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Preface


I probably am more interesting than I would like people to believe I am. But then again, not much.

Lisa Jewell, personal email (27 May 2021)



When I started this project, I’d met Lisa Jewell once in person, between the summer and autumn lockdowns of 2020. I’d read four of her recent books by that point, and I was captivated by them, not just intellectually as a scholar of popular literature, but emotionally, even physically. Their revelations – the dramas she inflicts on her characters, the traumas she puts them through – grabbed me deep inside, making me gasp for breath: these weren’t just effectively plotted thrillers, but stories about people at their most vulnerable and raw, told with startling insight and compassion.

In January 2021, with London still in lockdown, Lisa and I started talking on email and Zoom. She’d just committed to writing a sequel to her most successful novel so far, The Family Upstairs, and had no ideas for it beyond a single character arc. She told me she was terrified. I wasn’t sure if I believed her. What could she possibly be scared of, at the height of her success?

This is the story of how she wrote that novel – which at that point was simply titled ‘Book 20’ – her second-ever sequel, and what felt like the biggest risk of her career. It’s the story of how she inched slowly forward with her draft manuscript as I read steadily backwards through her novels to date, from the thrillers (Watching You, I Found You) and family dramas (The House We Grew Up In, The Truth About Melody Browne) to the romantic comedies and her 1999 debut, Ralph’s Party – written after she lost her job as a secretary – which earned her a £120,000 advance.

This is the story of a bestselling novelist who left school at sixteen and now sells 500,000 copies of her books, and a professor of cultural studies, a career academic, who’s lucky to sell 10,000; two very different writers getting to know each other gradually through words, finding common ground at a distance before meeting again and forming a unique relationship.

The Truth About Lisa Jewell is the story of how a novel is written, from before the start to after the finish; it’s an in-depth analysis of how that novel fits into Lisa’s career and her previous work, and what her style shares, surprisingly, with authors from James Joyce to Martin Amis. Following her as a public figure, it explores how that book is promoted, how she is branded, and how she interacts with fans. And like all her novels, it’s also the story of a relationship, evolving slowly as the world comes gradually out of Covid – two complete strangers becoming something more like friends.

This book takes us from one January to the next, through the gradual build of spring to the slow stretch of summer, via the flurry of activity to promote the last book, and into the serious, buckled-down writing of autumn and winter. Its chapters, in turn, alternate between Lisa’s writing – first her back catalogue, then her novel-in-progress – and Lisa as a writer. Often, inevitably, these two subjects overlap and blur, because to an extent, Lisa is her writing. And inevitably – although some of the dialogue, subplots and scenes I discuss in this book didn’t make it to the final edit – there are spoilers here, not just for all Lisa’s previous work, but for the story that, during this year, evolved into The Family Remains.
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Part One




The Houses I Want to Live In

28 January 2021

Lisa Jewell is terrified, she tells me. I’m not sure whether to believe her.

She’s sitting in what she describes as an office across the road from her family home in North London. I can see it on Zoom: beige walls, buff curtains. It looks boring, I tell her. ‘Hold on,’ she says, and turns the phone to show me the balcony with its view of Finchley Road on one side, and the spacious suite, complete with double bed, on the other. It’s not an office, in fact: it’s a studio flat in ‘a four-, maybe five-star hotel’, designed for international students with rich parents. She saw the building from her house and thought, I bet they’re nice, and rented a unit for herself during the first lockdown.

Lisa is very successful. She has published eighteen novels at this point, in January 2021; the seventeenth, The Family Upstairs, was a number-one bestseller and Richard & Judy Book Club pick. She’s just bought a ‘huge white house on a cliff overlooking the sea on the south coast. It’s every inch the successful lady novelist’s seaside home.’ Now finally she’s going to live in a tall house, like so many of the people in her stories: there’s a cluttered home full of family secrets in The House We Grew Up In, one towering manor on a cliff by the sea in I Found You and another in Before I Met You, a Chelsea mansion at the heart of The Family Upstairs, a row of pastel-coloured houses on the peak of a hill in Watching You, and another dark mansion crouching at the centre of her latest, the nineteenth and as-yet-unpublished novel, The Night She Disappeared.

‘As soon as I saw a picture of it, I thought that’s my house.’ She used to walk around Hampstead, she tells me, feeling genuine sadness that she couldn’t live in all these beautiful old houses with their rich histories; she began writing about them as a way of inhabiting them.

Lisa’s success story began just over twenty years ago. Her debut novel, Ralph’s Party, became one of the biggest sellers of 1999. On the night of its launch, it was praised by Tom Paulin, Bonnie Greer and Tony Parsons on Late Review. She’d just turned thirty. It was an impossible dream come true, at the start of a new millennium. She told the Daily Express in 2017 that ‘it was just the most extraordinary moment of being in a room with all the people closest to me and these three great journalists all loved it.’1 She went on:


Everything was going right and it was just one of those times that I look back on and it feels like an enchanted time, like a fairy tale … That night was the time that I stopped waiting for everything to go wrong.



So, eighteen bestselling novels later, what does Lisa Jewell have to be worried about?

‘It’s … I dunno, it’s just been quite an interesting … arc,’ Lisa begins, sketching an arc in the air with one finger. ‘Starting off with a really successful novel, and being the, you know, one of the Hot New Novelists, they wheel them out every year and everyone gets super-excited … and to have that moment in the white heat of respect, and publishers falling over backwards to make you comfortable and happy, and make you feel special … and then for that to just …’

She leans back and takes a breath, considering. ‘I never felt my career was running away from me, but there were certainly points where I thought: Am I ever going to have another really successful novel? And then for it to happen again … it just feels super-important that I can hold on to it, this time. The first time round, I was caught up in the energy of the whole thing, and the unlikeliness of the whole thing, as well. The first time it happened, it felt so unlikely that this could have been happening to me, a secretary who never even went to university, and didn’t do A Levels … I was in this fairy tale, and it was all magic, and now it feels real. It feels solid. And I feel I need to be sure I don’t put a foot wrong.’

Lisa has just completed the last draft of The Night She Disappeared. Her most recent edit, she tells me, fixed its final issues. She’s comfortable now for it to go out into the world, or off to the copy-editor at least. It’s already available for pre-order on Amazon, even though it’s not scheduled for publication until July, and there’s a flashy, animated image of the cover pinned to her Twitter feed. Thousands of readers are waiting for it.

‘Everything feels super-important, which is why I’ve had such a great week editing this book, because I was so worried that to get to this point of having written four or five books in a row that everybody really liked, that I might write a book that didn’t quite cut it. And I’ve done some things to it this week that have put it up at the same level as the other ones. I don’t know, it just feels massively important to me that this isn’t just another phase of my career.’

So what’s her aim, after nineteen books? Surprisingly safe and small-scale. She isn’t asking for much. She doesn’t want to break through to a new level of fame or success. She’s comfortable. She just wants to carry on as she is. What matters to her now is that ‘this slightly roller-coastery thing that I’ve been on’ – her palm swoops up and down, helpfully illustrating – ‘just plateaus now, and that I can just be an author that my publishers can depend on, every year, to write a really good book, to put it out there, to sell enough copies to keep the guys on the top floor happy, and just to keep doing this.’

Lisa moves a lot while she talks, her gestures too fast for the webcam to capture clearly: she blurs, and then stills in a new pose. She adjusts her glasses, clasps her hands, cups her face, fiddles with her necklace, stares off into space. She looks as though she’s really thinking about it, feeling for the truth of each sentence rather than reeling off a rehearsed speech. She is instantly plausible, endearing, likeable. She’s like someone who’s come into an annual appraisal at work and told you earnestly that they absolutely love their job as it is, have no ambitions of promotion but really, really don’t want to be fired.

I believe she’s entirely genuine, that she means what she’s saying, and isn’t just delivering a mock-humble spiel, a convenient story to fob me off so she can focus on her work. But I keep questioning, not quite getting or accepting it. I think it’s because Lisa Jewell isn’t fitting my idea of a bestselling author. She still sounds unabashedly working-class: self-effacing, unpretentious and down-to-earth. Her accent isn’t far from the one I grew up with at Charlton comprehensive schools, Lewisham shopping centres and Woolwich street markets.

It’s something to do with genre, perhaps – she was pigeonholed as chick lit for a while, and now fits into psychological thriller, though she describes it as ‘domestic drama’ – and partly to do with gender. I can’t imagine Ian McEwan, for instance, or Martin Amis (we will come back to Martin Amis) or even a humbler chronicler of contemporary culture like Jonathan Coe saying openly that they want their careers to plateau now, rather than fail.

I put this to her: that it sounds very modest, and that if we heard a male author saying that his only ambition was not to go wrong, we’d be surprised.

‘Yeah. Yeah, no, you’re right,’ she concedes. ‘It is, I think, about where the line between commercial and literary sits.’

But I can’t imagine a male author of light, nostalgic romantic and family drama like David Nicholls saying it either, or a fantasy writer like Phillip Pullman, or a machine for producing page-turners like Lee Child. So I keep prodding and pursuing, interrogating her account, double-checking that I’ve heard it right.

‘You’re not saying you want this book to transcend, or be, like, better.’ I’m squinting, trying to process it. ‘You’re just saying you don’t wanna go wrong.’

‘I don’t wanna go wrong,’ she confirms. ‘Exactly, yes. I want to be consistent. That’s exactly what I want to be. I don’t want to go wrong.’

‘But you don’t want a huge, bigger hit.’

‘No!’ she protests, clasping her hands together as if she’s at the appraisal again, and has just been offered that promotion. ‘No. No. No. No.’ It takes her a moment to settle. ‘I write what I write, and while I can’t feel that it’s anything special while I’m sitting writing the words, the magic happens afterwards when people tell me how much they enjoyed it. And that’s what I want to maintain. I don’t want to lose anybody …?’ It’s a trailing, plaintive question; she seems genuinely pained at the thought of disappointing even one fan. Her hands clutch the air, grasping abstract ideas, making them solid. ‘I don’t want to lose readers because I’ve started doing things that don’t fit in with the feeling that they expected to get when reading one of my books. That’s what I want to focus on. Just maintaining standards.’

And she laughs, maybe because she really does sound like a manager now rather than an author. Lisa’s laughter, like everything else about her, is utterly honest, instantly winning. ‘I’m not trying to break through to another literary plane, or win awards, or get the broadsheets frothing at the mouth, or anything like that.’

Perhaps she doesn’t sound like a bestselling novelist, to me, because I was imagining the wrong kind of novelist. Who does she admire, and what does she aspire to?

‘If I look at an author whose career I’d want to emulate … probably that Barbara Vine, Ruth Rendell type place. She didn’t win any awards. But she just wrote consistently good books.’

Doesn’t it get boring, I venture, just trying to be consistent?

No, she tells me again, forcefully. What keeps her going are the characters, who are new and shiny each time. ‘It’s the people. The people in the houses. It’s the people that I want to be and the houses that I want to live in, and then it’s just a question of fixing everything around them. So if I get the right people, and the right house …’

‘There’s probably a book title in there,’ I suggest. ‘The Houses I Want to Live In. It sounds like one of your novels.’

‘It does, it does,’ Lisa agrees, obligingly, and we both laugh, and it feels reassuringly as if we’re both on the same page now, even if it’s the same empty page, at the start of something new.

We are about to start an entirely unfamiliar project together. Lisa is about to write a book, and I’ve asked her if I can write a book about the process. It’s her twentieth novel, and only her second attempt at a sequel. The first, After the Party, was not an experience she remembers fondly; it was an unhappy, unsuccessful effort at rekindling the spark of her breakthrough debut. This twentieth book will be a follow-up to The Family Upstairs, one of her biggest hits to date. She’s already told her fans on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. She’s committed to it.

And she’s got nothing. ‘Not one iota. I know what three characters’ points of view I want to write from, and that’s it.’ So she’s terrified, because after everything she’s said about consistency, she’s trying something new; but it’s only January, and she doesn’t usually start a new project until March, so she has three months to move on from the just-finished The Night She Disappeared to this untitled novel.

That was the plan, anyway. As it happens, she emails me a few days later and tells me she’s got a character, and ‘crazily, a kind of narrative arc for her too’. Soon after that, she starts writing, and sends me the first paragraphs of her next novel. I’m the first and only person to see them. She describes this early draft as the rawest incarnation of her work – ‘so tiny, like a premature baby’ – and yet she’s trusting me with it.

Lisa and I barely know each other at this point. We’ve met once in real life, and once on Zoom. We’ve exchanged perhaps a dozen brief and businesslike emails. She has no reason to trust me, but she seems to. ‘I like to think I have a pretty good instinct for these things,’ she tells me: that is, she trusts herself and her own judgement. She doesn’t know me, but she knows herself. That’s another key trait about Lisa Jewell that comes across instantly. She’s comfortable, and while that word may on a superficial level sound modest and unadventurous, with connotations of woolly safety – she describes her brand as ‘a nice woman in a jumper’ – it’s actually a rare strength. She knows what she’s good at, and she wants to keep doing it.

So we agreed to meet again at the same time on Zoom the following Thursday, to continue our unique project; and that’s how both books began, in tandem, at the end of January 2021.




The Support Act

How did we get here? It started pre-Covid. I was booked as a support act to Lisa in December 2019, at a literary salon run by author and journalist Paul Burston, on the top floor of the Southbank Centre, overlooking the Thames. Nobody realised at the time that this would be one of the last galas before lockdown, and with hindsight it seems like a cabaret suitable for the end of an era: one last blast of camp sophistication in the neon light of the London Eye, shortly before we succumbed to the new age of online meetings, home-schooling, Joe Wicks workouts and quarantine hairstyles. Paul was wearing one of his loud, dandyish designer shirts decorated with pirates, skulls and bees; I wore a yellow suit modelled faithfully after a 1974 Bowie photoshoot; and the cartoonist Stephen Appleby, reliably, arrived in elegant drag. Lisa was the main event – in a black lace mini-dress with gold brocade – and I was one of the warm-ups, talking about my own recent book Why Bowie Matters. I didn’t know Lisa or her work at the time: I’d read Ralph’s Party in 1999 because it was what you did, like listening to U2’s Achtung Baby in 1991 or watching Trainspotting in 1996. I didn’t recognise her until she took the stage.

Before reading from The Family Upstairs, Lisa told a story about cupcakes. At one point around the middle of her career, she explained, her sales had stalled, and her agent, Jonny Geller, had taken her out to lunch for a serious discussion.

‘This was during the lull, when I was writing the family dramas which my publishers didn’t really know how to publish because they were non-genre. I still had my original readership of 100K or so, but try as they might, they couldn’t grow it. And during this lunch Jonny suggested (a) maybe I could change my name – that really is a rock-bottom suggestion to make to any author, particularly one selling 100K copies of each book! – and (b) that I might consider sending cupcakes to my publishers on occasion.

‘I actually felt genuinely aggrieved by the cupcakes suggestion. I’d spent ten years being a wonderfully polite, easy-going, kind, grateful and hard-working author, delivering good book after good book, which I thought was my half of the contract, and I could not understand why I should be expected to do any more than that. I remember ranting in my writers’ chatroom about it and couldn’t help noticing that it was the more successful writers who were saying that they’d sent gifts and cakes to their publishers in the past.

‘So the next time there was some good news – I think it was when I cracked the top ten with The Making of Us – I thought: This feels like a cupcake moment. So I ordered twenty-four to be delivered to my publishers and they were delighted and I liked the feeling so next I sent my foreign rights agent a gift voucher because I was basically living off foreign money at that time and I wanted to let her know how much I appreciated her.

‘And then there was some good news in the US so I sent them some cake pops and after a year or so I could see a definite correlation between the amount of nice things I sent, as a result of focusing on what was happening for me rather than on what wasn’t, and my book sales and successes. So I think maybe it was less the cupcakes themselves – although, if publishers are used to getting cakes and gifts from their more successful authors, it probably does help shift their perceptions of your status – than the fact that I was actively looking out for moments to give thanks and show appreciation. Which is clearly a very positive mindset to have. Anyway, I call it Cupcake Karma and stand by it as a hugely formative strand of my recent successes.’

It was a well-formed, perfectly finished, charming anecdote, a little gift for the audience. She had probably told it before, perhaps more than once. But I was struck by this discussion of failure from someone who’d been invited as a glittering example of literary success; and looking back, I can see the intriguing balance the cupcake story strikes between two apparently incompatible approaches: an open-hearted, almost naïve niceness and a canny, pragmatic talent for marketing and branding. There are two versions of Lisa in this short tale: that they co-exist, blending easily into a genuine, honest charm, is part of her complexity as an author.

I liked the chapter she read from The Family Upstairs, with its child’s-eye apprehension of the shifting power dynamics between Henry’s dad and the newcomer, David Thomsen, but I didn’t buy the book at the time, because everyone else was buying it. I bought it later, during lockdown. I liked that book enough to buy another, Watching You, and I enjoyed that, too. It wasn’t my usual genre but I admired the craft involved in the structure, the precise details of clothes and brands to reveal character, the keep-you-guessing ambiguity that denied any clear distinction between heroes and villains.

And then I read a passage that surprised me so much, I had to put the book down and stare into space, re-evaluating it. Freddie, a teenage boy, has been spying on his neighbours from an upstairs window, and is becoming obsessed with one of the schoolgirls he regularly watches. Stalking her through town, he fantasises about …


… walking into Ryman’s and deliberately pushing himself up against Romola Brook, wordlessly pressing her into the filing display; he imagined the sweet sugar of her shocked breath against his cheek, the slight tremor in her skinny legs.1 He wanted to do it; he wanted to do it really badly.



Locked in his bedroom, Freddie takes a picture of Romola and photoshops it on to the image of a naked woman. But as he prepares to subject her to his fantasies, ‘he saw something … that took his breath away’:2


He saw a human being looking at him.3 He saw a skinny girl in a new town and a new school. A girl who loved a stupid tiny dog and wanted things from Forever 21 that she couldn’t afford. A girl who went into Ryman’s for folders oblivious to the strange boy loitering outside.



Freddie feels ‘the shockwaves of something new and extraordinary ricochet around his head.’4 As I put the book down, I felt the same. The novel had pushed through a wall of its character’s perception that, as a thriller, it could legitimately have ignored in order to carry on with the practical business of plot.

This startling shift of perspective, which hurtles Freddie from his voyeuristic distance – seeing Romola as a convenient object – to a position inside her consciousness, inhabiting her briefly as a person, seems as remarkable to me in its way as the more celebrated paragraphs in Ian McEwan’s Atonement, where thirteen-year-old aspiring writer Briony Tallis – who also likes to spy from an upstairs window – makes a similar discovery. Witnessing an unsettling encounter between her sister and the cleaner’s son Robbie, she knows that what she has seen is beyond her current comprehension, and as she struggles to make sense of it, she realises that her childish conventions of storytelling are too simple to contain or explain the complexities of adult relationships. The world is not, she suddenly realises, about ‘good and bad, heroes and villains’: as a writer, she need only ‘show separate minds, as alive as her own, [and] grasp the simple truth that other people are as real as you … only in a story could you enter these different minds.’5, 6

What both passages have in common is that they both shock me out of my immersion: they are both points where the novel leaps briefly beyond its boundaries, doing more than simply telling a story and revealing something about storytelling – beyond that, about human beings and the way we construct the world – and other people, as characters, in our own lives. Rather than a distant intellectual admiration, I felt that paragraph in Watching You as a hard push to the chest, stealing my breath. It transcends genre.

There was more to come; more sentences that made me sit back and need a moment to recover. Jenna, one of the schoolgirls, lives with her mother, who suffers from paranoia. At one point, half believing the conspiracy theories that circulate around her community, she investigates online and finds nothing, but can’t settle her unease. ‘Was she, Jenna, perhaps mad too?’7 She picks up her phone, which usually links her instantly to her best friend Bess, but Bess isn’t there. Jenna is stranded.


She felt a terrible hollowness open up inside her, a sense that she was all alone, that she had in fact always been all alone, that the corners of her life were folding in and folding in and that there was nothing she could do about it.8



Again, this last sentence does so much more than the story actually requires at this point; rather than wrapping up the scene efficiently, it chooses to push further at Jenna until it taps into something startling, dark and deep, and then lets that emotion flow, filling the end of the chapter with blackness, with unapologetic bleakness. Its painful revelations remind me of this passage:


… she was going to die, in truth, without having been liberated … she was stifling under a huge weight that … she had been dragging around for twenty years.9



Those lines are not from a thriller, but from a short story, ‘La femme adultère’, (‘The Adulterous Wife’) written in 1957 by the existential philosopher Albert Camus. And the end of Lisa’s chapter also shares its rhythm with the final words in Joyce’s story ‘The Dead’:


His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead.10



Folding in and folding in, and falling faintly, faintly falling. A funeral litany. I don’t feel we have to put Jewell next to Joyce to justify her work: those passages simply have the same emotional force for me, and I can’t read either of them without sitting back for a moment and simply staring.

A final example. Jenna and Bess are on a school trip, and their headteacher, the charismatic Mr Fitzwilliam, comes to their shared bedroom late at night to scold them gently about their behaviour. ‘And there followed a strange moment, brief but loaded.’11 Jenna is in pyjamas, ‘fresh-faced and scrubbed,’ and Bess ‘still in her party clothes, her hair awry and her heeled boots clutched in her hand’ …12


… and there, stationed between them, a tall, broad-shouldered man who was neither their father nor their friend. In the background of the vignette lurked the double bed spread with the ephemera of teenage girls: a red bra hooked over the bedpost, a crumpled, lipstick-stained tissue on the bedside table. The room held the sugary smell of the Superdrug beauty aisle, the medicinal tang of Clearasil. The scene seemed like a portrait, captured in minute detail with tiny touches of a tiny brush, before suddenly vaporising into nothing as Mr Fitzwilliam straightened and smiled and said, ‘Well, goodnight, ladies …’



Compare this with the moment in Henry James’s The Ambassadors where the protagonist, Strether, is leaning against a post by the side of a river, when ‘he saw something that gave him a sharper arrest’:13


What he saw was exactly the right thing – a boat advancing round the bend and containing a man who held the paddles and a lady, at the stern, with a pink parasol. It was suddenly as if these figures, or something like them, had been wanted in the picture, had been wanted more or less all day, and had now drifted into sight, with the slow current, on purpose to fill up the measure … The air quite thickened, at their approach, with further intimations; the intimation that they were expert, familiar, frequent – that this wouldn’t at all events be the first time. They knew how to do it, he vaguely felt …



And then Strether realises that the lady in the boat has spotted him and recognised him, but that the gentleman is keeping his back turned; and long seconds seem to stretch, because he recognises them too, and knows instantly because of their familiarity that they are having an affair; and knows in turn that they know he has seen everything. ‘The air quite thickened … with further intimations’, echoing another precisely weighted line in Watching You, where ‘for a moment the already charged air filled with small particles of yet another substance.’14

If the lady and gentleman continue to ignore Strether and pass him by, pretending not to see him, the situation will become even more awkward, more painful – a social ‘cut’ would be experienced like violence in this genteel setting – but Strether has only an instant to rescue the scene by hailing them as if it’s a happy accident, and pretending, with them, that he believes the couple are innocent friends.

James’s novel is taut with the morals and manners of polite society in 1903, but the scene in Watching You captures the same, almost imperceptible tension, the same almost-unnameable sense of something terribly wrong, of a tableau frozen for a second and then released so its characters can move and breathe again, pretending they didn’t notice. Watching You creates a ‘vignette’, a ‘portrait’, its painstaking definition juxtaposing the big man who suddenly doesn’t belong with the small, intimate and awkward details of the teenage girls’ shared sleeping space. Strether, in The Ambassadors, also appreciates his view as a ‘picture’, just needing human figures as features in its empty landscape, and it is when the boating couple completes its composition, filling the gap, that his realisation clicks into place. James’s image of the air thickening gives the same sense as Jewell’s ‘captured’; a slowing and stopping, allowing the awful but subtle revelation to build; and then there is movement, and time accelerates and the frozen moment ‘vaporises’, but the knowledge of what has been seen remains.

One word for this sensation, again associated with James Joyce, is ‘epiphany’: a shock, a showing, a sudden seeing, a shining of new light. I had to stop at those moments of Watching You, as I did with the novels of Joyce, James and McEwan, because of the force with which they made me realise a new truth through their characters.

After Watching You, of course I couldn’t stop, and tore through I Found You and Then She Was Gone, both of which also grabbed me round the neck and punched me in the heart and left me battered and exhausted. I often had to stop reading between chapters to recover from the emotional onslaught and settle from the unbearable tension. I tried to connect the sometimes sadistic force of those books with the endearingly modest woman I’d seen reading at the Polari salon. I hadn’t spoken to Lisa then, but now I was desperate to sit opposite her and ask her how she did this: to try to see what it was in her that enabled her to torture her characters so effectively and unrelentingly, but also to embrace them at their lowest, to find sympathy for their faults, to cradle them with words as they died. I couldn’t match up the Lisa Jewell of the cute cupcakes story with the Lisa Jewell who had allowed teenage Kirsty to be violated in front of her brother in I Found You or left little Ellie Mack alone to starve in a basement in Then She Was Gone. I realised I wanted to write about Lisa Jewell. It was, if you like, an epiphany of its own.

I contacted Lisa through Paul Burston, and as a guide and consultant, I reached out to author Andy Martin, who singlehandedly invented a new genre with his book about Lee Child and Make Me. Lisa agreed to meet. She suggested the Groucho. I said nothing, hoping I could pretend I hung out regularly at the Groucho. I was relieved when we opted instead for a modest café in a shopping centre.

It was the end of summer, and London hovered in a brief, hazy window of freedom between lockdowns. I waited with Andy Martin for Lisa Jewell. When she arrived, I suggested we should bump elbows to say hello.

‘That’s very March 2020,’ she said dismissively, which I thought was both rude and clever.

Then I sat between Lisa Jewell and Andy Martin, and she talked to him about her WhatsApp group with Sophie Kinsella and Jojo Moyes, and he talked to her about being pals with Lee Child, and I felt out of my depth. But there came a gap in the conversation, and I thought about Ellie Mack in a cellar on her own, and Kirsty floating out to sea, and Jenna’s deep, dark loneliness, and Freddie being catapulted into Romola’s consciousness, and I channelled my feelings about those characters in a rush towards the one person who I knew would understand. It was enough: enough to convince Lisa that there was a possibility there – or at least not to rule it out completely. It was enough, I think, to show her that I hadn’t approached her out of academic curiosity, but from a deep, gut-level connection with what she’d created.

Months passed; autumn passed, and we retreated back into lockdown for winter, and every couple of weeks I sent a polite enquiry or a gentle nudge, and Lisa assured me she was still considering it, and checking with her people. ‘She won’t do it,’ Andy told me regularly. ‘It’s too much of a risk. Even if she wants to do it, her publisher won’t let her.’ He was right in a way: Lisa talked to a lot of people and did her due diligence. But ultimately, fortunately, his misgivings were proved wrong. Lisa wrote again in early January 2021 to say she was looking forward to giving it a try. We set a date for our first Zoom, and while she put the finishing touches to The Night She Disappeared, I continued to read her work in reverse order, working through her back catalogue.




Rachel and Revisions

4 February 2021

Lisa’s new novel is, at this point, 344 words long, and called ‘Book 20’. She hasn’t even got a working title yet, ‘though I don’t want to call it something like The Family Downstairs’. It starts with an early-morning ‘phone-call from a French number’, and a woman peering groggily at the screen, deciding not to answer.

‘I knew I wanted to come back to this idea of Lucy’s ex-husband, who she murders in the kitchen, because that’s a loose end that didn’t get tied up. And I thought the best place to come back to it from would be his wife, because he’s actually married, to this woman called Rachel. So I knew that I wanted to use Rachel as one of my three characters this time round. And she’s just been told that her husband’s been murdered by gangsters.’

‘By business associates,’ I pointlessly interrupt.

‘Yes. But she knows that’s not right. So maybe she speaks to the housekeeper and maybe she mentions that his ex-wife happened to visit a couple of times before he died.’

Until last week, those vague speculations were the extent of Lisa’s plans for her twentieth novel. Then, lying in bed one night, ‘I suddenly had a name for her. I suddenly thought she’s Jewish. Her name is Rachel, so that lent itself very easily to her being a Jewish character. So her name is Rachel Gold. And I had an arc for her, which I can’t share with you because it would give away where I feel she’s going to go with her exploration of what really happened to her husband. And obviously it’s going to be a really good opportunity to revisit those themes of domestic abuse and see how that impacted on her.’

I don’t press for more information. As well as respecting her authorial right to secrecy, I don’t want the rest of the story spoiled for me. Despite this unique situation, with me joining her at the very start of the book, we’re still occupying the power dynamic of writer and reader. She holds the cards, and she’s dealing them out to me as she chooses.

What surprises me is how few cards she’s holding at this stage, and how their shapes and suits are changing in front of her eyes.

‘I’d always had this idea that I might have to go on a safari holiday, for research. Because Henry and Miller and Libby are all going to go off to … can you remember what country?’

I check the text. ‘Botswana. The Chobe Game Lodge.’

‘Yes! Which exists! I just googled game lodges in Botswana, and that one came up as a deluxe one. And then someone wrote to me and pointed out that it’s the only game lodge in Africa where they only employ local people. Which is a bit of a disaster in terms of Phin being there. Maybe he could be a trainer.’

It’s funny, I say, that she felt Rachel was a loose end. ‘Because when you told me you were writing a sequel, I assumed immediately it was going to be about Henry and Phin.’

‘Yes,’ Lisa says again, politely. I appreciate the way she says ‘Yes’ even when I’m annoying or wrong – Yes, that is certainly what you think – before moving on to a gentle correction. ‘Well, it just seemed to make sense. I wanted it to be a stand-alone. So I didn’t want it to just be revisiting the same characters and continuing the same story. I wanted it to be fresh and new, and something you could read on its own.’

‘So does coming up with Rachel’s new character arc give you that sense of novelty and shininess, again?’

‘Yes. Yeah. Exactly. Exactly. I just suddenly thought: Oh, this is a fresh beginning, this is a whole world I haven’t explored yet, a whole person I haven’t thought about yet, and I could make her really interesting. And I like that idea of her just being mentioned in passing, in the first story. Nobody thinks about her. Nobody cares that he’s died and left his wife alone, with all these unanswered questions.’

I stick stubbornly to my own interpretation of her work. ‘But was it not the Phin and Henry story that inclined you to write a sequel?’

‘Yes. Yes. It was writing that last chapter, that unexpected last chapter, and particularly that last line of that last chapter. I suddenly thought, I really want to go to Botswana with them and see what happens, and see how Phin reacts to meeting his daughter, and find out what Henry really wanted from Phin, and how twisted Henry really is. So I guess I’ll be sticking with Henry … but I don’t even know if I am going to be sticking with Henry! I don’t know. I don’t know. It’s absolutely a blank canvas at the moment, apart from this Rachel Gold character.’

It could be something looser than a sequel, I suggest, more of a paired book, a sister to the first.

‘Correct,’ she declares. ‘I’m going to leave myself that option open. I think what’s important for readers is that they find out what’s happened in Botswana, and that they find out what’s happened with Henry and Phin, but that doesn’t have to form the backbone. It will exist very much in the little universe that I created for The Family Upstairs, but it may not necessarily focus on the same characters to the same degree. I’m certainly not designing it to follow up every little avenue from the original book.’

I’d seen Lisa talking in a 2019 interview about the origin of The Family Upstairs: a chance sighting of a woman – who developed into Lucy – sneaking her children into the showers of
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