now, as an adult, in the gorgeous world of glittering books and brilliant minds that could be as easily lost in made-up worlds as mine, I would finally find a place where I could fit in. But it had not been anything like I had imagined. Everything about publishing was different to what I had expected, but mostly the people.

Before I’d started working at Winden & Shane, I had never thought anything much about how I had grown up. I hadn’t thought that we were exactly poor, but we lived modestly. I had never even known the kind of wealth enjoyed by my colleagues existed for what were apparently regular people. The way I spoke started to change without my meaning it to. I developed new mannerisms. I was creating a version of myself that would better fit in, but I was racked with anxiety, eternally self-conscious and worried I would break the veneer I was forging for myself. There was only so much I could pretend. Almost all of the other juniors seemed to have a flat or house in London that they or their parents owned. They were Oxford or Cambridge or Durham graduates, and had a relative who was an author or worked at the Guardian or The Times. Everyone seemed to me to be connected, existing in a web that I had no knowledge or understanding of. I had a degree from Sussex University and, when I first joined, lived in a damp single room in a shared flat near the notoriously grim Hornsey Lane bridge in Archway. I flushed when one of the aloof, beautiful young publicists mentioned she had been a student at the private school where my dad taught PE. I said nothing, and later felt bad about that.

Despite this, which was a part of how I felt about my life at work but not all of it, I found kindred spirits and best friends among the junior staff. There was a group of us who would eat supermarket sandwiches on the canal at lunchtime when it was warm enough, but it was out of hours that we came into our own. We’d drink cheap wine after work in the many pubs of King’s Cross, somehow always still waking early and fresh enough for work. I smoked roll-ups and at home, ate almost exclusively plain pasta. I wore ballet pumps or lace-up, pointed boots, short skirts and big necklaces over tunic tops. Sometimes I slept with men I met in pubs or at parties on weekends, fell in love with them immediately, and scared them away just as quickly. Sometimes I took ecstasy and kissed my friends in the corners of dark rooms in strange houses with no idea of how I’d get home. We’d indulge our comedowns the next day with Bon Iver and Bright Eyes, dreaming of the kind of love those men felt, and wondering if we would ever find anything so iridescent and beautiful. Nothing was permanent.

I’d never had friends like Ophelia and Eddy, and they fast became my closest confidants. At the time, they both worked as assistants, too – Ophelia in the editorial department and Eddy in the publicity department with me. When Ophelia’s housemate moved out that first summer, I moved into the beautiful, sparsely furnished house in Stoke Newington that her parents bought for cash as an ‘investment’ some years before. We quickly decided that Eddy should move in as there was another empty room, and so a few weeks later he joined us.

It was a tall, terraced house built of red brick on a quiet street lined with silver birch trees. The house was set across four floors and the attic had been converted into an extra bedroom with an ensuite, which Eddy took, because Ophelia rightly said that you should never share a bathroom with a boy if you want your friendship to last. Ophelia had the main bedroom, on the floor below, and below that was my room and an office, which her parents used for storage. There was even a spare bedroom, which they kept in case they needed to stay, but she said they never did. They only lived in Cambridge.

It was a great house. None of us would be able to afford to even rent a room in such a house as this on our tiny publishing salaries; we paid rent far below what Ophelia could have charged us. Given just how comparatively badly paid publishing was, I was confused by the fact that everyone who seemed to work with us had so much money.

‘It’s because they can afford to live on such shit wages,’ Ophelia explained to me as if she wasn’t talking to me from the other side of a ravine. ‘It’s a job you do for the love, not the money. If you want to make money in PR, you go into finance, politics or the charity sector. That’s what my dad always says.’

Ophelia Devereaux was stunning and rich and generous. She had received a world-class education at a very prestigious private school known for its ‘hippy’ campus and relaxed teaching style, before studying English at Oxford and walking out with a first. She was effortlessly vibrant, extremely well read and ate even more rarely than I did. Everything about Ophelia seemed to me to be perfect; her dark hair that never had a split end, her enormous brown eyes and spotless golden skin. She was radiantly gorgeous and I loved her. Eddy Carnegie – Eddy being short for Edwin, which amused us endlessly – was from Edinburgh but puzzlingly spoke with an English accent. He was rich and beautiful, and beautifully gay. Taller even than Richard, Eddy wasn’t just ‘publishing hot’ (a phenomenon that occurs in which even the most mousy or mediocre man becomes suddenly desirable and handsome when they work in publishing, due to the dire lack of men in the industry). Eddy was hot hot. He was slender with thick, dark-auburn hair and russet freckles scattered like stars on his skin. For a redhead, he was very tanned. Eddy had a 2:1 in comparative literature from Cambridge and wanted to be a writer, but was very insistent that this be kept secret. Back then, nothing was more embarrassing than working in publishing and having aspirations of a literary career.

Both Ophelia and Eddy had complicated relationships with their families, which they talked about a lot. Ophelia’s mother, Clemmie, would pop by regularly, filling up the fridge with organic fruit and vegetables and other expensive things from Whole Foods when she did. She always seemed perfectly nice to me, if a little absent. Like Ophelia she was beautiful, with the same big eyes and a tiny frame, but her hair was a shocking white. She wore a lot of silver jewellery, which she made herself in a studio built on their Cambridge property. Shortly after I moved in, I found her arranging lemons in a bowl on the kitchen island. The leaves were still attached, which I had never seen before. Her silver bangles chimed against each other as she hummed something I didn’t recognise. I watched her from the door before sneaking away back to my room. She was lovely, this mother. I felt very sad imagining how my own mother would have filled the fridge for us, taking me to the supermarket and then maybe for a glass of wine before I put her on the train home to Dad. How would she have greeted him – a baby in his arms, Laura in her house, in her space? It was easy for these fantasies to jumble with reality before smoothing themselves out as being strange parallels that could never coexist.

Ophelia’s mother’s childhood best friend’s older sister from her years growing up in Switzerland was the former sales director at Winden & Shane, recently retired at fifty.

Eddy was much more coherent when it came to explaining his family situation. He was so rehearsed and clear in his arguments that he must have been relaying them for years to various crowds: the boarding-school boys, then the university lot, now us and really anyone who would listen after three large reds on a Thursday night. His father believed that men should be ‘proper men’. His mother had left his father shortly after the financial crash and now lived in Malawi with a younger man. Eddy’s three older brothers – two of whom worked in the City making disgraceful amounts of money and one who worked as a scuba-diving instructor in Thailand – were much less of a disappointment than Eddy, whom they nicknamed Nancy from a young age.

‘The most frustrating part of it is that Barnaby is as gay as I am, and he has always been the meanest of all of them.’ Eddy would lean forward and confide this, teeth stained with red wine. ‘He can parade around with Pandora or Penelope or whatever girl he is currently fucking, but he is one hundred percent getting dick on the side. Everyone at school knew it and at Christmas I borrowed his laptop – cock pop-ups everywhere! But Dad just acts oblivious and off they all go to the shoot, parading their masculinity like a bunch of peacocks.’

Eddy’s godfather was the former literary editor at the Telegraph.

The feeling of intimacy I had with Ophelia and Eddy was completely new to me. It was intoxicating in the best possible way. They were tactile and open about everything. They would take baths with the door open, asking for a top-up of wine or for you to pop in and put a towel on the radiator without batting an eyelid. Ophelia would often crawl into my bed at night when she was drunk or upset or both, curling an arm around me and sighing something sweet into my ear about friendship and forever. Eddy would bounce onto me like a lovely Tigger while I sat on the sofa, asking me to translate any potential subtext to a message from whichever boy he was chasing that week.

I was completely and utterly in love with both of them, and understood really nothing of either of them. I had no idea what they saw in me, but they did, for whatever reason, seem to love me back.





Chapter Three

AT WORK WE all did our very best, getting in early and working late. Work never ceased to give us hours of things to talk about, mostly disbelief or disgust at how badly our bosses were treating us or how unfairly other people were being promoted. 

Ophelia and Eddy had been at Winden & Shane longer than me and were probably owed a promotion. They had this way of talking, like the world was going to come to them eventually, so why shouldn’t it just hurry up and do it now? They were frustrated with my more passive approach to my career and abilities, which almost certainly stemmed from having absolutely no idea what I was doing. I was just constantly surprised, each and every single day, that I had this job, that I’d not broken this wonderful dream in half. I loved the work. I loved every day of it. I was hungry to learn and hungrier to please and for the most part I was fairly efficient. There was something about my naivety that Cecile liked in those early days.

Cecile was, like all our bosses, the subject of much interest and speculation. She was in her mid-forties, I’d guess, and she was very petite with a head of spectacular, dark ringlet curls that bounced when she walked. I didn’t know much about her life and how she had grown up, other than that part of it had been in France. A little trace of an accent could be heard in her voice, and she sometimes swore under her breath in French. She dressed beautifully – ‘Just like a Parisian,’ everyone would say. I had no idea what that referred to, having never been to Paris. 

Cecile was famous for her speed. She spoke quickly, worked fast and walked at a remarkable pace for someone of her stature. Even though I towered over her at five feet and seven inches, it was hard to keep up with her and I wore flat shoes when we were out of the office for this reason. She was always highly caffeinated. A voracious coffee drinker, Cecile was very particular about her coffee and where it should and shouldn’t be bought from. Cecile had been at Winden & Shane for over fifteen years and was the director of publicity. She was very well-known across the industry for being the toughest, and the best. Journalists feared her. There were stories of authors throwing hardback copies of their own books at her and her ducking without even blinking, and of magazine editors being reduced to tears on the phone for posting an early – or worse, bad – review.

Our favourite rumour about Cecile was that she had a huge portrait of herself in her own hallway, but I’d never heard that from anyone who had actually seen it. She didn’t seem to be the sort, but then if there was a sort, I’d have been the last person to know. I didn’t notice any vanity in her other than that she looked amazing each day.

‘I bet she’s naked in it, with just a red silk sheet covering her modesty,’ Eddy had said on one of our first trips to the pub as a trio. He and Ophelia were thrilled to be relaying all the office legends to my virgin ears. We were smoking with our glasses of wine balanced precariously on the brass windowsill, the air heavy with exhaust and pollen. I was listening to them with rapt attention, giving the exact right amount of shock and awe at each revelation.

‘No, I think its classier than that,’ Ophelia replied. ‘Like, in her Barbour, and a flat cap, holding a shotgun with a brace of pheasant. Or in a toga with a shield! Hah. Yes, I bet that’s it. She’s such a tiny Boudicca.’

‘Well, she certainly married a king,’ Eddy said with glee. From the way Ophelia laughed too it must have been a joke that related to an education that included Classics. I went along with them, hoping they wouldn’t notice I was totally lost. ‘Charlie, you must have heard about this – it was the biggest scandal in the industry for years. You’ve heard of Matthew Ridgebrook, as in Ridgebrook & Co? He’s, like, the biggest literary agent – or he was until about ten years ago because he is ancient and although he apparently refuses to retire, he does less these days. Anyway, he was married to Elouise Linden, who was one of the directors over at Bloomsbury back then. You know Cecile used to be at Bloomsbury before she joined Winden & Shane? Well, she left there around the same time that Matthew left Elouise and now they are married and live in a Regency mansion in Islington and have twin boys.’

‘She had an affair with her boss’s husband?’ This shocked me, but I knew I should add a good mix of delight in with it, so I did.

‘That’s what everyone says. This industry is absolutely rife with scandal. I can’t get enough of it.’

None of us could. Like a captor we had fallen in love with, it didn’t seem to matter how many times publishing kicked us, we would excuse it and then come back for more.

In my life, there are things that have happened to me, and things that I have done, that have proven to be moments with a clear before and an after. One of those moments, perhaps in some ways the biggest, was the day that I met Richard Aveling for the first time.

A first meeting is important, and this was the first time that Richard met me. But I’d first come across Richard when I’d just turned twelve. Our English teacher had been the one to introduce him; one of Richard’s poems had been on the English syllabus. It explored the idea of infinite time through the metaphor of a tree. Every child in the country read it. Richard was a great poet – he had published three collections of poetry – but he was much better known for his novels. It wouldn’t be for another year that I would pick up one of those. When I did, it was his first, The Road Goes Only Back. I loved him immediately. This handsome and dark-eyed man with round, wire-frame spectacles gazing back at me from the back of his book. Floppy, dead-straight black hair falling across his face. I studied that photo intensely, feeling some stirring of something new. It was not like the crushes I had on the boys at school. He was adult, he was un-silly. The relationships in the book were full of sadness and rejection and longing and sex and things I was only just starting to understand, and I felt like he was holding out a hand to me from the other side of adolescence, saying, ‘I will not patronise you, because I understand how grown-up you really are.’ I became obsessed with this feeling, and with him. The inescapable sadness that arrived with my teenage years started to cloud my vision and I could indulge it deliciously when I focused on Richard’s books.

These were the days before the next thing to do would be to go to the internet to find out more about someone. The first of his books that I read belonged to my mum, but she only had the one at the time, because she said you should always pass a good book on. So I went to the library, as I did every Saturday, and I borrowed all of the fiction he had written, which was, then, two other books. The librarian looked at me quizzically, no doubt because of my age, but I read them all in a few weeks, then borrowed them again and again until I eventually owned copies of them myself. His poetry collections I understood less, but nonetheless loved.

We were so happy then, the three of us in our little suburban family bubble. We lived in a small 1930s ex-council house on a quiet cul-de-sac, overlooked by an uneven row of firs. Glass doors at the back opened onto a modest garden with a sunken pond. There was a rope swing that hung from a willow tree. It was just us for the most part, and various cats. We were all completely unremarkable and our life was simple. We found colour in all of it. I was quiet and bookish, loving choir and swimming, and walking the South Downs at weekends hoping for a glimpse of a horse or a dog. With the encouragement of my mum, I entered poetry and creative-writing competitions at the library, the local newspaper and even Blue Peter, and I sometimes won, and often came runner-up. Nothing made me happier than a new box of coloured pencils. But, even then, when I was small and far from adolescence, I’d started to think that something wasn’t right. I would be easily overcome with feeling, at a harsh word spoken by a classmate, the death of a pet, a glimpse at the evening news from behind the sofa when I should have been in bed. So overcome, that I would be rendered inconsolable and dumb with the feeling of it all, because there was just so much of it. I remember so clearly my mum wrapping her arms tightly around me, my own pinned at my chest, as she rocked me on her lap, whispering that everything was OK while I shook and wailed and screamed. The force of her arms, of her love, was all that could calm me. More than once she was called to school to collect me when I became hysterical and physically sick with it. Sometimes it came differently – on the morning of a day when I was due to sing a solo at assembly or present a project, or that there was a class party that meant we could wear our own clothes and not school uniform, I’d wake up white with fear, knocked into utter submission and unable to speak. I’d sit on the floor of the bathroom in my pyjamas, unmoving, eyes fixed on the wall. Mum would try to coax me into the world again, reassuring me that it was OK, and Dad would look on, not knowing what to say, pacing with his hands behind his head. On those days she would call us both in sick and we’d spend the day on the sofa, or in the garden, or baking – there had to be an activity to distract me and it was often cooking. She’d then put a hat on me to disguise me in case we were seen out on a sick day, and then she would take me to the beach and get me to put my bare feet in the sea, even in winter, I suppose to shock the life back into me and bring me back to my body. She always knew how to break my sadness, how to cure me in a few hours. She was a magician in that sense, and because of it we had no need for doctors or therapists.

When I was older and we started sharing more of her interests, she would cut out any reviews or interviews that she thought I would like from the big newspapers she read on Sundays across the kitchen table from my dad. It was from these articles that I learnt what books Richard liked and then read those, even Henry James and Philip Roth; all men of course. On summer weeknights sometimes we’d drive to the beach and I’d happily wander off to look in the rockpools gifted by the low tide as Mum and Dad sat on the stony shore, arms around each other, unpacking their days. Because they both worked at a school, we had long summers stretched out with trips to Norfolk or the Devon countryside, and once we even went to Spain. If it sounds idyllic it’s because it was, those precious and innocent years of my life that I try to keep close.

By my mid-teens, my moods shifted and although I could still easily short-circuit at the right stressor, my response was less dramatic and less external. What I found instead was that my mind wandered to the darkest of places when I least expected it, to thoughts of oblivion and emotional apocalypse. These intrusive thoughts bothered me but I could contain them; I could function knowing that at the end of each day there was safety at home, and that every five days I didn’t have to worry about school and friendships and lessons and teachers and boys and all of the awfulness that came with them. That I had two blissful days at home, with Mum and Dad, at the library, at the supermarket, at the beach or on the Downs, watching films with microwave popcorn, Mum and me in matching slipper socks.

I was sixteen when my mum died.

It happened the week before I’d received my GCSE results. At the funeral, I’d read one of Richard’s poems. Two years later, after some of the worst years of my life, I’d written about Richard in an essay for my English A-level, comparing him to Richard Ford. In my loneliness a few years after that, in the small room I had taken near my university campus one hundred and fifty miles from the wooden urn holding my mother on a bookshelf in our living room, I’d read the first of his books again, remembering how Mum and I had talked about it and how she’d enthused over it. How she had said, ‘He’s terribly handsome,’ looking at the photo of him on the back cover. 

I would return again and again to the adult worlds that Richard had built for me, long before he even met me. I found comfort and safety there in among the melancholy of his words, which nestled next to each other on the soft paper in their own unique and alchemic order. Why words worked as they did when he instructed them so was impossible to pinpoint. He was a remarkable talent, a once-in-a-generation writer, incomparable, so said the quotes on his back of his books. He was famous in the way that so few authors were; he was recognisable outside of the literary world.

A few years after Mum died, Dad met Laura in the queue at the Post Office. She was much younger, only in her thirties, but it didn’t seem to matter to either of them. They hit it off and she moved in with him. In my last year of university, Dad came to see me to tell me that they were going to have a baby, but that it would never change the fact that he loved me and my mum more than anything, and that he would always be there for me. I told him affectionately that he was far too old, and that it would kill him, but that I was still happy for him. Mum always said that a baby is only ever a good thing, which I also reminded him of as I felt bad for pointing out his age. He was fifty-one when Noah was born.

With Noah’s arrival, I was, without any real intention, moved into that strange space that was Dad’s ‘before’. When I first held Noah, it was with the kind of distance that you might hold a bomb. He screamed and screamed until Laura took him back, reassuring me that he cried with everyone, although he calmed immediately in her or my dad’s arms. We had nothing in common but chance, I thought to myself on the train back to Brighton that day. He wasn’t even my blood because Dad wasn’t my real dad. I had known it my whole life but I had never felt it before, not until Noah arrived. 





Chapter Four

AS A PUBLICITY assistant, a day’s work consisted of endless expense receipts, budget spreadsheets and book mailings. It could be dull, but I didn’t mind that at all. The days were interesting and there was always something exciting to look forward to in the week ahead. I’d felt that the curtain had been lifted for me and that I was a part of it, this big literary engine. Accompanying Cecile with authors to talk shows and breakfast radio, holding their handbags and getting their coffee, pouring warm white wine into dusty glasses in the bookshops of central London on Monday evenings, all of this felt wonderfully important. I didn’t mind that the authors were demanding and needy, suddenly unable to buy themselves a bottle of water or locate a toilet once in the presence of a publicist, or that Cecile would call me late at night or even on weekends when something small came up or she had an idea. I didn’t even mind clearing up after Woolf, such was the strength of the enchantment this world held me in. But my favourite thing about all of it was getting to read the books that were being considered for publication, and then watching them be discussed by the more senior staff each week. Reading these books long before they were shiny and polished and spellchecked and typeset and bound into a book with a cover sitting on a bookshop table, it was a privilege. To see what they were before they became books just gave them more magic.

The new manuscript by Richard Aveling arrived that October. Everyone was talking about it and desperate to read it, but it was being kept under lock and key for fear that it might be leaked. This only fed the excitement and speculation in the office.

‘We’re not sending this out widely,’ Cecile said to me from across her desk. ‘But you can take a look; I know he’s your favourite. Here’s a watermarked bind-up. For God’s sake don’t leave it on the Tube or something stupid, Charlie. We’ll be discussing it in the meeting this week. Obviously we’ll be publishing it, but they’ll want to hear some thoughts on it from the junior staff, it being Richard. We need to bring in younger readers with this one before his entire audience die off.’ Cecile pushed a large brown envelope towards me and I tore it open, dropping the contents into my lap. There it was. I ran my hand across the type on the front page. Altitude at Sea, it said. By Richard Aveling. Uncorrected proof. Not for resale or quotation. I looked up at Cecile and she smiled.

I skipped lunch with Ophelia and Eddy that day, and the pub after work, and most of the night’s sleep. The book was about a young man called Seb, a corporate lawyer, taking a leave of absence from his high-pressure London job and returning to the small Scottish island he grew up on to dry out, wean himself off what he considered a mild heroin habit and say goodbye to his dying father. The father, a cold and bitter former fisherman who had never shown him any love, was dying of dementia in the family croft, and, in the fug of his withdrawal, the son was soon drawn into his father’s delusions and strange reality, remembering his own abusive childhood with a mix of his memories and his father’s. It was a story of the cycle of abuse, a father–son relationship, how time and class could separate a single generation, madness and what reality means to each of us. At six hundred pages it was a beast of a book, and I loved every word. This was Richard’s great novel.

His editor at Winden & Shane, Markus Lloyd-Dewson, was delighted by my enthusiasm. He was probably well into his sixties if not older, and had the look of a caricature of a well-to-do elderly gentleman as he always wore a bowtie and braces with a tweed suit. He only worked a few days a week and was rarely in the office, spending the rest of his time in Suffolk, gardening, caring for his quince trees and reading. Working together for so long, Richard and Markus had built such a close author-editor relationship that the company seemingly paid him a full and rather fat salary just to work on Richard’s books, even though he only wrote one at best every five years.

Altitude at Sea was discussed in that week’s meeting to unanimous noises of positivity. I stood at the back of the room with the other assistants, some perched awkwardly on filing cabinets, others on the floor, while the more senior staff fought for a chance to speak, none really listening to anything anyone else had to say. You could see their prepared comments being rehearsed in their heads, all hoping to say something more insightful and clever than anyone else, searching for obscure literary comparisons that would prove them to be the best read person in the room. Everyone would ‘mmm’ and agree with the best comments.

‘It has the cool realism of Updike,’ said a young editor to a few mutters of agreement. I saw her neck flush red.

‘There is the expansive epic of Hardy,’ said another, greeted with a less enthusiastic response. He didn’t seem bothered. The men in the office were, generally speaking, more confident and this particular editor was never shy in speaking up, happy to take any credit going for either his own work or someone else’s. A slippery fish, as Ophelia once described him.

‘It leaves Amis comparisons in the dirt,’ said another young man from the foreign-rights department. Everyone really liked that one.

Literary peacocking, I thought, doodling a feather in Biro in my notebook. Whoever said university didn’t prepare you for real life was wrong. This was essentially a study-group discussion with a chequebook.

After comments were concluded, Allegra, who seemed uncharacteristically quiet on the subject of the book, said in her strange, Anglicised, upper-class New York accent, ‘Richard will be in London in February, so we’ll need to be ready to present marketing and publicity plans then. Sales, I’ll also need you there to talk through the retailer strategy. Cecile, can you find a time for him to come in?’

I had something clever to say too, but I wasn’t really going to say it, I told myself, feeling the weight of six hundred pages and two hours’ sleep suddenly hitting me. It was only 10.45. But by midday I perked up. In my inbox was an email from Cecile asking me to confirm the meeting details with everyone, listing the names and email addresses I was to add.

There it was: r.aveling1954@aol.com

The world was opening up.





Chapter Five

I HAD MADE good friends before Ophelia and Eddy.

In primary school, and all through secondary school, I’d had a handful of friends, mostly from choir, that I would meet up with sometimes on weekends or after lessons. 

Sixth form was different. I stayed on at my school for sixth form rather than go to the local college with my few friends – we decided together as a family that it was better for me to stay at a place I knew, so that I could focus on my exams and getting into university. But then I lost Mum that August, and when term started some five weeks later, I found myself back at school and completely lost.

What happened then was that because my mum was dead, I became the subject of much interest at my school, and a group of more popular and glamorous girls sort of adopted me, like a curiosity.

What I understand now is that teenaged girls are often fantastically bored and frustrated by not being allowed to experience the real, adult world. Parents and rules and laws insist on keeping them children until they turn eighteen. Much of their understanding of the adult world comes from pop music and films and television, all riddled with tragedy and drama. And because I was living at the centre of more tragedy and more drama than they had ever been privy to, this particular group felt that I was suddenly special and, honestly, I enjoyed the attention and the distraction. This new group of girls seemed much more mature than my old friends were. They were smart and studious as well as pretty and good at sport, and although they had never disliked me, until this point I had been of little interest to them as the bookish and quiet girl who would forget her PE kit on purpose almost every week. But I was out of my depth, in every sense, and I made a mess of everything by misunderstanding a situation with a boy, the brother of one of the girls in the group. So when, after a year in their inner circle, the friendship group spat me out like an unexpected maggot in a mouthful of apple, I lost all hope of ever making friends again and fell into a bad depression. It was like the gates were opened and I was submerged in grief, unable to see the surface, to move or breathe without the weight of it, like an ocean above me, pinning me down. I was finally feeling the loss of Mum and I missed weeks of school, unable to get out of bed. When Dad, who wanted so much to help but had no words that could reach me, finally took me to our family GP, I was put on antidepressants. I never came off them. I was never offered any counselling, or a follow-up appointment.

I finished sixth form quietly, without ceremony, and without the grades my teachers predicted two years earlier when Mum was alive and well and the future was something I felt excitement for. Back then, they had said that I could get a place at Oxford or Cambridge if I worked hard enough, even though I went to a state school. As it turned out, I didn’t get anything near what I needed for that. Instead, I got a place at Sussex University in clearing to study English Literature.

I was so desperate to escape the misery of my life and the home I shared with my mum’s oppressive absence that I would have taken anything. But my problems followed me, as problems do, and I found university even more difficult than sixth form, and friendships especially hard. After the loss of not only my mum and my old friends, but also my new friends, and the catastrophic way it had all blown up at sixth form, I was withdrawn, insecure and increasingly self-medicated. I couldn’t talk to people without half a bottle of white wine and then I walked a knife-edge to either crying in the toilets or being sick in them. I took a lot of photos with my little digital camera, but, looking back on them late at night in my bedroom in London when I couldn’t sleep, I didn’t recognise half the faces or for those I did, I couldn’t tell you their surnames. I had some intense, transient friendships and disastrous relationships, walking the lanes of Brighton in bootcut jeans with the waistband cut off so as to make them as low as possible, digging through the vintage shops for mothy old dresses to wear with strings of beads and ballet pumps, drinking bottles of the cheapest white wine with whoever would drink with me. I took a book with me wherever I went so that I felt less alone. I worked in cafés and bars and clothes shops; jobs were like friends, temporary. Sometimes I’d find someone who would stick with me for a while and I’d move into a room in their house, lugging my duvet, pillows and three boxes of belongings up and down the many hills of Brighton, to a grand total of ten different houses or flats in the city in three years. I’d move on when I found something better or the friendship or living arrangement turned sour, which it inevitably did. One friend took particular care of me for a while, even getting me signed up for some CBT through the university, but I found it patronising and overly simplistic. Then, despite all the kindness she showed me, or perhaps because of it, I slept with her ex-boyfriend and that was the end of that.

Christmas was always the worst. I’d go home to Dad for a few days, but it was horrible without Mum, and awkward for us all when Laura moved in. As soon as the trains were running again, I’d head back to Brighton, telling Dad I had a load of parties to go to or some other lie and sit in whatever miserable mouldy flat I was calling home, alone and too broke to put the heating on, waiting desperately for New Year’s Eve to arrive and with it, hopefully, some housemates to talk to. I was called unstable and chaotic a lot. On more than one occasion I was told I was ‘a nightmare’. I fell for men who were not available and let them sleep with me, and then, desperate for their attention, cried for days when they didn’t call me or reply to my texts. None of my boyfriends stayed around for more than a few months because I was so clingy, even with the ones I didn’t even like. I was drawn to anyone off limits, but was always surprised when things didn’t work out. I was at once determined to find security in a boyfriend who would ease some of my loneliness, and unable to make the choices that could ever lead to a meaningful relationship. I had no roots, no anchor. I couldn’t take care of myself – I didn’t know how to. I took a lot of drugs; we all did.

These periods of destructive behaviour were punctuated with chunks of time spent in strict sobriety. This was usually after some devastating argument with a friend, or a boyfriend breaking up with me. I’d vow to myself that I would change. I’d do meditation and yoga classes at the Buddhist Centre, the only place that I always felt welcome, immersing myself in the practice for as long as the phase lasted. I would go for long runs in the biting cold along Brighton seafront, tears streaking into my hair as the relentless, restless wind blew me every direction except for the one I was trying to run in. I’d sit and read in vegan cafés, eating side salads as mains, using up some of the calories I regarded as having ‘saved’ on sugary soya milkshakes. As the weight fell off me, I would start feeling some control over my life, over my body. But it was always short-lived.

I studied enough to get through the first two years, and relentlessly in the third year, and somehow walked out with a degree and first-class honours. Dad and Laura, who was by then heavily pregnant, came to Brighton for my graduation. They took me for lunch at Pinocchio’s, which was a budget Italian favoured by the students of the city, and ordered a bottle of Prosecco that they could only have a sip of. Dad told me how proud he was, and he was, and Laura was happy for me too. They had to get off straight after the bill came as Laura was tired and feeling uncomfortable and not looking forward to the long drive home. I found some of my university friends to drink with and that night we sat on the stony beach, feeling disconnected, listening to the waves in the darkness and wondering what on earth was next, what was out there for us.

Two months later, the investment bank Lehman Brothers collapsed and with it so did the economy. Ophelia, Eddy and I would talk about that day, what we had all been doing, where we had been when the news started coming in. They had a very different experience of the crash, naturally, because money and the stock market were much bigger things in their lives.

I wondered, sometimes, if they would have loved me if they’d known me back then. If they would have stayed by my side and carried me through the mess of those years. I thought they would.

That second Christmas living in London, my first working at Winden & Shane, had been the happiest I’d known in the six years since my mum had died. With the first Christmas lights and first overheard playing of ‘Fairytale of New York’, I’d felt the ache of my loss keenly, as I did every year. This was the hardest time of year for me, but that Christmas I was carried through the holiday season on the shoulders of Ophelia and Eddy. They took extra care of me, distracting me when they saw I was sad, making sure I knew I could talk to them about how I was feeling and reminding me of that fact often. One night I broke down to them in the smoking area of a pub near Leicester Square after a lovely Christmas party in our favourite London bookshop, but it was just the once, and they didn’t mind. After releasing some of the building pressure, I felt much better and we carried on with the rest of the night, staying out far too late and barely making the last Tube home.

I had been given some extra responsibility at work in the form of getting some of the more beautiful hardbacks and special editions of classics that we published into the Christmas gift guides that ran in all of the newspapers and magazines. I’d been surprisingly successful, which Cecile had been delighted with, and, thanks to the conversations I’d had with journalists, as well as Ophelia and Eddy’s vast network of connections across the city, we’d had invites to Christmas parties every night of the week through all of December. London looked beautiful with all the lights and the decorations. A huge Christmas tree appeared in the reception at work, decorated tastefully with carmine velvet bows and a myriad of gold, twinkling lights. Gift-wrapped packages were scattered below it, but we discovered that they were just empty boxes after popping into the office for a shoe change late one Thursday evening. Clemmie dropped off a treasure trove of Ophelia’s ‘party’ clothes from Cambridgeshire and we’d get changed in the work toilets every evening, curling our eyelashes and straightening our fringes with Ophelia’s beloved mini, portable ghds. No one seemed to mind that we’d drift in a little after 10 a.m. the following morning because it seemed that everyone was equally hungover.

Eddy left for Christmas on the twenty-second of December, taking the sleeper train to Edinburgh to stay with his grandparents, who were hosting. Eddy’s father came from a long line of the dying upper class and was in fact landed gentry. Despite inheriting millions in very grand but disintegrating properties he found himself in dire financial circumstances after the crash, which exposed some poor business decisions. He was now on the brink of ruin and barely keeping his head above water. When Eddy, his youngest and outwardly gayest son, decided on a career in publishing, it was a bitter pill to swallow. Fortunately for Eddy, he was granted access to a large trust fund when he turned twenty-one, much of which he was now spending in east London pubs. I think he was quite looking forward to parading his ever-evolving campness and ever-dwindling bank balance to his broke father and tormenting Barnaby and the other brothers. His grandmother adored him.

The Devereaux family were, as usual, spending Christmas in Switzerland, and Ophelia invited me to join them. I couldn’t ski, I explained, but I was very happy to spend the days that they were on the slopes reading at their family’s chalet, which sounded
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