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For the real Mark




This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




Muffled, furtive footsteps. The creak of a floorboard. A  gentle tinkling, metal on metal.

These sounds first reached Emily in her dream, which so far wasn’t making any sense. She was at home in Dublin with Mark, but it wasn’t their apartment and Mark didn’t look like Mark. In the middle of the night, Not Mark had woken her up to show her the first finished copy of his new book, which he said had just arrived. But when she’d turned on the bedside lamp, taken it from him and cracked its spine, she saw her name all over its pages. His book was about her. She was about to ask Not Mark what was going on when she heard it.

Footsteps. Floorboards. Tinkling of metal on metal—

Emily opened her eyes.

—and the unmistakable clink of a key in a lock.

It took her brain a beat to slip the bonds of sleep and piece together where she was and what was happening. Lying, fully dressed, on a couch that wasn’t hers. The couch was in a house in the town of Sanctuary, Florida, where she’d been staying. Working. Helping a man to protest his innocence, to write a book about why he wasn’t the murderer of his wife, actually. She’d had half a bottle of wine instead of dinner and that was why she had a dull headache now. The noises were real.

The noises were real.

Had someone broken in?

Was someone else in here with her right now?

Emily jerked upright, into a sitting position. She was in the lock-off, a small studio apartment attached to the main house. From the couch, almost all of the space was within her eyeline and there was just enough light – moonlight? Street light? Security light? – filtering through the thin window blinds to see it.

The light had an odd quality to it, like a sunrise over snow.

Someone could, theoretically, be hiding in the bathroom or behind the breakfast bar, her two blind spots. But how could anyone have got in? Over the last twenty-four hours, she’d become paranoid about safety chains and deadbolts and window latches, checking and double-checking all of them before she went to sleep.

Maybe she’d forgotten to do it earlier.

She hadn’t been thinking straight after what had happened.

But this was moot, because Emily saw now what was making the noise. She was the only one in the lock-off, but she wasn’t alone: there was a shadow on the other side of the glass in the front door.

A tall figure, bent at the waist, head level with the lock.

Trying to get in.

Emily’s heart began to hammer beneath her breastbone. She needed to banish the dark. She jumped up and smacked the light switch on the wall behind her, but nothing happened. She flicked it again, and again, but no light came on. She lurched at the lamp on the end table, knocking it over, catching it just before it fell, feeling its ceramic neck for its switch – but it clicked uselessly too. She jumped up and ran the five steps to the bathroom, hitting the switch on the wall there. Still nothing.

The power was out.

She looked back at the front door: the shadow was gone.

She took a few tentative steps forward to get closer, to get a better view, to double-check.

There was no one out there now.

They must have seen her shadow moving inside and run off. Or maybe there’d been no one out there to begin with. She could’ve imagined it, confused the twilight zone of her dreams with reality.

Then she smelled the smoke.

And she saw the smoke now, too: a thin, lazy haze, hanging in the air. It was what had made the light look odd to her, she realized in hindsight.

Where was it coming from?

Maybe someone had built a bonfire on the beach. Maybe the dry, wiry brush that sat between the house and the sand had caught and now smoke and the smell of it burning was wafting inside. This was her first thought, despite the fact that all the windows were closed and she couldn’t see anything like a bonfire through the windows on the beach side.

In fact, the beach looked pitch-black.

Emily picked her phone up off the end table. Only 11:20p.m. She’d been asleep for, at most, a couple of hours.

When she activated the phone’s flashlight, the smoke became a grey, ghostly mist in its beam. She turned slowly, sweeping the light across the room, until it landed on the door that connected the lock-off to the main house.

Smoke was drifting lazily in from underneath it.

The door had a mate on its other side, like doors in adjoining hotel rooms. Ever since she’d arrived in this place, she’d been making sure that the one on her side was securely locked, its bolt slid into place. Now she ran to it to reverse the action and pulled back her door, revealing the other connecting door closed behind it.

She rapped a fist against it, once, twice.

‘Hey!’ she called out. ‘Hey!’

When there was no response, she pressed both palms flat on the door.

The wood felt warm.

A snippet of health and safety training she’d had a few months ago came back to her: don’t open a door if it’s warm or hot to the touch.

And then she thought, Get out get out get out get out get out.

That same health and safety seminar had said to leave all valuables behind, but Emily ran to the breakfast bar, to where her backpack was hanging from one of the chairs. She unzipped it and shoved a hand inside to confirm what the weight of it suggested, that her laptop and notebook and voice-recorder were still inside. She slung the backpack over one shoulder and shoved her phone into the pocket of her jeans.

The smoke was getting thicker by the second, feeling gritty in her eyes and hot in her mouth.

It had a solidness now, a physical presence. Its tendrils were reaching into the back of her throat to snatch at her breath. Emily started coughing, which only drew more smoke down deeper into her chest.

But it was OK, everything was going to be OK, because she was at the front door now, sliding the deadbolt back, and in a second she’d be outside, in the fresh air, safe.

Emily pulled on the handle, braced to run—

The door didn’t budge.

Confused, she pulled harder. Checked the deadbolt. Depressed the handle more. Pulled even harder on it again. Put both hands on the handle and leaned back, putting all her body weight behind her, pulling until her arms burned with the strain.

The door rocked a little on its hinges, but didn’t open. It was jammed shut.

Emily didn’t know why this was happening but she knew there wasn’t time to figure it out. Her chest felt like there was a large weight settling on it and she was starting to feel funny, as if her head were too heavy for her shoulders.

She needed to find another way out, quick.

She thought, balcony.

It must be twelve, maybe even fifteen feet off the ground, but she might survive a fall. She definitely wouldn’t survive suffocating or being burned alive. She’d land on beach scrub and sand, and there were cushions on the balcony furniture. She could throw them over first.

She just had to make it to the other side of the room.

The distance may as well have been an ocean. Emily feared she’d drown before she made it to the other shore.

Wet a rag and hold it over your nose and mouth.

She felt her way along the kitchen counter to the sink, and to the neatly folded towel she knew she’d left there this morning. She soaked it in cold water from the tap and pressed it to her face. The cold water was glorious against her hot skin, on her parched lips. She wanted to drink some of it too, but there wasn’t time.

Stay low – crawl beneath the smoke.

She dropped to her hands and knees.

It had been eerily silent, but now noises were coming from the other side of the connecting door. An occasional whooshing sound. Popping and crackling. A dull, loud boom as something heavy fell over.

Emily found the balcony door by touch, and then, when she reached up, its handle. It only had one lock, a simple knob that turned easily through ninety degrees. She flipped it clockwise, hoisted herself to her feet, pulled open the door and went to run—

Blooms of white, hot pain exploded across her vision as her forehead instantly met something solid and hard.

Emily fell over backwards, landing on her left side, onto the backpack, the corner of the laptop jabbing painfully between her ribs. When she opened her eyes, she saw yellow-red flames flickering around the edges of the connecting door.

She remembered something else from that health and safety seminar, something one of her colleagues, a twenty-something with a head of thickly gelled hair and a red rash on his chin, had whispered to her during the video part. Burning alive only hurts at the start. After the flames burn away your nerve-endings, you don’t feel any pain.

Emily was tired, her eyelids heavy. Every breath was a battle. She’d lost the wet towel. She had an overwhelming urge to stay where she was and succumb to sleep. But …

She thought of Jack’s scars, his melted skin.

No. She had to get out.

She was at the balcony door, inches from being outside, from being almost safe. From being able to breathe again.

All she had to do was go through it.

Move. Come on. Get up.

Slowly, she hoisted herself back up onto her knees. When she reached out her right hand, it closed around the edge of the door. So she had opened it! But when she reached out her left, into what should now be a portal to the outside, she felt something hard and smooth and … Metal? Plastic? She dragged her hand down the length of it.

She felt evenly spaced horizontal ridges—

And sick to her stomach as she realized what they were.

The hurricane shutters.

She’d found the switch on the evening she’d arrived and pressed it just to see what it did. There’d been a mechanical whirr and then off-white aluminium shutters had started to descend over the windows and door at the back of the lock-off, covering up all the glass that faced the beach. The shutters were down now and with the power out, she didn’t know how to get them back up again.

And the front door wouldn’t open.

Emily was trapped.

She felt for her phone, but her jeans pocket was empty. It must have dropped out as she’d crossed the room, or when she’d fallen. It didn’t matter now anyway. Unless help was already right outside, she was out of time. She’d made a mistake. On seeing the smoke, she should have immediately found something heavy enough to smash through the glass of the front door and got out that way. It was too late to do that now. There was so much smoke, and she felt so sleepy …

Emily thought about how quickly everything could change. A few minutes ago she’d been asleep on a couch in a house by a beach, and now she was going to die in a fire.

But then, this hadn’t happened quickly, had it?

This was an ending to a story that had been years in the writing. She’d forever be a character in it now too.

Someone had made sure of that.

The shutters must have made a loud, grinding noise as they descended. She wouldn’t have slept through it. And since when had half a bottle of wine knocked her out? There must have been something in it, something to keep her asleep while someone else came in and brought the shutters down.

The shadow hadn’t been trying to get inside. It was someone locking the door behind them as they left.

Locking her in.

Making sure that, when the fire took hold, she wouldn’t be able to get out of here. And that everything that held the truth, the only things that did – her laptop, her notes, the voice-recorder – would be destroyed.

Taking this job was the worst mistake she’d ever made, and that was saying something.

Well, Emily thought, at least the book will have an ending.

As she closed her eyes, she wondered who they’d get to write it now.
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One week ago

I’m in Dublin on Monday. Can we meet?

Emily read the sentence for what was at least the tenth time this hour, hoping that this time, the words would reveal what Beth Blake, an editor at Morningstar Books, wanted to talk to her about.

Out of the blue. On short notice. And in person.

Now, after all this time.

Because there were only two possibilities, and both of them were bad.

The last time this had happened, it had changed her life. Six years ago, a different editor at Morningstar had messaged to say they wanted to publish her novel and commission her to write a second, in exchange for an amount of money that sounded like a lottery win. Five years ago, The Witness had debuted as a number-one bestseller – but ever since, Emily had struggled to write the follow-up. A pandemic happened, buying her time, but she’d failed to take advantage of it. The ‘how’s it going? Just checking in!’ emails started to lose their jaunty exclamation marks, then decreased in frequency. Two years ago, they’d stopped coming altogether. Her agent retired. Her editor at Morningstar moved on. Emily stopped trying to write.

Finally, she stopped pretending to be trying.

Admitting defeat, if even just to herself, lifted a thousand pounds off her shoulders but lodged a permanent brick of dread in the pit of her stomach. After all, she’d signed a contract she hadn’t fulfilled. She’d been paid an advance on royalties for a book she’d never delivered, and that money was long gone. Every single morning her first thought upon waking was, Today could be the day someone at Morningstar remembers me.

And now, this afternoon, the email.

Emily angled her phone so Alice could read the message for herself. They were standing inside the door of BOOK WITH US, a new bookshop off the quays whose signage contained no upper-case letters, watching people gather for the launch of the inaugural issue of a literary journal. The event was scheduled for six, which in Irish time meant proceedings would reluctantly begin at six-thirty. That was only five minutes from now and yet the crowd was still embarrassingly sparse and mostly made up of contributors and bookshop staff.

Emily hoped there’d be a last-minute influx, for Mark’s sake.

She had come because she was duty bound; Loose Leaf: Vol. I contained a new poem by her boyfriend. Alice was in attendance because when Emily first saw Beth’s email, she’d panicked and begged Alice to meet her here, even though she’d known her best friend for twenty years and ten minutes would’ve been long enough to know that this wasn’t her scene. But she needed someone to talk her off this ledge, and she wanted to let Mark enjoy his night in the limelight.

Or under the harsh fluorescents of this mostly empty bookshop.

‘That’s it?’ Alice said, frowning at the phone’s screen. ‘That’s the whole message?’

Emily nodded. ‘What do you think?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I feel sick.’

‘That’s probably just from this wine.’ It was classic book-launch fare, cheap and room-temperature; Emily had met Alice at the door with a glass in each hand. ‘What is this place, anyway?’ Alice asked, looking around. ‘I thought I’d got the wrong address. It looks like some kind of wanky pseudo-Scandi design studio from the outside.’

The head of another attendee, a serious twenty-something reverently stroking a hardcover copy of House of Leaves, snapped in their direction.

‘It’s a concept store,’ Emily said, lowering her voice in the hope that Alice would too. ‘According to Mark.’

‘What’s the concept? Shut in Six Months?’

Emily shot her friend a warning look, even though she thought Alice had a point.

The tables on the shop floor had nothing on them, but did have chairs tucked underneath: an invitation to sit down and read the book you hadn’t yet paid for and mightn’t ever need to now. The walls were fitted with narrow picture-ledge shelves that could only display books one or two titles deep, and facing out. There was no BESTSELLERS bay, and despite being in the path of thousands of tourists visiting nearby attractions like the Ha’penny Bridge and Temple Bar, there were no Ireland travel guides, postcards or copies of Ulysses either. It was more like a gallery displaying books than a shop offering them for sale. They’d never turn a profit at this rate.

Which makes it the perfect place to launch something like Loose Leaf, Emily thought, and then immediately felt bad for thinking that.

When she’d got here, she’d discovered that the ‘literary journal’ Mark had been on about for weeks was ten A4 pages printed on someone’s home inkjet, inexpertly hole-punched and bound with brass fasteners.

‘That’s the point,’ he’d said when he’d seen her face, and she’d said, ‘Oh, right. Clever,’ even though she didn’t think it was, especially.

His naked need for her not to be unimpressed had cracked her heart a little.

‘It’s probably just a friendly check-in,’ Alice said now. ‘Which is why she’s being so casual about asking you. I bet she’s coming over anyway, for something else. They have an office here now, don’t they? Let’s be real: this woman is not flying over from London especially for a meeting on Monday morning that she only suggested you have on Friday afternoon. She’s got other things happening. She’s just hoping to fit you in.’

‘A friendly check-in?’ Emily repeated. ‘After two years?’ She shook her head. ‘Not a chance. This is about the money. They want it back.’

Her headline-making six-figure advance had consisted of an equal amount for each title, which was paid in stages throughout the publication process. One of those had been ‘commencement’ – they had paid her, literally, to start writing the second book. And she had. She’d drawn up a plan, saved a new Word document, started a fresh notebook and everything. But since it was an advance against royalties and she’d thus far failed to finish writing it, Morningstar were well within their rights to recover that sum.

These days, Emily’s bank balance typically ran to only three digits and, more often than not, there was a minus sign at the start. The idea of owing that amount of money, of needing to suddenly, somehow, come up with a sum that large …

The wine’s vinegary afterburn surged up into her throat.

Alice rolled her eyes and said, ‘That never actually happens,’ which was no consolation because she didn’t know anything about publishing outside of what Emily had told her over the years. Alice was a dentist.

‘It’d be fair,’ Emily said. ‘They’ve given me so much time and I’ve never given them anything.’

‘Could you give them something? I mean, what if you went home, mainlined Red Bull and just went hell for leather for forty-eight hours?’

‘Maybe,’ she said doubtfully.

‘I don’t see what the problem is. Didn’t Donna Tartt take, like, ten years?’

‘Yes, but to deliver a book by Donna Tartt. This isn’t quite the same situation.’

Alice took a slow, deliberate sip of her wine.

The door to the shop swung open, letting a roar of street noise into the space. Everyone in the huddled group Mark was a part of turned hopefully towards the sound, but it was just a man with a suitcase who quickly realized he was in the wrong place and promptly left again.

Mark saw Alice. She waved at him. He waved back, but made no move to come join them.

‘He doesn’t like me,’ Alice said.

Emily rolled her eyes. ‘Not this again.’

‘He doesn’t.’

‘He’s just intimidated by you, that’s all. I mean, you are qualified to brandish a drill inside people’s mouths.’

Emily caught Mark’s eye and tried to smile reassuringly.

‘I should really hire you to write our website copy,’ Alice said, giving her a sidelong glance. ‘I presume you haven’t said anything to him?’

Emily shook her head.

Honesty wasn’t always the best policy in a relationship where both partners’ professional situations were so agonizingly opposed. Mark was constantly writing a novel but had never managed to get one published. He scraped together a living mainly by writing book reviews, submitting poems and short stories to the kind of literary journals that paid in free copies, and working in a branch of a well-known bookshop chain, selling other people’s realized writing dreams for eight hours a day, three days a week.

Including hers, presumably.

He’d never mentioned it, but the paperback of The Witness was still in print and the odds were, in a busy city-centre bookshop, he’d served at least one customer buying a copy of it by now.

Meanwhile Emily, having got her dream, had let it die. She was in a job that had nothing to do with books – a call centre that handled the helpline for a supermarket chain’s customer loyalty card – and that was a relief. She still had a publisher waiting for a novel that they’d promised to pay her handsomely for once she delivered the manuscript, but she hadn’t managed to write a word of it.

Not a good word, anyway.

They were both standing with their feet planted firmly on the other’s faraway greener hill. Mark longed for the opportunity she was ostensibly throwing away, and she wished she could go back to where he was, full of words and possibility and daydreams, free of the choking pressures of a legal agreement, expectation and a ticking clock.

At least, for now, they were still holding hands across the valley.

Emily wanted to keep it that way.

‘You should go,’ Alice said. ‘I mean, I think you have to go. Call in sick and go find out what it’s about. And it’s just a meeting with a nice woman who works in publishing. What’s the worst that could happen? Either this is about the next book, in which case you say you’re still working on it, or they want the money back and you have to go away and figure something out. But it’s better to know, isn’t it? Your imagination is always worse. And maybe it’s not even about what you think. It could be something good.’

‘Yeah,’ Emily said noncommittally.

As a tinkling of pen against glass signalled that proceedings were set to begin and a hush descended, it occurred to her that, actually, there was a third possibility as to why an editor at Morningstar might want to meet with her.

Out of the blue. On short notice. And in person.

Now, after all this time.

And it was much worse than her inability to write a second book, or her having to find twenty-five grand from somewhere.

This thought made her chest freeze up in panic.

They’ve found out.
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The weekend passed in a blur of broken sleep, catastrophizing and hiding from Mark the fact that there was a very real chance her life was about to spectacularly implode.

He made that easy to do by waking up on Saturday morning seized by the idea of turning their tiny, windowless storage room into an office. This necessitated redistributing all the crap they’d thrown in there over the past year between the bins, the nearest charity shop and other places in the apartment, of which there were very few; repainting the space with a half-can of Magnolia he’d found in his parents’ garage; and trawling through local online adverts looking for free-to-a-good-home desks and chairs. Emily had indulged his hare-brained scheme in part because she recognized this particular brand of self-delusion. If I just had that pen … Or notebook. Software. Coffee machine. New iMac. Standing desk. Then the magic lock will click open and the words will flow!

It was a bonus that this activity kept him occupied while she curled up on the couch for forty-eight hours and thought of terrible things. Monday morning approached like a freight train and, up ahead, she was tied to the tracks. If only she knew what the meeting was about. She’d thought she might have got a little more info when she replied to tell Beth yes – because Alice was right, she had to attend – but there wasn’t much to glean from Great! Fitzwilliam Hotel at 11:00a.m. good for you? She’d gone back with Perfect. Do you need anything from me in advance? but hadn’t got an answer.

All too soon, it was Monday morning and the collision was mere moments away.

Emily entered the Fitzwilliam’s lobby dulled by insufficient sleep, hollow from a lack of appetite and thrumming with nerves. There was a dampness at the back of her neck and under her arms, and she was convinced her face was puce. She was scanning for a sign promising toilets when a voice said, ‘Emily?’

A thirty-something woman had popped out from a little nook behind the bell stand. Her blonde hair shone in a razor-sharp bob, just like it did in the professional headshot Emily had found on the Morningstar website, and she glowed with the kind of healthy, outdoorsy tan you couldn’t fake.

They exchanged smiles and shook hands, Emily acutely aware of her damp palm.

‘We’re just in here,’ Beth said.

The nook was book-lined and narrow, with two couches facing each other over a table; if there’d been a window on the rear wall playing landscapes rushing past, it could’ve passed for a compartment on a luxurious train carriage.

Emily was still processing the we when she saw that another, older woman was already seated there, in a spot that had previously hidden her from view.

‘Carolyn,’ she said, raising an arm to shake hands but not rising from her seat. She wasn’t smiling. ‘Hello.’

‘Can we get you something to drink before we begin?’ Beth asked. ‘Coffee? Tea?’

‘A coffee would be great,’ Emily answered on a delay, distracted by trying to remember where she’d seen Carolyn before. She thought it was on the same page of the Morningstar website where she’d seen Beth’s professional bio, only at the top because Carolyn was …

Shit.

Carolyn was Morningstar’s publishing director. Beth’s boss.

That couldn’t be good.

A waiter was summoned and three coffees were ordered. The women made stilted small talk – about how warm the weather was, how busy Grafton Street was, how lovely the hotel was – until their drinks arrived, along with three glasses of iced water.

Emily immediately picked hers up and gulped a third of it down.

‘So,’ Beth said, clasping her hands together. ‘Are you writing?’

She said she was, nodding vigorously. She explained that the success of The Witness had messed with her head a little bit and that it had taken her a while to reset. She mentioned the pandemic, and having to completely go back to the drawing board once or twice, and life being so busy and not being able to see the forest for the trees and Difficult Second Album Syndrome, and then she saw Carolyn pressing her lips together and realized she was babbling, that she’d been babbling from the moment she opened her mouth, so she said, ‘But things are going well now,’ and abruptly stopped.

‘Great,’ Beth said. ‘Good to hear. So … I believe there’s a book outstanding on your contract?’

‘Um, yeah. Yes. It was a two-book deal.’

‘And your agent is …?’

‘Lynne Reilly.’ Emily shifted in her seat. ‘Well, she was my agent. She’s retired now.’

‘So who is . . ?’

‘Well, ah, Lynne worked alone and I’ve just been focusing on finishing the book.’ Emily could feel the red on her face crawling down her neck and spreading across her chest, which only made the spread happen faster. ‘I don’t have an agent, technically. Not at the moment.’

‘Of course.’ Beth smiled kindly. ‘The thing is, Emily, well, it’s just been so long. Three years past the original delivery date, by my estimation. Now, we totally understand that this is a creative process and things don’t always go as planned, and if you’d needed an extra year or even two, I’m sure my predecessors could’ve worked with you on that. But we find ourselves in a situation where so much time has passed, well, the problem is that Morningstar itself has changed.’

Emily didn’t know what that meant.

‘We all loved The Witness,’ Beth continued, ‘and we were immensely proud to publish it. But since then, we’ve really moved our focus onto non-fiction so, you see, if your novel landed on my desk today … It wouldn’t be a good fit for our list.’

‘The new book is very different to The Witness,’ Emily said.

And indeed it was, in that one existed and the other did not.

‘I’ll be delighted to take a look when it’s ready. And help you, in any way I can, with placing it elsewhere.’ Another kind smile. ‘But in the meantime, from Morningstar’s point of view … Unfortunately, we’re going to have to draw a line under this.’

A boiling-hot geyser of panic shot up into Emily’s chest.

‘What does that mean?’ she asked weakly.

Beth looked to Carolyn. ‘We understand there was an instalment of the advance paid out at some point?’

‘Twenty-five thousand,’ Carolyn said, nodding.

‘Twenty-five thousand,’ Beth repeated, turning back to Emily with a grave look on her face. ‘I’m afraid that, in this instance, we would be looking to recover that sum.’

Emily said nothing. She feared that if she opened her mouth, a cascade of dry desert sand would come pouring out. Her face was burning. Sweat was pooling in the small of her back. She felt dizzy. In the absence of any other ideas, she picked up her water glass and drained the rest of it.

She didn’t have anything like that kind of money to hand.

Yes, once upon a time, she’d been paid what seemed like a lot to write two books. But she’d only written one of them, and there was her agent’s commission and tax stuff to deduct, and the rest had been paid piecemeal over a period of years. In the end, she’d been paid less to write books than she was currently making at a normal job – and these days, she had to work for an hour just to buy a book. She’d received the last payment – the one Beth wanted to recover – four years ago. If she borrowed that amount now, it would take her forever to pay it back, and that was if she even qualified for a loan in the first place.

Which she really doubted she would.

And then, like a wave rising up behind all these other feelings, came anger, directed entirely at herself.

This was all her fault. No one else’s. She’d squandered this opportunity. She’d got in her own way.

All she had to do was make up a story, for God’s sake. How hard could it be?

‘But,’ Beth said brightly, ‘there may be another option.’ She reached into the large leather bag at her feet and withdrew an unmarked manila envelope. ‘Before we continue, can I get you to sign this?’ She extracted what looked like a thin contract and slid it across the table, along with a pen, smiling apologetically. ‘It’s just a standard non-disclosure agreement.’

Emily made a show of scanning the pages, but all she could see was blurry text. On the last one, she scribbled an ‘E’ followed by a squiggly line as blood rushed in her ears. She was desperate to hear what Beth was proposing. She was biting down hard on the I’ll do it! already waiting on her tongue.

Beth slipped the signed agreement back into the envelope, then turned to look at Carolyn, who looked at Emily and said, ‘What do you know about Jack Smyth?’

The question was like a radio transmission from deep space: alien, incomprehensible and utterly unexpected.

‘Jack Smyth?’ Emily repeated.

She thought Carolyn couldn’t possibly mean Ireland’s most famous innocent guilty man until the other woman added, ‘It’s big news here, right? Have you been following the story?’

‘Ah, yeah. Sure. I mean, sort of.’

You had to follow it somewhat, whether you wanted to or not, because it was everywhere. Front pages. TV news headlines. Your auntie’s WhatsApp dispatches, the kind the app warned had already been forwarded many times.

Jack Smyth, the handsome, well-liked, retired road-racer whose celebrity had only grown since he’d hung up his cycling shoes, had lost his glamorous TV presenter wife, Kate, in a fire at their home last November. At first, the national heart bled for what seemed like only the latest tragic turn in this talented man’s life. He’d already lost his dad in a car accident as a teen, his childhood best friend to suicide just before his first Olympics in Rio, and his promising cycling career to a horror crash on a wet French hillside that had left him with a permanent limp. And yet he’d managed not only to survive, but to thrive. He had a successful athleisure brand called Exis, was patron to several high-profile charities and was a much-in-demand motivational speaker, earning huge fees for his electrifying appearances. For a while, there’d even been talk of him getting back on the bike.

But then, aged just thirty-one, he’d arrived home too late to save his wife of one year from the fire engulfing their house, but just in time to watch her die in his arms.

He’d used that line in a primetime television interview shortly after the tragedy that one in every four people in Ireland had watched go out live.

When it emerged that Kate Smyth had died of a broken neck before the fire had started, prompting the Gardaí to open a murder inquiry, the public mood had turned. In the absence of much fact, rumours swirled and spread like an especially virulent infection. He’d pushed her down the stairs and then set the fire to cover his tracks, for reasons that changed with the day of the week. Money problems. Infidelities. A change in his personality brought on by a head injury sustained in the cycling crash.

Reddit threads grew like knotweed. Self-styled body-language experts studied clips of his TV interview frame-by-frame and posted their conclusions to TikTok. Everyone knew someone who knew somebody who’d heard something from a friend of theirs who knew a Garda. They know he did it, people said with authority over pints, across dinner tables and huddled on the steps of the church after Mass. They just can’t prove it – but they will.

What the hell did he have to do with anything?

‘We’ve signed his memoir,’ Carolyn said. ‘Not his life story, but his side of this story.’

‘Oh.’ Seeing as Emily had absolutely no idea where this could be going or what it had to do with her, it seemed like the safest response.

‘You see,’ Carolyn continued, ‘Jack is trapped in this hellish limbo. Innocent until proven guilty, but precisely because he’s innocent, he’ll never get the chance to prove that he is. No charges have been brought, but there’s all this speculation and suspicion … It’s suffocating. It’s ruining his life. What life he has left. So he’s decided to take matters into his own hands. He’s going to do a book. Tell his story, in his own words. And we’re going to publish it.’ She paused. ‘His share of the royalties is going to go directly to his charitable foundation, so profiting from the proceeds of crime won’t be an issue, as far as we’re concerned.’

‘And anyway, he didn’t commit a crime,’ Beth added.

‘Oh,’ Emily said again.

There was an open and active murder inquiry, so the inquest into Kate’s death had been adjourned and the coroner’s report, aside from a few basic facts, sealed from the public. No one had been brought to trial, which meant there’d been no opportunity for evidence to be heard in open court, and Ireland’s draconian libel laws prevented the media from reporting anything other than the most basic, innocuous facts.

On top of that, Jack Smyth had all but disappeared from public life.

This black hole where information should be only increased the demand for it. People were as ravenous for details as horror-movie zombies were for flesh, and the longer they were forced to go without a feed, the more crazed with hunger they became. In her mind’s eye, Emily saw Black Friday-style stampedes at bookshops on Jack’s book’s publication day. She wouldn’t be among them, but she’d definitely trawl through all the articles and tweets rushing to give all the major revelations away.

What did any of this have to do with her?

‘We’re handling it from our London office,’ Beth said, ‘because we know Dublin is a village’ – she smiled briefly at this – ‘but we and Jack are in agreement that whoever helps him to tell his story should be Irish too. We’re trying to move as fast as possible in order to minimize the chances of this getting out, so we have an exceptionally tight schedule and almost no wiggle room. That, combined with the nature of the project … Well, this isn’t everyone’s cup of tea, which we understand. It’s been a struggle, to be frank.’ She brightened. ‘But then, we thought of you.’

Emily wasn’t following. She worried that she’d accidentally zoned out and missed something crucial.

‘We’d protect your identity,’ Beth pushed on, ‘so your involvement need never be public. We’d fly you to Florida at the earliest possible opportunity, to spend a week interviewing Jack. Then we think maybe four, possibly six weeks to write the book? But we can talk about that. In exchange, we’d cancel your existing contract with no money owed, there’d be a standard ghostwriting flat fee and we’d of course cover all expenses. A mutually beneficial solution.’ She turned up her palms. ‘So, what do you say? Is this something you’d consider doing?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Emily said. ‘I’m not quite—’

‘Jack Smyth needs a ghostwriter,’ Carolyn said. ‘And we’d like it to be you.’




Friday, 10 November 2023 
Adoran, Co. Clare

Kate sits in the car she parked outside SuperValu ten minutes ago and tells herself to open the driver’s door and get out.

Now. Come on. Just do it. Let’s go.

But she doesn’t move.

It’s the same routine every time. Or almost the same, because lately it feels like it’s been taking her longer and longer to obey her own instructions.

This, whatever this is, started over a year ago, back when she and Jack were still living in Dublin. A gradual, increasing awareness that whenever she was alone in a crowd, there was an electric anxiety thrumming inside her that she didn’t feel when she was at work, with others or at home. Walking around the city, she’d always been aware that people were looking at her – and they actually were, either because they’d recognized her from TV or because they were trying to work out where they recognized her from – but at some point, it had started to feel as if they were watching.

One night, after too much wine, she’d told a friend too much about it.

‘That’s burnout,’ the friend, a make-up artist who’d worked with her on Sunrise, had declared with total confidence. ‘What you need is a break.’

Perhaps Kate shouldn’t have accepted an official diagnosis from someone who, as she was making it, had swung a wine glass with enough force to send some of the liquid sloshing over the lip and into Kate’s lap – and who, besides the obvious disadvantage of not being a qualified mental-health professional, wasn’t in possession of all the facts – but it was an explanation, and one which came with the consolation that this was not the first crack in the eventual rupturing of her sanity, but something other people felt too, casually, in their daily lives.

There were even articles about it. Escape fantasies, a few of them said, were often a symptom.

When she’d broached the subject of quitting her presenting gig on Sunrise, Jack’s reaction had surprised her. She’d never been on as much money as people thought, but it was enough to have to worry about how they’d manage without it. He’d pointed out that he didn’t need to physically be in Dublin; Exis, at the time, was in the process of moving its warehouse to an industrial estate near Shannon Airport. If she didn’t need to be there either, they could sell their apartment in Ranelagh and move across the country to live in Adoran full time.

So they did.

But here, in the tiny village they were trying to call home, everyone really was watching her.

Because in this place, they were the only strangers. The blow-ins from the Big Smoke. The failed athlete and the D-list TV presenter who’d bought the former parochial house, outbidding a local, and then added a modern extension and erected an electronic gate to rub salt in the wound. An electronic gate? Who do they think they are, eh? Michael D and Sabina? Jack was rarely home long enough to hang around the village so Kate took the brunt of its spotlight of scrutiny.

Her brain couldn’t differentiate between whatever had caused the anxiety she’d felt back in Dublin and this annoying but harmless nosiness. It all got mixed up, and grew, and now something as ridiculously mundane as going to the supermarket is enough to disassemble her of a Monday morning.

Almost.

All she has to do, she tells herself, is get out of the car. Everything will be OK if she can just do that. Once she’s out, she’ll be fine.

OK, not fine, but being outside will mean that she has to pretend to be fine and usually the pretending is enough. She’ll be able to do what she needs to get done and then she can get back in her car and head home again, where she feels safe and calm and not like a vibrating bomb of rising panic.

But getting out of the car is the hardest part.

Kate checks her reflection in the rear-view mirror, telling herself after this, you’re going to go. She’s discovered through trial and error that if she goes around in leggings, unwashed hair and a bare face, people openly stare, shocked by the difference between Kate Smyth on morning television and Kate Smyth in reality and, around these parts, not at all bothered to hide it. But if she gets all made up, all dressed up, they’ll stare too – and whisper comments to their companions she’s convinced are along the lines of Who does yer wan think she is? Where does she think she is? So she aims for a middle ground. Make-up, but not much. Jeans, but not sweats. Avoid eye contact, but never wear sunglasses.

Kate picks her bag off the passenger seat. She checks her reflection again. Get out. She sees the person who parked beside her moments after she arrived returning to their car with two bulging bags of shopping.

This is ridiculous. You’re being ridiculous.

She takes a deep breath, opens the door and gets out.

Finally.

She feels a wind at her back, pushing her towards the entrance. Autopilot grabs a basket as she walks through the automatic doors. She starts her well-trodden route around the aisles.

You’re OK, she tells herself silently, over and over – and now that she’s out of the car and moving around inside the store, she might be.

It’s just the village that makes her feel this way, which is why she tries to avoid it. There is no delivery service prepared to travel all the way out to their house; she checks the apps regularly, in case the situation changes. On Saturday mornings, she and Jack drive to the Dunnes Stores forty-five minutes away, and in preparation she makes lists and plans, and when they’re there she buys extra, but still, two or three days later, notes appear on the little white board they have stuck to the fridge. Bananas. Almond milk. Steak for dinner tonight? [image: A smiling emoji.] Jack is working, so it’s only fair that day-to-day household stuff is her domain.

And anyway, she needs the wine.

Kate pushes through the swinging barriers at the entrance to the off-licence section and looks around as if she doesn’t know exactly what she wants and where it’s located. She gets two bottles to put in the fridge and two spares to keep hidden. Plus a half bottle of champagne, for the sake of the woman with the purple rinse who’s shuffling past, her gaze crawling all over the contents of Kate’s basket, and the girl on the check-outs who’ll carefully appraise each item as she beeps it through the till and then go home and give her mother a full report.

Because no one with a drinking problem buys champagne, now do they?

Not that Kate has a drinking problem. She really doesn’t. She never even gets drunk. She has a sleeping problem, and a few glasses of wine of an evening are the easiest antidote. But Jack is so clean, so healthy, so optimized, that if he knew, he’d suggest exercise and keeping her phone in another room and meditation, and she won’t be able to explain why none of that would help.

So she hides her self-prescribed cure. She sips a couple of glasses while they watch TV in the evenings but, when she goes out to the kitchen to refill from a bottle from the fridge, she refills first from a bottle hidden in the utility room and knocks it back.

Kate knows why she’s not sleeping. It’s because she also knows that what she’s been experiencing isn’t burnout. Or social anxiety or agoraphobia or sensory processing disorder or any of the other diagnoses the internet has offered up.

It’s because she’s afraid.

The latest reason is in her pocket, on her phone. The messages have started up again, and Kate can’t tell anyone.

Especially not Jack.
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Emily stumbled back out onto Stephen’s Green feeling  dazed.

It was an unusually hot September day; the heat and the glare were an assault on two fronts. The street around her was a blur of moving crowds and a white-noise hum of engines and conversation. She darted in front of a tram already sounding its warning bell, crossed the tracks and entered the park, making a sharp left turn at the first patch of green dotted with pale, languid limbs and plastic picnics, and straight into a cluster of pecking pigeons gathered around a man tearing chunks off a baguette. Several of the birds launched themselves into the air close by her head. While trying to avoid them, she bumped against an Italian family trying to take a selfie.

She didn’t know where she was going, only that it was away.

She wanted to be somewhere dark and cool where most other people were not. She needed to think. To tell someone what had happened, to say the words out loud, to make it real.

Morningstar want me to do a ghostwriting gig for a man the whole country is sure is a murderer. If I say no, the small fortune I owe them immediately falls due and they’ll want payment in full.

And I have no money.

And I’m not a ghostwriter.

Emily left the park through a side gate and found herself walking down Dawson Street, towards the bookshop where Mark was currently on shift. He was on the second floor, in Cookery, muttering complaints to a colleague of his about having to find room for yet another book of air-fryer recipes.

‘All it is is a countertop oven,’ he was saying as she approached. ‘How much longer are we going to let this madness continue?’

‘Mark.’

He turned towards her voice and said, ‘Hey,’ in happy surprise, which immediately switched to confusion, then quickly became concern. ‘Everything OK?’ He searched her face. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’

‘Do you have a break coming up, by any chance?’

‘What’s going on?’

She told him everything was fine, that she just needed to talk to him about something, which did nothing to convince him that the first part was true. He told her to go to the coffee shop next door and that he’d join her there as soon as he could. Thinking wine, she suggested the Italian restaurant next to that instead.

Mark was frowning. ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’

‘Everything’s fine,’ she said again.

On the way back down the stairs, she spotted a sign for the Reference section. There were three books about ghostwriting on its shelves, which was two more than she’d been expecting. Ghostwriting: The Art of Writing Other People’s Books, The Ultimate Ghostwriting Handbook and The Ghost: Everything You Need to Know to Break Into the World of Ghostwriting for Profit – and Break Out! The first one was twice the price of the other two and she refused to become a person who bought books with exclamation marks in their titles, so she took The Ultimate Ghostwriting Handbook to the till.

The woman behind the counter smiled at her pleasantly, then did a double-take.

‘Wait,’ she said, recognition dawning. ‘Aren’t you—?’

Being book-famous was a strange and specific thing. At first, only your friends and family knew that you wrote. Then you got a book deal and people in publishing became aware of your existence. As your release day neared, that small flame of fame spread to other writers, to booksellers and to media types, until finally, on publication, it reached members of the general reading public. What had surprised Emily was how, on the other side, it retracted in the exact reverse order. Readers forgot about you first. Then the media no longer had any reason to be interested in you. Booksellers reverted to treating you like any other customer. You lost touch with your writer friends because you were no longer invited to the events and parties and festivals where you might have met them. Ultimately publishing forgot about you too, and finally your friends and family stopped asking about it.

‘—Mark’s girlfriend?’ the girl behind the counter finished. ‘Emer?’

‘Emily,’ she corrected, forcing a smile.

Part of her wanted to be forgotten. What was she supposed to say when someone remembered? Yes, that’s me. Yeah … Yes, still writing. Well, no. Not really. Trying to. Drowning in a sea of self-doubt except when I’m writhing in the flames of self-loathing, thanks for asking. But another, more confusing part of her needed not to be, because it was in those moments of recognition that she was thrown life buoys and fire extinguishers. People were so impressed, ridiculously impressed, with the act of having written a book and got it published. They didn’t care about anything that had come after, or what now never might. And so it was nice to play along, to feel like somebody who was better at this, if only for a few minutes.

To feel better.

The other woman whispered conspiratorially about giving her the staff discount which, considering the current state of affairs, was probably more meaningful than recognizing her as an author.

The Italian restaurant was practically deserted, still awaiting the start of the lunchtime rush. Emily had her pick of tables and chose the one furthest from the door, tucked into a tight corner. She was hot, thirsty and on edge, so she ordered water, a Coke and a large glass of pinot grigio, and got a strange look from her server just for free.

While she waited for Mark, she took out her phone and Googled Jack Smyth.

There were, as expected, an infinite number of virtual column inches about the case, but very little actual detail. The Irish media had trodden carefully and they continued to. No one wanted to get sued, especially by someone who could demonstrably prove a hitherto good reputation and had the resources to hire the best libel lawyers around to do it for him. The coverage didn’t speculate. By law, it wasn’t allowed to. It simply dropped the cold, hard facts on the ground and invited you to pick them up and fit them together.

Jack and Kate had lived in a former parochial house in a village near the River Shannon called Adoran. One Saturday night last November, Jack was at a local pub waiting to meet a friend when a neighbour alerted him to the fire. He’d dashed home, getting there moments before the emergency services. Witnesses said he ran straight into the flames, screaming his wife’s name. He said he found her at the bottom of the stairs. The first responders saw him carrying her outside, an act which cost him third-degree burns on his hands and forearms, and permanent lung damage from the smoke. Jack would later tell the media that Kate had died in his arms, but an autopsy showed that she’d died of a traumatic head injury – a skull fracture, ‘not inconsistent’ with a fall – and that her lungs were clear of carbon monoxide and there were no traces of soot in her nose or mouth.

In other words, she’d stopped breathing before the fire had started.

Photos taken the morning after showed the ground floor of the house mostly intact and untouched, at least on the outside. The upper level was scorched and blackened, its windows gone and its roof tiles completely missing in a large section at one gable end. Blue and white Garda tape stretched across a gravel driveway choked with marked vehicles. Various figures milled about in white coveralls and face masks: members of the Garda Technical Bureau at work.

A murder inquiry was opened. Still recovering from skin-graft surgery, Jack was interviewed by detectives but never formally arrested or charged. No one else had ever been either. Ten months later, the case remained open and active and unsolved.

And now, for some unfathomable reason, the only suspect there’d ever been was writing a whole book about how he didn’t do it.

Or she was.

Maybe.

An image search suggested that, physically, Jack had had three eras. Back when he was cycling, he’d been a darkly tanned, hollow-cheeked twenty-something with veined legs, skinny arms and hair shorn to the scalp. The pictures from then were all of him in action, sweaty and smiling on podiums and power-posing in liveried Lycra, sometimes so thin that when he smiled, his teeth looked too big for his head. In one of these, he was wearing a silver Olympic medal around his neck.

Post-retirement he’d put on some weight and grown out his hair, and looked all the better for it. That Jack was tall, dark and blandly handsome, stubble covering his newly filled-out cheeks. He seemed relaxed in business casual on various brightly lit stages
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