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Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

Dodie eyed me with disdain.

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

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

‘Honeys, I’m home!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘He had a fish tank in his bedroom?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Gosh,’ I said. ‘That is . . . wow.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

I could not, so I said nothing.

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

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

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

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

I glared at her, and she pulled a face.

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

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

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

‘So?’ she demanded.

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

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

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

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

A really, really good idea.





Chapter 2

It took me less than twenty minutes to cycle the short distance from Jojo’s cluttered terrace on the north side of the city to my equally jumbled abode, which was situated along a narrow, cobbled lane not far from King’s Parade. Given that I earned only the rather meagre salary offered by the student liaison offices of Cambridge University, there was no way I could have afforded to live in such a sought-after location if it were not for my mother, who had taken ownership of the flat when she purchased the bookshop below.

I secured the front and rear wheels of my bicycle to some railings – a necessary precaution I’d learned the hard way – and let myself in through the peeling-paint mess of a side door. Another job I needed to add to my ever-growing to-do list. Ordinarily, during my annual summer recess from work, I would catch up on all the mundane domestic tasks that had built up over the intervening months, but this year they would have to wait. I was due to visit my father at his New York home in just a few days’ time.

Opening the inner door to the flat, I sighed as I always did when confronted with the chaos that lay beyond. Piles of books covered most surfaces, as well as a large portion of the floor, while a pinboard groaned under the weight of flyers, postcards and illegible scribbles reminding me to do things that I shamefully never got around to. The clean but damp laundry that I’d tossed across the back of the sofa yesterday meaning to hang up was still there, as was the bag of groceries I had dumped on the small kitchen table. Checking inside, I was relieved to find no perishables, although I did discover an errant sock by the washing machine and a deflated string of tights draped half-in and half-out of the drum. A vase of near-dead flowers was festering on the coffee table in front of the settee, and it looked as if the wardrobe in my bedroom had suffered a bad case of clothes poisoning, because it had spewed most of its contents across the carpet.

Using my foot to push half-heartedly at the mess, I closed the bedroom door and made straight for the fridge, helping myself to a Diet Coke before slumping in my favourite chair beside the window. From here, I could just make out the majestic soft-gold spires of King’s College Chapel, and it was a view that never failed to lift my mood. I loved living this close to the heart of the city, not remotely put off, as many would be, by the constant stream of tourists, students and cyclists. Noise had never bothered me, and while solitude was often mooted as an ally of any aspiring writer, I found it unnerving; all that silence spilling in and suffocating my inspiration. Or lack thereof, whispered my subconscious.

I longed to retrieve my laptop from beneath whichever pile of stuff it was buried and start writing something – anything – but the truth was, I had no idea where to start. Every novel I began, only to abandon, represented another fissure in the foundation of my self-confidence, and over the years it had broken down into little more than rubble. I was incapable of completing anything – not the washing, not the door repainting, not even a simple text message half the time. The only thing of note I had been involved in finishing since university was my relationship with my ex, Felix. As achievements went, it fell so far short that it barely reached the kerb.

I could still recall the events of that day in cruel detail: Felix’s features crumpling, the tremble in his hand as he realised that no, I wasn’t joking; his eyes, pale and serious, pleading with me to see sense. I’d told him how I felt, and he’d tried to barter, to come up with a timeline, a plan, a ‘do or admit defeat’ schedule that we could both agree was fair. But I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. And in the end, I had left him with no choice.

I stood abruptly, my agitation fuelling me into action, and began to work my way methodically through the household chores. I tidied and wiped, sorted and arranged, removed bins and organised recycling. I cleaned my teeth to rid my mouth of the dusty Diet Coke aftertaste, then promptly drank another, wincing as the sweeteners clashed revoltingly with the spearmint. The more tasks I ticked off, the better I felt. I had gained back a modicum of control over my life and I clung to the sensation, coming up with more and more outlandish jobs in order to maintain it. I pushed around the vacuum cleaner, refolded the towels, went through the teetering stack of unopened post and watered my gasping collection of plants. It was only when I was considering tackling the ironing that the fog mercifully cleared. Glancing around at my much tidier surroundings, I allowed myself a small smile of triumph and went to prepare some lunch. I was halfway through constructing a cheese and pickle sandwich when my mum rang.

‘Are you in?’ she asked, hanging up as soon as I confirmed that I was. A few seconds later, the door on street level was opened, and she hurried upstairs into the flat.

‘Never know if you might have company,’ she said, as breezily as she could. My mother worried about me being alone – it was one of many things the two of us had in common.

‘How’s Jojo?’ she asked, shaking her head to the offer of a drink. ‘One more coffee and I’ll be ready to compete in the Boat Race singlehandedly.’

I explained about fish tank man, and she shook her head in bemusement. ‘At least Jojo continues to try, I suppose.’

‘Before you say anything, remember that I choose not to date,’ I said, between mouthfuls of sandwich. ‘Too much else going on.’

My mum was diplomatic enough not to argue with me. I watched as she twisted her dark hair around a finger, going to chew the ends and then thinking better of it. I had inherited my colouring from her, but the shape of my face and the features within it were all my father’s. Like her, I was shorter than average at a little over five feet, but while a stint on the university hockey team followed by over a decade of daily cycling had helped me compile a fair amount of muscle, my mum had remained willowy. Not that she wasn’t tough, however. Nobody spends their entire career lugging around crates of books without gaining some strength.

‘Looking forward to your trip overseas?’ she asked. My mum always stoically referred to the time I spent with my father as a ‘trip overseas’.

‘I’m hoping it will inspire me,’ I admitted. I hadn’t meant to tell her about the writing competition, but for some reason I felt compelled in the moment to do so, even though I knew exactly what her response would be. Nobody wanted me to achieve my ambition of becoming a published author more than my mum. Her passion for reading and writing had led her into her first job as a book publicist, which in turn had set her on the path to meeting my father and eventually having me. When single motherhood had warranted a change in lifestyle and living arrangements, she’d returned from London to the city she grew up in and found part-time work as a bookseller, eventually taking over the business when the elderly couple who ran the shop retired. Books, she was fond of telling me, had given her everything.

‘I worry that I’m not going to have a good enough idea in time,’ I confided, gripped by the same fear that I’d tried so gallantly to push back against all morning. ‘What if I try only to fail?’

My mother smiled at me rather sadly, then reached across and took my hand in hers. ‘I’m sure there are many quotes by people far more intelligent than me about failure,’ she said. ‘But I’m guessing platitudes aren’t what you need right now?’

I shook my head.

‘In that case,’ she said, ‘all I’ll say is this: failure is only guaranteed if you don’t even try. The only way you can know for sure if anything will work out is by giving it your best shot. That’s all any of us can do. If you never try, you’ll never know.’

‘I’m pretty sure that last part is a song lyric,’ I told her.

My mother’s smile withered a fraction.

‘If I were you,’ she went on, ‘I’d put the competition out of your mind. Just start writing a book that feels right to you; write it for yourself and no one else.’

I nodded in agreement, made all the right noises, and praised her for being so wise, yet inside I was conflicted. I didn’t know how to do what she said. The very concept felt childlike to me, a rule decreed by someone who had no authority to make it. The fact was, I would not be writing this or any other book for myself, for her, or even for a competition. I would be writing it as a means to an end, for someone else entirely.
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